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Teaching Grammar within the Process of Writing
(Constructivism Rather than Behavioralism)

By Donald A. Gerz, B.A.

In the teaching (and learning) of grammar, there are two basic and diametrically opposed educational philosophies and styles of learning: the behavioral/traditional approach and the constructivist/process approach.

The behavioral approach favors what Constance Weaver (see bibliography below) refers to as a “transmission” model—a method noted by her as being “reductionist” and one which stresses “[formation of right habits], avoiding mistakes, [passive] practice skills, direct teaching [the teacher as taskmaster], decontextualized testing, uniform learning, and ferreting out students’ weaknesses” (Weaver, 1996).


The constructivist approach embodies Weaver’s “transactional” model—a method noted by her as being “cognitive,” and one which stresses “hypothesis formation; [seeing errors] as necessary for encouraging more sophisticated hypotheses; [active learning in order to construct knowledge]; responsive teaching to meet students’ needs and interests; [the teacher as] mentor; [seizing teachable moments through the use of] mini-lessons; assessment from a variety of contextualized learning experiences; [learning as individual and flexible]; and an emphasis on students’ strengths” (Weaver, 1996).


While it is far beyond the scope of this position paper to report and discuss pertinent research on this matter, suffice it to say that virtually all credible research and testing verify that constructivist approaches are far more effective than behavioral methods in teaching, learning, and especially in applying grammar skills.  Most experienced teachers also generally concur on this finding.  Therefore, I strongly favor teaching grammar within the evolving process of writing, and I prefer to employ many (though not all) constructivist techniques for teaching writing, reading, grammar, usage, vocabulary, spelling, mechanics, and other topics in the language arts.

This does not mean that I will totally forsake teaching in the behavioral or “traditional” mode.  Naturally, there are times when such an approach is just “the ticket” for individual students or in certain cases when many are continually making the same kinds of errors.  However, at those times when employing traditional grammar, I will do so in short bursts (mini-lessons), for specific problems, and with individuals who especially profit from that approach.


Below, I am including a very short bibliography of excellent scholarship and online applications on the general topic of constructivism in grammar and composition.  (The Weaver and Noden texts each contain comprehensive bibliographies as well.)


I hope you have found the above helpful in seeing what I am trying to accomplish in my grammar and composition classes.  You might also find it profitable to visit my website at <http://www.orgsites.com/ga/millsprings/index.html>.


Please do not hesitate to contact me should you have comments, questions, or concerns.

Sincerely,

Donald Gerz, Teacher of Grammar and Composition
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