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Proposal Summary

» Nationa attention has recently been placed on the importance of graduating high school seniors’ ability
to understand and correctly use proper grammar. This has been an increasing concern for both the
private and business sectors beginning around the time that the first graduating class of students who
were taught through the whole language approach to grammar instruction entered the workforce or
began higher educational pursuits.

> Nearly every state mandates that students master appropriate grammar usage before high school
graduation, with many of them showing a need for such mastery by the beginning of the sophomore
year. This growing concern for our students' lack of knowledge in grammar, and their growing apathy
toward grammar instruction and subsequent knowledge pushes for an instructional technique that can
put prescriptive grammar instruction in anew and exciting light. A methodology built on and promoting
the concept, that English grammar is easy. Every year that passes without such a methodology creates
greater hostility toward grammar instruction, the skills of graduating seniors, and the English/Language
Arts community. We have created a behemoth that feeds on itself through the placement of
English/Language Arts teachers who do not know nor like prescriptive grammar themselves into the
secondary school setting.

» Education needs a strategy that incorporates the concept of keeping things smple with the active
mindset of today’ s students, would engage, excite, and motivate students in the English/Language Arts
classroom, including English as a Second Language, Limited English Proficiency, Specia Education,
and Gifted and Talented students, and thus improve the overall climate and strength of the school’s
educational environment. By finding such a methodology and the appropriate classroom application, the
strength of our national educational system, and the mastery levels of our students leaving high school
would increase.

» Thisform of education, known as a reductionist approach, was first implemented as far back as the days
of Socrates (Moustafa, 1997), and has been utilized in American public schooling as far back as the
Massachusetts elementary schools of 1647. This strategy has recently been under fire.

> Beginning in the late 1960's and early 1970’s, the push for a whole language or constructionist approach
to learning appeared, and has taken hold of the English/Language Arts classrooms (Simmons, 1998).

» The whole language approach is somewhat based on the theories of very reputable researchers such as
Piaget, Dewey, Vygotsky, and Chomsky, as well as other equally notable researchers (Keefe, 1996), but
fails to consider the findings of such researchers as Howard Gardner, Willard Dagget, and the
researchers at the Regional Educational Laboratories. Charlotte Keefe, in her book Label Free Learning
(1996), describes whole language as a process based on the philosophy that “learning is easy,” and
“students and teachers, as primary participants, are in control of the learning environment,” while she
states that the traditional reductionist approach “carries two messages: 1) Learning is hard; 2) Teachers
need all the help they can get” (p. 13).

» In viewing the whole language approach, it can be seen that the current push in education is to teach
grammar as a descriptive process, describing the language as it is used, rather than a prescriptive
process, prescribing how it should be used as determined by socia standards (Wolfram, 1998). This
approach eliminates the instruction of Standard English practices and encourages the instruction of
dlang, dialects, and cultural variations of the English language because grammar practice is boring,
phonics is hard, and nobody likes doing worksheets.



The whole- language approach to language study in its basic form seems to be based largely on the idea
that if we make the learning revolve around the learner, skip the difficult to learn and boring material,
and keep the teacher from being the one to correct students' word usage and spelling, then we can make
learning fun for students. In its basic form, the whole-language approach to language study seemsto be
based largely on the idea that if we make the learning revolve around the learner, skip the difficult to
learn and boring material, and keep the teacher from being the one to correct students' word usage and
spelling, then we can make learning fun for studerts.

Howard Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences provides educators with the groundwork necessary
to make grammar instruction easy, enjoyable, and meaningful to all students.

The Multiple Intelligence Theory also defeats a common idea that some students, especialy the learning
disabled, are not able to understand even the smple classifications of grammar.

Within the context of the multiple intelligences, it can also be surmised that English as a New
Language/Limited English Proficient and special education students could more easily obtain grammar
proficiency through instructional approaches that address more than the commonly accessed
verbal/linguistic intelligence.

It is rarely debated in most English/Language Arts circles that students should be exposed to various
types of literature, writing, and speaking scenarios, but the need for grammar instruction is highly
contested among those teachers. The current national standards suggested by the NCTE makes only a
vague reference to students’ ability to use language structure (The List of Standards, 1999), while the
Columbia University School of Education states that “students should develop an understanding of the
parts of the English language” (English, 2000).

Although it is fairly consistent among English/Language Arts teachers that grammar rules and practice
are not of utmost importance (Dagget and Ott, 1999), which identifies the reasoning behind the NCTE's
vague grammatical reference, research has found that the general population finds grammar of great
importance.

Surveys showed that most important English standard and the seventh most important academic
standard overall, as ranked by those other than English/Language Arts teachers, was the ability to apply
in writing the rules and conventions of grammar, usage, punctuation, paragraphing, and spelling, with
83% of the respondents ranking it as the most important area of English (Dagget and Ott, 1999).
English/Language Arts teachers, on the other hand, ranked this same standard as the twenty-eighth most
important standard overall and one of the least important of the English standards.

By identifying the stimuli that aid or deter the learning process, it is possible to manipulate the
surroundings and the stimuli to create an environment that maximizes the opportunities for student
learning.

Researchers know that the brain is a parallel processor, which simply means that it can perform multiple
tasks at once, much like a computer (Funderstanding: brain-based learning, 1998). The brainis
constantly processing information and storing what it perceives as important. The information that the
brain perceives as important, however, is not necessarily the materia that the teacher intends to be
learned (Wolfe, November 1998).



Learning is a processin which the brain takes in information, processes that information, stores the
information it deems relevant, and is then able to recall that information at a later time.

Scientists believe that memory is divided into two distinct categories, declarative and procedural.
Declarative memory is the type of memory in which a person can recall the information, but does not
necessarily know how to apply that information. This type of memory is believed to be located on the
cortex and is what is considered the conscious memory. Procedural memory is located deeper in the
brain and “alows us to perform procedures without using the limited conscious- processing space”
(Wolfe, page 63). It isalso believed that procedural memory is created through the repeated firing of the
neurons until a permanent connection is made. (Inside the teen brain, 1999, Wolfe, 1998).

Additional research has recently found that emotional intelligence is “a better predictor of future success
than traditional methods such as GPA, 1Q, or standardized test scores,” and that “emotional health is
fundamental to effective learning” (page 1). This means an instructional method, which alows students
to learn by using their strongest intelligences from Gardner’s theory to develop the basic concepts of
emotional intelligences further, is needed.

Researchers have shown that “many students who have difficulty in school do not use strategic methods,
but randomly guess when confronted with problems” (Lombardi & Butera, page 2), which seems to
imply that either the instructors are not teaching students to recognize how they learn and then teaching
the students according to the strengths of their students, or that there are other factors which impact a
student’s learning. Although the first scenario is unfortunately overwhelmingly true, one factor that
affects student learning is in fact the emotional state of the student. The classroom environment has
been found to be a large factor in student learning, because learning is a process with a profound
physiological impact.

Researchers have shown that “many students who have difficulty in school do not use strategic methods,
but randomly guess when confronted with problems” (Lombardi & Butera, page 2), which seems to
imply that either the instructors are not teaching students to recognize how they learn and then teaching
the students according to the strengths of their students, or that there are other factors which impact a
student’s learning. Although the first scenario is unfortunately overwhelmingly true, one factor that
affects student learning is in fact the emotiona state of the student. The classroom environment has
been found to be a large factor in student learning, because learning is a process with a profound
physiological impact.

Neurological research has found that emotions play a critical role in the patterning process because the
brain’s reaction to certain emotions (Funderstanding: brain-based learning, 1998). Itisalong
established fact that the brain reacts differently to fear than it doesto pleasure. This, then, isthe crucia
link in presenting grammar to students in an interesting manner.

The grammar instruction must utilize the concepts of relaxed alertness, active learning, orchestrated
immersion, concrete and abstract learners, and active and reflective learners. It should incorporate the
multiple intelligences, the emotional intelligences, and right- and left-brain activities.

The approach should incorporate patterning, visualizations, and movement into traditional concepts such
as rote- memorization, sequencing, and analyzing. It should also create a classroom environment that
allows for observational learning, along with active participation, peer tutoring, and the positive
reinforcements thought so necessary by the behaviorists. It should create a positive and relaxed
classroom culture that views learning as something enjoyable.



A large stumbling block for students and teachers as well, is remembering the complicated rules and
procedures traditionally taught with prescriptive grammar.

An approach that can effectively teach to al of the intelligences strengthens those intelligences in which
students are weak and need work, teaches to those in which they are strong, and strengthens the
emotional intelligences introduced by Goleman is needed.

The proposed approach to teaching grammar, when used in totality uses direct instruction through mini-
lessons and “teachable moments’, in conjunction with the basics of child learning set out by Piaget, and
afundamenta shift in the student’s view of grammar instruction. The approach places prescriptive
grammar instruction in a position to create great intrinsic motivation for the student to perform.

Along with the diversity of special education students, we saw in the Midwest Educational Laboratories
study that the minority students also need many of the same classroom conditions as the specia needs
child, specifically peer tutoring, cooperative learning, high classroom expectations, adaptability of the
lesson, and incentives or rewards — all of which are obtained through the proposed program.

Our approach makes grammar instruction a fun, enjoyable, and meaningful experience for everyone
involved.

In order to remain educationally competitive on a worldwide scale, we must realize that now is the time
to create classrooms full of activity that promote creativity, positive attitudes, afeeling of support, and a
feeling of self-worth.

Primary research into currently used methodologies will be conducted during the first year of the study.
Information being collected will include currently implemented instructional practices and prospective
participant school information, including student demographics, availability of teachers, and district
standards.

The goal of the research teamisto secure six to nine teachers within each district in order to present a
more valid sampling of the effectiveness of each instructiona approach and to secure the widest possible
selection of learning styles and ability levels, including special education students and English as a New
Language/Limited English Proficiency students. We also are targeting a wide selection of both rural and
urban schools, socio-economic factors, ethnicities, and both public and private schools.

Student grammar proficiency will be tested through the administration of a content specific test at the
beginning and end of each grading period.

At the close of the third year, we will begin the analysis of all statistical and anecdotal information
received and will disseminate our findings.

The findings of this study will further enhance the international body of knowledge that is currently
available, and will provide information applicable to increasing student learning in the area of English
grammar specifically, and in all areas of academia generally. The informational findings of this study
will not be limited strictly to the presentation of prescriptive grammar rules, but will support current and
on-going brain and educational research in the areas of cognition.



SOURCES

Armstrong, T. (1998). Learning differences — not disabilities. Principal Magazine, [seminar handout].

Armstrong, T. (1998). The natural genius of children. Retrieved September 12, 2000 from the World
Wide Web: http://www.thomasarmstrong.com/natural_genius.htm

Brownlee, S. (August 9, 1999) Inside the teen brain: Behavior can be baffling when young minds are
taking shape. [no page number available]. U.S. News & World Report, V127, 6

Brualdi, A.C. (1996). Multiple Intelligences: Gardner’s Theory. (5 pages). Retrieved July 6, 2000 from
ERIC Clearinghouse on Assessment and Evaluation: http://ericae.net/pare/getvn.aspv=5& n=10

Cotton, K. (March 1991). Educating urban minority youth: Research on effective practices. (13 pages).
Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, Topical Synthesis#4. Retrieved December 6, 1999 from School
Improvement Research Series. http://www.nwrel .org/scpd/sirs/5/topsynd.htm

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1996). Thoughts about education. Creating the Future. Retrieved September 12,
2000 from the World Wide Web: http://www.newhorizons.org/crfut_csikszent.html

Daggett, W.R. and Ott, T.E. (June 1999). The overcrowded curriculum: Using data to determine
essential skills. [seminar handout]. Seventh Annual Model Schools Conference, Washington, D.C., June 27-30,
1999. International Center for Leadership in Education, Inc.

English: What students need to learn (n.d.). Columbia University School of Education. Retrieved July 7,
2000 from ERIC database on the World Wide Web:
http://eric-web.tc.columbia.edu/families/nul/nulenglish.html

Funderstanding (1998). About learning/eg. [no page number available]. Retrieved September 12, 2000
from the World Wide Web: http://funderstnding.com/eg.html

Funderstanding (1998). About learning/theories. [pp. 2-12]. Retrieved September 12, 2000 from the
World Wide Web: http://funderstnding.com/eq.html

Keefe, C.H. (1996). Label-free learning: Supporting learnerswith disabilities. Y ork,

Maine: Stenhouse Publishers.



Lombardi, T. and Butera, G. (1998) Mnemonics. Strengthening thinking skills of students with special
needs. Retrieved from the Gale Group [the clearinghouse, May-June 1998, v71, n5, p. 284(3)].

Moustafa, M. (1997). Beyond traditional phonics: Research discoveries and reading instruction.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

National Council of Teachers of English (n.d.). The list of standards for the English language arts.
Retrieved July 15, 2000 from the World Wide Web: http://www.ncte.org/standards/thelist.html

Phonics and whole language (2000, April 12). Education Week on the Web. [no page number available].
Retrieved July 7, 2000 from the World Wide Web:
http://www.edweek.org/context/topi cs/issuespage.cfm?d=14

Simmons, J.S. (1998). The study of language for adolescents. A U.S. historical perspective. In J.S.
Simmons & L. Baines (Eds.), Language study in middle school, high school, and beyond: Views on enhancing
the study of language (pp. 6-18). International Reading Association, Inc.

Wilson, L.O. (1998). Highlights of emotional intelligence: Excerpts and comments from Daniel
Goleman. Retrieved from the World Wide Web on September 5, 2000:
http://www.uwsp.edu/educati on/lwil son/learning/emot.htm

Wolfe, P. (1998, November) Revisiting effective teaching. Educational Leadership, 61 — 64.



