
Mantyla 1 

Nikki Mantyla 

Brett McInelly 

English 610 

16 December 2005 

Effective Grammar Mastery in the First-year Composition Class 

Introduction 

 The word grammar depresses not only the masses but teachers of writing everywhere.  

It‟s been forty years since Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer an-

nounced that “the teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or, because it usually displaces 

some instruction and practice in composition, even a harmful effect on improvement in writing” 

(37-38).  Ensuing debates on whether it is even possible to teach grammar go back and forth 

listlessly, leaving the majority of us feeling that even a “successful” method of teaching grammar 

would only reach a handful of students at best.  Meanwhile, freshmen come into our first-year 

writing courses hoping we can “fix their grammar,” but because we as instructors don‟t know 

how to go about it, we do what we know we shouldn‟t, what we know will never work: We give 

them a handbook and tell them to read it. 

 I hope to shed a ray of light on the subject—a light that reached not just a handful but 

seventy-five percent of my freshmen composition students.  Experts have given us hints for 

years, but the tricky part is synthesizing the advice into classroom-ready applications that work.  

Amazingly, the solutions are simpler than we realize, take less time than we realize, and provide 

better results than we realize.  We can and should and must teach grammar in the first-year 

composition course, but with the qualification that we focus on what college students need 

most—an understanding of effective punctuation usage—and teach it as a rhetorical tool, 

through student-generated sentences and student-generated analysis. 
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What I Mean by “Grammar” 

 The word grammar eclipses so many denotations, connotations, and flawed assumptions 

that any discussion of it requires first defining usage of the term.  For this article, I am not 

particularly concerned with our natural understanding of word order, or with parts of speech, or 

even with linguistic etiquette.  I reside in the camp Patrick Hartwell calls “Grammar 5” or 

“stylistic grammar,” and I am by his definitions a classic stylistic grammarian because I believe 

“we can find ways to offer developing writers helpful suggestions about prose style” (225).   

At the college level, the majority of “errors” I see on papers are stylistic mistakes made 

by students who know how to speak “grammatically” but can‟t punctuate their speech correctly 

on paper.  They are unsure about everything from quotation marks to colons.  While some ex-

perts include punctuation under the category of grammar and others place it separately in me-

chanics, my students place punctuation very definitely within the subject of grammar: One of 

their first grammatical concerns is where to put their commas.  The curriculum for first-year 

writing in my department also links punctuation and grammar by placing student quizzes on 

semicolons and apostrophes in the category of Grammar Mastery.  The most convincing 

argument for me, however, is that if the conventions of grammar are meant to help us avoid what 

Edgar Schuster calls “communicative derailment” (xi) then punctuation must be considered in 

that category, for the placement of punctuation lends either clarity or confusion to the words on 

the page. 

 I do not mean that punctuation is the only part of grammar that freshmen college students 

need.  Two or three of my students could also use help with dangling or misplaced modifiers, 

parallel structure, and even capitalization.  However, I believe a firm grasp of punctuation can 

strengthen their writing the most and maybe even help them identify other grammar concepts 

they missed somewhere.  
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Miracles 

The light I mentioned at the first relates to a phenomenon that occurred early this semes-

ter and that continues to baffle me as I grade papers at the close of the term.  The event was a 

lesson on semicolons; the baffling part is that nearly three months later, without any recurrent 

instruction, my students continue to write amazing sentences with semicolons.  In a class of 

nineteen students, all but four used at least one semicolon in their final paper (without being re-

quired to), and several students used five or more effectively in the course of eight to ten pages.  

No other grammatical concept I taught them this semester sunk in that well.  Even the simplest 

convention that I coached them on (how to type a dash by hitting the hyphen key twice) contin-

ues to crop up as a problem in their papers. 

 What made the lesson on semicolons stick where other lessons and their own studying 

could not?  We‟re very used to things not sticking.  Constance Weaver tells us of grammar 

instruction: “There are no miracles here.  That is, teaching grammar in the context of writing will 

not automatically mean that once taught, the concepts will be learned and applied forever after” 

(24).  Yet with semicolons, for 75% of my students that seems to be exactly what happened. 

The Lesson 

 The inspiration for this lesson is now lost in the chasm of Things I Will Never Be Able to 

Recall.  I remember being struck by the thought that students needed to master some of the more 

complicated punctuation marks in order to step closer to writing like professionals, but I don‟t 

remember where the idea for the teaching method came from. 

 The plan that somehow evolved in my head required a box of chalk and a bag of Hershey 

kisses.  The students had studied semicolons for their quiz the week before, so I didn‟t spend 

time describing the “rules” to them.  They had a first draft of a personal essay with them, and my 

instructions were as follows: Using a semicolon, write a sentence you could include in your per-
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sonal essay.  After writing a sentence on a slip of paper, the students took a piece of chalk and 

copied their sentence anywhere they pleased on the chalkboards around the room.  Then they ex-

changed the chalk for a chocolate-caramel kiss and sat down.  Within five minutes we were liter-

ally surrounded by semicolons—twenty of them in all—and happily munching on Hershey 

kisses. 

 I walked over to the nearest sentence and asked the class to tell me simply whether it 

“worked” or not.  I threw another kiss to the student who answered.  Then I asked why it worked 

or didn‟t work.  If it didn‟t, I asked them how we could fix it.  If there were options for how to 

fix it, we discussed them.  (“Is a semicolon the most effective mark for this sentence, or would a 

comma or a dash or a colon or a period make it more effective?”)  Each intelligent response they 

gave me received a kiss in return.  We continued around the room, laughing together when a 

sentence didn‟t work, figuring out what made a good semicolon sentence by probing those 

twenty examples.  And though the authors of the ineffective sentences could easily have re-

mained anonymous (we hardly remembered who wrote what where), they surprised me by being 

the first ones to speak up and ask my questions for me: “Why is it more effective that way?” 

 Everyone left that day with a well-written sentence to add to their personal essay, and I 

required them to include at least one effective semicolon sentence in their final draft. 

The Results 

  It wasn‟t until several weeks later when I collected their personal essays that I began to 

notice something remarkable had happened.  Not only did every student have an effective 

semicolon sentence, but many of them had several such sentences in their essays.  A couple of 

these students showed other evidence of sophisticated writing with scattered dashes and other 

complicated sentence structures in their papers, but most of the students had convention errors 

galore—except for semicolons.  
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 What‟s more, the results didn‟t end with that paper.  Although I haven‟t required the use 

of semicolons since that essay, two and a half months later I‟m still reading brilliantly 

constructed sentences using semicolons.  In “The Woes of Standardized Testing,” Whitney 

wrote, “Some students are poor test takers and may even have test anxiety; comparing these 

students to others puts them at an unfair disadvantage.”  Marie‟s paper, “The Influence of the 

Media on Teenagers,” included this great sentence: “The average American woman is 5‟4” and 

weighs 142 pounds; the average model is 5‟9” and weighs 110 pounds.”  Chris‟s “Graffiti: It‟s 

What‟s on the Inside that Counts” says, “The most significant thing about graffiti is its ability to 

convey information about a time period and culture; by disregarding graffiti as a source of 

information, society is greatly denigrating people‟s feelings and essentially the current condition 

of their own civilization.”  And in Paul‟s “Plasmid Rescue Technology: Cures from a Morbid 

Past” he says, “The magnitude of this malady is apparent; this technology isn‟t a matter 

concerning just the scientific community.” 

 I polled my students at the end of the semester: How many of you were comfortable us-

ing semicolons before that lesson?  Two (neither of which were any of the students I just 

quoted).  How many of you are comfortable now?  Fifteen. 

 After one unique punctuation lesson, three-quarters of my students were not only able to 

use semicolons, not only comfortable using semicolons, they chose to use them and they used 

them effectively to create subtle rhetorical nuances in their writing. 

Why It Worked (And Why Handbooks Don’t) 

 I am not suggesting that the activity I did with my students is the final word on effective 

grammar instruction.  However, the Grammar Derby and other activities I did subsequent to this had 

similar features (having students write their own sentences, for example), but did not produce 

anywhere near the same results.  The more I tried to produce other successful methods and failed, the 
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more I wondered why that semicolon lesson worked and what it could teach me about effective 

grammar instruction.   

 The clues I like best come from student responses on evaluation sheets, in emails, and in 

casual conversations.  I ran into a student in the campus bookstore, and she broke into a big smile and 

said, “You‟re doing a paper about that semicolon activity, right?  I loved that activity because now I 

get semicolons.”  She wasn‟t just saying that: Jessica used five semicolons (all “correct” and—more 

importantly—effective) in her research paper about the neglect of siblings of children with 

disabilities.  My favorite of them said, “On one hand, they try to out-shine their siblings; on the other, 

they do not want to.”  For her as for many of the students, the semicolon activity opened a new world 

of stylistic options, and some perceptive students gave me hints as to how that happened.  Sam 

commented in his evaluation, “It helped me to see examples.”  Brianna said in an email, “It forced 

me to write my own, and then gave 18 more examples of good sentences. „Hands-on‟ lessons like 

that, where we have to participate, always help me.”  Brittany wrote me a note saying, “I think that 

requiring the use [in the personal essay] forced us to learn how to use them.”  Geoff remarked that 

the best parts for him were the incentive of the chocolate and hearing what his classmates thought.  

And Natalie pointed out in her evaluation that perhaps the most helpful aspect was that “we were the 

ones correcting the work.”   

 Students understand more than we give them credit for.  They understand, for example, that 

they retain very little from lectures, only a little more from reading a textbook, but a great deal more 

from activities—because activities are active and provide students an opportunity to interact with the 

subject matter.  “We were the ones correcting the work,” Natalie told me.  It mattered that they were 

involved so thoroughly.  The sentences belonged to them, so they cared; the analysis belonged to 

them, so they participated and learned. 

They also recognized the impact of having eighteen additional examples to look at, having 

the chance to use inductive reasoning to sort out the concept in their heads.  And they knew it 
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wouldn‟t have worked as well if I hadn‟t held them accountable in their next paper for using what I 

taught them. 

 Synthesizing messages from experts and numerous studies confirms what the students knew 

intuitively.  Scott Peterson, in “Teaching Writing and Grammar in Context,” notes that a key feature 

for effective grammar instruction is that “the principles of language . . . be directly applied to a 

writing project” (75).  The concept of the semicolon gained relevance because they were applying it 

directly to their personal essays.  Donald Graves builds on this idea of linking instruction to the 

current piece of writing, saying that to make lessons most effective “only one or two skills can be 

taught at a time, and taught within the context of the writer‟s piece” (192).  John Dawkins points out 

additional necessary elements in his article, “Teaching Punctuation as a Rhetorical Tool,” saying that 

effective punctuation “is to be learned by doing—the way all language skills are learned, which 

means a lot of doing, of course.  So instruction consists of enough examples for discussion . . . and 

enough opportunities in writing to develop the experience needed for making good choices” (544).  

Students learn well by doing, not listening or reading; they learn by discussing—not just looking at—

numerous examples; they learn by experiencing development opportunities in their writing (like 

having a teacher say, “Try using this concept in your paper”).  The activity we did with semicolons 

provided these essential ingredients. 

 All the reasons that this activity was successful are the reasons that handbooks are not, even 

in the best of circumstances.  I tried everything I could think of to make the handbook accessible to 

my students as a resource.  We had a competition in which I called out a potential grammatical 

problem (such as not knowing whether to use an apostrophe for the 1900s), and then they raced to 

find the page in the manual that would give them the answer.  Student evaluations of the race 

overwhelmingly labeled it “fun,” but as Brian‟s evaluation pointed out, the competition “helped show 

where to find things, but not how to apply them.” 

 Additionally, if we compare the manual to the key features of the semicolon activity, a 
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glaring difference is that handbooks generally contain no more than one or two examples of each 

concept.  They stress memorization of rules rather than inductive understanding through examples.  

The examples in handbooks are there to reinforce the rule, to show how the rule is “correctly” 

applied.  Teaching grammar concepts through multiple examples, on the other hand, allows students 

to interpret the “rules” in a more holistic way—not by memorizing, but by understanding.   

Also, according to Peterson, 

The knowledge acquired from the grammar text has no use and simply will not stick.  

Knowledge acquired within the context of a meaningful writing activity, on the other 

hand, has a much better chance of being used and retained.  If teachers can show that 

a particular skill can help to improve the quality of writing, then the skill becomes a 

useful thing to know.  No longer is the skill taught in isolation for no other purpose 

than its own sake.  It can be utilized to write more clearly and with greater impact.  

The skill has a purpose and a point. (75) 

I began the semicolon activity by telling students my motives for doing it: that I thought semicolons 

were useful punctuation marks for college-level writing.  I have a feeling that introduction alone 

made the lesson important for at least a few of my students like Paul and Chris who throughout the 

semester were extremely interested in making their writing as effective as possible.  The lesson 

mattered, whereas—to students—concepts in grammar books don‟t. 

Correctness vs. Effectiveness  

 The main reason concepts in grammar handbooks don‟t matter is that more often than not  

they endorse false binaries: everything as either right or wrong.  While some usage rules (such as 

using an apostrophe for the contraction “it‟s” but not for the possessive “its”) do function on the 

basis of correctness, many “rules” established by grammar books are broken constantly—and 

very effectively—by professional writers.  For example, Gary Sloan‟s “Frequency of Errors in 
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Essays by College Freshmen and by Professional Writers” shows that professional writers use 

three times as many sentence fragments as students do.  And yet we continue to teach that a sen-

tence fragment is a horrible violation of “correct” grammar and a monstrous sin in writing.  

Some argue the familiar contention that students must know the rules before they can break 

them; I argue that memorizing rules of correctness is a faulty method of learning grammar to be-

gin with.  If we discuss with students how various grammatical concepts can be used effectively, 

students can and will understand their applications. 

 Part of the problem with a rule-based or “correctness” method of grammar teaching is 

that it attaches a negative attitude to the entire field of study.  The general public collectively 

groans upon hearing the word grammar because it is associated with a feeling no one likes: being 

wrong.  When we teach rule-based grammar, we tell students that it is important to learn 

correctness so that they aren‟t caught with errors—aren‟t caught in the wrong.   Dawkins says of 

this traditional approach, “Such instruction is negative in that it tells students what not to do and 

how not to do it; better instruction—in any skill, I assume—is going to tell students what to do 

and how to do it, it is going to encourage the „good‟ behaviors, not discourage the bad” (534).  

From this perspective it‟s easier to see why traditional grammar doesn‟t work: Few people learn 

anything being told only what not to do. 

 Furthermore, in many cases a study of correctness grammar is woefully incomplete.  To 

use a semicolon, the rule is only that the independent clauses on either side must be closely re-

lated.  But as Schuster points out, “Especially within paragraphs, every sentence is likely to be 

closely related to the sentence that precedes it” (174).  No wonder students like Whitney say that 

“semicolons are a tough concept to grasp.”  If the focus is on correctness, students don‟t know 

when they would want to use a semicolon.  And, more importantly, they don‟t realize that it isn‟t 

a matter of correctness but a matter of choice based on an understanding not of rules, but of 
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effectiveness.  George Summey pointed that out over fifty years ago in his book American 

Punctuation, saying,  

The notion that there is only one correct way of punctuating a given word pattern 

is true only in limited degree.  Skillful writers have learned that they must make 

alert and successful choices between periods and semicolons, semicolons and 

commas, and commas and dashes, dashes and parentheses, according to meaning 

and intended emphasis. (4) 

Rule-based grammar provides only the options of right or wrong, leaving students with a 

staggeringly deficient understanding of grammar application. 

 As writing teachers, we fail our students if we don‟t help them comprehend the 

grammatical choices professional writers utilize to create meaning and emphasis in their writing.  

Winston Weather‟s groundbreaking book, An Alternate Style: Options in Composition, asserts,  

One of our major tasks as teachers of composition is to identify compositional 

options and teach students the mastery of the options and the liberating use of 

them. . . . Without options, there can be no rhetoric, for there can be no adjust-

ment to the diversity of communication occasions that confront us in our various 

lives. (qtd in Glenn et al. 277-8) 

The semicolons in my students‟ research papers impressed me because the students had 

obviously weighed the rhetorical value of a semicolon and decided that, of the marks in their 

punctuation repertoire, a semicolon would be the most effective for those sentences.  They had 

mastered that option and been liberated by it to achieve new effects in their writing.  Dawkins 

remarks that learning punctuation as a set of options “enables writers to achieve important—even 

subtle—rhetorical effects” (533).  By emphasizing the question of effectiveness, the activity 

filled the gaps left by rule-based grammar and provided students a new set of rhetorical tools. 
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 As for the punctuating of “it‟s” and “its”—the kind of punctuation that does not give 

usage options—once we teach effective punctuation, students will be able to distinguish better 

between punctuation choices and punctuation for clarity.  Then they will know to turn to the 

handbook as I do when I can‟t remember whether “the ‟80s” gets an apostrophe on both sides of 

the number. 

Ownership 

 We as writing teachers—and writers ourselves—make use of punctuations options all the 

time.  As Schuster puts it, “We have all taken the position expressed by M. B. Parkes that the use 

of punctuation is and has always been a personal matter.  Thus, it should come as no surprise that 

others punctuate sentences differently than we might” (181).  We recognize as we read from pro-

fessional writers that their style of punctuation is unique to them.  It belongs to them, in some 

ways, and contributes to the voice of their writing.   

 With the semicolons in my students‟ research papers, each student used them differently.  

They hadn‟t pulled a standard format out of a handbook, they had truly shaped their own writing.  

I love how Hartwell says that granting students this kind of meta-linguistic awareness “places 

language, at all levels, at the center of the curriculum . . . as literal stuff, verbal clay, to be 

molded and probed, shaped and reshaped, and, above all, enjoyed” (226).  His analogy 

emphasizes individuality: Students shape the verbal clay for themselves, enjoying the effects 

they can produce.  The sentences belong to them.  They shift from students worrying about being 

right or wrong to writers worrying about conveying their ideas in the best way.  Cheryl Glenn, 

Melissa A. Goldthwaite, and Robert Connors tell us, “Once students stop viewing their styles as 

predestined and unchangeable and begin to perceive styles as quantitative and plastic, they can 

begin to seek what Richard Lanham calls “grace” and “delight” in their writing as they learn how 

to control their rhetorical choices and stylistic options” (278). 



Mantyla 12 

 This notion of ownership is yet another reason the semicolon activity worked so well.  

Students wrote the sentences and students analyzed the sentences.  The subject matter came from 

their own papers and the sentences went back into their papers.  They owned those sentences in 

every step of the process; they were the ones analyzing how to make them effective.  I provided 

suggestions when students were stumped, but they still chose which suggestion to follow.  They 

owned the selection process, and so months later they were able to recall it and use it again in 

their research papers without my help.  I had guided them through the activity, but the activity 

gave them ownership of the system.  It defied what Weaver says about how “grammatical con-

cepts must often be taught and re-taught, . . . and students may long afterward continue to need 

guidance in applying what they have, in some sense or to some degree, already learned” (24).  

Three-quarters of my students never needed a repeat lesson on semicolons or guidance on using 

them after that activity because they owned the understanding. 

The Only Drawback 

 One constructive comment regarding the activity came from Matt: “That rocked.  It 

cleared up what I didn‟t understand and helped me practice.  It did seem to drag too long 

though.”  His comment reminds me of what I knew immediately after the activity: The twenty-

five minutes spent on it was a huge chunk of time—a chunk I couldn‟t afford to dedicate to 

grammar instruction on a regular basis.  As effective as the semicolon lesson had been, the de-

mands of the curriculum did not allow me time to repeat it with other grammar concepts.  How I 

would have loved to teach them colons and dashes and even sentence fragments using the system 

I employed with the semicolon!  If I was excited just by the semicolons in their research papers, 

how ecstatic I would have felt seeing a whole range of stylistic tools utilized by my students! 

 As first-year composition instructors we have enough on our plates to fill three or four 

semesters.  The standard curriculum is jam-packed with so many considerations (both inside and 
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outside the field of writing) that it is no wonder many programs leave grammar instruction to the 

handbooks.  When is there time to include it in the class period?  Especially when we‟ve been 

told for forty years that grammar instruction has so little effect on student writing anyway. 

 The frustration I‟ve dealt with since discovering the results of the semicolon activity is 

perhaps akin to the frustration of finding the cure for a plaguing disease and lacking the funding 

to mass-produce it.  I happened across a way to give grammar instruction a massive impact on 

student writing, but I couldn‟t find space in the curriculum to act on that knowledge.  Grammar 

had taken a backseat for a reason: Other considerations—such as ideas, organization, and 

voice—were the bigger issues for bringing incoming freshmen up from high school level writing 

to that of the university and academic discourse.  As much as control of punctuation choices 

might have given my students‟ writing a better sense of style, I had to spend the class time ad-

dressing the larger, more global concerns first.  Half a class period for every grammar concept 

was too big a sacrifice to make on behalf of grammar instruction. 

A Solution  

 Then I stumbled across Jan Lacina‟s article “Grammar Instruction and Technology.”  In it 

she says, “As students become more technically savvy in creating and writing drafts, teachers 

also must consider changing the ways they integrate grammar instruction into the teaching of 

writing” (247), and she goes on to talk about using discussion boards and chat sessions online.  

The reasons for this she says are numerous, but the largest one I saw immediately was alleviating 

the pressure to fit all instruction into a fifty minute period. 

 I already use online discussion boards as a way for students to respond to the literature 

we read.  Rather than keeping hard copy journals, they write a paragraph a week online ana-

lyzing the chapter assigned, and then they read at least one classmate‟s paragraph and respond to 

his or her ideas.  These message boards have been valuable in many ways, but especially because 
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they allow students to have a discussion outside of that constraining fifty-minute period.  Stu-

dents log on at their leisure, respond at their leisure, and thus often put more thought into what 

they have to say.  And everyone participates because there are no time limitations capping the 

number of students we can hear from. 

 Why not then morph my semicolon activity into a virtual form using grammar discussion 

groups online?  Each week the students post sentences they could use in their current paper that 

utilize whatever grammatical concept we are focused on that week.  Group members then 

respond to the effectiveness of each other‟s sentences.  Glenn, Goldthwaite and Connors assert, 

“In the best of all teaching situations, the class members develop a group ethos, a feeling that 

they‟re all in it together, depending on one another for support and direction” (54).  Our 

department requires first-year comp students to take weekly grammar quizzes in groups of four; 

by requiring that they respond to others online before taking the quiz, a grammar discussion 

board gives the group aspect a new dimension—one closer to the ideal of group ethos. 

 My task would be to monitor the discussions and respond to any sentences the group fails 

to discuss thoroughly.  I then extract the most and least effective examples each week and spend 

a few minutes in class showcasing these examples and asking the students to tell me why they 

are effective or ineffective.  I might even resurrect the incentive of the Hershey kisses by 

rewarding students who wrote effective sentences that week or who wrote insightful responses 

about their group members‟ sentences.  In addition, I would keep students accountable by 

assigning points to the weekly activity just as I do to their literature responses, and also by 

requiring them to insert sentences in their papers using the latest grammar concepts they‟ve 

worked on. 

 I would still use the physical chalkboard activity the first week to help students under-

stand how the virtual activity should be run and to get them excited about the activity.  And as 
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needed we could spend two or three minutes in class discussing grammar concepts that students 

weren‟t able to grasp from the online discussions.  But overall my hope is that this technology-

based solution will turn out to be just as effective as my classroom-based activity but much more 

efficient. 

Conclusion 

 On a final note, if we are to help students master grammar in this way—focusing on 

effectiveness rather than correctness—then we as teachers have to understand the concepts 

ourselves.  Inside and out.  If we are going to monitor their discussions and help them make 

valuable insights about each others‟ sentences, we have to be prepared to know what insights are 

valuable.  An understanding of “correct” grammar and an ability to mark every error are 

insufficient for this task.  We have to understand why we punctuate things the way we do and 

what the subtle distinctions are between a period, a colon, a semicolon, a dash, and a comma.  

We have to stop ourselves from wanting to correct “errors”; we have to focus on helping students 

own the concepts by asking them to analyze what they‟ve done and how they could make it more 

effective.  We have to think like professional writers in order to help students think that way, too. 

 For places to start, I found Dawkins‟ descriptions of functional punctuation to be a per-

fect introduction to what he calls “a system that teachers can teach far more easily than they can 

teach the poorly systematized rules in our handbooks and style manuals” (533).  His article is 

both short and easy to understand.  Schuster‟s chapter “Punctuation Today” also provides easy-

to-understand descriptions of punctuation usage—much clearer than the average handbook be-

cause he focuses on why we use the various marks. 

Learning these applications ourselves and focusing on them (and not rules) is the surest 

way to overturn the depressed state that grammar instruction has been in since its inception.  It‟s 

well worth the time it takes to push the rules out and fill our heads with more enlightened ideas. 
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