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GRAMMAR INSTRUCTION DOESN’T HAVE TO BE BORING AND 

MEANINGLESS 
 
 

GRAMMAR INSTRUCTION 
 Grammar is a study of how our language works.  Learning to use certain conventions of 

grammar enables us to effectively create and transmit ideas from our heads out into the world 

through our writing and speaking.  Traditional grammar instruction was very prescriptive (see 

stand-alone approach below).  That is, it would prescribe what you must do or should do with the 

expectation that you would be able to transfer these ideas directly to your writing and speaking.    

 Grammar instruction is important; however, time spent composing has a more positive 

effect on grammar and writing than time spent teaching grammar (Hillocks, 1986).  This means 

that grammar instruction must be short and explicit, and then practiced, and reviewed in 

authentic writing experiences.  In this sense, writing and speaking are skills that are developed, 

not content to be taught. 

Approaches to Grammar Instruction 

 There are three common approaches taken to the teaching of grammar: 

1.  Stand-alone approach or isolated approach.  Grammar instruction is done as a 

separate class apart from any real reading or writing using worksheets and/or artificial activities 

and assignments.   While there is a place for an occasional worksheet, this is not a very effective 

approach to helping students develop their ability to use grammar knowledge in their writing.  

There is very little transfer to real life writing situations. 

2. Immersion approach.  Here students are immersed in real life writing and reading 

situations without any instruction.  This immersion is an important aspect of helping to develop 

mature readers and writers; however, without instruction learning is not very efficient or 

effective. 

3. Embedded approach.  This is the most effective approach to grammar instruction. 

Here, teachers examine students’ papers to see what types of errors they are making.  Based on 

these observations, skills are selected for short mini-lessons or coaching sessions.  This is a very 

direct approach to grammar instruction, as students are being direct instruction on those aspects 

they are using in their authentic writing. 

 

TIPS FOR DEVELOPING GRAMMAR AWARENESS 
Listed below are seven simple tips for helping students to develop an awareness of 

grammar in their speaking and writing. 

1. Use lots of real writing.  Authentic writing with feedback and response from 

classmates and teachers is most effective in developing grammar awareness.   

2. Use worksheets judiciously.  There is nothing wrong with worksheets.  They are 

tools; however, like any tool, their effectiveness is determined by how they are used.  Whenever 

possible, have students work in pairs to complete these.  That way they hear the thought process 

of others.  Remember, the goal is learning and writing, not completing a worksheet and getting a 

score to record. 

3. Keep skills instruction brief and quickly paced. Students need some explicit 

instruction related to grammar.  That is, they need to be told exactly what a noun, or incomplete 

sentence is, etc. (see Appendix below for the basic grammar rules).  However, this instruction 

should be brief (two to no more than 10 minutes in duration).  Keep in mind that no skill is 
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mastered in a single setting.  You will need to review, revisit, and reinforce these grammar skills 

in a variety of settings at successively higher levels before master is attained.   

4. Use posters and bulletin boards as reminders. 

5. Find ways to get students talking about their writing (peer group editing is one way 

to do this). 

6. Promote voluntary reading.  Wide reading is the cure for almost everything literary. 

7. Become aware of your own grammar as you are speaking and writing.  Make sure 

you use correct grammar in your speaking.  Correct children’s grammatical mistakes without 

calling a great deal of attention.   

 

STRATEGIES FOR DEVELOPING GRAMMAR SKILLS 
This section contains a description of eight strategies or activities that can be used to 

enhance students’ knowledge of grammar.  

Daily oral language (DOL).  Daily oral language is a quick, effective way to teach and 

reinforce grammar and punctuation.  Simply write one or two sentences on the board in which 

there are grammar or punctuation errors (see Figure 1).  Then ask volunteers to come up and 

correct an error.  Students should correct only one error and then explain why they made their 

correction.   This allows others to hear their thinking and enables you to conduct quick grammar 

and punctuation mini-lessons.  DOL should be kept fast-paced.  Eventually, you may include a 

short paragraph instead of sentences.   

You can find DOL sentences on the Internet (do a search using the terms: daily-oral-

language).  You could also buy books with lots of DOL sentences in them.  However, it is 

usually more effective to create your own sentences based on the types of errors you see in 

students’ writing and what you hear in their speaking.  Also, create sentences and paragraphs that 

are about (a) your students, (b) your students’ lives or experiences, or (c) books, subjects, 

themes, or topics you may be studying. 

 
                       Figure 1. Examples of daily oral language sentences. 

 
bill run fast  
• Bill ran fast. 
• Bill runs fast. 
 
sara is going with bill to wisconsin 
• Sara is going with Bill to Wisconsin. 
 
“sally” bob said “you know it ain't time for gym class yet” 
• "Sally," Bob said, "you know it isn't time for gym class yet." 
 
jim don’t know we don’t do recess today. 
• "Jim doesn’t know we aren’t having recess today. 
 
jenny, she lost her new pen  
• Jenny lost her new pen. 

 

 

 Sentence combining.  Sentence combining is a method of teaching grammar intuitively.  

In sentence combing, students are given two or more sentences.  They must combine them while 

retaining the initial meaning of both.  The resulting sentence must be a complete sentence and 
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use as few words as possible.  This is a naturalistic approach to grammar as students naturally 

look for nouns, verbs, propositions, and connecting words to construct new sentences.  Students 

can record their writing in a paper or computer-based learning log. 

 Sentence combing invites students to experiment with word choice and order.  They 

begin to realize that there are many ways to build sentence (see Figure 2).  This provides a more 

authentic context in which to talk about nouns, verbs, capital letters, and periods.   

 
                                       Figure 2. Sentence combining. 

Jill is strong. 
Jill is a soccer player. 
 
Andy is in the living room. 

Andy spilled his milk. 
 

 

 Important note: Always reinforce the notion that a sentence is a complete idea.  It needs 

to make sense by itself.  Encourage students to read their sentences aloud to see if they make 

sense.   This can be done quickly by having students turn to a neighbor to share their sentence. 

 Sentence elaboration.  Here, students are given a sentence and asked to make it 

different, better, more interesting, or different.  This allows students to see the basic structure of 

a sentence while using propositions, adjectives, verbs, and other types of words and sentence 

parts to make changes.  Unique, creative, humorous, and even silly ideas should be encouraged.  

As well, students can change or add nouns, verbs, and adjectives.    

 For example, you might ask students to make the sentence more mysterious, funny, 

efficient, fancy, exciting, boring, scary, loud, bizarre, silly, funny, pig-like, old, new, happy, sad, 

expensive, etc.  Again, like other activities, sentence elaboration is more effective if the original 

sentence has some connection to what students are reading or studying or their lives and 

experiences.  

 
                     Figure 3. Sentence elaboration. 

 
The bad man grabbed some candy. 
The happy man grabbed some candy 
The happy man shared some candy 
The small elf shared some candy 
The small elf shared his gold. 
 

 

• Sentence alteration.  Students are given a sentence and asked to say the same thing 

using different words or a different word order (see Figure 4).  This is another intuitive way to 

learn about grammar.  Students can work individually, with a partner, or in small group.  They 

should try to see how many ways they can say the same thing.  Have some alternatives prepared 

ahead of time. After students have finished writing, read the different versions of the same 

sentence.  Then show the versions you have prepared. 
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                                      Figure 4 Sentence alteration. 

Randy packed his lunch in a bag. 
 a. Randy put his lunch in his bag. 
 b. Randy packed his bag full of lunch. 
 c. It was his lunch that Randy put in his bag. 
 d. Randy jammed lunch in his bag. 
 e. Randy crammed lunch in his bag. 
 

 

 

 Grammar as inquiry.  Inquiry is an activity where students ask a question and then use 

data to answer the question.  In this case, the question is related to types of word.  An example: 

How many nouns per hundred (NHP) are in this text?  To answer the question, students select a 

spot in a text or trade book, count out 100 words, and record the number of nouns to get a NPH 

score.  You can do this with any grammatical element such as verbs per hundred (VPH) or 

adjectives per hundred (APH).  With younger students use nouns per fifty (NPF).   

 To extend this activity: 

 • Ask an inquiry question in which one type of text is compared to another.  An example: 

Are there more NPH in a newspaper or a Harry Potter book?  Which author uses more APH: J.K. 

Rowling, Kit Pearson or Jerry Spinelli?  These scores can be recorded on a graph and compared.   

 • What type of nouns are found in this story?  Look for different types of nouns (or other 

word type).  Use tally marks and a table  to record the number in each category (see Figure 5).  

Examples might include floating nouns, nouns that sink, big nouns, little nouns, nouns that 

bounce, healthy nouns, etc. 

 
                                             Figure 5.  Noun categories. 

animal nouns human nouns non-human nouns 

   

 

 

 

 Also, if you are wondering what skills to teach students, look at their papers, to see what 

types of errors seem to be reoccurring.  Create short lessons to teach those skills explicitly.  Then 

create a checklist including these skills in the editing process. 

Peer editing.  Peer editing can be used for developing grammar skills.  Here you would 

identify three to five specific grammatical elements upon which to focus.  Students work in small 

groups using the checklist to edit each other’s papers. 

 
                          Figure 23.7. Editing checklist. 

 yes no 

1. Stays consistent verb tense (past, present, future).   

2. Compound sentences make sense when pulled apart.   

3. Sentences are one complete idea.   

4. Uses ‘don’t’ and ‘doesn’t’ correctly.   

5. Uses him/her, she/he/me correctly.    

  

 



Grammar - 5 

© Andrew P. Johnson, Ph.D. 

 

Grammar treasure hunt.  Ask students to go on a grammar treasure hunt to find various 

grammatical elements.  Using a book or textbook in which they are familiar, students use a 

graphic organizer to collect and organize data.  Tally marks are then used to keep track of how 

many words put in each category (see Figure 6) 

 
                     Figure 6. Examples of graphic organizers for grammar treasure hunt. 

 

 
 

 

 

 Wide reading.  Wide reading provides students with a very implicit sense of the 

structure of the language.  Spending 10 to 30 minutes a day is one of the most effect, research-

based strategies can be used in a classroom. 
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APPENDIX  

GRAMMAR AND PUNCTUATION BRUSH-UP 

 

 Grammar is the study of the way language works, a description of the structure of our 

language.  Correct grammar usage helps to create precision in writing and speaking.  While you 

do not have to be a grammarian to write well, you do have to learn a few basic grammar rules 

and develop an intuitive sound for the language.  This chapter describes seven grammar tips and 

a couple of punctuation tidbits that should get you through most academic writing situations 

(Johnson, 2016)  

 There are two ways to check your writing for grammar errors: First, have other people 

read your work.  Second, use the grammar check programs that come with most word processor 

programs.  While not always reliable, grammar checks can find many grammar mistakes, and 

they provide you with short grammar lessons as you use them. 

 

AVOIDING THE SEVEN MOST COMMON GRAMMAR ERRORS 
 1. Stay consistent with tense.  You may not switch tense on a whim.  If you use the past 

tense in the first part of a sentence or paragraph, you must use it throughout. 

 

Incorrect: After William hit the ball he ran.  He stumbles on the way to first (past 

tense and present tense).   

Correct: After William hit the ball he ran.  He stumbled on the way to first (both 

use past tense). 

Correct:  William hits the ball and runs.  He stumbles on the way to first base 

(both use present tense). 

 

Incorrect: The accident happened because people drive too fast (past and present 

tense). 

Correct: The accident happened because people were driving too fast (past 

tense). 

Correct: Accidents happen because people drive too fast (present tense). 

 

Incorrect: Carlos is dirty because he was (past) out working and his dog keeps 

(present) knocking him down. 

Correct: Carlos is dirty because his dog keeps knocking him down when he is 

working. 

Correct: Carlos is dirty because he was out working and his dog kept knocking 

him down. 

 

 

 2. Stay consistent with plurality.  You also may not switch plurality on a whim.  If you 

use the singular in the first part of a sentence or paragraph, you must use it throughout. 

 

Incorrect: A person (singular) should always have their (plural) notebooks. 

Correct: A person should always have a notebook. 

Correct: People should always have their notebooks. 
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Incorrect: The class (singular) improved their (plural) scores 30%. 

Correct: The class improved its score by 30%. 

Correct: People in the class improved their scores by 30%. 

 

Incorrect: A child (singular) should be allowed to remove their (plural) shoes. 

Correct: Children should be allowed to remove their shoes. 

Correct: A child should be allowed to remove his or her collars. 

 

Incorrect: A child (singular) often worries about their (plural) first day of school. 

Correct: Children often worry about their first day of school. 

Correct: A child often worries about the first day of school. 

 

 

 3. Double pronouns should make sense when one is missing.  This means that if you 

read the sentence with just one of either pronouns, that sentence should still make sense. 

 

Incorrect:  Me and her will go to the dance. (Me will go to the dance.  Her will 

go to the dance.) 

Correct: She and I will go to the dance.  (She will go to the dance.  I will go to 

the dance.) 

 

Incorrect: Kelli and her discussed the plan.  (Kelli  discussed the plan.  Her 

discussed the plan.) 

Correct: Kelli and she discussed the plan.  (Kelli discussed the plan.  She 

discussed the plan.) 

 

Incorrect:  The prize went to he and I.  (The prize went to he.  The prize went to 

I.) 

Correct: The prize went to him and me.  (The prize went to him.  The prize went 

to me.) 

 

Incorrect: Him and me went to the movie.  (Him went to the movie.  Me went to 

the movie.) 

Incorrect: Him and I went to the movie.  (Him went to the movie.  I went to the 

movie.) 

Correct: He and I went to the movie.  (He went to the movie.  I went to the 

movie.) 

 

 

 4. Stay gender neutral.  

 

Incorrect: Every person has to make his own decision. 

Correct: Every person has to make his or her own decision. 

Best: People have to make their own decisions. 
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Incorrect: Firemen work long and hard. 

Correct: Firefighters work long and hard. 

 

Incorrect: This lake is manmade. 

Correct: This lake is made by humans. 

Correct: This lake is human made. 

 

 

 5. Avoid repetition within a sentence.  By striving trying to use as few words as 

possible you will avoid most problems with repetition and redundancy. 

 

Incorrect: Steve often comes to school tired so we must try to get Steve to bed on 

time. 

Correct: Steve often comes to school tired.  We must try to get him to bed on 

time. 

Correct: Steve often comes to school tired, therefore, we must try to get him to 

bed on time. 

 

 

 6. Use ‘that’ for restrictive clauses and ‘which’ for nonrestrictive clauses.  A 

restrictive clause is one in which the clause or point is essential to the meaning of the sentence.  

Use ‘that’ in these instances. 

 

 Example: The class that used Andy’s book produced excellent writers.  

 

 The sentence above indicates that there was a class that used Andy’s book and there was 

also at least one other class that did not.  The class that used Andy’s book produced excellent 

writers.  Thus, the clause is essential to the point of the sentence as we are clearly identifying a 

particular class.  

 A nonrestrictive clause is like a theatrical aside.  It adds dimension to the idea, however, 

the meaning is still largely intact if the clause were not there.  Use ‘which’ in these instances.  

 

Example: The class, which used Andy’s book, produced excellent writers. 

 

 In the sentence above, the main idea is that the class produced excellent writers.  They 

just happened to have used Andy’s book.  It does not indicate that there was another class.  

 

 

 7. Use ‘that’ for restrictive clauses and ‘who’ for nonrestrictive clauses.   

 

Restrictive clause: Those students that are done with their work may go to recess.  

Nonrestrictive clause: Those students, who are done with their work, may go to 

recess.   
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 The first one indicates that only those students finished with their work are to be allowed to 

go recess. The second one indicates that these students are allowed to go to recess and also, they 

just happen to be done with their work. 

 

 

PUNCTUATION 
 This section describes the punctuation information you will need to get you through the 

majority of your writing projects. 

The Comma 
 A comma is used in the following situations: 

 1. Between elements.  Use a comma to separate items in a series.  A comma should 

be used before the last ‘and’ or ‘or’ in the sentence. 

 

Incorrect: The apples oranges and bananas fell to the ground. 

Incorrect: The apples, oranges and bananas fell to the ground. 

Correct: The apples, oranges, and bananas fell to the ground. 

 

 

 2. To separate a nonessential clause.  A nonessential clause, like the nonrestrictive 

clause described above, is like a theatrical aside.  Here, the message is still intact without its 

inclusion. 

 

Nonessential clause: The orange, which had been handled by George, fell to the 

ground.  

 

 The sentence above indicates that an orange fell to the floor and it just happened to have 

been handled by George.  This is an example of a nonessential clause.  The George part of the 

sentence is an interesting but not essential part of this sentence.   

 An essential clause means that the information in the middle of the sentence is vital to the 

stuff at the end and should not be separated by a comma.  In the sentence below, there was more 

than one orange, but only the one handled by George fell to the floor.  This is an essential clause, 

thus ‘that’ is used instead of ‘which’. 

 

Essential clause: The orange that had been handled by George fell to the floor. 

 

 

 3. To separate two independent clauses joined by a conjunction.  If you have a 

compound sentence where both sides of the sentence would be complete sentences by 

themselves, use a comma. 

 

Two independent clauses:  Apples are better than oranges, and bananas are often 

used for pie.   

 

 Both parts of this sentence above would work as sentences by themselves: Apples are 

better than oranges.  Bananas are often used for pie.  A comma is used here to separate them.  In 

the sentence below, a comma is not used.  “Apples are better than oranges” is a complete 
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sentence, however, ‘they are often used for pie’ depends on the first part of the sentence for it to 

make sense, thus, it is a dependent clause.  

 

A compound sentence with one dependent clause:  Apples are better than oranges 

and they are often used for pie. 

 

 Do not use a comma to separate two parts of a compound sentence. 

 

Incorrect: Margaret Hamilton played the Wicked Witch, and later starred in 

coffee commercials. 

Correct: Margaret Hamilton played the Wicked Witch and later starred in coffee 

commercials. 

 

The Semicolon 
 A semicolon is used in the following situations: 

 1. To separate two independent clauses that are not joined by a conjunction.  This 

means the semicolon takes the place of and, but, and or. 

 

No semicolon: The winners were happy but the losers were sad. 

Semicolon: The winners were happy; the losers were sad. 

 

 

 2. To separate elements in a series that already contain commas.  If I wanted to list a 

series of things in different groups (some fruit things, some vegetable things, and some dairy 

things), I would use the commas to separate the things within the groups and semicolons to 

separate the groups.  This way the reader knows when the groups end and begin. 

 

Incorrect: For breakfast there was apples, oranges, and pears, carrots, peas, and 

beans, and yogurt, cottage cheese, and milk. 

Correct: For breakfast there was apples, oranges, and pears; carrots, peas, and beans; 

and yogurt, cottage cheese, and milk. 

 

The Colon 
 The rule of thumb for the colon is that everything that follows the colon should 

directly relate to what preceded it.  This is done two ways: 

 1. A complete introductory clause followed by a final clause to illustrate the 

point.   

 

Example:  There were three kinds of fruit: apples, oranges, and pears. 

 

 

 2. A complete introductory clause followed by a complete sentence that illustrates 

the point.   

 

 Example: All three agree: Fruit is best for breakfast. 
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 The illustrating sentence that follows the colon above is a complete sentence; thus, it 

begins with a capital letter. 
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