
  

TEACHING GRAMMAR FOR GROWING WRITERS 

“These are our goals for teaching grammar: to teach knowledge of 
conventional usage in order to increase power, opportunity, and 

voice; to teach habits of fluency, inquiry, and experimentation; and to 
engage students in such a way that this knowledge and these habits 

are sustaining and flexible.” 

What does research say about typical ways of teaching grammar?  

George Hillocks and Michael Smith: 
Research over a period of nearly 90 years has 
consistently shown that the teaching of school 
grammar has little or no effect on students. 
(George Hillocks & Michael Smith). 
 
None of the studies reviewed for the present 
report provides any support for teaching grammar 
as a means of improving composition skills. If 
schools insist upon teaching the identification of 
parts of speech, the parsing or diagramming of 
sentences, or other concepts of traditional 
grammar (as many still do), they cannot defend it 
as a means of improving the quality of writing. 
 
Constance Weaver: 

What doesn't work: 
Diagramming sentences . . . teaches nothing 
beyond the ability to diagram" (1960 Encyclopedia 
of Educational Research).  
 
The impressive fact is . . . that in all these studies . 
. . the results have been consistently negative so 
far as the value of grammar in the improvement of 
language expression is concerned. Surely there is 
no justification in the available evidence for the 
great expenditure of time and effort still being 
devoted to formal grammar in American schools.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer: 
The teaching of formal grammar has a negligible 
or, because it usually displaces some instruction 
and practice in actual composition, even a 
harmful effect on the improvement of writing.  
 
George Hillocks: 
School boards, administrators, and teachers 
who impose the systematic study of traditional 
school grammar on their students over lengthy 
periods of time in the name of teaching writing 
do them a gross disservice, which should not be 
tolerated by anyone concerned with the effective 
teaching of good writing.  
 
Wilhelm and Smith 
Rather than using terminology to label, we want 
students to learn the terms by using them to 
make meaning in their writing and/or reading, to 
inquire, and to explore and discuss language 
use issues in their own writing, that of their 
peers, and that of the authors they read and 
enjoy. 
 
Instead of worrying about every error in every 
paper, we think it makes far more sense to 
focus our own and our students’ attention on 
one issue at a time. It means modeling, 
mentoring, and monitoring student practice until 
they truly understand how a language 
convention works and can really use it correctly. 
 

It appears that there weren’t 
any good old days when, by 
God, kids learned their 
grammar. -- Hillocks 
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