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C H A P T E R

To those who care about punctuation, a sentence such as “Thank God its 

Friday” (without the apostrophe) rouses feelings not only of despair but 

of violence. The confusion of the possessive “its” (no apostrophe) with the 

contractive “it’s” (with apostrophe) is the unequivocal signal of illiteracy 

and sets off a simple Pavlovian “kill” response in the average stickler.

Lynne Truss, Eats, Shoots & Leaves

It’s fair to say we don’t often hear an encouraging, tolerant tone toward 

grammar and mechanics errors in society or in many classrooms. “Grammar 

and mechanics are to be done correctly or not at all” is more often the 

underlying message. What about experimentation? Play? Approximation? 

Grammar and mechanics shape meaning, and as in all language endeavors, 

we must make mistakes to move toward correctness. Where’s the bridge 

between getting started and stretching with grammar and mechanics and 

being wrong? 

 Let’s get one thing straight. I am not a grammarian, nor am I punctilious 

about much. I’ve never been a language maven or even a stickler. My desk is 

piled high and every surface in my room is covered with papers and books. 

When I was a new teacher, I followed the three cardinal rules of effective 

writing instruction that I learned from Peter Elbow: write, write, write. Still 

do. As a new teacher committed to teaching reading and writing workshops, 

I knew that I wasn’t supposed to use grammar books or worksheets, even 

though everyone seemed to. Still don’t. 

1
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 In my humble beginning years ago as a fourth-grade teacher, I thought 

providing my students with a workshop environment for writing instruc-

tion was enough for them to be successful. My classroom environment was 

carefully designed and my students’ test scores were high. I helped teachers 

at neighboring schools develop literacy workshops, then presented my prac-

tices at district, regional, and national levels. But all the while I had a dirty 

little secret: I didn’t know much about grammar and mechanics, and I wasn’t 

exactly sure how to teach them.

 Over the past fifteen years, I’ve come to know a few things about teaching 

grammar and mechanics to urban middle schoolers. One is the eighteen-inch 

rule. In Texas, we have a lot of Baptist preachers, and I once heard one say 

that the difference between heaven and hell is eighteen inches, pointing his 

finger to his head, then his heart. The heart of good grammar teaching is 

loving students’ errors, loving their approximations. Lev Vygotsky (1986) 

taught us all about “pseudo-concepts,” or budding theories based on initial 

impressions. Kids have a reason for doing what they do, even if it is flawed. I 

have found that, by understanding their pseudo-concepts in all realms, I can 

better teach them grammar and mechanics.

 For example, last week I shared a picture of my dog with my sixth-grade 

student Vanessa. First, I need to tell you my home is my pride and joy—a 

1920s Arts-and-Crafts-style home with hardwood floors and meticulous 

decoration. Imagine my shock when Vanessa asked, “Oh, so you live in a 

mobile home?” Not exactly a compliment in Texas. After stifling a chuckle, I 

asked her why she thought I lived in a mobile home. Vanessa pointed to the 

corner of my leather ottoman in the left side of the picture, “That leather seat 

is one of those benches on both sides of the dining room table. They have 

those in mobile homes.” She used that one attribute and applied what she 

knew to come up with a theory about where I lived. Vanessa wasn’t correct, 

but her assumption made sense.

 In grammar and mechanics instruction, pseudo-concepts are overgener-

alized rules like “Well, I am writing its collar got stuck on the fence. If I wrote 

dog’s collar, I’d use an apostrophe. So I write, it’s collar.” That pseudo-concept 

is based on knowledge about a language rule. A mistake like this from a 

student, and the thinking behind it, shows me where I need to go next in my 

instruction. 

 We will save ourselves a lot of frustration if we shift our notion of 

teaching punctuation and grammar to one of teaching principles instead of 

rules. Handbooks and English teachers often take a right-wrong stance. I’d 

rather my students take a thinking stance. Pseudo-concepts are stepping-

stones along the way to concept development.

 At the same time, I teach students it’s important to clean up their 

errors. In the classic Errors and Expectations, Mina Shaughnessy says, errors 

“demand energy without giving any return in meaning” (1977, p. 12). 
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Though we know kids will get better at writing by writing every day, we 

can’t ignore grammar and mechanics and expect kids will simply learn them 

through osmosis alone. High-stakes testing increasingly relies on knowledge 

of grammar and mechanics. We have to teach more intentionally. Grammar 

and mechanics are not rules to be mastered as much as tools to serve a writer 

in creating a text readers will understand.

 If you’ve ever felt that you didn’t know everything about grammar you 

thought you should, don’t worry. Throughout the book, I weave in defini-

tions as I use them, because I often became lost in texts that just assumed 

I immediately knew the difference between subordinating and coordinating 

conjunctions, appositives and adjective clauses, or the difference between a 

phrase and a clause—or how much my kids should or could know. Worse, 

some books used the old cop-out: Check any good handbook. Please! If you 

ever feel lost, check for a definition in the Glossary included at the back of 

the book (see pages 183–86). 

 First, I should define what I mean by grammar and mechanics. Grammar 

includes all the principles that guide the structure of sentences and para-

graphs: syntax—the flow of language; usage—how we use words in different 

situations; and rules—predetermined boundaries and patterns that govern 

language in a particular society. Mechanics, on the other hand, are ways we 

punctuate whatever we are trying to say in our writing: punctuation, capital-

ization, paragraphing, formatting. Often when teachers discuss the six traits 

of effective writing, this aspect of language is referred to as conventions. In 

short, what are the things readers expect a courteous writer to do?

 If you told me five years ago I’d write a book on merging grammar and 

mechanics with craft, I’d have laughed out loud. The man who didn’t consis-

tently use its correctly until he was twenty-six wasn’t a prime candidate for a 

book on grammar and mechanics. Or was he?

 In 1998, I moved from fourth to eighth grade. The new, high-stakes state 

writing test required students to know grammar and mechanics concepts that 

didn’t emerge and self-correct in the workshop environment without some 

explicit instruction. In fact, in my inner-city middle school in San Antonio, 

Texas, my kids were stumbling as they tried to apply many basic conven-

tions of writing. And now I had to teach complex sentences. How do you 

teach complex sentences? I wondered. I looked in the grammar textbook. It 

showed how to identify sentences as simple or complex, but that was about 

it. By this point, I was a voracious reader of professional journals and books, 

a habit developed during my master’s degree work in literacy. None of these 

professional books about literacy workshop instruction actually said how to 

teach complex sentences—they just gave admonitions and advice to “teach 

grammar and mechanics in context.”

 What was a nongrammarian to do? Because I wasn’t a writer who natu-

rally and unconsciously picked up rules and patterns, my own struggles actu-
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ally helped me devise methods for teachers who experienced conflicts about 

teaching grammar and mechanics. My weaknesses helped me understand 

how and why students developed pseudo-concepts about language, because 

I was occasionally confused by a few of those pseudo-concepts as well. 

 Don’t worry. I have learned the rules by now. I am thirty-eight; other-

wise, I wouldn’t dare to write a book. Or would I? For as much as I knew 

about writer’s workshop and the teaching of writing, I knew little about how 

to truly integrate the conventions of grammar and mechanics into my daily 

teaching. It’s one thing to learn the rules, and another to figure out how to 

balance explicit instruction about rules with the daily demands of a writer’s 

workshop.

 When I taught fourth grade with twenty-two students, I conferred with 

students and shared what they needed to know on an individual basis. If 

a problem popped up all over the class, I taught a mini-lesson. Even then 

I merely presented concepts rather than teaching them. The instruction 

was scattershot, but the test scores were high enough that I thought it was 

enough.

 But once I moved to the middle school, I had 150 students I only saw for 

fifty minutes a day. My advice was random and ineffective: “Make sure all 

your sentences aren’t the same. Make long ones and short ones. Don’t have 

run-ons.” I’m sure my kids loved all the advice and admonitions! I was just 

like all the writing experts, calling out as I walked into my classroom, “Teach 

grammar and mechanics in context!” The grammar and mechanics I taught 

one-on-one or in random, whole-class lessons only went so far. I had to do 

more, and I had to do it systematically. 

What’s Important?

We do not have time in our classes to teach everything about the rhetoric 

of a sentence. I believe in island hopping, concentrating on topics where 

we can produce results and leaving the rest . . . to die on the vine.

Francis Christensen, Notes Toward a New Rhetoric

No matter how well-intentioned, if I deluge my students with too much of 

anything, they remember nothing—especially rules and the exceptions to 

those rules.

 This truth gives me pause.

 If we were to island hop as Christensen suggests, we should hop on the 

islands that matter, that give our students the power to write effectively. In 

terms of writing effectively, what really matters? What should we spend our 

time on? I can’t spend the same amount of time on who versus whom as I do 

on it’s versus its. 
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