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Abstract 

 This qualitative action research study reports the effects of implementing 

contextualized writing skills instruction on student usage in writing.  The study 

was conducted within a classroom of 22 eighth grade English students at a 

suburban middle school in Pennsylvania that about 750 students attend.  To 

increase students’ achievement, engagement, and motivation concerning writing, 

model texts and individualized goal-setting were used in the reading and writing 

processes.  Students worked collaboratively with their classmates and instructor to 

learn writing skills through this contextualized methodology. 

 Throughout the study, data were collected through surveys, student 

artifacts, observations, and reflective memos.  After analyzing the data, it was 

concluded that decontextualized instruction lacked relevance to students and 

resulted in negative attitudes and disengagement while contextualized instruction 

resulted in metacognition—shown through differentiated goal-setting, which 

increased student engagement and achievement.  Metacognition was also shown 

in student reflection, which resulted in an increase in positive attitude toward 

student writing abilities.  Finally, peer-to-student and teacher-to-student 

collaboration caused increased student engagement and motivation when 

engaging in both the reading and writing processes. 
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Researcher Stance 

 As the daughter of a teacher with a doctoral degree in Reading, I grew up 

in a language-rich environment.  I was read to by both of my parents from infancy 

on, and I picked up the skill of reading on my own at a very young age through 

memorization of letter patterns.  While many children played travel games, 

colored, or slept on long car rides, I read book after book, often being told by my 

mom or dad, “Get your nose out of that and look at the real world every once in a 

while!”  Despite their concern at raising a cloistered little girl, my parents instilled 

this early-childhood focus on the written word, which contributed to my success 

in Language Arts classes through my primary and middle school years.   

When I entered ninth grade, I hit a roadblock of sorts.  I discovered that 

my writing, although still proficient in the areas of focus, content, organization, 

and style, needed improvement in grammar and conventions.  Throughout the 

younger grades, I recall completing daily edits, but the warm-up activities were 

never connected to our writing.  Having little confidence in my grammatical 

knowledge but knowing that I lived with an expert, I began seeking out the help 

of my mom, who then started proofreading my assignments.   

To my frustration, my mom would never just mark my up and return the 

paper to me—as my teachers had been doing—so that I could simply make the 

changes and turn in a final copy.  Instead, she would force me to sit down with 
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her as she reviewed the mistakes, telling me why I needed a comma in a 

compound sentence or why a collective noun took a singular verb form.  She 

really did use all the grammatical jargon, and that did not really stick; she even 

went so far as to get a fairly ancient volume of a grammar handbook out of the 

attic out of which she forced me to complete practice exercises.  That did not help 

either.  What did work was memorizing the patterns she showed me through her 

own example sentences—revised from my errors in my assignments.  

Unbeknownst to me, my mother taught me the fundamentals of grammar through 

these re-workings of my own errors, and I began receiving much improved scores 

on my graded writing pieces.   

While I crushed paper after paper in high school and college, my friends 

struggled.  I became their go-to editor and proofreader.  This was when I realized 

that not all students had as strong a grasp on conventions as I had due to my 

mom’s interventions and began to thank her at every opportunity for her 

individual instruction.  Thus, when I started student teaching and grading student 

work, their rampant grammar errors were no surprise to me.  However, my mom’s 

methods of instruction were quickly forgotten in the blur of all the newness of 

being a teacher.  I student-taught an advanced analytical writing course to high 

school juniors in which the focus of instruction was on content above all else.  So 

I routinely drained ink-barrel after in-barrel marking what I considered to be very 

basic errors, thinking to myself, “They should know the difference between there, 
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their, and they’re by 11th grade!  Preposterous!”  This arrogant assumption 

benefited no one as, even after returning their battered papers, the same students 

made the same errors again and again.  I chalked it up to an instructional gap 

somewhere in the grades below, placing the blame elsewhere and repeatedly 

ignoring the problem. 

Several years and several subbing positions later, I found myself 

beginning my first middle school position.  I perused the seventh grade 

curriculum I would be teaching and virtually squealed with delight.  Here it was!  

The long-lost grammar!  I would finally be able to teach students what they all 

seemed to lack, and I would succeed where the others had failed.  My students 

would excel in grammar.  I taught unit after unit—from nouns to verbs, 

prepositions to modifiers, sentence structures to active and passive constructions.  

My lessons were organized in a traditional format: I introduced the term and 

concepts with definitions, showed students a few examples, and gave worksheet 

upon worksheet of practice exercises.  And my students really did excel.  They 

achieved brilliant scores on all of the quizzes and tests and showed all signs of 

confidence and engagement with the material.  I taught using mnemonics and 

games, and I formatively assessed almost constantly, earning me praise from my 

colleagues and administrators alike. 
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Despite all the perceived student success and accolades for my instruction, 

errors still appeared with alarming frequency in the writing assignments I gave.  

Even though I had taught sentence structure and how to properly punctuate 

compound and complex sentences, I was scribbling in many a comma—with 

increasing ferocity—on students’ journals and essays.  At this point, I finally had 

an epiphany: maybe teaching grammar in this way was not effective.  What did it 

matter if students could achieve a perfect score on a quiz if they could not apply 

that concept in their own writing?  No one would ever ask Johnny to correctly 

label a compound-complex sentence, but he could eventually be weeded out of a 

job application process for not including a comma before his coordinating 

conjunction! 

I entered my first contractual position the following year, teaching eighth 

grade.  Unlike the prior year, the grammar instruction was to be incorporated 

throughout the course because students only have one Language Arts class 

(whereas in seventh they had two: Reading and Writing—where the grammar 

described in the previous paragraph was taught).  Reflecting on what I 

experienced, I was hopeful; I would have no choice but to link grammar and 

writing!  Enter the standardized testing demon as the Common Core shift 

increased the rigor of the PSSA ELA assessment to include more complex 

grammar questions.  As a department, we were strongly encouraged to teach mini-

units on the grammatical concepts that appear on the test.  To my chagrin, I 
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reverted to my seventh-grade instructional ways and delivered lessons on sentence 

structure identification, verb tense shift, and punctuation of quotations.  Over the 

past few years, I observed that most students can now answer multiple choice 

questions that ask them about errors in usage with some proficiency.  However, 

these mistakes were still appearing with great frequency in their writing.  My 

trusty red pen reemerged, and I would spend hours making these proofreading 

marks only to have students glance at them before shoving their papers in their 

binders, never to look at the writing again.  I started to feel defeated and began 

only marking basic errors--capitalization, punctuation (excluding commas), and 

spelling. 

Around the same time I transitioned to the middle school, I took my first 

courses at Moravian College.  Very shortly after starting, I realized I had been 

teaching grammar in a traditional manner.  I was the sage on the stage acting only 

as font of information and knowledge transfer agent, not as the facilitator, model, 

and guide that my mother had been for me, enabling me to be so successful in 

learning grammar.  I was teaching as I had been taught in the classroom, and I 

needed to break tradition.  When first asked to write a researcher’s stance, my 

instructor suggested that we go back to our philosophies of education.  What were 

the core values that underlay our instruction?  I hearkened back to one of my 

undergraduate courses at Penn State when we were asked to write our three 

tenants of educational philosophy; I transformed these into my cover letter that I 
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used to apply for teaching jobs.  Upon finding this file, I sat staring at my 

computer screen, stunned.  I had named relevance and life-long learning as my 

most important value as an educator.  Everything I had done regarding grammar 

instruction was directly in contradiction to my philosophy.  This was the harsh 

enlightenment I needed.  I realized that I must break tradition and teach grammar 

in a way that is more meaningful and organic, allowing for differentiation, 

inquiry, and modeling as students learn through the reading and writing process, 

receiving individualized feedback as they write and grow.   

Because of this, I arrived at my research question: What are observed 

behaviors and reported experiences of eighth grade English students being taught 

grammar in the context of reading and the writing process on improving usage 

within writing?  My hope was that, through teaching grammar concepts while 

students go through the writing process, they will be able to apply the rules in a 

relevant fashion.  Also, I wanted to create a feedback loop where students can be 

edited (by themselves, a peer, or me) and then make those changes immediately, 

applying the skills they have learned.  I felt this would be a vast improvement 

from my former (unsuccessful) method of grammar instruction. 
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Literature Review 

The Grammar Debate 

Though generalizations can be a dangerous foundation on which to build an 

argument, it can be safely stated that members of the general public often have 

strong opinions on what children learn and how they are taught.  It can be 

assumed that few of these ideas are predicated on research-based knowledge but 

rather on instinct and experiences (e.g. ‘I was taught math this way, and I did just 

fine, so why do differently?’).  Since most adults spent a large chunk of their 

formative years in classrooms, they believe they have expert knowledge and 

speak out under that assumption.  Grammar is one such scrutinized subject.  In 

simple terms, Hartwell (1985) defines grammar as “…the internalized system that 

native speakers of a language share” (p. 106).  This system refers to the way 

words are put together to communicate meaning.  Orally, speakers choose 

words—diction—and their order—syntax.  In writing, an author not only 

commands words but also symbols—punctuation—to convey ideas.  Without 

such a system, communication would be muddled, so the importance of grammar 

itself is not often the focus of the debate; it becomes an argument over how it is 

taught in schools. 

Traditional practice calls for a prescriptive teaching of grammar, focused on 

form.  In its typical iteration, students memorize terminology and definitions, 
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identify parts of speech or constructions through sentence-level practice (often 

from workbooks), and are assessed similarly through tests or quizzes that isolate 

the grammar practice from authentic reading or writing experiences.  According 

to Myhill and Watson (2014), this practice is “predicated on assumptions that 

grammar prescribes how language should be used and acts as the benchmark by 

which deviations should be judged” (p. 45).  These deviations refer to errors, and 

the traditional grammar unit plan centers around these mistakes and how to 

correct them.  The argument for this style of teaching is most often championed 

by the general public; the logic follows the idea that if students are taught 

grammar in this way, errors will be eliminated from their speaking and writing (p. 

45).  This focus on error-correction has become hyper-vigilant in our modern 

culture.  As colloquially-termed ‘grammar fails’ are easily found in daily life on 

advertisements, in publications, and on the very public stage of social media, 

many Americans have become judge, jury, and executioner in sentencing their 

fellow citizens to humiliation through pointing out their mistakes.  Many will 

point to these ‘atrocities’ as evidence of a failing educational system.  Grammar 

seems to be used as a measure of morality of a society (p. 42).  In the eye of the 

public, educators seem to falling short in a significant way.  

Contrary to the assumption of many, grammar still has a fixed place in the 

modern English curriculum.  Though there is no nationally-mandated educational 

program, most states have now adopted a form of the Common Core Standards, 
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which identify language as its own distinct standard; anchors under this heading 

do relate to error avoidance and accuracy (p. 43).  This inclusion, as well as 

language-based questions appearing on required standardized testing, has 

motivated teachers to still focus on grammar as a component of their curriculum.  

The problem lies in the fact that the traditional method of teaching grammar has 

not proven to have educational benefit to students.  In fact, the teaching of 

decontextualized grammar in helping students improve their writing has been 

proven to be ineffective through multiple action-research studies.  Braddock, 

Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer (1963) conducted one such seminal meta-analysis of 

studies on the teaching of writing and conclude “…the teaching of formal 

grammar has a negligible…effect on the improvement of writing.”  They expound 

upon the idea by asserting that such practice actually has a detrimental effect on 

students since it often takes the place of actual writing instruction (p. 37-38).  So 

if the research advises against it, but there is still a rally cry for it, what should be 

done? 

Chomsky defines grammar in a different way that drives at the very heart of 

that question: ‘How we can say things’ is a very simplistic definition of what 

the language covers, but it does indicate the role of the grammar in offering 

conventionally accepted wordings to express meanings.  A more formal way 

of putting this is to describe grammar as the set of linguistic resources 

available to us for making meanings. (Edwardes, 2001, p. 8) 
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Chomsky takes it a step further by adding the meaning component to the very 

definition of grammar.  Grammar is used to allow words of a language to be put 

together in a meaningful way; this enables people to communicate with one 

another.  Grammar’s definition must be viewed as a combination of the two ideas; 

words make up the building blocks of a language, but grammar is the blueprint 

used to build structures.  Without a structure in mind, the blueprint is of no value, 

and the same can be said for grammar in isolation.  Without context, sentence-

level practice and error correction are not important or meaningful, so students 

will not be engaged or achieve. 

 Some researchers state that grammar should be taught in context rather 

than isolation, and this ideology has driven the other side of the debate (Myhill, 

Jones, Lines, & Watson, 2012; Noden, 2011; Weaver, 1996; Zuidema, 2012).  

While the layperson falls back on the traditional practice argument, educators and 

linguists argue from different theoretical perspectives.  Myhill  and Watson 

(2014) discuss Halliday’s approach of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) 

acknowledges the study of grammar as a worthwhile subject area, but the theory 

is meaning-oriented and delves into the relationship between text and context (p. 

45).  Instead of isolated practice, the student must see the grammar in the context 

of the writing to understand its purpose.  “Halliday sees language as a resource, a 

meaning-making system through which we interactively shape and interpret our 

world and ourselves” (p. 45).  In this system, the student is now an active 
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participant in the learning rather than an information receptacle into which 

definitions are dumped and from which error-corrections are removed.  He or she 

can now use grammar as a tool to create meaning.  This leads to the second 

contextualized framework: rhetorical grammar.  Like SFL, rhetorical grammar 

also focuses on meaning but shies away from the metalanguage of the former 

theory.  Students are shown the “repertoire of infinite possibilities available to 

them” through reading various texts.  They are asked to make connections 

between what is said and how it is said, and this builds the bridge from the 

grammar and form to meaning in language use (p. 46). 

 To summarize, the contextualized teaching of grammar seems to be the 

middle ground that can be found between the opposing sides of the great grammar 

debate. The teaching of grammar cannot—and should not—be entirely avoided, 

but the traditional practice of decontextualized exercises have been proven to be 

ineffective and disengaging, so a new methodology must be undertaken.  

Grammar should be taught in the context of the reading and writing process to 

improve usage in their writing.  This hypothesis incorporates many best practices 

of teaching, well-researched and proven to not only improve student achievement 

but engagement, as well.  Each practice has its own distinct role in the teaching of 

grammar in context. 
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Reading Process 

Reading as a process can be easily overlooked by a teacher.  This may be 

because it is a much less visible cognitive undertaking than its more familiar 

cousin, the writing process—with its physical, tangible end-products—but it is a 

process of importance all the same.  “…reading is a process of constructing 

meaning rather than merely obtaining meaning ‘from’ the page…and the process 

of constructing meaning depends in large measure upon what knowledge and 

experiences the reader brings to the task of reading” (Weaver, 1987, p. 9).  In 

other words, students’ brains do not function like information vacuums, simply 

sucking the knowledge out of the material; rather, they are cheesecloth through 

with the information is strained, the meaning catching on the threads of schema.   

Rosenblatt (1976) augments the definition of reading process by explaining it 

as a transaction between reader and text.  Not only do students bring background 

knowledge and experiences to a work of literature, but this personalized 

viewpoint then has a transformational effect on the text.  She writes, “…the 

process of understanding a work implies a recreation of it” (p. 113).  Additionally, 

Rosenblatt explains that students can struggle to comprehend while reading if 

their schema has not yet prepared them for the content (p. 81).  This highlights not 

only the importance of choice and variety of text but also the front-loading that 

educators need to perform before students delve into the reading.  Teachers must 
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lay some groundwork prior to students reading by using modeling and scaffolding 

so that learners can be successful in understanding the material and also know that 

they are reading for a reason.  When reading for a purpose—to analyze a text for 

the author’s style, for example—students require salient mentor texts within their 

reach of comprehension, some range of freedom to inquire and explore, and a 

group of cohorts with whom they may share and collaborate (Noden, 2011, p. 13). 

 Mentor Texts 

Imitation is not only the sincerest form of flattery, but it is also (one of) 

the most effective ways students can become stronger writers.  If learners are to 

successfully use grammatical constructs in their writing, they must first read and 

interact with master works to see how the form affects the outcome.  Gallagher 

writes, “Before you can film a dogfight, you have to know what one looks like. 

Before our students can write well in a given discourse, they need to see good 

writing in that discourse” (Gallagher, 2014, p. 28).  Rather than setting them 

entirely loose with the texts, they do need some modeling and guidance.  

“…while students are immersed in the [works], we also need to teach them how 

to read like writers—to notice the techniques, moves, and choices that [writers] 

make” (p. 29).  As students read, they will always be seeking the answer to the 

same basic question—‘What did the writer do?’  Once that answer is found, it can 

serve as a guiding principle for students are they compose their own works. 
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Inquiry-Based Learning 

When students analyze writing and an author’s lexical and syntactical 

choices, they are participating in inquiry-based learning through the questions 

they pose.  According to Neuby (2010): 

Inquiry teaching methods…ask the student to take an active role in his or 

her own learning.  Inquiry learning begins when students are presented 

with a problem and some suggestions and tools for finding the answer to 

that problem.  They struggle, with help from the instructor, through the 

problem until they reach their answer, having constructed it themselves. 

(p. 5)   

Inquiry can be contrasted with passive learning, involving the teacher assuming 

the “sage on the stage” role and the students simply serving as receptacles for an 

information dump.  Inquiry learning has students learning through discovery and 

through the use of their own choice of resources.  The teacher serves as a guide 

and facilitator as students take ownership for their learning.   

Using this strategy in an urban school setting, Owens, Hester, and Teale 

(2002) explain that implementing inquiry in the classroom takes the role of 

questioning out of the hands of the teacher and engages the students in asking 

their own questions and exploring their own answers.  The questions then serve as 

a gateway to understanding rather than the measure of learning and achievement 
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(p. 616).  While the projects of Owens, et al. took more of an open-inquiry 

approach, they do support the use of more focused inquiries due to their more 

practical classroom application—their own projects were undertaken during 

summer and afterschool contexts.  This shows the use of inquiry as one part of a 

successful curriculum instead of the driving force behind every lesson (p. 617).  

Thus, inquiry can be successfully integrated as a component of a teaching lesson 

or unit while students still reap the benefits of learning through discovery.   

Some research by Zafra-Gómez, Román-Martínez, and Gómez-Miranda 

(2015) has shown that inquiry-based learning (IBL) has a distinct effect on 

student achievement.  The researchers conducted a study over the course of a year 

with college students enrolled in a business administration program at the 

University of Granada (Spain).  They measured student achievement 

quantitatively through grades, and student engagement was assessed qualitatively 

through surveys; both showed growth after completing an inquiry project.  

Though the assignment’s parameters allowed a great breadth in student 

exploration, the researchers acknowledge the benefit of smaller-scale inquiry in 

the classroom: “We believe that the examination grades and the students’ 

assessments reflect the improvements achieved through the combined use of IBL 

and conventional methods” (p. 1066).  In other words, inquiry can be done in 

conjunction with other teaching methods and still benefit students as they learn 

through discovery. 
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Harvey and Daniels (2009) describe inquiry learning as problem-driven, 

which transforms students into explorers (p. 56).  This has students diving into the 

unknown waters of a text and requiring them to think in order to rise to the 

surface instead of using their teachers as lifeguards: instructors remain on the 

shore, only within reach if students are in danger of drowning.  Luckily they tout 

the collaborative aspect of inquiry, explaining that “[t]eaching kids to think 

coupled with rich talk about text makes all the difference” (p. 12).  In small 

groups, learners’ peers can serve as a reassuring life jacket, providing students 

with a helpful boost if they get stuck too deeply in the mires of the investigation. 

Collaboration 

The inquiry process is rarely undertaken alone but rather relies upon group 

and collaborative learning efforts.  In reading, “[c]ollaborative literacy 

experiences provide opportunities for students to engage in the construction of 

meaning as they share ideas about text…” (Gambrell, Mazzoni, & Almasi, 2000, 

p. 119).  Collaboration has been linked to student achievement through much 

research spanning all the way back to Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist 

theory, which theorizes that what can be accomplished independently is much 

more limited than what can be done with support of knowledgeable peers.  “This 

suggests that, under the right conditions, collaborative social interaction among 

peers can promote and support cognitive growth as children model for each other 
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more advanced thinking and language skills…” (p. 120).  When students work 

together, especially given a common goal, they will arrive at deeper 

understandings and uncover more unique perspectives. 

The link between collaboration and achievement can be seen in a study by 

Rojas-Drummond, Mazón, Littleton, and Vélez (2014).  Sixth-grade students 

completed a variety of literacy projects within which they had group discussions 

and both read and wrote collaboratively.  A sample of 120 students were split into 

either an experimental or control group; data was collected quantitatively through 

a pre- and post-test and qualitatively through transcribed video-tapes.  The results 

showed that students from the experimental group produced better summaries, 

inferences, and their writing was more coherent and linguistically sophisticated 

whereas the control group “improved only in the use of rudimentary 

macrostrategies such as suppression of information” (p. 152).  These results point 

to the positive effect collaboration and group work can have on learners’ 

achievement. 

Murphy, Wilkinson, Soter, Hennessey, and Alexander (2009) conducted a 

meta-analysis of research into the impact of collaborative discussion on student 

achievement.  Using 42 studies, the research revealed that many collaborative 

techniques were successful at improving student comprehension of texts (p. 759).  

Also, it was notable that the few cases that studied the effect discussion on 
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metacognition found a positive correlation between the intervention and 

achievement (p. 760).  This supports the efficacy of incorporating group 

discussion into lessons about text. 

Writing Process 

The idea of the writing process immediately conjures the image of the 

primary-colored, six-step posters in any English teacher’s mind, but the idea of 

writing as a process was not always a staple.  The credit largely belongs to Donald 

Murray who believed in the theory behind the steps more as an idea than the 

formula we know today.  According to Murray in his essay, “Teach Writing as a 

Process, Not a Product, which was compiled with other essays in a collection 

edited by Villanueva (2003), the writing process: 

…is the process of discovery through language.  It is the process of 

exploration of what we know and what we feel about what we know through 

language.  It is the process of using language to learn about our world, to 

evaluate what we learn about our world, to communicate what we learn about 

our world.  Instead of teaching finished writing, we should teach unfinished 

writing, and glory in its unfinishedness.  We work with language in action.  

We share with our students the continual excitement of choosing one word 

instead of another, of searching for the one true word. (p. 4)   
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Considered by many to be the father of the three-stage writing process 

(prewriting, writing, and rewriting), Murray defines writing as more than the idea 

of a once-and-done process.  He describes it as exploratory and inquisitive, and he 

champions presenting writing to students as an ongoing process with meaning and 

learning occurring throughout the action instead of being solely drawn from the 

end product. 

Self-Editing 

According to Murray’s essay in the compiled collection by Villanueva (2003), 

the final stage of the writing process is rewriting (p. 4).  Two of the most integral 

parts of the writing process are the editing and revision steps, which can be found 

in this stage.  At the self-editing step, students are asked to engage in 

metalinguistic thinking.  “…metalinguistic knowledge refers to knowledge about 

language” (Fontich & Camps, 2014, p. 602).  Having already analyzed mentor 

texts at a metalinguistic level, learners will now be able to apply this thinking to 

their own writing.  To analyze their grammar, they do not need explicit instruction 

but rather the opposite.  The implicit grammar students already unconsciously 

know can be revealed instead of taught, using metalinguistic terminology (p. 604).  

When students have terms to describe their choices, they can reflect on them and 

make changes to improve their writing; this revision will engage them in 

metalinguistic activity.  Fontich and Camps stress the importance of 
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metalinguistic reflection throughout the writing process, which calls for students 

completing a more detailed reflective response in reaction their writing in lieu of 

simply filling out a checklist, as many previous exercises in self-editing may have 

asked them to do (p. 606).  Weaver (1996) does advocate for a self-editing 

checklist but ensures its relevance by suggesting it be created collaboratively 

between teacher and students; in fact, it will be even more effective if it is 

individually developed to be differentiated for each student (p.88).  Since 

metalinguistic thinking may be a challenge to some learners, some definitive 

strategies—such as reading writing aloud or reading one sentence at a time from 

the bottom up—could help students identify areas of weakness (p. 95). 

Peer-Revision 

When peer-revising, students go beyond metalinguistic thinking during the 

editing phase to metalinguistic discussion to spur revision, as the idea of 

collaboration and discussion comes into play.  Some caution must be exercised 

when beginning peer-feedback activities.  It should come only after self-editing, 

and corrections should not be made without the knowledge and consent of the 

author as it will be most useful as a collaborative process in which students will 

confer and agree on changes (Weaver, 1996, p. 95-97). 

Price, O’Donovan, & Rust (2007) conducted a study on peer-review feedback 

and the level to which subjects incorporated it into their final work.  While 
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quantitative data revealed a negligible change in student achievement when the 

writing was assessed, qualitative data showed that students responded positively 

to the peer review process, finding the process useful (p. 149).  This reveals a 

powerful insight into peer-editing: Students perceive and understand the benefit of 

the process but do not always follow through when applying the feedback to their 

own work.  Because of this, it is essential that the feedback be constructive rather 

than corrective, and students must be held accountable to applying the feedback to 

achieve a loop.  A study by Patchan, Schunn, and Correnti (2016) confirms this as 

they found that writers only attempted to incorporate 33% of commentary from 

peers (p. 10).  However, the importance of specific, localized comments—marks 

made near the error or weakness in the writing piece—was confirmed (12). 

At the peer-revision stage, learners must be expected favor constructive over 

corrective feedback.  Foltz-Gray (2012) reflects on his experiences as a classroom 

teacher: “…at my school, and I think at most schools, the byword, unwritten, is 

that more marking of errors on student papers in always better.  Too little marking 

might just be a sign of laziness…” (p. 25).  If teachers feel this way, certainly 

students also feel the pressure to mark mistakes on a peer’s work.  These 

corrective markings have no significant impact on writing improvement (p. 25).  

Foltz-Gray argues that error marking should not be altogether avoided but should 

rather be concentrated on a specific area and never corrective, naming correction 

as the “least effective technique” for teaching (p. 26).  Instead of being editors, 
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teachers should assume the role of mentors in revision.  Feedback can be given in 

a multitude of ways so that students have the opportunity to reflect on their 

writing themselves rather than accepting the teacher’s ideas wholesale. 

Teacher Feedback 

As students explore new grammatical structures, they will surely make errors 

as they try different constructions in their writing.  Rather than focusing on errors 

as a punitive measure, lowering their grades, teachers should see them as an 

opportunity to provide meaningful feedback so that students can grow as writers 

and learners.  Weaver (1996) suggests that teachers only respond to certain kinds 

of errors, which can be established through a careful examination of student 

writing to gauge the level of lexical maturity.  Teachers should recognize but not 

mark down students’ grades for “‘errors’ that are actual evidence of the writer’s 

thinking…clear indicators of the writer’s growth in mastering the structures and 

conventions of written English” (p. 59).  Rather, Weaver champions the 

applauding of student experimentation in writing and then the giving of assistance 

to help students punctuate more conventionally (p. 72).  This may be especially 

important when students try out the addition of free modifiers to add detail, for 

example (p. 131).   

 Like Foltz-Gray, Behrens & Mercer (2011) also favor constructive comments 

when teachers provide feedback through the revision stage.  Though more 
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simplistic, they offer feedback strategies—some of which are listed below—that 

could engage students in achieving the metalinguistic thinking required to 

improve their writing. 

 Teacher puts an X in margin, and student has to find the error on that line; 

 Teacher identifies and error, and student has to defend; 

 Student processes teacher’s feedback in a letter (p. 55). 

The true goal of all feedback—whether reflective in the self-editing step, 

collaborative in the peer-editing phase, or received from the teacher him or 

herself—is for the student to apply the commentary and suggestions to the work 

prior to its final submission for summative assessment.  “…formative response—

the kind teachers use early in the writing process to guide future drafts is the most 

successful in improvement writing” (Foltz-Gray, 2012, p. 26).  If the formative 

feedback is applied, the progression forms what is called a feedback loop, which 

shows true understanding and growth through the writing process.  Caution must 

be exercised when striving for a successful loop.  “…both teacher and student 

have to have a clear concept of the goal, compare what is with what should be, 

and engage in productive action to narrow the gap between actual and desired 

performance” (Roskos & Neuman, 2012, p. 535).  For this reason, checklists, 

rubrics, and reflections must be used to minimize any confusion between student 

and teacher through the process. 
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Grammar in Context 

In contrast to the traditional practice of teaching grammar through definitions 

and worksheets—colloquially known as the ‘drill and kill’ method, some teachers 

strive to instruct grammar in a more meaningful, fluid way.  “In our conception of 

teaching and guiding the writing process, grammar is integrated throughout—

through mini-lessons, focus groups, and one-to-one conferencing” (Weaver, Bush, 

Anderson, & Bills, 2006, p. 79).  Throughout their research, Weaver and her peers 

interviewed and compiled trade stories from teachers using the contextualized 

teaching of grammar as their instructional framework.  One such teacher offers a 

powerful metaphor that Weaver shares: “Do we force sixteen year olds to learn 

every great and function within a car’s engine before we let them hit the road?  

No.  Knowing how each gear will work will not improve the process of 

driving….What helped us to improve?  Our car manual, or hours of driving 

practice?  The same goes with writing.  We need to let our students practice, and 

it’s through authentic practice that we can explain why the gears grind when one 

does not shift properly (grammar or mechanical problems)” (2006, p. 79).  The 

definitions of contextualized teaching—according to Weaver and her cohorts—

involve grammar being interwoven into the writing process.  Rather than 

providing students with canned definitions and photocopied worksheets, students 

explore grammar within their own writing, providing them with authentic 

opportunities to play with phrasings and constructions, which will be much more 
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meaningful to them in the long run.  The research supports Weaver’s assertion, 

especially when it comes to teaching grammar for the purpose of improving 

student writing, as a multitude of studies have proven that formal grammar 

teaching has “little or no effect on the quality of student composition” (Braddock, 

Lloyd-Jones, & Schoen, 1963, p. 37). 

Weaver acknowledges that not all grammatical constructs can be taught 

without overwhelming students, so she works off Connors and Lunsford’s study 

of the 20 most-commonly marked errors in college writing (2006, p. 98).  

Especially common errors—such as the run-on sentence, comma splice, and 

fragment—may be rectified by a simple grammar curriculum of subject and verb, 

independent and dependent clauses, conjunctions, and modifiers.  However, 

Weaver does recommend analyzing student errors first to ensure relevance (1996, 

p. 117)..  Other educators, such as Myhill, Jones, Lines, and Watson propose 

pairing grammar concepts with genre, such as teaching noun phrases with 

narrative writing to add description (2012, p. 148). 

Weaver, Bush, Anderson, & Bills (2006) offer the following framework for 

teachers to follow, gleaned from their years of teaching experience as well as the 

practices observed and reported from their research into the contextualized 

teaching of grammar: 
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1. Share a model—from literature, a previous or current student, or teacher-

created 

2. Create another model—teacher-created or collaboratively created between 

teacher and students 

3. Compose in small groups or pairs 

4. Compose a sentence or sentences individually 

5. Ask students to apply concept in their own writing 

6. Consider supplying students with a checklist that includes the item, to use 

in their final revision or editing phase 

7. Provide for feedback from peers and/or provide teacher feedback 

8. Re-teach a new mini-lesson as needed and/or 

9. Hold revising or editing conferences to re-teach concept as necessary, 

showing students how to apply, or correctly apply, the concept in their 

own writing (p. 87). 

This framework incorporates many of the best practices supported by research 

and experiences of educators—including modeling through mentor texts, 

collaboration, self- and peer-editing, and a feedback loop—showing the 

grounding in research for the practice (Foltz-Gray, 2012; Gallagher, 2014; Noden, 

2011; Weaver, 1996). 

Like Weaver’s driving metaphor, Noden (2011) uses a figurative conceit to 

drive his book, Image Grammar: Teaching Grammar as Part of the Writing 
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Process.  This explains his methodology of having students use certain 

grammatical constructs to improve their writing—instead of as a correct or 

incorrect sieve through which to strain it.  Noden describes his practice, saying he 

tries  

…to teach grammar in an artist’s studio. This means allowing for studio time 

when students can practice their art, writing with models—real, photographed, 

filmed, written, or staged. It means discussing the art of the masters, posting 

their written passages, and sharing insights from reading in small-group 

discussions and individual conferences. It means experimenting with many 

and varied genres and maintaining portfolios. (p. xv)   

Through his process, Noden allows students to draw inspiration from models, 

participate in metalinguistic discussion regarding the works, and apply the 

constructs in their own writing.  He specifies five different brush strokes to be 

pointed out to students: participles, absolutes, appositives, adjectives shifted out 

of order, and action verbs (p. 4).  These are his focal points due to their special 

ability to add detail to a piece of writing and enable students to show their readers 

an image instead of simply telling the story (p. 2-3).  His suggested strategies 

focus on modeling of texts and allowing for student imitation, giving them the 

freedom to experiment with others’ words first before delving into developing 

their own palettes (p. 13-24). 
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Zuidema (2012) incorporates both elements of Weaver’s design and Noden’s 

philosophy while also incorporating the effective method of inquiry-based 

instruction.  Her grammar-teaching practice involves students discovering 

grammar concepts within reading and then applying them within writing to master 

usage.  She uses a “notice-name-apply” strategy: Students observe the 

construction in their reading, identify it, and then apply it in their own writing.  

She calls this a Grammar Workshop.  “…I use the term grammar workshop to 

refer to an inquiry-based framework for curriculum and pedagogy in which 

careful language study is foregrounded, even as it is embedded in the contexts of 

both reading and writing. A grammar workshop encourages students to do 

meaningful and in-depth language study—to explore and play with grammar as it 

is used in authentic texts” (Zuidema, p. 64).  Zuidema argues that this 

contextualized teaching of grammar is preferable to the traditional teaching style 

of knowledge transfer.  “Rather than treating grammar as a static body of 

knowledge to be transmitted from the teacher (or the textbook) to students, the 

grammar workshop approach presupposes that grammar study is dynamic, a site 

where knowledge is continually being constructed through meaningful, 

contextualized inquiry” (p. 70).  The idea of grammar as a dynamic tool that can 

be used by students to improve their writing rather than a measuring stick against 

which their writing may be held is transformational for learners struggling to 
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memorize archaic definitions and rules with impossible numbers of exceptions, so 

Zuidema’s practice offers a refresher in a very stale subject area.   

Noden (1999) seems to agree with Zuidema’s policy of naming the construct 

but encourages simplified definitions of these terms as he believes the focus 

should be on modeling and imitation rather than technical jargon (p.4).  In 

contrast to Zuidema and Noden, Weaver (1996) discourages naming with the 

exception of very basic terminology: “…writers often demonstrate exceptional 

command of the syntactic resources of the language, yet they can rarely name the 

constructions they use” (p. 122).  She goes on to say that terms should only be 

taught when writers need them, and this will most likely not occur until the 

sentence-level revision stage (p. 145).  A compromise can be reached when 

considering the perspectives of these three experts by mentioning terminology to 

students who seem ready for it while not emphasizing the mastery or 

memorization of definitions on an objective test. 

 In a research study to prove the efficacy of such instruction, Myhill, Jones, 

Lines and Watson (2012) asked if the contextualized teaching of grammar, linked 

to the teaching of writing, improves student outcomes in writing and 

metalinguistic understanding and wondered how teacher’s confidence with 

grammatical knowledge or length of teaching experience might influence the 

intervention. The study’s sample group came from 32 mixed ability classrooms 
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from 32 schools in two regions of England.  The participating classes were 

randomly selected to be either in a variable or control group.  Both groups 

experienced the same genre and learning objectives over a three-week period once 

per term over the course of three terms, and both groups were given the same 

written outcomes to achieve.  In contrast to the control group, the intervention 

group was given detailed work in which grammar was embedded and where a 

meaningful connection could be made between the grammar point and writing.  

The focus was on the effect of the grammar and constructing meaning.  This 

intervention was designed to ascertain whether there could be a discernable 

difference between writing skill of students who were taught grammar in the 

context of writing and the ability level of students who were taught grammar in a 

more traditional manner. 

The research employed mixed methods.  The main source of quantitative 

data were the writing tasks on the pre- and post-tests.  Myhill et al. asked 

Cambridge Assessment—designers of the national standardized tests in 

England—to create and independently mark the samples.  Steps were taken to 

eliminate gender and prior knowledge bias so that all students had equal 

opportunity to achieve on the tasks.  For the qualitative data of observations and 

interviews, rubrics and schedules were designed to ensure consistency in data 

collection. 
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Overall, it seems the intervention of teaching grammar in context had a 

positive impact on writing performance.  The research did reveal the pattern of 

able writers achieving greater gains than students who had lower pre-test scores.  

Another interesting pattern was that students in intervention classes with the most 

and least experienced teachers benefitted less than those with teachers with 

between five and ten years’ experience.  Additionally, students in intervention 

classes with teachers with higher subject knowledge benefitted more than those 

with teachers with lower subject knowledge.  As a result, the conclusions can be 

drawn that the contextualized teaching of grammar can have a positive impact on 

able writers when taught by an experienced teacher with confidence and a high 

level of ability related to his or her linguistic subject knowledge (LSK).  Also, 

teachers can experience success teaching grammar in context when provided 

adequate support materials and when units are planned that allow for 

metalinguistic discussion. 

Conclusion 

Despite evidence proving that the traditional method of teaching grammar 

falls short (Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, & Schoer, 1963), many teachers still rely on 

this workbook-centric style of instruction.  Instead, grammar should be taught 

through the context of the writing process (Weaver, 1996).  Before writing, 

students should also participate in a reading process where they interact with the 



32 
 

text (Rosenblatt 1976).  The teaching of grammar will then be interwoven through 

the reading process, during which students will examine mentor texts to 

discover—through inquiry—the impact of grammatical structures on writing 

(Gallagher, 2014).  This process will be done collaboratively so that students can 

practice metalinguistic conversation and analysis with peers’ help (Murphy, 

Wilkonson, Soter, Hennessey, & Alexander 2009).  Then, the grammatical 

constructs will be practiced through the writing process while students complete 

the self-editing and peer-revision stages (Weaver, 1996).  Responses to error will 

be constructive versus corrective (Foltz-Gray; Roskos & Neuman, 2012), and 

errors will be expected as students experiment with new constructs (Weaver, 

1996).  This teaching ideology incorporates the best practices of experts like 

Constance Weaver, Harry Noden, and Leah Zuidema.  The teaching of grammar 

in context has been proven through the research (Myhill, Jones, Lines, & Watson, 

2012) to be an effective way to achieve true student learning and show progress in 

their writing. 
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Research Design & Methodology 

Setting 

 This project took place at a middle school in Pennsylvania.  

Approximately 750 students attend the middle school, which includes grades 

seven and eight.  The students come from varied backgrounds, specifically with 

regard to socioeconomic status. 

 Within the specific classroom setting over the duration of the study, 

students were engaged in a writing or reading activity related to the study about 

half of the time.  Students used provided texts—novels, short stories, and films—

and worked on their school-assigned Chromebooks.  For the majority of the time 

of the study, students were seated in literature circles or groups, but they also sat 

in paired rows for a short duration. 

Participants 

 There were twenty-two participants who were all in eighth grade and were 

approximately thirteen to fourteen years old.  There were ten girls and twelve 

boys in the class.  The classroom was heterogeneous in academic ability and 

reading level, and there were five students with IEPs and one student with a 504 

plan. 
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Procedures 

During the first week, I explained the study to students.  I revealed that I 

am also a student, like them, and that I was changing a teaching practice based on 

my reflections and realizations as a teacher over the past few years of my career.  

We discussed grammar and its connection to writing, and I shared that I would be 

collecting some information about our conversations in class, as well as analyzing 

some of their work, as we explored how to make grammar more meaningful by 

contextualizing it in the reading and writing process. 

Week 1: 

 Opening Narrative Writing Prompt – “Is Ignorance Bliss?” 

o Assigned and collected 

 How to work in discussion groups/literature circles 

 Survey about Writing & Grammar 

Week 2: 

 Introduced Giver Ending Narrative Assignment 

 Returned Opening Narratives with feedback 

o Discussion about writing strengths and weaknesses 

 Analyzing Lowry’s brush strokes in The Giver 

 Giver Ending Narrative drafting 

 Setting writing goals 

 One-on-one conferences 

o About writing goals 

o Progress on Giver Ending Narrative 

Week 3: 

 Giver Ending Narrative peer-revision 

 One-on-one conferences continued 

 Giver Ending Narrative self-editing 

 Giver Ending Narratives collected 
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o Goal reflections completed 

Week 4: 

 Grammar terminology introduced and practiced through Daily Edits 

Week 5: 

 Grammar terminology practiced through Daily Edits 

 Writing details using film as a mentor text 

o Harry Potter 

o Batman Begins 

Week 6: 

 Grammar terminology practiced through Daily Edits 

 Returned Giver Ending Narratives with feedback 

o Setting tentative writing goals for final narrative 

Week 7: 

 Grammar terminology practiced through daily edits 

 “The Drummer Boy of Shiloh” figurative language activity 

 Mid-Study interviews conducted 

Week 8: 

 Grammar terminology practiced through daily edits 

 Hero’s Journey Narrative introduced 

o Brainstorming 

Week 9: 

 Hero’s Journey Narrative 

o Drafting 

o Peer-editing 

o One-on-one conferences about goals 

Week 10: 

 Hero’s Journey Narrative 

o Drafting 

o Peer-revision 

o Self-editing 

o One-on-one conferences about goals 

o Collected with goal reflections 
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Week 11: 

 Returned Hero’s Journey Narratives with feedback 

 End-of-study surveys completed 

 

Data Collection Methods 

Participant Observations 

The vast majority of data collected in my study was from the notes I took of 

my students’ actions, discussions, and reactions during my lessons on grammar 

and writing.  I observed and recorded these behaviors and conversations at a 

minimum of twice a week.  To record my observations, I used a double-entry 

journal to report factual findings on the left while reflecting and inquiring on the 

right.  Through using a double-entry journal, I took an accurate snapshot of the 

classroom, recording behaviors as realistically as possible.  Direct quotes from 

students, gathered through observations, surveys, and interviews, were also used 

to represent their voices and perspectives truthfully.  Using these low-inference 

descriptors (Hendricks, 2013) prevented students from being misinterpreted 

through my recording of their behaviors and attitudes since their own words were 

conveyed to ensure and crosscheck the trustworthiness of the results. 
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Surveys and Interviews 

The second type of data I collected were through surveys and an interview 

(Appendices A. & B.).  My students took a survey (Appendix A.) prior to and 

after the intervention to measure their attitudes toward grammar and writing.  The 

survey required students to think metacognitively about their own writing 

strengths and weaknesses.  Additionally, I conducted a focus group interview 

(Appendix B.) with students about mid-way through the study to gauge their 

feelings on the reading and writing process activities we were conducting and 

then applying the concepts learned to their writing.  Students participated on a 

volunteer basis, and I was sure to include all willing learners to gain an accurate 

assessment of their engagement and reaction to the study as well as to represent 

multiple points of view.  This member check (Hendricks, 2013) allowed me 

corroborate my results, making them more valid.  Negative case analysis 

(Hendricks, 2013) was also included as unexpected findings must be reported and 

explained to conduct a study ethically. 

Student Artifacts 

Throughout the study, I collected pieces of student writing.  In order to 

evaluate the effectiveness of teaching writing skills in context, I developed two 

goal sheets (Appendix C., sections i. & ii.) to assess student writing samples mid- 

and post-intervention.  The sheets were customizable, depending on the writing 
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goal(s) individually set by students.  Students self-assessed on their goals using 

the sheet, and I either corroborated their self-assessment or shared my differing 

assessment by using a frequency count and a section of a rubric (Appendix D., 

sections i. & ii.).  Using a goal reflection sheet in conjunction with a rubric 

allowed me to judge the success of my intervention quantitatively, adding another 

layer of validity to my qualitative findings. 

Trustworthiness Statement 

Before beginning my study, I took several steps to ensure the safety of its 

participants as well as the validity of its findings.  First, I obtained the permission 

to conduct the study from Moravian College’s Human Subjects Internal Review 

Board.  Next, my principal gave his written consent to my study.  Last, I sent 

parents an informed consent letter explaining that I would only use data collected 

from students whose parents had given permission to participate in the study.  I 

also explained that I would keep data confidential and students anonymous 

through the use of pseudonyms and by storing all notes, files, and other pertinent 

study materials under lock and key in my classroom and home.  Finally, I assured 

parents that participation in the study will be able to be withdrawn at any time for 

any reason and without penalty.  They could simply contact me by telephone or 

email to request their child’s withdrawal.   
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My study ran for about twenty-two weeks.  Because I collected data from 

the beginning of October through mid-February, I had substantial time to observe 

changes in students’ thoughts, behaviors, and writing itself as a result of the 

intervention of teaching grammar in context.  This amount of time will validate 

the changes as linked to the implementation of my study rather than their being 

coincidental results (Hendricks, 2013).  To ensure that my results were 

trustworthy and to increase the validity of my study, I used data triangulation by 

collecting three types of data.  Using multiple sources allowed me to crosscheck 

my findings to make sure they corroborated each other and to validate the 

conclusions I drew.  By collecting data from three sources, I was be able to see 

themes and able to make valid inferences about my interventions’ effect on 

students (Hendricks, 2013). 

Conducting practitioner action research can lead to researcher bias, so I 

engaged in critical self-reflection (McNiff, 2013) throughout the course of my 

study.  Before starting, I identified possible sources of bias as I examined my own 

thoughts, beliefs, and history regarding the topic of my question.  Reflecting on 

my own ontological and epistemological beliefs (McNiff, 2013) allowed me to 

shed light onto the reasons for conducting my study and served as a forewarning 

as to the preconceived notions I might have brought to my data collection and 

analysis.  I tried to bring these through clearly in my discussions and analysis of 

my data so that my results would be accurate and honest to the reader.  Also, as I 
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conducted the study, I talked to both students and colleagues about the changes I 

observed to gain more insight on the data.  Students’ reactions were attained 

through the surveys and interviews previously mentioned, and I spoke to the other 

English teachers at curriculum meetings, as well as other team teachers at team 

meetings.  This form of peer debriefing (Hendricks, 2013) was essential to the 

trustworthiness of my results as my biases could be somewhat removed through 

others’ comments and feedback on the contents of my study.  My colleagues also 

helped me to notice trends and reactions that I otherwise would have overlooked, 

providing me with an indispensable outside perspective on my study. 

Before I embarked on my study, I was certain there would be unexpected 

results.  Teaching has taught me to expect the unexpected, so I had no doubt that 

action research into my practice would reveal themes and trends that I could have 

never anticipated.  The true goal of my study was to improve student learning, so 

I welcomed any and all results. While I gathered my information and data through 

my observations and member checks, these served as a formative assessment of 

my instruction.  As a result, I was flexible and adjusted my plans midstream, 

knowing that action research occurs in action.  Through adjusting to students’ 

needs, this made my intervention more effective and realistic. 
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My Story 

Tilling the Soil 

It was a Wednesday morning, and it was a beautiful day: the kind of day 

that made even the most focused of students’ eyes stray toward the windows that 

offered a glimpse of the school courtyard with its promises of fresh air and escape 

from the four classroom walls.  It was only the second week of school, and most 

of my students were still in full-on summer mode.  For these reasons of weather 

and timing, I strode to the front of my room with some trepidation; I was about to 

introduce their first writing assignment of the year and was sure to be met with 

less than enthusiastic reception. 

 “Today, I’ll be explaining what you’ve all been asking me about from the 

‘Important Dates’ board—the ‘Is Ignorance Bliss? Narrative!’  You’ll be writing a 

story with a very specific theme!” I crowed, trying to pump them up with a 

positive tone and a wide smile. 

 There were no audible words, but a distinctive half-moan/half-sigh arose 

from the masses, as if the whole room had exhaled with exasperation at once. 
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I addressed the depressed: “Oh, c’mon guys.  It’s a story!  You get to write 

about any characters in any situation as long as it conveys the theme!  And let’s 

talk about that—what is ignorance?  What does bliss mean?” 

 Thus ensued a rather lively conversation about the adage during which 

students argued the virtues of remaining blissfully ignorant or wanting to be 

informed regardless of the consequences.  I believe the most interesting line of 

thought had to do with atrocities committed in foreign countries, which—

appropriately—made me realize my own ignorance at having thought that eighth 

graders pay absolutely no mind to such things!   

As students left the classroom, I felt satisfied that we had brainstormed 

enough possible topics so that even the most reluctant writer could complete the 

assignment successfully.  I had intentionally made the requirements very loose 

(Figure 4.1); most students would meet all five easily and earn all possible points.   

 Figure 4.1 
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This construct was by design.  I wanted to see what they would do with 

minimal prompting or guides; I wanted to assess their writing in order to gain 

direction for my study with relation to improving their writing. 

The next day, prior to writing their narratives, students completed surveys 

(Appendix A.) about their perceptions of writing and grammar.  They appeared 

genuinely excited to do these, which I considered a major victory.  One student, 

Tori, even remarked, “It’s cool that you care what we have to say.  We don’t 

usually get to say how we feel about what’s taught in school.” 

In response, I smiled and inwardly thought, Oh, Tori, you’re so right.  We 

should really speak less and listen to our students’ voices more. 

After collecting the surveys to review that afternoon, I began my usual 

circuitous path around the room, observing the writing process for the narrative.  

They were at a variety of points of progress.  Tori had two pages filled, front and 

back, while Heather had started a bulleted list but was now doodling hearts and 

swirls in the margins of her notebook.  When I paused near Heather’s desk, she 

looked up at me and assured, “I work better at home” with a toothy smile, so I left 

her to her process and moved along. 

At the end of the period, I reminded students that their final narratives 

were due next week and that we would only be spending one more class period on 

them, so the polishing of the work needed to be completed at home.  Later that 
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afternoon, I read over and digested the survey (Appendix A.) answers and found 

that I was pleasantly surprised.  A large majority of students considered studying 

grammar to be important, which was good news for my study.  I did not want 

student perception to be that we were focusing on an aspect of English that was 

trivial.  However, the most impressive finding was that the vast majority (with 

only the exception of a couple of students) acknowledged that studying grammar 

has a direct impact on improving writing performance.  Aha!  Elementary, my 

dear Watson!  They already have an inherent knowledge of the link between 

writing and grammar, which will (hopefully) solidify the relevance of my study in 

their minds. 

The next week, students handed in their “Is Ignorance Bliss?” narratives, 

and I slowly began reading and responding to them.  I decided to mark all of their 

grammatical errors in order to get an accurate assessment of their abilities, and I 

wrote each student specific feedback on their strengths and weaknesses.  I was in 

it for the long haul. 

In the meantime, we began reading The Giver, a book about a fictional 

community with strictly established rules and roles created to attempt the perfect 

society but that, in fact, dehumanizes the people living in it.  Students really 

enjoyed the novel.  They read it in literature circles, which provided opportunity 

for discussion about the dystopian realities of the book.  In these circles, I began 
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to observe some outstanding collaboration and sharing of ideas.  Students were 

naturally respectful of each other and built upon their peers’ comments instead of 

only asserting their own thoughts.  This made me feel very optimistic about 

engaging in peer revision during the writing process, given that they were this 

willing and open to share from the first few weeks of school. 

Planting the Seeds 

On a dreary October Monday, I dodged puddles on my way to the school 

building door.  This was the day I was set to introduce the next narrative writing 

assignment, and it was decidedly different from the last time I gave students a 

writing assignment.  The rain streamed in rivulets down the classroom windows, 

and maybe this gray view was less appealing than the September sunshine 

because far fewer heads were turned toward the courtyard as I began the day’s 

discussion. 

“So you know how disappointed you all were with the ending for The 

Giver?  Remember how you guys came in here and were like, ‘What the heck was 

that?!’” I baited my students. 

Heather piped up, “Oh yeah!  I was so mad!” 

“I know!  Many of you were!  Because of the long journey away from the 

community, building suspense, and Jonas climbs the hill, finds the sled, and slides 



46 
 

down, and then...what?  Nothing!  We don’t know!” I cried, wringing my hands in 

the air. 

“Right?!  Major buzzkill, Lowry,” remarked Phillip, my resident expert in 

slang and sarcasm. 

 “I totally agree.  So…for your next writing assignment…you’re going to 

write your own ending for The Giver!” I revealed with a huge grin.  A chorus of 

comments erupted from my class. 

“Whaaaat?!” 

“No way!” 

“That’s so cool!” 

“Oh my God, I know exactly what I’m gonna write.” 

I thought to myself, This is a much different response than I received for 

the last writing piece!  Lastly, we reviewed the assignment requirements (Figure 

4.2). 

I then opened up the floor for questions. 

“Since it is a narrative, can we write it in first-person, or must we write it 

in third?” asked Nick. 
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My pride could surely be seen at that moment, beaming out of my smiling 

mug.  Heather was thinking about the author’s style and how her writing would 

have to adjust to meet Lowry’s, which got at the very crux of the assignment. 

I added, “Heather is right, Nick.  And this limits including the perspective 

of the community and how they reacted to Jonas leaving.” 

Figure 4.2 
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Erica raised her hand and shot back, “Unless Jonas returns!”  

I nodded my head in agreement.  I had heard a few snippets of ideas, so I 

addressed a potentially problematic plot twist.  “Jonas’s death, as an ending, 

really limits you.  The narrative ends if it’s from his perspective.” 

“Unless you write an epilogue where his body is discovered,” mused 

Phillip. 

“Ooh, cool idea, or you could write it from the perspective of ‘Ghost 

Jonas,’” I chuckled, getting caught up in their enthusiasm. 

Shifting our conversation, I inquired, “Why do you think I’m asking you 

to include two vocab. words?” 

“Since we’re continuing Lowry’s story, it would make sense that we use 

the same words,” replied Simon. 

“Yes!  Precisely,” I said, “and we’ll do an exercise soon that will help you 

analyze her style so that you can blend it with your own.” 

For the rest of the period, students began brainstorming and drafting.  

They eagerly pulled out their notebooks or flipped open their Chromebooks, 

quietly chatting with neighbors about their ideas.  I had wisely chosen an exciting 

prompt.  As the period ended and I dismissed students to lunch, I saw Nick in a 

spirited conversation about his ideas with my associate teacher, Mrs. Reed.  As he 
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gesticulated wildly, almost causing his books and notebooks to fly out of his 

hands, I smiled.  I was really looking forward to reading the products of such 

energy and enthusiasm. 

The next day, I planned to return students’ opening, “Is Ignorance Bliss?” 

narratives.  I had spent a number of weeks reading, marking, and writing feedback 

on the pieces, and I made some interesting observations as whole.  First, students’ 

grammar errors were all over the map.   I was hoping to find a pattern that would 

point our study in a focused direction, but I realized that no two students’ usage 

and mechanical proficiencies were alike.  Furthermore, their conventions mistakes 

mostly fell into the category of comma errors, due to sentence structures or the 

topic of formatting dialogue.  Second, students did have one overall area of 

need—most pieces could have benefited from more detail and description.  From 

these conclusions, I formed a plan: Students would set individualized writing 

goals (instead of me creating a class goal that might not be appropriate for every 

student), and I would see how the grammar ‘fit in’ as we moved toward achieving 

those goals.   

As I weaved throughout students’ desks the next morning, handing back 

their work with feedback, I overheard the following snippets: 

“Mine was so bad.” 
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In response—“Yeah, me too.  I felt like five pages wasn’t enough to tell a 

good story.” 

“I got a ten out of ten!” 

In response—“I didn’t because I wrote too many pages.” 

In reaction to these eavesdropped comments and my observations of many 

students quickly shoving the pieces into their portfolios without thoroughly 

reading the feedback, I thought on my feet: Students are so attached to the grade 

aspect of any assignment; it will be nearly impossible to break them of this 

entirely, but I can at least turn their attention to the commentary in a pointed way.  

Standing at the SMART Board with a blank window open, ready for notes, I said, 

“Alright, guys.  I’m going to give you an unrestricted opportunity to brag here.  

Tell me what you’re good at in your writing.” 

Hands shot into the air like they were spring-loaded.  I quickly compiled a 

list of eight of their responses (Figure 4.3). 

After each strength was named, I led a brief discussion on the purpose of 

each by prompting, “—and why is that important?” 

 “Dialogue puts the reader into the story.” –Barry 

 “Using good diction can avoid repetition, and it creates a certain level of 

sophistication in your writing.  It helps the reader from becoming bored.” –Phillip 
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 “Details give you a picture in your mind.” –Barry 

 “Yeah, like Barry said, details let the reader see it instead of just reading 

about it.” –Simon 

 “I actually watch movie versions of books when the author isn’t providing 

enough detail.” –Chelsea 

 “Sensory details are usually about the setting.  They create the 

atmosphere.” –Don 

 “I agree with Don; the setting can help the reader provide these.  Like, you 

could have the story take place during a holiday like Thanksgiving to be able to 

give an example of taste imagery.” –Rachel 

 “Figurative language can also give you a mental picture.” –Barry 

Figure 4.3 
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 “Yeah, like in The Giver when Lowry wrote about the vehicle that spit 

pebbles.  She chose that literary device to make it more interesting and so the 

reader could picture it.” –Rachel 

As Rachel spoke, I felt a bubble of excitement start expanding within me.  

She was verbalizing precisely what I had intended students to start noticing—

what great writers do and why they do it.  I brought the activity to a close. 

“Are any of your weaknesses listed here on the board as someone else’s 

strength?  Raise your hand,” I implored. 

Almost every student in the room lifted a hand slowly.  I smiled, thinking 

that a collaborative community of writers helping each other could definitely 

work in a classroom of students with such varied abilities. 

“Look around,” I probed, “What can we do with this information?” 

“We can use it to improve!” Nick cried. 

Spreading the Fertilizer (…Overzealously) 

The following morning, I had planned to make explicit that students would 

be using Lowry as a mentor text from which to pull writing techniques to use in 

their Giver ending narratives.  What I had forgotten was that students had already 

begun to think about this: Heather had brought up the idea of Lowry’s style when 

discussing point of view; Simon had mentioned it when talking about diction; and 
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just yesterday, Rachel had alluded to it when commenting on literary devices.  So 

I should have been less surprised when—in response to my question “How can 

we go about writing in Lowry’s style?”—the stream of conversation didn’t trickle 

but instead flowed like a rushing rapid: 

“Well, I’ve actually already analyzed her writing.  She includes a lot of 

details and stretches tiny moments into entire paragraphs.  Like, her details aren’t 

just limited to setting or appearance description; she makes every character’s 

action have details.  Something as simple as a character hanging up a coat could 

be written about for a few pages with details that appeal to each of the five 

senses,” Phillip explained, his hands fluttering around him for emphasis as he 

appeared unable to contain his enthusiasm to just the dynamism of his tone. 

“Like what Phillip was saying—she’ll write an event and then go back to 

describe it in even more detail,” added Simon. 

“She also includes details to reveal character development, to show 

characters’ inner thoughts and feelings.  And she does include some to describe 

setting, but they’re both interior and exterior details.” 

When the flood of ideas ebbed, I paused to commend students on their 

articulate, focused thoughts.  I then introduced the idea of artwork as a metaphor 

for writing.  After a short discussion on the similarities between the two media, I 

told the students that they were going to analyze Lowry’s style to see her specific 
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‘brush strokes,’ specifically how she creates detail.  I asked the class to split into 

self-chosen groups of three.  When groups were formed, I assigned each group a 

few chapters of the novel to skim.  I said they were to look for words or phrases 

that conveyed details.  When they found one, they were to sort it into a column on 

a Google Doc based on type of detail.  I modeled a few examples of each type, 

and I showed them where to access the Google Doc to make one copy per group 

of the findings. 

It only took a few minutes for me to realize that this activity was going to 

fall flat on its face.  The first thing I noticed was the original Google Doc, which I 

left on the screen, was being changed.  One student was adding an “H” into 

random words, and another left a note—“Barry for Prez”—at the top of the page 

(a reference to his classmate who was a contender in the school election at the 

time).  Next, during my usual monitoring-group-work walkabout, I saw multiple 

group members on their Chromebooks, contrary to my instructions.  Finally, one 

of the groups had included a student who was brand new to the school and class, 

and they were more focused on inquiring about her old school, makeup 

techniques, and relationship status than they were on investigating an author’s 

writing style. 

“Guys!” I roared, “What is the deal!?  Do not alter the original Doc!  And 

only one person per group should be on it!  Make your copy and get out of there!  
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And let’s get focused, please!  I’m hearing lots of off-topic talk!  You know your 

task, so let’s get going!” 

Some sheepish and some smirking, students did quiet down and begin 

following directions.  However, as I continued circulating, I still heard snippets of 

side conversation.  I redirected multiple groups back to the activity, and I had to 

clarify instructions more than once.  Some groups were explaining the details 

provided without actually quoting the evidence, so I reiterated the purpose of 

gathering direct examples of how Lowry creates description to ‘steal’ her 

techniques to improve their own writing.   

There was one group who proved to be an exception—Coral, Liz, and 

Don.  These three students were immediately focused and engaged.  By the end of 

the period, they did not find as many details as some other groups did, but their 

conversation was superb.  I overheard Coral note how “Lowry’s tone changed 

through her diction,” which made my heart sing.  She saw what the author was 

trying to achieve and how she achieved it: the very purpose of the exercise. 

As I reviewed their submitted Google Docs after class, I was more than a 

little crestfallen at the failure of the activity.  The majority of groups only found 

one detail per category, (Figure 4.4) and some who had been assigned chapters 

that I knew were rife with description totally missed some of the most poignant 

scenes. 
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At the time, I blamed it on conditions: it had been the first day of a new 

morning activity; the period was shorter than normal; the new girl had brought a 

discernable buzz of excitement to the team.  I also cited the group work and 

technology aspects as reasons students were so distracted.  I needed to find a way 

to engage them in working with a mentor text to discover an author’s style. 

I struggled to get through the Media Center doors the next morning; my 

hands were quite full with materials for the day’s lesson.  Keeping in mind the 

foibles of the previous day, I had created a more hands-on activity to review the 

findings of the Lowry’s ‘brush strokes’ activity.  I made a giant poster version of 

the Google Doc—with columns and detail category headings—and I wrote the 

details they found (compiled from all five of my classes, not just theirs) onto 

small index cards.  I gathered about two thirds of the students into the center of 

the massive room with the sectional seating arranged into a circle, forming a 

large, contained area.  I placed the poster in the center of the circle, reviewed the 

Figure 4.4 
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purpose of yesterday’s activity, and gave an example of a detail from each 

category. 

“Okay, now you are going to do a sort!  Ready?” I asked with a grin, the 

pile of index cards posed on the palm of my hand. 

My class looked at me, intrigued. 

“GO!” I shouted as I ‘made it rain’ details cards all over the carpeted 

floor. 

Students began scrambling to pick up the scattered cards under Mrs. 

Reed’s supervision.  Pleased with myself, I joined the other third of the class.  

These students were struggling with dialogue formatting in their writing, so I was 

using the opportunity of the larger space to deliver a mini-lesson. 

As this group began working on independent practice of dialogue 

punctuation, I checked in on my sorting students.  Before I even began toward the 

circle, I could see that something was wrong.  There were only a few students on 

the floor surrounding the poster.  The others were sitting on the couches—either 

observing from afar or with their Chromebooks open on their laps.  The closest to 

me was Greg, who didn’t see me approach since his back was turned. 

“Whatcha doin’?  Why aren’t you helping them sort?” I asked casually. 
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“Oh—I—uhh—I was helping, but then I thought I should probably keep 

working on my draft instead,” Greg reasoned nervously. 

As I walked the perimeter of the circle, I observed that almost all students 

who were not sorting were in fact working on their Giver ending drafts.  I sighed 

with exasperation.  I thought it would be more fun this way, I mused, but this 

didn’t work either. 

At the end of the day, I did a deeper reflection on the last two days’ 

lessons.  I had initially named external factors or implementation tools for the 

failure of the brush strokes activity, but now I was coming to an epiphany.  There 

was a deeper flaw—there was no immediate connection to students’ own writing.  

I had missed a valuable opportunity for relevance, and Greg’s ‘off-task’ behavior 

revealed it so clearly.  Students were currently entrenched in the writing process, 

finishing their rough drafts.  If I had asked students to find or choose just one 

detail per category of the sort and immediately look for a place in their drafts to 

mimic that detail, maybe the activity would have felt more meaningful, and then 

maybe students would have been more engaged.  When I returned the opening 

narratives to students and discussed their strengths and weaknesses, I had realized 

we needed to set personal writing goals.  This could not wait one more day.  

Relevance was the x-factor I was missing, and I would begin bridging that gap 

during the very next period. 
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Re-fertilizing (Judiciously) 

 “Okay, guys, once you have your portfolio, I want you to find your 

Opening Narrative and flip back to where I wrote you the notes of feedback.  

Think about what I wrote and what we discussed as a class.  What is one thing 

about your writing you want to improve?  You’re going to set a goal today!” I 

announced as students filtered back to their seats, the hand-decorated manila 

folders clutched in their hands.  I passed out a writing goal sheet (Appendix C., 

section i.) to each as they filed through their portfolios, looking for the narratives.   

On the board, I modeled how to fill the goal sheet out using three different 

examples of focus areas.  I knew this would be a little tricky for students but 

wasn’t worried because I was beginning our one-on-one writing conferences 

today, so I could clarify any confusion as students met with me.  Students began 

setting their goals and then self-editing using a checklist.  Until we conferenced, I 

wanted to give them general guidelines to follow; after the conference, students 

would be more focused on their specific goals. 

To begin conferences, I asked for volunteers, and I had quite a few takers 

from the start—more than I expected!  I called Heather over first as she had 

expressed both enthusiasm and concern regarding her draft in passing comments 

over the prior week.  When she showed me her goal sheet, I saw that she wanted 

to focus on formatting dialogue.  I chuckled to myself, Impink, that’s what you’re 
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gonna get when you pull students specifically into a mini-lesson!  If they’re one of 

a few being singled out, they’re gonna feel like they have to prevent that from 

happening again!  I had a decision to make—and fast.  This moment was such a 

microcosm of the angst I was feeling toward this whole study.  Sure, I could teach 

Heather how to format her dialogue correctly, and yes, that would absolutely 

improve the clarity of her writing.  But would I really be teaching her to be a 

better writer?  Was there enough meat on that bone for me to truly help her to 

transform the way she tells a story?  In that thirty second pause (during which 

Heather looked at me very quizzically since I was simply staring into space with a 

look of consternation on my face), I chose a direction for my instruction and a 

path for my study. 

“Heather, I love that you want to keep working on your dialogue 

formatting.  I will absolutely help you follow those rules we learned about 

yesterday.  But is there anything else in your writing that you might like to 

improve?  Anything more content-based, like one of the ideas we brainstormed 

when we talked about our writing strengths as a class?” I gently prodded, hoping I 

wasn’t coming off as too heavy-handed.  After all, I wanted this to be a self-

selected goal, not a teacher-directed one. 
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“Ooh, definitely sensory details,” Heather replied, her eyes widening, “I 

write with some details, but I know they’re not always sensory or as descriptive as 

they could be.” 

I smiled at her; it had worked.  I hoped that I was getting a genuine 

response, as that pang of teacher guilt at leading a student to an answer throbbed 

in my gut, but I believed she could improve her writing through sensory details, 

so I started looking at her draft and showing her the Lowry’s brush strokes chart 

for her to pull some ideas.  Specifically, I found a moment in her story when she 

wrote that Jonas was shocked. 

“That’s such a great opportunity to add a detail, Heather!  Think about it… 

Put yourself in Jonas’s shoes.  What does a shocked face look like?  What does it 

feel like to be shocked?” 

“Could I write that his stomach turned?” 

“Yes!  You’ve got it!” 

As I continued meeting with students, I found that quite a few of them had 

planned to focus on adding details as their goals.  During each conference, I 

skimmed the student’s draft, looking for places where details could improve the 

pieces.  Each student I met with surprised me with the unique examples they 

created on the fly. 
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“She had hair as blue as a clear spring sky.” –Coral 

“The serene town was filled with snow-covered houses, twinkling lights, 

and the smell of fresh Christmas turkey.” –Tommy 

“He could feel the warmth of the fire as he entered from the dripping wet.” 

–Greg 

Conferences continued for four days with much success, with most 

students naming adding details as their writing goal.  There were two students 

who were exceptions—Payton and Phillip. 

When Payton sat in the chair next to me and opened up to her draft, she 

looked at me with determination.  “I know exactly what I want my writing goal to 

be,” she announced. 

“Well tell me all about it, then!” I responded. 

“I need more simple sentences.  All of my sentences are super long, and 

you said adding a variety of sentence structures will make my writing flow 

better,” Payton said, reading the last part from the feedback I had written on the 

back of her “Is Ignorance Bliss?” narrative. 

I pondered this briefly.  I had mostly steered students away from such a 

grammar-specific goal, but I thought that syntax was also style related and that 

she could borrow elements from mentor texts to improve it. 
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“I think that’s a great idea!” I confirmed, “Let’s take a look at your writing 

to see what we can do.” 

“I’ve already noticed that I use a lot of commas, so I can probably split 

some sentences apart at those places to make them shorter,” she mused, pointing 

at a few instances in her Giver narrative draft on her Chromebook screen. 

I said brightly, “Yes, Payton!  That’s exactly what I think you should do!  

I also think you might want to take a look at some of Lowry’s paragraphs, 

particularly when she describes action.”  I flipped through my Giver copy, 

showing her a few examples.  When she returned to her seat, I felt confident that 

she had the means to achieve her goal. 

As Phillip crossed the room to join me for his conference, I did not know 

what to expect.  Phillip has a distinct sense of humor and a certain joie de vivre, 

especially when it comes to language—both reading and writing.  I knew he had a 

keen interest in film because he already professed to be an aspiring movie 

producer and/or director.  His opening narrative reinforced that idea; it was filled 

with details mostly relating to the visual sense, almost as if he had written a story 

that had already been given a movie deal.  I wasn’t sure what he would choose as 

his writing goal. 
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“So, Miss Impink.  I’ve got a unique one for ya.  You know the slogan, ‘I 

wanna be like Mike?’  Well, I wanna be like Lowry!” He couldn’t help but to 

smirk at his own quip. 

“Oh my!  Can you explain that a little bit more to me?” I asked. 

“I mean, you know I already write with a lot of details, so that’s not 

something I’m really looking to improve as a whole, but I don’t write like Lowry.  

I add details throughout the whole story whereas she writes bigger chunks of 

description that are broken up by simpler ideas,” he explained intently. 

I sat back, mouth agape.  Phillip had already spoken to Lowry’s style in 

previous discussions, but the maturity of his analysis still blew me away.  He was 

already doing exactly what I wanted all students to do with regard to mentor texts 

and improving their writing.  Now, he was actually going a step further than I 

wanted all students to do; not everyone needs to mimic Lowry exactly, but I 

thought it was a neat idea for Phillip to expand his repertoire of details in this 

way, and I told him so. 

On the whole, students seemed genuinely excited and receptive to sitting 

down with me and receiving such individualized feedback on their writing.  Even 

after I ran out of volunteers and began calling on students alphabetically, not 

many trudged toward me for their conferences as I would have expected.  

Likewise, while I was conferencing, students appeared fully immersed and 
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engaged in peer revision.  I overheard the following exchange between Heather, 

Coral, and Don in the few moments I could steal between conferences.  They 

were doing a think-aloud to describe the hair color of a character in Heather’s 

narrative. 

Heather: “I just wrote that it’s brown.  What’s brown… It was as brown as 

a leafless tree.” 

Me: …in autumn! 

Coral: No, in winter ‘cuz they don’t have any leaves! 

Don: In autumn, the hair would have red and orange and gold highlights. 

This type of collaboration was not unique.  Whenever I could grab a 

moment to wind my way through the room, I heard similar conversations.  Having 

students set individual goals seemed to give their peers a focus for their revision 

advice, in contrast to offering a general descriptor like “Good job,” which had not 

historically been effective to improve writing. 

Watching the Buds Sprout 

By the end of the week, students submitted their narratives; to accompany 

the assignment, they also completed Writing Goal Reflection sheets (Figures 4.5-

4.7), thinking about their progress within their focus area as they went through the 

writing process to produce their Giver narratives.  This metacognitive step was 
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essential to bring them back to considering how their writing had improved and to 

remind them of their ownership of their goals. 

. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.5 

Figure 4.6 
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As I scanned the reflections before beginning my grading, I saw that most 

students indicated that they had met their writing goal.  Some indicated specific 

steps they took to achieve it, but some used general descriptions like, “…because 

I worked really hard.”  The few who marked that they had not met their goal were 

honest; most wrote that they had tried but still felt like they had fallen short of 

reaching their desired ‘column.’  I was surprised to see how hard some of them 

were being on themselves.  One key insight that the reflections revealed was that 

some students felt unsure of how to really reach their goals—specifically those 

students who did not choose to focus on details, which was the focus of most of 

our in-class activities.  Because of this, I made a note to ensure I provided 

students with the instruction and materials necessary to meet each of their 

individualized goals going into the final, hero’s journey narrative. 

Figure 4.7 
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In grading the Giver narratives the following week, I concentrated on my 

own goal of connecting improved usage in writing to the instruction of grammar, 

so I took special note of where students added details through the use of 

participial phrases.  I highlighted these phrases in their narratives to see the 

frequency with which students—who set a goal to add more details—were using 

them.  Lowry employs them as one of her ‘brush strokes,’ which students noticed 

during the sorting activity, so I wanted to see if students had mimicked this style 

in a significant way.  I discovered that many students had employed them to add 

more description, including Erica and Don.  However, I did see a marked 

difference: Erica was punctuating her phrases correctly for the most part but Don 

was frequently missing commas with his use of these phrases.  Figure 4.8 shows a 

portion of Erica’s narrative, and she correctly places a comma before the phrases 

“making his tips of his ears and his nose a light dust of pink” and “running over to 

her.”   

Figure 4.8 
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Figure 4.9 shows Don’s narrative, and he misses commas before the 

phrases “shouting at the general,” “rubbing his head,” and “dropping papers.” 

 

This finding, coupled with the knowledge that the concept of verbals is the 

grammatical part of our standards-based curriculum with which eighth-graders 

struggle the most, led me to an idea.  We had skipped over the “name” part of 

Zuidema’s “notice-name-apply” strategy and gone right from notice to apply 

(Zuidema, 2012, p. 64).  Maybe I could kill two birds with one stone through the 

use of a daily edit.  I could use sentences with punctuation errors to teach the 

verbals terminology while still embedding the practice in the context of writing by 

using real student mistakes—with tweaks to protect the innocent, of course—to 

inspire the warm-up activity. 

Figure 4.9 
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On the morning after my epiphany, students were instructed to copy into 

their notebooks the sentence (Figure 4.10) that was displayed on the SMART 

Board: 

 

After a few moments of ferocious scribbling, I heard the pencils drop and 

knew they were ready for the next step. 

“This edit is a little different today, guys.  This isn’t an error of grammar; 

it’s an error of style.  Read the sentence out loud to yourself and listen—what do 

you hear that doesn’t sound right?” 

Barry raised his hand, and posited, “To be someone else?” 

“Yes!” I replied, “And what should we replace it with?” 

“Being?” guessed Heather. 

“You got it!” I said. 

I went on to provide the definition of an infinitive and the definition of a 

gerund, which students copied into their notes.  I then explained that the two can 

Figure 4.10 
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be interchangeable in certain cases, but not always, as they saw in this example.  I 

then asked them to find the other gerund in the sentence. 

“Dressing!” Nick shouted out without waiting to be called on. 

It wasn’t just his impertinence that irked me when I later reflected on the 

events of the warm-up.  Sure, students could easily identify the gerund in the first 

half of the sentence; it was the only word that ended with –ing.  However, this 

was not the point of introducing the verbals terminology.  I wanted us to have a 

common language with which to discuss errors of usage so that student writing 

style could improve without losing clarity.  I needed to keep that in mind as I 

continued using the daily edit as a venue for practicing punctuation rules. 

The next few weeks passed mostly in the same vein.  I continued my use 

of daily edits to review verbals terminology, as well as a few other common usage 

errors I had found in their Giver narratives.  The next text in our curriculum was a 

film, Batman Begins, which we watched to study the hero’s journey archetype.  

As we wrapped up the film, I was inspired by a comment Chelsea had made way 

back in our discussion of writing strengths and weaknesses.  She had remarked 

that, when possible, she chooses the movie version over the book rendition of a 

story if she feels the author hasn’t provided enough details.  At the end of our 

study of the hero’s journey through various texts, I would be asking students to 

write an original hero story about a character who goes on an adventure.  Why 
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couldn’t a film be used as a mentor text—like we had used The Giver to study 

Lowry’s literary techniques? 

I began the next day’s class by reviewing what we had done with Lowry to 

examine her brush strokes.  I then asked a loaded question, unsure of the response 

I would receive. 

“Is a film a text?” 

A murmured chorus of affirmative-sounding noises arose, accompanied by 

nods and hands being slowly raised.  I called on student after student, all naming 

elements that both media have in common.  The initial discussion was basic, with 

students naming story elements like plot, characters, and setting, but it became 

more complex as others brought mood and tone to the table.  Rachel mentioned 

imagery, which provided a perfect segue for me to bring up sensory details and 

the fact that a movie has the added layer of sound that further enhances the 

viewers’ experience in a more acute way than the text on a page can. 

Next, I played a clip from Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone.  The 

scene was only about 30 seconds long and very ordinary: Harry disembarks the 

train at Hogwarts, seeing the school for the first time.  However, there are many 

visual and auditory details to notice.  I wrote a description of the scene prior to 

class, and I quizzed students to see if they would pick up on the same things I 

noticed.  When I asked them what they thought I wrote, they named detail after 
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detail, hitting almost every single one that I had written!  This was such clear 

evidence to me that they are starting to pay more attention to details in general.  

After I read my description to them, I told them it was their turn; their assignment 

was the same as I had done: to write a scene of description after watching a movie 

clip.  They could use the rest of the Harry Potter clip that I did, a clip from 

Batman Begins, or another clip of their choice.  Students popped in their earbuds 

and began tapping away on their Chromebook keyboards.   

When they finished their write-ups (Figures 4.11-4.13), they posted them 

to Schoology, our online classroom management system, on which I had created a 

forum to collect their responses. 

After skimming the forum, I sank back into my chair, mouth agape. This 

was absolutely phenomenal writing.  Their use of details was above and beyond 

what I had ever seen from an eighth-grade student.  This activity was such a 

valuable experience, and I noted to bring students back to these posts during the 

writing process for their hero’s journey narratives. 

Looking to Pull Some Weeds 

We finished out our study of writing during the month of November by 

continuing our daily edits and reading a few more short texts that exemplified the 

hero’s journey.  A few days after Thanksgiving break, I was ready to return the 

Giver narratives. 
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 “Alright, I know you guys are all eager to see these, but indulge me for a 

minute because I need to tell you how absolutely proud I am of you.  The writing 

contained in these stories is absolutely outstanding.  The growth I have seen in 

such a short period of time is nothing short of remarkable.  I am so very 

impressed.  You really should be proud of yourselves.  Okay, without further 

ado…” I returned stories to their anxious owners. 

You could hear a pin drop in my room for the next five minutes.  They 

were carefully, silently, contemplatively reading my notes and feedback.  It was 

the kind of silence a teacher savors on the day of a full moon or the afternoon 

before a holiday, but I started to become nervous.  I didn’t want students to 

simply read my comments and file away the piece in their portfolios.  In just a 

week or two’s time, they would begin drafting their hero’s journey narratives.  I 

did not want them to forget both how far they had come and where they had yet to 

go. 

I quietly broke the silence.  “I know that some of you are still reading and 

reflecting on my comments, and that is fantastic; keep going through that.  But 

when you finish, grab a sheet of notebook paper and jot down two things.  I want 

you to write down one ‘kudos’—what did you do well?  Then, write down a 

tentative writing goal for your final narrative—what do you still need to 

improve?” 
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Students did as asked, slid their narratives into their portfolios, then 

snapped their notes into their three-ring binders.  During the one-on-one 

conferences of the hero’s journey narrative writing process, I would ask students 

to relocate those notes in order to set a finalized writing goal for their last piece of 

fictional writing of the year. 

Since we had just closed out the writing process on the Giver narrative 

entirely by students receiving my feedback, I thought this would be a crucial time 

to get some formalized participant feedback.  I had gained some nuggets of 

insight as I spoke with students during passing time and throughout our one-on-

one writing conferences, but I wanted answers to more specific questions, so I 

extended an open invitation for students to join me during an Activity Period—a 

morning period during which students attend club meetings, seek out extra help 

from teachers, or have a silent study hall—to discuss our writing process as it had 

been implemented thus far.  That morning, immediately following our daily news 

show, I was delighted to see Tori and Don walking into the room, eager to talk to 

me.  I pulled out my list of questions (Appendix B.) and some blank notebook 

paper to record their responses.  I had no sooner uncapped my pen when Phillip 

bounced into the room, apologies fluttering from his mouth for being late.  I 

grinned, assuaging his guilt, and pulled up a chair so that he could join us. 
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I had barely finished my first question when their feedback came pouring 

out.  We did not follow the exact order of questions, as the conversation naturally 

took many twists and turns.  When I reviewed my notes later, I made more sense 

of the comments by categorizing them by topic (Figure 4.15). 

Choice “If the prompt is interesting and open, 

you can write more easily.” –Phillip 

“Yeah, writing’s not a burden when 

you can make it fun and use your 

imagination.” –Tori 

 

“I enjoy any kind of fictional writing.” 

–Don 

 

“I was still kinda in summer mode 

when we wrote the opening 

narrative… When we got to the Giver 

narrative, I liked that because we had 

a plot to build off.” –Tori 

Peer Revision / Self Editing “I thought the peer feedback was 

super helpful.  I actually wish we had 

more time for that because I feel like 

the more people read my writing, the 

better it gets.” –Tori 

“I agree; peer editing is always better 

for me than self-editing.” –Don 

“You should never assign peer 

editors.” –Tori 

“I completely agree with that.  Peer 

editing is sometimes not helpful for 

that very reason.  You need a peer 

editor at the same writing ability as 

you.” –Phillip 

“That’s not necessarily true.  I think 

it’s good to pick people at different 

levels because they may see 

something that you don’t.  Like, you 

may think you’re being totally clear 



78 
 

about something when you’re actually 

being really confusing, and someone 

who is at a lower writing ability than 

you can see that more easily.” –Tori 

 

“The one thing I don’t like about peer 

revision is that sometimes your partner 

changes your diction.  If it’s your 

narrative, it should be in your own 

words, and you can be more 

experimental in dialogue—not 

following exact grammar rules like 

you would have to in informative or 

persuasive pieces.” –Don 

One-on-One Conferences “I really, really like the one-on-one 

conferences.  You lose so much time 

when you’re addressing the whole 

group about a specific kind of 

weakness that only a few students 

have.  The conferences are way more 

efficient.” –Phillip 

 

“The conferences are good because 

you get to talk to your audience, and 

you get specific feedback you need to 

improve.” –Don 

 

“During the conferences, you get to 

look over our drafts and give feedback 

on strengths and weaknesses as we 

write instead of writing comments 

after we’ve already turned it in: when 

they’re not as useful anymore.” –Tori 

 

“The one thing I would say to improve 

about the conferences would be to 

point students to mentor texts that 

show a good example of what students 

need to improve.  Like, if I’m working 

on dialogue, show me a book or a 
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short story where the author uses 

dialogue really well.” –Tori 

Setting Writing Goals “Setting a goal is like setting a 

personal plan for your writing.  All 

students are different, so it’s good to 

teach something to only students who 

need it.  It really worked for me; I saw 

progress from my opening narrative to 

the Giver one.” –Tori 

 

“The one-on-one conferences were 

good for the goal-setting, too.  They 

made you check in on your goal, 

which motivated you to fulfill it, 

which in turn helped you to strengthen 

your writing.” –Phillip 

“If you assigned points for achieving 

the writing goal—like as part of the 

rubric—that might motivate kids to 

work harder toward them, too.” –Tori 

 

“Something that might help the goals 

in the future would be if you found out 

what our goals were before we had 

our conferences so you could gather 

the resources you needed to show us 

before we sat down with you.” –Tori 

 

“If a bunch of kids have the same 

writing goal, you could pull them 

during ExCEL to work on it together.” 

–Don 

Previous Grammar Instruction “We did a whole ton of learning what 

things were called.  There was not as 

much application” –Phillip 

 

“I feel like grammar made students 

not look forward to their Writing 

class.  We didn’t get as much chance 

to prove our competency beyond the 

worksheets.  But I feel like the 
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worksheets do help somewhat.  You 

need to practice to get better.” –Tori 

This Year’s Grammar Instruction “We’re getting in-depth, personalized 

feedback on your grammar, so I like it 

way more.” –Phillip 

“Yeah, everything is more personal.  

We’re fixing our individual needs—

not what all students need.” –Tori 

 

“I actually think the Daily Edits are 

really good because they’re errors a 

lot of us are making.  They should 

have a hero’s journey theme as we 

start working on that narrative.” –Don 

 

As I almost quite literally pushed the trio out my door, they continued 

discussing and commenting on their way into the hallway.  I was very happy with 

my choice of conducting an oral, small-group interview because I felt they were 

more detailed in their responses than they would have been given a written 

questionnaire.  Also, I loved how they built off one another’s answers, creating a 

natural flow in conversation.  However, the most interesting insights were their 

suggestions for improving the instruction, which I took particular note of and 

planned to implement through the next writing process: 

 Provide more peer-revision time 

 Continue one-on-one conferences 

o Provide specific examples of mentor texts depending on 

student goals 

Figure 4.14 
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o Gather resources prior to conferences to allow for 

immediate instruction/examples 

 Add goal achievement to the summative rubric to give students 

points for meeting and/or working toward the goal 

 Continue Daily Edits with emphasis on student errors and context 

of hero’s journey 

Tending 

 Before we officially began the next writing process, I wrapped up the unit 

on the hero’s journey archetype by teaching “The Drummer Boy of Shiloh” by 

Ray Bradbury.  As we studied the text for its plot and themes, I began noticing 

that Bradbury used figurative language masterfully to create some powerful 

imagery.  Aha!  Another mentor text!  I designed a scavenger hunt-style activity 

(Figure 4.15) to have students find all the examples of literary devices in the short 

story. 

Even in its design, I realized it was more of an identification activity than 

anything—not requiring true higher-order thinking as I even provided the line 

location.  However, I still thought the exercise had merit; even identifying the 

examples would remind students that figurative language is a great technique that 

can be used to add details. 
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Because I introduced it as a competitive exercise—the first 

person/group/partnership to find and categorize all 19 examples correctly won a 

small prize—students were very engaged in the work.  But, on later reflection, I 

realized that the relevance factor was missing.  If I lead students in doing the same 

activity in the future, I will do so during a narrative writing process and ask them 

to take a literary device or two that Bradbury uses and immediately implement it 

in their own writing.  That will bridge the gap between the reading context 

(present in this class exercise) and the writing context (missing from this activity 

in its current iteration). 

 The following Friday, we rounded the corner into the final leg of my 

study.  I had been dropping pieces of information about the assignment since the 

Figure 4.15 
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very beginning of the year, but that day, we would formally begin the writing 

process with brainstorming.   

 “Today is finally the day!  You get to create your very own hero!  Your 

options are limitless: your hero can be a person—male, female, both, or neither—

an animal… heck, your hero could even be an inanimate object that comes to life!  

I read a very compelling tale about a clock last year!” 

 Students chuckled, and I could imagine the gears slowly beginning to turn 

in their heads. 

 “Also, you’re free to choose any setting!  Your story can be in Nazareth, 

in Pennsylvania, in some other state… You could set it in another country!  Or 

underwater!  Or in outer space!” 

While I made these last remarks, I began passing out the rubric (Appendix 

D., section ii.) and a graphic organizer, and students began jotting notes at 

breakneck speed. 

“The one thing I do want all of you to keep in mind is a writing goal.  I’m 

going to ask you to bring two things to your one-on-one conference this time 

around: your portfolio—so that we can look at your Ignorance narrative and Giver 

narrative—and your tentative writing goal that you wrote when you got your last 

narrative back.” 
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Students returned to their note-taking, eager for me to stop yammering.  

They completed the graphic organizer over the following weekend and began 

drafting on Monday.  Conferences began on a Tuesday.  When I called for 

volunteers, Barry was chosen first.  I wanted to begin with his goal in mind, so I 

asked him what he still wanted to improve in his writing. 

He began, “I know it was my same goal from last time, but I really still 

want to improve my sensory details.  I added some to my Giver narrative, but I 

still feel like my writing could use more.  Is that okay?” 

“Of course!” I responded, “I like that you are recognizing that you have 

made progress but still have room for improvement.”  I recorded his response at 

the top of a new goal sheet (Appendix C., section ii.) I had created; I also gave 

him a handout on adding different kinds of sensory details into writing, which 

included modeled examples of writing that incorporated each of the five senses. 

“Now I’m going to ask you to think about something a little different.  Is 

there anything grammar related that you know could use improvement in your 

writing?” I prompted. 

“Definitely run-ons.  I have a real problem with run-ons,” Barry answered 

quickly. 
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I asked him to show me his Giver narrative, and we confirmed that he did 

seem to have many run-on sentences.  “Finding and correcting run-ons has been 

one of our focuses through our Daily Edits,” I said. 

“Yeah, I’ve been noticing that.  I’m seeing how I can start to fix some of 

them,” he said. 

I pulled out a packet from the stack of resources I had created prior to 

beginning conferences, anticipating some common responses based on what I 

have seen so far in student writing this year.  “Barry, this packet defines run-ons 

and asks you to do some practice exercises to correct them.  This practice should 

help you before you start looking for them in your own writing.  However, don’t 

worry if you miss some.  When you add more details—like you’ve set your non-

grammar goal to be, you could create more errors accidentally as you extend the 

length of your sentences.” 

Barry nodded and accepted the packet, and I completed the remainder of 

the goal sheet with his input.  We finished the conference by discussing his story 

so far: a narrative about a young boy who acquires supernatural powers after 

chasing his beloved marble into a vat of nuclear waste while on a tour at his 

father’s chemical company. 

The remainder of conferences continued in the same fashion.  Students’ 

non-grammar goals almost all fell into one of three types—details, dialogue, or 



86 
 

syntax—and I provided mentor text resources for each of the types of goals.  

Students’ grammar goals were much more varied.  Like Barry, many students 

wanted to tackle run-ons, but others named different comma errors, dialogue 

formatting, and fragments as the types of errors they would focus on fixing.  As 

Tori had suggested, I had compiled all my resources ahead of time so that I could 

share them with students as they named their goals.  As students conducted peer 

revision and self-editing, I circulated to answer questions regarding the grammar 

goals, their stories in general, and read pieces to provide feedback.  As I had 

observed during the writing process for the Giver narrative, the room was 

constantly abuzz with collaboration, and students referred to each other’s writing 

goals quite consistently, offering advice and direct suggestions on how to reach 

them. 

The due date of the narrative was the day before Winter Break.  As I kept 

one eye tuned to Macaulay Culkin’s efforts to thwart home invaders, I kept 

another eye on my Outlook window, watching the email notifications for online 

assignment submissions increase in frequency as the time crept toward dismissal.  

With each assignment submission, I also received an online version of the goal 

reflection students completed with their last narratives.  I left the building that 

afternoon with a heavy bag stuffed with Christmas gifts: some were chocolates, 

some were gift cards, but the best gifts of all were those lying at the bottom of my 

tote—students’ hero’s journey narratives. 
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Taking Stock of the Growth 

I began reading over the break, and I continued reading through a blustery 

January and an unseasonably warm February.  I read about a myriad of characters: 

an underwater princess who discovers a long-lost family secret, an everyday hero 

who struggles to fit in at a new school, a boy whose comic-book creations come 

to life and engulf him in their panels.  Each story was decidedly unique, and each 

story showed the growth of the author, as my mind unshelved their original, 

opening narrative tales and mentally compared them to their latest sagas. 

Tommy 

 

 

 

 

   

Tommy’s first narrative (Figure 4.16) started with him introducing his two 

main characters: a very typical opening.  He does start to reveal character traits 

through dialogue, but he also narrates their feelings, such as when he writes 

“Susie was overly excited about the baby.  ‘I can’t wait to have this baby!’ Susie 

Figure 4.16 
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would exclaim.”  Tommy set his goal for his Giver narrative (Figure 4.17) to be 

adding more descriptive details, rather than relying on narration to paint the scene. 

 

 

 

 

 

In his Giver narrative, Tommy described the setting of the story with 

descriptive phrases like “harmful spikes” and “painfully hiding” to convey the 

stress of the scene.  He also employed some Lowry-like details with his use of 

participles, writing “thundering engines,” “pinching thorns,” and “stream nosed 

plane.”  When we sat down to discuss his goals for his final narrative (Figure 

4.18), Tommy expressed that he still wanted to add even more details as his non-

grammar goal. Even though he had met his previous goal of moving from 

‘emerging’ to ‘proficient,’ he now wanted to achieve ‘exemplary.’  For his  

grammar goal, he wanted to master the difference between “to and too” since he 

noticed that he was using the two interchangeably. 

Figure 4.17 
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In the second paragraph of his hero’s journey narrative, Tommy 

introduced his protagonist’s desolate living conditions.  He used sight and smell 

sensory details, like “worn down plank of spruce wood, which had a stench of old 

meat.”  He again wrote using participial phrases like “run down pizzeria” and 

“cockroach infested kitchen” to paint a picture of the setting.  Finally, he 

described his character’s physical appearance—something he did not do in either 

of his two previous narratives.  He called his hair a “black crows nest,” using an 

idiom, and built depth of character by describing how his “hazel eyes would turn 

yellow” to increase the reader’s understanding of his young man’s poor plight in 

life.  In his reflection, Tommy accurately self-assessed by saying he achieved his 

non-grammar goal.  Since still made a few errors between “to” and “too,” he 

Figure 4.18 
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identified that he fell short of his grammar goal, but I communicated to him in my 

feedback that he had still made progress, making only three errors versus the 

seven he had made in the previous narrative.  Like the act of writing itself, 

mastery of writing is also a process, so any growth is progress in the right 

direction. 

Taylor 

 When I read Taylor’s first narrative, I realized he was exemplary of what I 

had seen in many student writers: he was a ‘less is more’ kind of fellow.  He 

wrote with hurried sentences and phrases, implying that he wanted to finish the 

story as quickly as possible with little embellishment.  A spare detail here and 

there could be seen, but he used little descriptive, sensory language to engage his 

reader in the story (Figure 4.19). 

 

Taylor’s exposition provided a few cursory details, like listing the typical 

buildings his city setting contained, and his characters are vaguely described: 

“they were also very different in many ways.”  When sitting down for his first 

conference, he identified his goal confidently: to add more details to his writing.  

Figure 4.19 



91 
 

We looked through his Giver narrative, and I showed him a few parts that could 

benefit from more description.  He handed in a much different story (Figure 4.20) 

than his opening narrative. 

 

 The first paragraph of Taylor’s Giver narrative appealed to three of the 

five senses through his details.  The reader felt what Jonas felt: “warm cabin,” 

“itchy wool blanket,” “felt the cold from the outside;” heard what Jonas heard: 

“fireplace crackling,” “wooden floorboards creaked;” and saw what Jonas saw: 

“frosted glass window,” “Christmas lights gleaming,” “reflection off the soft 

blanket of snow.”  This introduction was far more engaging than that of his first 

narrative, and he expressed pride in his work at his second conference, but he 

wanted to take it further in the final narrative (Figures 4.21-4.23).  He again set a 

goal to include sensory details, with the specification that he would use them 

throughout the story instead of just in his exposition.  

Figure 4.20 
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These three examples, taken from different parts of Taylor’s hero’s 

journey narrative, show his hard work to achieve his goal.  Each section provides 

descriptive details of each different setting and make the typically mundane 

transitional scenes more interesting.  The reader is transported into the story right 

along with the protagonist through the use of phrases such as the clock’s ticking 

Figure 4.21 

Figure 4.22 

Figure 4.23 
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being “drowned out by the Christmas music echoing through the house,” “the 

naked trees and bushes on the bumpy ride,” and “the bright fluorescent lights 

shined in my eyes.”  In Taylor’s reflection, he was right to say that he met his 

goal because he showed tremendous improvement over the course of his three 

narratives in his area of focus: details. 

Barry 

 Barry’s first narrative was full of action; he revealed to me during class 

one day that he is a huge fan of the Percy Jackson series by Rick Riordan, so he 

likes to write stories with adventure-filled plots.  The following (Figure 4.24) 

excerpt highlights one such scene of fast-paced thrill. 

 

In this section of the story, a large chunk of the main characters’ day was 

described in just a few sentences.  He wrote using as few details as possible, 

substituting the word “stuff” for the specific pieces of gear they brought with 

them.  It sounds like Bob and Cho-Cho had quite the arduous journey if it was a 

“three hour walk” and “they needed a break,” so when I sat down with Barry, and 

Figure 4.24 
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he indicated that he wanted to set a details-related goal to improve his writing, I 

showed him these opportunities for details so that even his passing, transition 

scenes would be more interesting to the reader.  In his Giver narrative, a similar 

scene in which the two main characters are walking to a destination was written 

with many more nuggets of description (Figure 4.25). 

 

Barry now set the scene for the readers, writing “[a]s the winter sun began 

to fall and the moon began to rise” and giving weather-related details like “frigid 

nightly snowfall,” “snow-covered hill,” and “hiked through the deep snow.”  

When his protagonists reached their destination, it was described as a “tiny 

village,” within which they knocked on the door of a “small house” that “looked 

very cozy.”  He even painted the picture of his characters’ appearance, saying 

they “were extremely dirty and cold” and that “[t]heir clothes were ripped.”  At 

his conference during the writing process for the hero’s journey narrative, Barry 

said he was not yet satisfied with his proficiency in using details; he now wanted 

Figure 4.25 
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to focus on sensory details to enhance the action sequences in the story he was 

writing about a young boy who acquires some strange new powers.  We skimmed 

his draft together and brainstormed a few places he could add appeals to the 

senses; I also provided him with a model text that showed examples of all 

different kinds of sensory details. 

 When Barry handed in his hero’s journey narrative, I noticed a striking 

difference in his use of details.  Instead of a longer, descriptive passage, he had 

peppered his story with details throughout (Figures 4.26-4.28), which was 

effective in engaging his reader through the multiple conflicts the hero faced. 

 

 

Barry captured what it was like for his hero, Craig, to feel like a bird, when he 

wrote “[h]e felt the breeze in his feathers, and all of the people on the ground 

looked like bugs.  He effectively described the aftereffects of a fire by writing that 

Figure 4.26 

Figure 4.27 
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the floor “was still steaming hot” and that a victim wore a “partially torched 

jacket.” 

 

Similarly, a later scene’s high temperature environment could be felt by the reader 

when Barry not only bluntly wrote that “[t]he room was boiling hot” but added an 

olefactory and visual detail of Craig “smell[ing] the sweat dripping from his 

forehead to the floor.”  This final narrative was visible progress in usage from his 

first, and he was correct to state in his final goal reflection that he had met his 

goal of exemplary use of details in his writing. 

These three students were only a small slice-of-life to show a larger 

phenomenon I witnessed in my classroom.  Without a doubt, students’ writing 

improved in a more significant way in a shorter amount of time than I had ever 

seen before in my three previous years of teaching this unit.   Furthermore, most 

of their goal reflections (Figure 4.29-4.31) were quite accurate, especially with 

Figure 4.28 
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regard to their content goals, showing the success of the metacognitive self-

assessment I had asked students to undertake.  

 

  

 

 

Figure 4.29 

Figure 4.30 
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When I returned students’ narratives at the end of February, I noticed 

something small that made the whole study really worthwhile from my 

perspective.  I returned the stories with their rubrics underneath them.  While I 

traversed the room, I observed the vast majority of students reading their 

commentary from start to finish—from the first page to the last, where I had 

written a longer note of feedback.  Almost every single student did not flip 

directly to the rubric, and all students (save one) took at least a full five minutes to 

read through the comments before sliding the documents into their portfolios.  

Whether I had successfully revolutionized the teaching of grammar or not, I was 

satisfied.  I had triumphed individualized instruction with regard to writing 

feedback, and my students’ behaviors in this moment were proof-positive that 

teaching and grading writing is so much more than response to error and points on 

a rubric—teaching writing should be relevant, meaningful, and differentiated 

through the use of contextualized reading and writing processes. 

Figure 4.31 
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 To end the study, I asked students to anonymously complete the same 

grammar survey (Appendix A.) they took before I began the intervention.  When I 

reviewed the results, I found they were remarkably similar.  In the first survey, 

72% of students reported the study of grammar to be important, which increased 

to 86% on the second survey.  I was glad to see that despite the indirect, mini-

lesson approach taken, students still valued grammar as an important aspect of 

learning.  However, even more significantly, on the second survey, all students 

identified that studying grammar has a direct impact on writing.  This was most 

relieving to me.  Even though the meta-analysis conducted by Braddock, Lloyd-

Jones, and Schoer (1963) disproved the decontextualized teaching of grammar as 

an effective teaching method, I still felt uneasy throughout the study having 

broken so far away from this traditional methodology  (p. 37-38).  I then 

remembered that I had conducted contextualized, differentiated instruction of 

grammar based on writing weaknesses.  Of course students would understand the 

connection between writing and grammar; it was exactly what we practiced!  I 

found it remarkable on some level I still wanted to revert to the old-school 

methods even when my students’ thoughts were direct evidence to the contrary. 

 Although my study took a sharp twist mid-stream to go from focusing on 

grammar to broadening my scope to writing skills in general, I still kept a 

constant current of grammar flowing through my instruction.  On the end of study 

survey, students showed a 6% increase in their willingness to study grammar—
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from 56% to 62%.   I knew this was by no means a revolutionary, but it was 

meaningful to me.  If a subject like grammar—one that is traditionally dry and 

historically boring—could be a choice topic to a majority of adolescents, due to 

linking its study to the reading and writing processes, I thought I had achieved 

something impactful. 

Admiring the Flowers 

 When thinking about what I witnessed in my classroom over the past few 

months, I thought about how the reading and writing processes had started to 

change the way my students learned.  I saw engagement, collaboration, and 

motivation flourish when students were given the opportunity to set 

individualized goals that were practiced through the classroom activities of 

reading texts and going through the stages of the writing process.  I read student 

writing pieces that clearly displayed an increase in achievement with regard to 

those specific, self-selected goals.  Most importantly, I saw that students were 

truly engaged with their writing as a process.  Assignments were not just 

produced to meet minimum requirements, and half-heartedly pushed toward me 

for grading; stories were carefully crafted to entertain a reader, and students were 

proud to submit their work, eagerly anticipating my feedback.  It was my honor to 

serve as their gardener on this journey of growth, and I cannot wait to see them 
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continue to blossom as young authors, ever intrepid to reach toward the sunlight 

to improve their work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



102 
 

Data Analysis 

 During my action research study, I collected various forms of data.  

Throughout the entirety of my study, I kept a double-entry journal to record my 

observations and reactions to what I noticed in my classroom.  Additionally, 

students took a pre- and post-study survey (Appendix A.), completed a short 

writing check-in, and wrote longer narratives for each of which they set 

individualized goals for improvement.  Analysis of each piece of data broadened 

my understanding of the impact of teaching writing in context and the importance 

of relevant, differentiated instruction. 

Analysis of Student Perception of Grammar Instruction through Surveys 

Before I began implementing my research study, I asked students to 

anonymously complete the Grammar Survey (Appendix A.).  Their responses 

revealed valuable insight into their preconceptions of grammar instruction based 

on prior schooling.  72% of students surveyed named “learning rules with sample 

sentences (examples)” as the best way to learn grammar while only 24% 

identified “building new sentences after a given pattern” as one of the best ways 

to learn.  This led me to the conclusion that students had been instructed in more 

of a traditional manner than one in which grammar was taught within context of 

writing.  The same majority of students—72%—reported that studying grammar 

was either “very important” or “important,” and 48% of students surveyed said 
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they use grammar skills outside of school either “very often” or “often.”  This was 

an encouraging finding because it demonstrated that students were aware of at 

least some relevance of grammar outside of their school lives. 

Even more notable was the fact that the vast majority (88%) 

acknowledged that studying grammar has a direct impact on improving writing 

performance.  This showed that students not only knew that grammar was 

relevant outside of the classroom but was also relevant to their writing inside the 

classroom, which I hoped would make the completion of activities of my study 

even more engaging. 

 After completing their final narratives, students completed the Grammar 

Survey (Appendix A.) for a second time to measure any change in attitude over 

the course of the study.  As previously stated, I did see a slight increase in the 

percentage of students who viewed studying grammar to be important (6%, which 

was up to 86% overall), and now 100% of students agreed that studying grammar 

has a direct impact on writing.  Finally, I noted a  small increase in positive 

attitude when 62% of students said they would study grammar if given the choice, 

up from 56% at the beginning of the study. 

Analysis of Observations through Memoranda 

 As I conducted my study, I collected notes in a field log through the 

format of a double-entry journal.  This log recorded not only what I saw and heard 

but also how I interpreted what was occurring in my classroom.  To fully evaluate 
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the observations I recorded, I wrote methodological and analytical memoranda.  

Midway through the study, I composed a methodological memo to formatively 

assess my instruction at that point.  This was essential in helping me take stock of 

what had been done and what might need to be changed moving forward.  As I 

listed the classroom activities that had been conducted, I reflected on their impact 

and implications.  My notes on the difficulty of and disengagement with the 

Lowry’s brush strokes activity seemed to point to a need for small-scale model-

text work and immediate application to students’ own writing.  The one-on-one 

conference success revealed that working with writing currently in process is 

effective for student improvement due to the immediate applicability of the skills; 

it also showed that the practice of setting personalized writing goals during the 

writing process appears effective for both engagement and achievement.  Finally, 

my observations of the peer revision activities divulged true student collaboration 

and engagement in the writing process. 

Going a step further, I also wrote analytic memos on the theories of a few 

respected educational philosophers, including John Dewey and Lev Vygotsky.  In 

each memo, I chose five quotes from each author’s work that were most salient to 

my research.  I then paraphrased the passage and wrote about its connection to my 

research.  Calling upon the expertise of these well-respected theorists lent 

credence to the hypotheses that I was drawing through my data.  Dewey (1938) 

stated that “[An educator] must…have that sympathetic understanding of 
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individuals as individuals which gives him an idea of what is actually going on in 

the minds of those who are learning” (p. 39).  This idea reemphasized my 

technique of conferencing and individualized goal setting to improve my students’ 

writing in a differentiated way.  It also confirmed the importance of collecting 

participant feedback through surveys and interviews, both of which were crucial 

to guiding my study.   

Vygotsky (1978) penned “…writing is taught as a motor skill and not as a 

complex cultural activity…writing must be ‘relevant to life’” (p. 118).  This quote 

resonated with me throughout the execution and planning of my study.  In the 

past, when I asked students to write, I almost always heard a moan escape from 

many a throat.  While there are likely many reasons for this audible dread, I have 

no doubt that some view writing as a classroom task that requires much effort and 

lacks enjoyable payoff.  What many students do not realize is that they actually 

like communicating; they constantly do it verbally; and many do it in a short-

hand, written form just as often, via texting or social media.  The reason that they 

enjoy these forms of communication much more than writing in the classroom 

context is because the former are personally meaningful and relevant to them.  

Therefore, in my study, I tried to incorporate freedom of expression and relevance 

into each writing assignment so that students are more engaged.  The narrative 

prompts were general and open, and the writing goals were self-selected, two 
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factors that have allowed students to buy in to the assignments with more 

motivation than previously seen. 

Analysis of Student Artifacts – Opening Narrative 

 The first student artifact I collected in my study was the “Opening 

Narrative,” where students were asked to write a creative story conveying a 

theme.  After collecting, reading, and providing written feedback on student 

drafts, I counted and categorized the grammar errors (Figure 5.1) in each student’s 

story.  The highlighted numbers correspond to the student’s most frequent error. 

 Figure 5.1 
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 I had hoped to find a direction to go in regard to my grammar instruction.  

If students overwhelmingly were struggling with one kind of error, that concept 

would be the focus of my contextualized teaching.  However, the data revealed 

that there was no majority of students making the same repeated errors.  41% had 

many comma errors due to sentence structure, 32% were making dialogue 

formatting mistakes, and the remainder of students’ weaknesses were spread 

across different categories of errors.  Moreover, neither of the more prevalent 

errors seemed to be something I could teach seamlessly within the context of 

writing.  It was not that students needed to add more compound, complex, or 

compound-complex sentences, or that they needed more dialogue; students were 

just making punctuation mistakes in the writing components with which they 

were already showing proficiency of use.  This finding caused me to shift the 

focus of my study to asking students to set broader writing goals rather than solely 

grammar-based objectives.  This decision also kept in mind Weaver’s (1996) 

notion that certain grammar errors may actually increase when students worked 

on other aspects of language—such as details and description (p. 59).  This idea 

further justified the decision to widen the scope of my contextual instruction. 

Analysis of Student Artifacts – Movie Scene Check-in 

 During the course of my study, some time had passed between students 

writing their second and final narratives.  Because of this time lapse, I wanted to 
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check in with student writing formatively, and their scene descriptions were an 

apt opportunity.  Students posted writings with many sensory details gleaned from 

the scenes; 12 students had set a content goal to add more details to their writing, 

and 100% of these students’ posts included at least two different kinds of sensory 

details—while many included details that appealed to all five senses.  This told 

me that this activity was valuable in having students practice adding details to 

their writing, as well as revealed that those students were on the right track toward 

achieving their writing goals. 

Analysis of Student Artifacts – Goal Reflections 

 With their submission of the Giver narrative, students completed goal 

reflections that asked them to self-assess on the completion of their self-selected 

objectives.  88% of students reported that they felt they had met their goal, while 

only 22% said that they felt they did not meet their goal.  Each student provided a 

reason for why he or she had or had not met the goal, which showed evidence of 

true metacognition and reflection.  After my own assessment of their writing 

using frequency counts and a rubric (Appendix D., section i.), I agreed with 84% 

of their own assessment.  The only student I disagreed with had said she had 

fallen short of her goal when I felt she had actually met it, providing an example 

of how students can sometimes be more critical of their own writing than others 

may be. 
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 Likewise, when students submitted their Hero’s Journey narratives, they 

completed an online goal reflection on both their content and grammar goals.  

92% of students wrote that they felt they had met their content goals, and I agreed 

with all of their self-assessments based on my rubric (Appendix D., section ii.) 

and frequency counts, which showed that students were accurately self-reporting 

on their progress.  In contrast, 96% of students stated that they achieved their 

grammar goals, which reflected 24 out of 25 students, but after reading the 

narratives, I thought that only 40% of students met their goals.  This discrepancy 

between student assessment and my own might have to do with students not 

picking up on all of their errors due to the limited reinforcement of the rules.  

Students were mostly self-teaching on their grammar focuses—with only certain 

errors being practiced as a whole-group through the Daily Edit exercises—so their 

mastery of the skills was not to be expected in such a short period of time.  

Additionally, students’ experimentation in trying to reach their non-grammar goal 

may have resulted in a greater number of conventions errors, which was to be 

expected based on their writing longer, more syntactically complicated sentences 

to add description. 

Analysis of Accumulated Data through Codes and Bins 

 To code the data I had collected, I re-read my field log, student writings, 

and goal reflections collected during the study.  All the data were organized 
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through a system of digital folders, so I could access it from a logical, central 

location.  While reading, I used a digital marking system to mark certain words 

and phrases that related to a specific idea, such as “engagement” or 

“metacognition.”  This coding was a way for me to look for patterns and revealed 

important insights about what I did and how it was relating to the goals of my 

study and research question. 

 

When I finished coding, I looked at all of my codes for links and 

categorized them into bins.  I came up with four categories and developed a 

Figure 5.2 
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heading for each that reflected a theme of the study (Figure 5.2).  While I 

categorized my codes into the bins, I saw that many could fit into more than one 

category, which showed the overlapping nature of educational research and 

learning. 
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Research Findings 

 The purpose of this action research study was to answer the question: 

What are the observed behaviors and reported experiences of eighth grade 

English students being taught grammar in the context of reading and the writing 

process on improving usage within writing?  I started my project with focus on 

improving students’ grammar but quickly shifted away from a specific emphasis 

to allowing students to self-select the goals for improving their writing.  Thus, the 

“grammar” in my original question changed to the broader idea of “writing skills” 

as is reflected in Figure 5.2.  I was interested to see the effects of decontextualized 

versus contextualized teaching, as well as the impact of collaboration through the 

form of peer revision and conferencing on student engagement and achievement.  

Finally, I also sought to understand the effect of metacognitive reflection on 

student motivation and success. 

The Effects of Decontextualized Instruction on Student Engagement and 

Motivation 

Decontextualized teaching—via traditional discourse and terminology—has an 

inherent lack of relevance to students.  This causes frustration, negative attitudes, 

markers of disengagement, and off-task behaviors as students struggle to make 

meaningful connections to the material being taught. 
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 While students were participating in an activity that was not directly tied 

to their writing, I observed a lack of engagement, more distracted behaviors, and 

less participation.  According to Dewey (1938), the instructional methods and 

practices that teachers often utilize result in students’ forming habits and attitudes 

toward the material; certain methodologies do not engage the students or lack 

personal relevancy to them (p. 27).  I directly observed the failures of teaching 

grammar—in particular—in isolation.  For example, when I presented the Daily 

Edits, students learned the material well enough to be successful on the quiz but 

rarely transferred the learning to their writing.  Unless students immediately 

applied the grammar learned to their own writing—as they did after one-on-one 

conferencing—the skill was not generally mastered.  Additionally, even an 

activity that taught a more style-based writing skill (like the Lowry’s brush 

strokes activity) failed to engage students, due to its lack of immediate relevance 

in relation to its decontextualized nature. 

The Effects of Contexualized Instruction on Student Engagement and 

Achievement 

Contextualized teaching, using model texts and the writing process, challenges 

students to think metacognitively through higher-order thinking to analyze 

author’s craft and then apply it to their own writing.  Additionally, seeing and 

practicing the writing skills in context results in an immediate relevance to 
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students, something altogether missing from teaching skills in an isolated, 

decontextualized way. 

 While teaching using model texts with a whole group may not have been a 

resounding success—see Lowry’s brush strokes and the Bradbury figurative 

language scavenger hunt—students were somewhat engaged with the text while 

analyzing the author’s craft.  The link that was missing in each scenario was the 

application: the need to immediately practice the skill by imitating it in their own 

writing.  The movie scene description activity afforded them this opportunity and 

resulted in students who were engaged and successful in improving their writing. 

 Furthermore, the one-on-one conferencing, particularly as students drafted 

their Hero’s Journey narratives, allowed them to hone self-selected aspects of 

their writing within the process.  This contextualized practice paid off in the final 

products, especially with regard to their broader, content-based writing goals.  

Even though not all students met their grammar goals by my estimation, I still 

believe this contextualized, differentiated method of instruction was more 

beneficial to students than a decontextualized lesson that would end with an 

objective exam.  Although the majority of students did not meet their desired level 

of proficiency with regard to their grammar goal, the majority did improve on 

their selected skill, and many made significant progress.  Freire (1970) wrote, 

“The unfinished character of human begins and the transformational character of 
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reality necessitate that education be an ongoing activity” (p. 84).  By practicing 

grammar skills as part and parcel of the editing step of the writing process, 

students have begun to see that mastering a language is not something with a clear 

start and end point and that not every student progresses through the learning of a 

language at the same rate.  Students have learned—through brainstorming, 

drafting, revising, and editing—that a piece of writing is an “ongoing activity” 

that mirrors the evolutionary manner in which humans learn and grow. When 

students engage in reflection, it serves as a formative assessment of their 

individual progress toward success; this metacognitive thinking results in a 

positive attitude toward their comprehension level of usage and their overall 

writing abilities. 

The Effects of Reflection on Attitude and Achievement 

When students engage in reflection, it serves as a formative assessment of their 

individual progress toward success; this metacognitive thinking results in a 

positive attitude toward their comprehension level of usage and their overall 

writing abilities. 

 By asking students to reflect on their achievement of their writing goals 

after both the Giver and Hero’s Journey narratives, I asked them to engage in 

metacognitive thinking about their writing process and final products.  I not only 

inquired about their goal achievement but how they achieved their goals.  While 
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students responded positively to the first Giver narrative reflection, the more 

insightful reflections were seen with their Hero’s Journey narratives.  Even 

though not all students accurately reported on their grammar goal achievement, 

they did respond with more detail and more depth of thinking as it related to their 

non-grammar goals (comparing Figures 4.5 to 4.31, for example).  This points to 

the benefit of reflection as a repeated process; the more students are asked to think 

metacognitively, the deeper they will think about their own thinking. 

 More importantly, student attitude toward their writing was seen to 

improve with the use of reflections.  Students began to notice improvements in 

their writing on a concentrated, individualized scale instead of focusing on their 

final grades.  Also, student achievement increased, as more students met their 

non-grammar goals on the final narrative than did on the mid-point, Giver writing.  

This shows that student ownership of their differentiated achievement, through 

reflection, allows for increased motivation and better results in writing. 

The Effects of Collaboration on Engagement and Attitude 

Collaboration—both between and among students and between and among 

students and teacher—results in students’ engagement and positive attitudes 

toward the reading and writing processes. 

 The positive effects of collaboration in this study were my most 

unexpected finding.  I set out conducting a study mostly focused on 
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contextualized instruction.  I had anticipated using collaborative activities, but I 

had not predicted that those components would be as successful as they turned out 

to be.  First, students collaborated extensively during the peer revision step of the 

writing process.  I saw and heard true cooperative learning and thinking to 

improve one another’s writing.  This could be attributed to the focused nature of 

revisions—each student had specific goal(s) toward which they were working, so 

each student’s peer had an area on which to concentrate his or her feedback. 

 The second example of collaboration was the teacher-to-student dialogue 

achieved during the one-on-one conferences.  Having each student sit down with 

me to discuss his or her writing—the strengths, the weaknesses, the ideas, and the 

questions—was invaluable to students’ engagement with the writing process and 

their attitude toward writing.  A genuine excitement could be seen in each student, 

as he or she talked about the writing with me, the audience.  Dewey (1938) 

explained, “There is, I think, no point in the philosophy of progressive education 

which is sounder than its emphasis on the importance of the participation of the 

learner in the formation of the purposes which direct his activities in the learning 

process” (p. 67).  Dewey’s tenet clearly illuminates the reasoning between sitting 

down with students to create writing goals together, rather than requiring students 

to follow my mandates alone. 
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The Next Action Research Cycle 

 Even though my action research study has ended, I plan to implement 

various aspects of the project in my future units and with future students.  A 

byproduct of the research study was my greater understanding of the feedback 

provided to student work.  While I have always felt I provided specific, detailed 

feedback to student writing, I have realized that my feedback is mostly helpful 

within the context of the writing process.  I have started to apply this principle in 

the next instructional unit of argumentation.  Students produced argumentative 

projects and gave presentations; as I listened to the presentations, I gave written 

notes of feedback, and students’ peers provided oral feedback on the projects.  

Students then had the opportunity to revise their projects prior to the final grading, 

which gave an immediate relevance to the learning.  We—both the peers and I—

were helping students to achieve. 

Additionally, I have learned that goal-setting is an indispensable aspect of 

student writing.  This is an activity I will continue to use in order to keep students 

engaged and motivated in their writing achievement.  Also, having students 

reflect on their writing goals is a key step that I will continue to have students 

employ.  I do plan to set aside more time for students to reflect on their goals 

during class time, as both goal reflections in my study were either done quickly or 

outside of the classroom, which may have affected their responses. 
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 With regard to helping students achieve their goals, I plan to continue 

lessons that allow for contextualized instruction of writing skills.  The use of 

mentor texts was helpful but not linked to student engagement and achievement; 

requiring students to apply the skills to their writing within the time period of the 

lesson may help to bridge that gap.  Grammar still appears to be a quagmire with 

regard to meaningful, relevant instruction, but differentiated mini-lessons and 

writing application have been proven to be at least somewhat successful in student 

writing achievement, so I will continue to eschew traditional workbook teaching 

for this more contextualized approach.  While the state, standardized tests still set 

the eligible content, I can match the concepts with the writing genres to which 

they best correspond and teach small groups, based on level of proficiency 

determined by a pre-assessment, making sure to place the instruction in the 

context of student writing.  Formative assessments, like writing check-ins, can 

allow me to assess whether my interventions are working, and member checks, 

such as the group interview I conducted within my research study, can shed light 

on what worked and what did not, as I move forward continually looking to 

improve my practice. 
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Appendices 

A. Grammar Survey 

Think about your past and current experiences in school when responding to 

the following survey questions. 

1. How often do you study grammar at school? 

___ Every day   

___ Once a week  

___ Every other week   

___ A few times a month 

 

2. Would you like to study grammar more often? 

___ Yes, a lot more 

___ Yes, some more lessons 

___ I like it the way it is 

___ No, there are too many grammar lessons already 

___ No 

 

3. Think about the way you learn grammar.  Which of the alternatives 

would you consider the best way of learning the rules of grammar?  

You may mark several alternatives. 

 

I learn grammar by… 

 Learning the rules by heart 

 Learning the rules and sample sentences (examples) 

 Reading a lot of examples and guessing the rule 

 Learning ready phrases 

 Building new sentences after a given pattern 

 

4. Why do you study grammar?  You may mark several alternatives. 

 Grammar improves my knowledge of the English language. 

 Grammar helps me to express myself correctly. 

 Grammar helps me to understand spoken and written English. 

 I like grammar. 

 My teacher tells me to. 
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5. How important do you find it is to study grammar? 

___ Very important 

___ Important 

___ Not very important 

___ Not important at all 

___ I do not know 

 

6. How good do you consider your skills in grammar? 

___ Very good 

___ Good 

___ Satisfactory 

___ Less than satisfactory 

___ Poor 

 

7. If you think about your skills of grammar, how often do you use them 

outside of school? 

___ Very often 

___ Often 

___ Sometimes 

___ Seldom 

___ Never 

 

8. Do you think that your writing improves due to studies of grammar? 

___ Yes, very much so 

___ Yes, I believe so 

___ Yes, a little 

___ No, I do not think so 

___ No, not at all 

 

9. Do you think that you will use grammar in the future?  You may mark 

several answers. 

 Yes, in my future studies 

 Yes, if/when I study other languages 

 Yes, in my future work 

 Yes, in my spare time (hobbies) 

 No, not at all 

 Another answer: ___________________________________________________ 
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10. What do you think is important regarding knowledge of grammar?  

You may mark several alternatives. 

 

It is important to… 

 …know the rules 

 …know the rules and how to use them practically 

 …be able to express myself grammatically correctly 

 …be able to use correct grammatical forms in speech 

 …be able to use correct grammatical forms in writing 

 …be able to detect and correct my own mistakes 

 …be able to communicate more than it is important to have 

knowledge of grammar 

 Other answer: ___________________________________________________ 

 

11. Would you choose to study grammar if given the choice? 

___ Yes… 

___ No… 

 

…because ____________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 
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B. Mid-Study Interview Questions 

Student Choice: 

1. Of the two narratives—opening (“Is Ignorance Bliss?”) and Giver 

ending, which prompt did you prefer?  Why? 

Writing Process & Feedback: 

2. Did you have enough time to draft in school?  Would you have 

preferred more or less class time to write? 

 

3. Did you find the peer revision days helpful?  Why or why not? 

 

4. Did you find the self-editing day helpful?  Why or why not? 

 

5. How did you feel about the one-on-one conferences? 

 

a. Did the goal-setting work? 

Grammar Instruction: 

6. How is this year’s grammar instruction different from prior years’? 

 

a. Which instructional methodology do you prefer?  Why? 
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C. Goal Sheets 

 i. Giver Narrative Goal Sheet 
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 ii. Hero’s Journey Narrative Goal Sheet 

Focus/Content/Organization/Style Writing Goal 

Reflect on your narrative feedback and identify an area to improve (cannot be 
grammar-related).  Highlight or circle the descriptor that applies to your use of 

_____________ in your narrative. 

Exemplary Proficient Emerging Needs 
Improvement 

    
 
 
 

 

 

Which column would you like to reach when reflecting upon your __________ 
use in your next narrative? 

____________________________________ 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Grammar Writing Goal 

Reflect on your narrative feedback and identify an area to improve (grammar-
specific).  Highlight or circle the descriptor that applies to your use of -

_____________ in your narrative. 

Exemplary Proficient Emerging Needs 
Improvement 

    
 
 
 
 

 
 

Which column would you like to reach when reflecting upon your __________ 
use in your next narrative? 

____________________________________ 
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D. Rubrics 

 i. Giver Narrative Rubric 
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 ii. Hero’s Journey Narrative Rubric 
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E. Consent Forms 

 i. Principal Consent Form 

August, 2016 

Dear Robert Kern, 

I am currently pursuing my Master’s Degree at Moravian College in Curriculum and 

Instruction.  In the fall, I will be taking a course based on action research and will be 

conducting a teacher research study in my classroom on my own teaching practices.  

I have chosen to study the observed and reported experiences of eighth grade 
students when teaching grammar in the context of reading and the writing process 

on improving usage within their writing.  I plan to have students analyze author’s 

craft for grammatical constructs and then apply what they have learned to their own 

narrative writing.  I hope that learning grammar in this way makes the content more 

relevant and applicable than it has been in the past by teaching through isolated 

exercises.  I am writing to ask permission to conduct this research. 

The study will take place during one of my English classes throughout September 

and October of 2016.  During this study, I will collect various forms of data to 

determine whether my instructional strategies were successful.  Possible types of 

data I will collect include, but are not limited to, observations, surveys, interviews, 

and student artifacts in the form of writing. 

I will only use information collected from students who have parental permission to 

participate in the study and from colleagues who have provided their written 

consent as participants in my study.  All students’ names will be confidential—as 

well as the name of the school district and any participating faculty members—and 

the data will be kept secure in a locked filing cabinet and shredded at the end of the 

study. 

Students’ participation in this study is completely voluntary, and they withdraw at 

any time without penalty.  Regardless of participation, all students will receive the 

same instruction in the classroom and participation in all classroom activities. 

Thank you for your time and cooperation.  Please direct any questions via email at 

aimpink@nazarethasd.org; further concerns may be directed to my faculty sponsor 

at Moravian college: Dr. Richard Grove at grover@moravian.edu. 

Respectfully, 

Alyssa Impink 

mailto:aimpink@nazarethasd.org
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

I attest that I am the principal of the teacher who is conducting this research study.  

I have read and understand the consent form and received a copy.  Alyssa Impink 

has my permission to conduct this study in her eighth grade class at Nazareth Area 

Middle School. 

_____________________________________________ 

Signature of principal, Robert Kern 

______________________ 

Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



133 
 

 ii. Parental Consent Form 

September, 2016 

Dear parents, 

I am currently pursuing my Master’s Degree at Moravian College in Curriculum and 

Instruction.  In the fall, I will be taking a course based on action research and will be 

conducting a teacher research study in my classroom on my own teaching practices.  

I have chosen to study the observed and reported experiences of eighth grade 

students when teaching grammar in the context of reading and the writing process 

on improving usage within their writing.  I plan to have students analyze author’s 

craft for grammatical constructs and then apply what they have learned to their own 

narrative writing.  I hope that learning grammar in this way makes the content more 

relevant and applicable than it has been in the past by teaching through isolated 

exercises.  I am writing to ask permission to conduct this research. 

The study will take place throughout September, October, and November of 2016.  

During this study, I will collect various forms of data to determine whether my 

instructional strategies were successful.  Possible types of data I will collect include, 

but are not limited to, observations, surveys, interviews, and student artifacts in the 

form of writing. 

While all of the students will be involved in the activities as part of our regular class 

time, I will only use information collected from students who have your permission to 

participate in the study in any written reports of my research.  All students’ names 

will be confidential—as well as the name of the school district and any participating 

faculty members.  I am asking for your permission to use the data gathered as 

pertaining to your child’s involvement.  However, each student’s participation in this 

study is completely voluntary and will not affect his/her grade in any way.  

Additionally, anyone opting to participate in my study may withdraw at any time 

without penalty.  You may contact me via email to withdraw your child from the 

study. 

If you have any questions or concerns about my in-class project, please feel free to 

contact me at aimpink@nazarethasd.org.  Mr. Kern has approved this study and is 

available for questions, as well.  Please check the appropriate response and sign 

below; return the bottom portion of this letter as soon as possible.  Thank you for 

your support! 

Respectfully, 

Alyssa Impink 

mailto:aimpink@nazarethasd.org
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

______ I am willing to have my child participate in this research study. 

______ I am not willing to have my child participate in this research study. 

__________________________________________________             _____ / _____ / _____ 

Parent signature                   Date 

__________________________________________________ 

Child’s name 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



135 
 

 iii. Student Assent Form 

September, 2016 

Dear students, 

Just like you, I am a student, too!  I am currently working toward my Master’s 

Degree at Moravian College in Curriculum and Instruction.  Right now, I am taking a 

course based on action research and will be conducting a teacher research study in 

our classroom on my own teaching.  I have chosen to study the observed and 

reported experiences of eighth grade students when teaching grammar in the 

context of reading and the writing process on improving usage within their writing.  

I plan to have you analyze multiple authors’ stories and then apply what you learn 

to your own writing.  I hope that learning grammar in this way makes the content 

more relevant and applicable than it has been in the past.  I am writing to ask your 

permission to conduct this research. 

The study will take place throughout September, October, and November of 2016.  

During this study, I will collect various forms of data to determine whether my new 

teaching methods were successful.  Possible types of data I will collect include 

surveys, interviews, and student writing. 

While all Glacier Team students will be involved in the activities, I will only use 

information collected from those of you who give your permission to participate in the 

study in any written reports of my research.  All of your names will be confidential—

as well as the name of the school district and any participating teachers.  I am asking 

for your permission to use the data gathered related to your involvement.  However, 

your participation in this study is completely voluntary and will not affect your 

grade in any way.  Also, anyone choosing to participate in my study may withdraw 

at any time without penalty.  You may contact me via email, Schoology, or in person 

to stop participating in the study. 

If you have any questions or concerns about my in-class project, please feel free to 

ask!  Outside of school hours, you can contact me at aimpink@nazarethasd.org or 

send me a Schoology message.  Mr. Kern has approved this study and is available for 

questions, as well.  Please check the appropriate response and sign below; return 

the bottom portion of this letter as soon as possible.  Thank you for your support! 

Respectfully, 

Alyssa Impink 

 

 

mailto:aimpink@nazarethasd.org
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

______ I am willing to participate in this research study. 

______ I am not willing to participate in this research study. 

 

______________________________________________________________________           _____ / _____ / _____ 

Student signature             Date 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Student’s name (printed) 


