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Abstract 
This qualitative teacher action research study investigated the 

experiences of incorporating Harry Noden’s brush strokes (absolutes, 

adjectives shifted out of order, appositives, and participial phrases) into a 

high school Critical Literacy English class. Nineteen tenth grade students 

participated in the study conducted in an urban high school containing 

approximately 3100 students in eastern Pennsylvania. Methods of 

gathering data included participant observation, student surveys, and 

student work. The students were presented with four of Noden’s brush 

strokes and then used those constructions to revise sentences, create 

captions, write descriptive paragraphs, and finally use them in an 

informative essay. 

Findings suggest that students who have scored at basic and below 

basic levels on the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) 

struggle when presented with these new writing techniques, but when 

engaged in the writing process, can become more descriptive writers using 

these constructions. 
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Researcher Stance 

 
To be pleased with one's limits is a wretched state. 

- Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
 

Creative work is play. It is free speculation using materials of one's chosen form. 
Stephen Nachmanovitch 

 
 I have always known I would be a teacher. There were a few times that 

other ideas passed through my mind, but I always came back to teaching. It 

wasn’t until I was a junior in high school, though, that I knew just what I would 

go on to teach. When I was in Mrs. Walter’s English class, it just hit me: I wanted 

to teach high school English. It’s funny to think of that now, especially since I 

started my teaching career in middle school and loved it and was very 

disappointed when I was transferred this year to the high school level. But, 

luckily, within the first few minutes on the very first day I remembered how much 

I loved it! But, this switch didn’t just bring up a dilemma of where I would be 

teaching, it also brought up a dilemma of how I would implement a research study 

initially designed to help eighth grade students become stronger writers. My 

original question, “What are the effects of implementing writing strategies on the 

descriptive writing ability of eighth grade ELA students?” evolved to become 

“What are the observed behaviors and reported experiences of students and 

classroom teacher when descriptive writing techniques are implemented in a tenth 

grade critical literacy English classroom?” 
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 Back in Teacher as Researcher, where I conducted a teacher action 

research pilot study, I was really fueled by the notion that I was not allowed to 

teach grammar except in the 10-15 minutes allotted for daily warm up activities. I 

knew that I needed to change something in my classroom and in the way I taught 

writing because I did not feel I was an effective writing teacher. I fought the urge 

to teach the way I had been taught because I knew that doing grammar exercises 

was not, and is still not, the best way to teach students how to write. I also 

struggled with completing the mandated daily edits in my room. I watched day in 

and day out how students did not retain any of the parts of speech we had 

discussed in our daily warm-ups. I could start a sentence with the same word, 

used in the same way, for two weeks straight, and nearly three-quarters of my 

students would still not able to identify the part of speech. This frustrated me to 

no end for three (contradictory) reasons. First, I knew that daily language warm-

ups isolated from actual language use were by no means the best way to teach 

parts of speech. Second, even knowing that this was not the best way, I still 

couldn’t believe that my students didn’t care enough to do something seemingly 

simple like picking out the nouns. Third, it was frustrating to be required to teach 

in a way that was not research-based. I just didn’t see how continuing a 

“tradition” was a good idea when I had read so much research stating that 

identifying parts of speech doesn’t help most students to become stronger writers.  
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 So, since I knew that there were, and still are, better ways out there, I 

really wanted to find a successful one for my classroom. I wanted to find a 

strategy that I could use to meet the needs of diverse students since I taught a 

wide range of learners. I really wanted to become a better teacher for my students, 

and I knew that there was a better way to teach writing. As a result, I looked at 

how to implement grammar in the writing process and I began to see growth and 

improvement in my students’ writing.  

Over the course of my work at Moravian College, the idea of 

implementing grammar through the writing process started to take on a voice of 

its own. I really cannot pinpoint when my line of inquiry changed from finding a 

better way to teach grammar to focusing more extensively on descriptive writing 

techniques, but it did, and I suspect that my reading of Harry Noden’s Image 

Grammar had a lot to do with it. 

 At the beginning of last year, I introduced three of the five brush strokes to 

my students: painting with participles, painting with absolutes and painting with 

adjectives out of order. We revised them, practiced them, and read over examples 

of known authors. My eighth grade students enjoyed these strategies and did a 

good job with them. When it was appropriate, I asked the class to write an essay. 

In order to add to student interest, I let them write about whatever they wanted. 

Instead of asking for the typical five paragraph essay, I allowed them simply to 

write. There were a few students who asked what the minimum paragraph 
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requirement was, so I explained why I didn’t think they could be successful in 

fewer than four paragraphs. I was pleasantly surprised when I read the papers and 

found that the majority of my students wrote much more, and most of those 

students wrote very good essays. There were still the traditional errors in grammar 

and spelling that I always see, but the ideas that they were trying to get across 

were very strong. I was able to see that they focused on describing their ideas, 

using more detail than they had in the past. Having this knowledge solidified my 

decision to teach contextualized grammar this year because I knew that the 

strategies I was planning on implementing had helped students in the past. I felt 

confident that my new students would also produce great writing and enjoy the 

process of doing so.  

Research Design & Methodology 

Research Goals 

The goal of my study has always been to help students become more 

effective writers. Through the graduate course Teaching Grammar in the Context 

of Writing, I was introduced to educator Harry Noden and his idea of “brush 

strokes.” After learning about this technique, I was inspired to bring it to my 

classroom.   

I think it is important to state my delimitations, or what my study is not 

(Wolcott, 2009). First, my study is not a guide on how to implement brush strokes 

into the English curriculum. Second, my study does not prove that this strategy 
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improves the writing of all students. Third, my study is not a guide on how to 

conduct an action research project in an English classroom. Fourth, my study does 

not show that brush strokes are the best and only way to implement new writing 

techniques with struggling writers. And finally, my study does not show that other 

techniques do not work equally well when trying to improve students’ writing.  

My study is a report of my own experiences in implementing brush strokes into a 

10th grade critical literacy English class, a class with struggling readers and 

writers, in an effort to improve their writing by drawing their attention to a wider 

array of rhetorical choices.  

Setting & Participants 

My school district is located in the eastern United States and consists of 

two high schools, four middle schools and sixteen elementary schools. The 

district’s total population is 15,306 students in grade kindergarten through twelve. 

I teach 9th, 10th and 11th grade English at one of the city’s two high schools. The 

school’s population is 3107 students in grades nine through twelve with a 

demographic breakdown as follows: 2% Asian, 33% Hispanic, 9% Black, 55% 

White, and 1% Unknown. Also, 28% of students are eligible for free or reduced 

lunch. 

With regards to the English curriculum, there are three possible tracks in 

ninth and tenth grade. There is an honors program, an academic program and a 

critical literacy program. The critical literacy program follows the same 
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curriculum as the academic program, but students meet these requirements over a 

full academic year rather than within a single semester. At the beginning of the 

study, my class consisted of 21 students, sixteen boys and five girls, including 

eight students with an identified learning disability. Of the 21 in my class, 19 

agreed to be a part of my study. 

Data Collection Plan 

While I was conducting my study, I always placed the needs of my 

students as learners ahead of my needs as a researcher. Of course, I wanted to 

“make effective changes or choices” in my teaching practices as a result of what I 

was learning (Johnson, 2008, p. 100). So, in order to be able to make any change 

or choice regarding my teaching practices, I knew that I needed to collect a 

variety of types of pertinent data. “Data are any form of information, 

observations, or facts that are collected or recorded” (Johnson, p. 81). The data I 

collected were student work samples, rubrics, classroom observations maintained 

in a field log, and student interviews/questionnaires.  

Student work samples  

Since I was teaching a series of new writing techniques, I collected pre 

technique and post technique samples. I felt that this would be a good way for me 

and my students to see how well the strategies worked. Students continued to 

write throughout the course of the semester, but I thought it was important to 

collect a baseline-writing sample and then have a specific sample to compare it to. 
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As Hendricks (2009) states, “If you wish to determine ways in which an 

intervention impacts achievement or attitudes, you will need to measure these 

constructs before beginning the implementation phase of your study” (p. 98-99). 

At the end of the data collection period, students were asked to compare and 

contrast these documents and explain which they preferred and why.   

I also collected work samples throughout the study. This is where I was 

really able to see what they were learning. They wrote sentences after learning 

about each brush stroke; they wrote descriptive paragraphs about movie clips; and 

then, finally, they wrote an informational essay. Throughout the study, I was able 

to give feedback to each student on an individual basis based on his or her 

writing. I was able to see who struggled more with each concept and was then 

able to redirect my attention to the students who needed me more at a given time. 

I was also able to see which students I could utilize as peer advisors. This was 

extremely helpful when I was working with students who had difficulty grasping 

a new rhetorical device. I found that peer advisors were often able to explain new 

concepts in ways that enabled struggling peers to understand (Marzano, p. 86).  

Rubrics  

Another element in seeing if their writing was at the level, or close to the 

level it should be, was to grade a paper according to the Pennsylvania System of 

School Assessment (PSSA) rubric. The PSSA rubric consists of five categories: 

focus, content, organization, style and conventions. The highest score any student 
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can achieve in a given category is a four. Since students are tested on the Writing 

PSSA in eleventh grade, the teachers make sure that student writing is evaluated 

on a rubric that includes these categories (Appendix A). 

Field Notes  

Johnson (2008) defines field notes as “the written observations of what 

you see taking place in your classroom” (p. 83).  During class, if a student said 

something that I felt needed to be written down, I would jot it quickly on a sticky 

note and attach it to my attendance sheet so I would be able to access it easily 

later. Then, when I returned to my desk after the block was over, I would type a 

field log entry detailing the events that had transpired within the class period. If I 

had a comment or a question for myself, I would add that in as well, but I would 

write in brackets to delineate my observer commentary so that I could keep my 

thoughts separated from what actually happened. 

Student Interviews/Questionnaire  

At the beginning of the school year, I administered a writing questionnaire 

to find out student thoughts about writing and the writing process (Appendix B) I 

also gave a post-questionnaire to see how they felt about writing after the study 

was completed (Appendix C).  These questionnaires were helpful because I was 

able to see how the students viewed writing and how they viewed themselves with 

regards to their strengths and weaknesses.  
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I also pulled students aside in a small group setting partway through the 

study to interview them about the techniques they were learning and to determine 

what else that they felt they needed to be successful writers. Having my students 

in a group setting was a way for me to eliminate some of the tension associated 

with having to talk to a teacher individually about what they were learning. Also, 

in a group dynamic, students were able to build off of their peers’ comments and 

feel more open to sharing since they were participating with one another (Eder & 

Fingerson, p. 183). These group interviews were also very helpful to me because 

it was like having 4 focus group meetings in my class. I found this to be very 

helpful, because as Hendricks states, “responses of one participant can help other 

participants recall important information that they wish to share” (p. 93).  

Assessment Devices 

Formative Assessments 

 One type of formative assessment that I utilized frequently was exit slips. 

Students completed them to explain what they understood about what they were 

learning (Hendricks, p. 74). This was extremely helpful because it was a very 

quick way for me to see who needed help without the pressure of a quiz or a more 

formal assessment. I was also able to pull out the students who needed a little 

more guidance with a particular brush stroke and work with them.  

 Another formative assessment that I conducted was questioning the 

students. Some days I would just ask questions and call on specific students to see 
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what they understood about what we were discussing. At other times, I would 

pass out sticky notes, ask a question and then have the students write their 

response and stick it to the blackboard, allowing me to work individually with 

students who needed additional guidance. This allowed me to provide important 

feedback in a timely manner (Marzano, p. 38).  

Quizzes  

I also checked on student progress by administering quizzes. I found these 

to be an effective way for students to see the specific ways in which they were 

becoming more successful writers. The quizzes were set up the same way to help 

detract from the anxiety that some of my students feel when they take some type 

of formal assessment.  

Trustworthiness 

Another way that I made sure that my study would be valid was to follow 

Hendricks’s (2006) advice and triangulate my data. “When planning ways to 

collect data and to answer a research question, a researcher must consider how to 

best ensure the findings of the study are credible and valid. Credibility can be 

established through triangulation, a process in which multiple forms of data are 

collected and analyzed” (p. 71-72). So, in keeping with this idea, I utilized the 

aforementioned student work samples, rubrics, field log and notes, student 

interviews/questionnaires, formative assessments and quizzes.  
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Hendricks also lists eleven steps for “increasing validity,” and I felt it 

necessary to follow all eleven. “Utilize peer debriefing, engage in persistent and 

prolonged observations, be sure to record data accurately, use member checks, 

triangulate data sources, provide thick description of the setting and study, 

employ techniques in negative case analysis, make clear any researcher bias, 

make available an audit trail, present results to key audiences, and engage in 

continuous, ongoing reflective practice” (p. 106-110). 

Peer Review 

Not only did I discuss my study with my fellow classmates in MEDU 702, 

but I also talked to some teachers in my department. This was extremely helpful 

because when I was feeling discouraged, they were there to not only give me 

some good ideas, but to also remind me that what I was doing was worthwhile 

and would be helpful to not only me, but others in the department.  Before 

implementing my data collection plan, I also looked into current research and 

practices to help guide my study. As Johnson (2008) states, “Relating the 

questions, results, and conclusions to existing theory provides a context in which 

to understand your research” (p. 30). 
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Literature Review 
 

“The grammar of a language is its structure, which enables us to communicate 
whether or not we or anybody else consciously understands that structure” 

(Weaver, 2008, p. 1) 
 

Why Focus on Writing? 

“I hate writing!” 

“I wasn’t good at it last year; I won’t be good at it this year!” 

“Ugh! Why do we always have to write in here?” 

“I can’t spell; I’m not a good writer.” 

 These are just some of the things I have heard students say over the past 

four years of teaching writing in my district. Too often, students view writing as a 

tedious, boring task that has no relevance to their lives. Yet, when they need to 

communicate with friends or family, what do they do? They text each other, they 

pass notes in school, they write on each other’s Facebook walls, and some even 

write directly on each other. Their world is filled with writing, and they don’t 

even realize it (Baer 2008). The problem is they tend to view writing in school as 

a chore with no personal meaning. In my experience, they also view it as 

something irrelevant to their future. However, according to Graham & Perin 

(2007), “Adolescents who do not learn to write well are at a disadvantage. In 

school, weaker writers are less likely than their more skilled classmates to use 

writing to support and extend learning in content classrooms” (p. 445).  The 
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authors of this study also point out that their chances of attending college are 

“reduced because universities increasingly use writing to evaluate applicants’ 

qualifications” (p. 445).  

 The report, “Are they ready to work? Employers’ perspectives on the basic 

knowledge and applied skills of new entrants to the 21st century U. S. workforce” 

(2006), finds that too many students are ill prepared for the communication skills 

they’ll need even for a job right out of high school. According to this report, “At 

the high school level, well over one-half of new entrants are deficiently prepared 

in the most important skills – Oral and Written Communications, 

Professionalism/Work Ethic and Critical Thinking/Problem Solving” (Lotto, p. 7). 

If the key goal of secondary teachers is to prepare students for life after high 

school, then we need to focus on the skills that are necessary for that success, and 

we need to look to the workforce to see what skills our students are lacking. As an 

English teacher, I need to focus on the written communication aspect and what 

changes need to be made so my students can become better writers who are ready 

to enter the workforce or head down the path to college. If we, as educators, are 

committed to helping our students become successful for the future, then more 

attention needs to be given to how to teach them to not only write, but how to 

write well. This means that a traditional language arts curriculum focused 

primarily on grammar and usage is not what today’s students need. “The least 

effective approaches (of teaching writing) focused on studying parts of speech 
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and sentence fragments” (Baker, Chard, Ketterlin-Geller, Apichatabutra, & 

Doabler, 2009 p. 305).   

Currently, there continues to be debate on the best way to approach this 

topic (McCleary, 1995; Myhill, 2005; Noden, 1999; Smith, M & Wilhelm, 2006). 

As Noden states in the preface to his book Image Grammar – Using Grammatical 

Structures to Teach Writing (1999), “Discussing grammar in the teachers’ lounge 

is a little like stepping in between two opposing 350-pound NFL lineman just 

after the ball is snapped. Although the discussions are not quite that explosive, 

they seem to generate a similar competitive hostility” (p. vii).  

Learning to Write “Good”: What Doesn’t Work 

 Most English teachers, at some time or another, have likely taught 

grammar the way it was taught to them because it seemed like the “logical thing 

to do” (McCleary, p. 2). Who hasn’t been given, or given out, a worksheet that 

requires the student to find and label the parts of speech of individual words? As 

Andrews, Torgerson, Beverton, Freeman, Locke, Low, et al. (2006) state, “Perera 

(1984) noted that decontextualized grammar teaching that was unrelated to pupils’ 

other language work was likely to do more harm than good. She also noted that 

technical terms in grammar seemed to confuse rather than enlighten young 

people,” suggesting that identifying how words are used according to their 

traditional grammatical function is unlikely to help most students become stronger 

writers or speakers (p. 40).  
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Traditionally, students learn that grammar consists of a lot of rules that 

need to be followed. But, as McCleary points out, “Traditional grammar – the 

grammar taught in English textbooks – is inaccurate both in its description of real 

grammar and in the explanations given to students” (p. 2). In teaching grammar 

this way, students are not able to connect the textbook grammar to their own 

writing. Grammar is seen as something isolated from the writing process (Weaver 

& Bush, 2006, p. 78).   

Another problem is teachers who try to change their way of teaching 

grammar but don’t know how to do it. In “Ways of Knowing with Grammar in 

Mind” (2005), Debra Myhill explains her fear that teachers have heard that 

teaching grammar in isolation is ineffective, but have largely not replaced their 

instruction with contextualized teaching. Instead, they add what they feel are 

effective mini-lessons by teaching a piece of grammar at a time as the students 

need it.  She feels that the statement in context “is less clearly conceptualized” 

and that, “There has been little genuine discussion or considerations of what ‘in 

context’ means” (p. 82). She feels that teaching grammar to students needs to be 

reviewed and researched without bias in order to determine what is most effective 

when done correctly. And by correctly, she means showing how grammar relates 

to the writing process. My experience as a middle school and high school English 

language arts teacher has confirmed that when teachers attempt to teach writing 
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“in context” they are truly trying to help students become better writers, but they 

are often unsure of how to go about it.  

As long ago as the early 1960s, Braddock, Lloyd-Jones & Schoer (1963) 

concluded that, “Study after study based on objective testing rather than actual 

writing confirms that instruction in formal grammar has little or no effect on the 

quality of student composition” (p. 37). They then go on to inform us that “…the 

conclusion can be stated, in strong and unqualified terms: the teaching of formal 

grammar has a negligible or, because it usually displaces some instruction and 

practice in actual composition, even a harmful effect on the improvement of 

writing” (p. 37-38). So, we need to take this knowledge and change our practice 

to move away from traditional school grammar and move to a more 

contextualized approach (Smith & Wilhelm, 2006, p. 41). Knowing that the 

teaching of formal grammar may not only fail to help, but actually hinder, the 

learning process requires a commitment to change our practice. 

Learning to Write “Well”: Where to Go From Here 

 So my question is, if we know that teaching formal grammar is likely not 

to be very effective for most learners, why do we still do it? As Carl Smith (2003) 

states in “Successful Techniques in Grammar Instruction,”  “The focus of 

grammar instruction is shifting from repetition and rote drills, memorizing parts 

of speech, and diagramming to developing an awareness of language in general 

and how it varies and changes” (Smith, 2003, p. 3).  Weaver & Bush (2006), 
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observed a high school teacher exploring sentence combining in a “well 

developed, well-organized” lesson. However, once the lesson was over, there was 

no direct connection to actual writing past the lesson. “When the mini-lesson was 

over, the teacher passed out the students’ ‘grammar homework: a sheet containing 

25 sets of sentences ready to be combined’” (p. 78). And when asked what the 

lesson was about, students replied “I dunno” (p. 78). This attempt at a writing-

based mini-lesson was just as ineffective as most traditional grammar lessons. The 

mini-lesson, to most teachers, is a way to quickly teach grammar without actually 

calling it a grammar lesson. In the Weaver example cited above, the teacher and 

students also revised a class paragraph, but then the teacher failed to show how 

this revision connected to the literature students were reading or their actual 

writing they were assigned to do in class. This is a reminder that we need to 

constantly be connecting what we are doing; otherwise, mini-lessons are almost 

identical to teaching traditional grammar.  

John Barnitz (1998) lets us know in “Revising Grammar Instruction for 

Authentic Composing and Comprehending (Linguistic Perspectives in Literacy 

Education),” that grammar books do still serve a purpose in the classroom, but 

they should not take a front seat. Instead, they have a “place as reference materials 

or for practice in using a particular pattern that a teacher helps the learner acquire” 

(p. 608). This knowledge should allow everyone to breathe a little easier because 

we do not necessarily need to get rid of all of the books that are currently in our 
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classrooms, we just need to change the way in which we use them. They can no 

longer be seen as the end all, be all, of the English classroom. We just need to 

look to them when, and if, necessary. As Constance Weaver suggests in her book, 

Teaching Grammar in Context (1996), teachers should focus their grammar 

lessons into the following “4 major kinds of lessons” (p. 166-174): 

a. Incidental lessons – students are introduced to grammar 

“through conversation and casual mention”  

b. Inductive lessons – “notice patterns and devise generalizations 

themselves” 

c. Mini-lessons – a  short and direct way to teach a particular 

concept; can be presented alone or within a series of mini-

lessons 

d. Extended mini-lessons – when the students take what they 

learned in the mini-lesson and apply it; an example is a 

sentence-combining activity after a mini-lesson on participial 

phrases 

 According to Donald Murray, we need to be much more positive when it 

comes to our students and the feedback we give them on their writing. “We have 

to respect the student, not for his product, but for the paper we call literature by 
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giving it a grade, but for the search for truth in which he is engaged…..We must 

respect our student for his potential truth and for his potential voice” (p. 5). This 

is especially true of those students who do not feel that they can accomplish 

anything positive in an English class due to their past experiences. In Murrary’s 

words, “Year after year the student shudders under a barrage of criticism, much of 

it brilliant, some of it stupid, and all of it irrelevant” (p. 3). No matter what our 

intentions, English teacher feedback all too often leads to students’ lack of 

confidence when it comes to writing, suggesting clearly the need to change our 

focus and help students to view writing as an ongoing process that is constantly 

changing. As Constance Weaver suggests in Grammar to Enrich and Enhance 

Writing (2008), “By focusing on certain grammatical constructions as they draft 

or revise, students – indeed all of us – can write more interesting, more detailed 

sentences” (p. 3) .We also need to remember that the reason we know the correct 

grammar rules isn’t necessarily because we studied them; “We know, because we 

have learned the truth implicitly through thousands of hours of reading” 

(McCleary, p. 2). Stated simply, we learned by reading and writing, and so we 

need to afford our students the same opportunities. Today’s students may not have 

read as much as we did when we were their age, making it all the more important 

for teachers to bring new reading and writing opportunities to their students.  

In a distinguished career as a middle level educator Harry Noden (1999) 

began viewing “grammar as the process of creating art” (p. ix). He shows how 
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“grammatical structures contribute to the whole and how the whole reflects back 

on similar structures” (p. ix). Next, he realized the need to study the masters; “It 

means discussing the art of the masters, posting their passages, and sharing 

insights from reading in small group discussions and individual conferences” (p. 

ix, x).  

Noden offers five “brush strokes” that he feels will most help students to 

become better writers. “For student writers, learning how to show is central in 

their journey toward powerful prose” (p. 3). He suggests that students choose 

“from a repertoire of sentence structures……(and) students can begin to learn the 

art of image grammar by employing five basic brush strokes: (1) the participle, (2) 

the absolute, (3) the appositive, (4) adjectives shifted out of order, and (5) action 

verbs” (p. 4). Noden relies on showing students exemplars of each and then 

asking them to try out the structures in their own writing, saying that “One of the 

clearest ways to define brush strokes for a student is by showing models and 

having them imitate” (p. 5). Weaver (2008) agrees that students will only learn by 

doing and that “It is important that teachers become writers along with their 

students. Teachers should not only talk about a particular grammatical issue and 

introduce a related skill; they should demonstrate that skill in their own writing” 

(p. 67).  
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Summary 

 Students need to learn how to write better, not only to be successful in 

school, but also in life. It is our job to prepare them for the world that they will be 

entering and it is very clear that that world requires people who can effectively 

communicate through writing. Contextualized grammar, or grammar taught in 

context, needs to be given the attention that it deserves. We need to move away 

from highlighting the errors that students make in a negative way and move to 

using these errors as a stepping stone to better writing. We need to offer “options 

rather than avoidance of errors” (Weaver, 2008, p. 6). We also need to realize that 

students don’t need to know what a participle is in order to use a participial phrase 

effectively in their writing. The terms aren’t as important as the items themselves. 

We need to move away from identification and move towards appropriate usage 

(Weaver, p. 7). Lastly, we need to remember that writing is a process and should 

be taught in such a way (Murrary, 1972; Weaver, 2008). Our students can become 

better writers once we change the focus of our language instruction.  

Pilot Study 
 
 When I took the course Teacher as Researcher, I asked, “What are the 

observed and reported experiences of classroom teacher and students when I 

implement new strategies for teaching grammar to improve the writing skills of 

8th grade ELA students?” In this pilot study, I introduced brush strokes, a strategy 

from Noden's Image Grammar, to a class of 30 eighth graders. All but two 
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participated in the study. Since we had been doing a lot of “traditional” writing, I 

asked students to write a descriptive paragraph based on a picture on the 

overhead. Students then read one another's paragraphs and made some comments 

before I taught mini-lessons on five brush strokes, including participle, absolute, 

appositive, adjectives shifted out of order, and action verbs. After I felt they had a 

good grasp of their new rhetorical options, I asked students to write a new 

descriptive paragraph describing a new picture and then I had them compare their 

first paragraph to their second and write a brief summary of their own findings. 

All of my students noticed an improvement in their writing; some noticed a 

drastic improvement, and not one student said that he/she preferred the first 

paragraph over the second. After completing this pilot study, I enrolled in a class 

entitled Teaching Grammar in the Context of Writing, which helped to provide 

additional strategies for teaching grammar as part of the writing process.  

This Year’s Story 
 
Part 1 - Murphy’s Law – Whatever can go wrong, will go wrong, right?! 
 
 I had been so excited to get started with my action research project. By the 

time I finished my proposal, I knew not only what I would be researching but that 

I would be conducting my study in the familiar setting of my eighth grade English 

language arts classroom. I also knew that I would have a co-teacher in my small 

class setting, and I would be able to write about my day’s work after each class. 
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Everything seemed perfect until I heard the words that still cause butterflies in my 

stomach, “Mrs. Lasso, will you please report to the principal’s office?”  

 The end of the 2009-2010 school year was filled with upheaval for a lot of 

people as positions were eliminated, but, fortunately, jobs were not. This meant 

the movement of teachers within and outside of our district’s 22 buildings to fill 

vacant spots. I had heard that most of the positions being eliminated were at the 

elementary level, so I was safe, or so I thought at the time. When I reached the 

principal’s office, I was informed that I would be moved to the larger of our 

district’s two high schools for the start of the next academic year. “Oh no”, I 

thought. “What about my thesis study?!?! What about my data collection plan? 

What will I do if my study doesn’t fit in with what I’m teaching next year?”  

 So, my summer was spent looking over the ninth and tenth grade 

curriculum trying to figure out how I was going to apply what I had learned about 

the contextualized teaching of grammar to a new group of students. At times, I 

contemplated waiting and conducting my study after I taught the new curriculum 

for the first time, but that would have meant waiting at least an additional school 

year, and I had no guarantees about future teaching assignments. I also believed 

wholeheartedly that teaching contextualized grammar is an effective way to 

improve students’ writing ability. I knew that even if I hadn’t picked this class for 

my research study, they would still be learning about and using brush strokes in 

their writing.  
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By the time the beginning of the school year arrived, I felt ready. I had the 

same nervous jitters that I did before the start of any year and I felt ready to 

conquer this new world. I was ready and armed with the knowledge that the 

contextualized teaching of grammar would benefit my new students just as much 

as it would have benefited my middle school students. I walked into my first 

block, second block and fourth block classes, and I was calm and at ease. I started 

getting to know my students and started figuring out which class would be best 

for my study. My first block class was too large to gather all the data I wanted. 

My second block class was comprised of tenth grade students, and I felt it might 

be easier to transition my data collection plan from an eighth grade to a ninth 

grade teaching context. So that left my fourth block class, an energetic bunch who 

were eager and excited when I shared the idea of my study with them. But then 

reality hit me. Since I was new to teaching in the block, I had to learn how to 

manage my time teaching each class for 90 rather than 55 minutes. Once I started 

planning everything out, I realized that what I wanted to study would simply not 

fit into the hectic pace of the single semester class. Once again, my perfect plan 

fell apart.  

 This left me with my second block tenth grade class. I had the flexibility I 

wanted with this group since it was a class that meets for a full year. I worried, 

though, that it would be hard to adapt my study to fit the needs of tenth grade 

applied literacy students. Then one of my colleagues reminded me that these 
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students had been placed in this particular class because they needed to improve 

their reading and writing skills, so, it seemed that my study was just what they 

needed and they were just what I needed, too. Things were starting to look up.  

Part II - Introducing My Study 

 “To start class today, I wanted to let you know something about myself. I 

am a student just like you. And, for my class, I will be conducting research on 

teaching and learning, and I’d like to do it in your class.” 

 “Great, so we have to do your homework for you?” asked Jermaine. 

 “No, you don’t have to do my homework. You just have to do your 

homework and then, if you let me, I will get to write about it in a huge paper I 

have to write later in the year.”  

 “So if we don’t do our homework, you won’t be able to do yours? See, I 

told you we have to do your homework!” 

I already knew that Jermaine liked to be the center of attention, and there were a 

few chuckles after his responses, but overall, the class responded positively to the 

idea of my study, and they seemed eager to be a part of it. Of course, I let them 

know that participation in this study would not affect their grade in any way and 

that everyone would be doing the same work, whether or not they participated in 

my research. The only thing that would be different for the students who decided 

not to participate would be that I would not write about them or their work in my 

paper. I also let them know that their names would be kept out of the paper; I 



26 
 

would be giving them pseudonyms. In telling them about my research I let them 

know that my paper would eventually be placed in Reeves Library for other 

teachers to read. So, when I told them their name wasn’t going to be in it, some 

were upset. I found it interesting that while they didn’t want to “do my 

homework,” they did want to be “famous” and have their names appear in my 

document. After that first day, the consent forms trickled in, and when all was 

said and done, I received 19 out of twenty-one consent forms. We were ready to 

roll. 

Part III – What makes a good writer? 

Mrs. Lasso: What makes someone a good writer? 

Jermaine: They get an A. 

Mrs. Lasso: Ok, but how do they get that A? 

Maria: They know how to write good. 

Mrs. Lasso: True, but what makes them write well? What skills do they have? 

James: They answer the prompt. 

Mrs. Lasso: Very good! What else makes a good writer? 

Rodrigo: They can spell. 

Mrs. Lasso: So someone who can’t spell can’t write a good paper? 

Whole class: Nope!  

Maria: If you can’t spell, you get a bad grade. 
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 This conversation about what makes someone a good writer went on for 

another 15 minutes. By the end of the conversation, we had a pretty good list of 

what makes someone a “good” writer.  

  

Figure 1 – Traits of Good Writers            

We then went on to list what makes someone a bad writer, and that list was even 

longer.  

 

Figure 2 – Traits of Bad Writers 
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I felt it was important first to have an idea of how my students viewed 

good versus bad writing. I was not surprised to see that their list of “bad” traits 

was longer than their list of “good” traits. When I asked about this, Jermaine 

replied, “That’s cause we’re bad writers. We just thought about what we do.” 

  Some of his classmates, though, didn’t really agree with that. Matthew 

replied, “No, I just know what I’m not supposed to do.” 

Here we were, a new class on one of the first days of school, and there 

were already heartfelt disagreements with regards to writing. I then asked the 

class to decide whether they agreed with Jermaine or Matthew. It was an even 

split, six students believing Jermaine was right, and six students agreeing with 

Matthew. I had seven other students, though, who weren’t yet ready to take either 

side. I wondered if they had other views or if class participation would be a 

struggle as the semester began.  

Part IV Let’s Begin 

 The next day I decided to jump right into introducing the brush stroke 

strategies. I first introduced painting with participles. The students jotted down 

some notes as I shared some examples and then looked at a literary sample. I gave 

students a notes page that they could use as I introduced the concept and when 

they were composing their own sentences.  
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Figure 3 – Student Note Page (Day 1) 

One measure I made sure to include when introducing each brush stroke 

was that of modeling. After I introduced the participle brush stroke, for example, I 

shared a simple sentence on the board and then talked through how I would revise 

it.  

Sentence: Mrs. Smith crossed the street. 

Mrs. Lasso: Well, this sentence doesn’t tell me a whole lot. Sure, I know 

that Mrs. Smith crossed the street, but why is this a big deal? Is she late for 

something? Did someone help her because she is an elderly woman? We don’t 
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know because the sentence just tells us that she went from one side of the street to 

another. So, some –ing words that might help add some detail could be crying, 

worrying, not looking. By adding these words, I know can see Mrs. Smith. She 

isn’t a happy woman. Most likely there is something on her mind that is making 

her cry, and worry and not look before crossing the street. The final addition, not 

looking, can also add conflict. Does she make it safely? Does she get hit by a car? 

Why isn’t she looking? Where she’s going? These are things that will make most 

readers want to keep reading.  

Revised Sentence: Crying, worrying, not looking, Mrs. Smith crossed the 

street. 

 We then moved onto the sentence “The dog ran away.” I asked them to 

talk through it either on their own or with someone sitting next to them. After a 

minute or two, I then asked for student revisions and I was happy to hear that 

there was a nice conversation between Jermaine and James. Jermaine offered the 

first revision, “Running, barking, panting, the dog ran away.” 

 James noticed, though, that it “sounded weird” for running to be used 

twice, so he changed his revision to “Drooling, panting, barking, the dog ran 

away.” Everyone agreed that this sounded much better and we also agreed that if 

we were going to be adding participles, they had to be different from the actual 

verb that was in the sentence. I was excited to be having this stylistic conversation 

on the first day of using Noden’s brush strokes.  
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 I was so pleased with student response to participles that I couldn’t wait to 

move on to the absolute and the appositive. Since I had shared a note page the 

first day, I decided to create one for each of the next two brush strokes. I felt that 

keeping the format familiar would help and that having a reference page to use 

when writing would be useful. As I introduced each, the students continued to do 

as I asked, but I could tell that most did not conceptually grasp what they were 

being asked to do. As I walked around the room checking on the students as they 

revised sentences, I could palpably feel their frustration. Some stared at the blank 

page. Others, like Matthew, were more vocal: “I just don’t get it. I can’t do this 

stuff.” 

This was difficult for me because as students continued to work, I was 

quite impressed by the constructions they were creating. I really wanted my 

students to see that they could be successful using their new writing techniques. I 

felt that they had been given the message so many times directly and indirectly 

that they just weren’t smart enough to grasp new concepts, and I was determined 

to help boost their confidence. 

To show them that they knew more than they realized they knew, I 

administered a quiz set up in two parts. In Part I, students needed to underline the 

brush stroke that was added to the sentence and then identify which type it was. In 

Part II, students needed to use a brush stroke to strengthen each sentence. As they 

were taking the quiz, there were only 2 people who were having difficulty, 
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Matthew and Jennelle. As I went over to help Jennelle, I passed by Rodrigo and 

Effrain’s desks; both were on task and diligently taking the quiz. When I was 

helping Jennelle, I noticed that she was stuck more on the naming of the brush 

strokes and less on the creation of them. It was at this point that I let her know she 

should focus more on creation and less on naming. As for Matthew, he was again 

struggling with both sections. I continued to give him encouragement and 

reminded him that he was successful in class and could be successful on the quiz. 

After seeing Jennelle’s problem, I was reminded that my goal for students 

was not to know what each brush stroke is called, but rather for them to feel 

comfortable using them in their writing. So, at this point in time, I decided to not 

put as much emphasis on having students be able to name each brush stroke. I 

knew that I would still use the conventional names as I talked about them, but I 

would no longer require students to do the same. My goal was to take away one 

element of stress and one element that was reminiscent of the traditional 

memorization of grammar.  

          Once I graded the quizzes, I was excited to share the results with the class, 

since the class average was a 92%. This assessment was helpful to me to identify 

exactly what some students found difficult, while showing others that they now 

had new writing tools at their disposal. I was also excited to go to Matthew and 

show him that he earned one of the highest grades in the class. Unfortunately, he 

was not as excited about this as I was. This, I was to find, was going to become 
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yet another obstacle that I would need to overcome: too many of my students just 

did not believe in themselves or in their abilities.  

          Since students had demonstrated their ability to use participles, absolutes, 

and appositives, I decided to implement a fourth brush stroke, out of order 

adjectives. I introduced this technique using a note sheet just as I had the others 

with a note sheet. Students shared their frustration with this technique, noting that 

sentences didn’t sound right to them. I believe that this construction was harder 

for them since this is the one brush stroke that isn’t as visible in writing. So, to 

help them see and hear the effectiveness of this brush stroke, I followed Noden’s 

advice and shared with them an example written by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle in 

The Hound of the Baskervilles: “And then, suddenly, in the very dead of the night, 

there came a sound to my ears, clear, resonant, and unmistakable” (9). I then 

compared it with Noden’s example, “And then, suddenly, in the very dead of the 

night, there came a clear, resonant, and unmistakable sound to my ears” (9).  

        After seeing this example, most students were able to hear the difference. For 

those who were still having trouble, we worked through some examples together 

and I had students come up to the board to write their revisions. As the class 

progressed, the majority of the class was able to create their own adjectives 

shifted out of order sentence.  

Part V – Student Frustration 
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          In order to continue using these new techniques, I wanted the students to 

start creating their own sentences. I knew from prior experience that simply 

asking students to compose sentences on any topic of their choosing would likely 

be hard for them, so, following Noden’s advice, I projected images on the screen 

and asked students to compose a sentence describing the picture while using one 

or more of the brush strokes they had learned. For this exercise, I identified which 

brush stroke to use with each image. As I walked around, I heard an array of 

voices. 

          “This is hard.” 

          “I give up, I can’t do this.” 

          “Why do we need to do this anyway?” 

          “Miss, we’re the slow class. You should try this with someone else.  

          “Guys, I know that this is something new for you, but I really feel that you 

can do well with it. Remember your quiz? You all thought you would bomb it, but 

you didn’t! The class average was a 92%! I know that some of you are still 

struggling, and that’s okay. We are still learning. As I walk around, pay attention 

to the feedback I am giving you. Most of you are right on and don’t even realize 

it.” 

          It was at this point that I realized my students’ perceptions of their own 

ability were skewed. Due to past experiences, they had decided that they were not 

capable of doing well in an English classroom. Students were assigned to this 
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“special” year-long remedial section of English, and they knew just where and 

why they had been placed here. It was also at this point that I knew I needed to do 

something else to show my students that they could use these new techniques 

successfully. I decided that the next day we would continue writing captions, but 

they would do so with the support of their peers in a group and we would have a 

contest. I divided the class into four groups. I procured 11 images and printed 

them out, giving each group two to three pictures at a time. Students needed to 

write a caption for each picture, and when time was called, pass the pictures to the 

next group. This worked much better, since the students who were not as 

comfortable using a particular strategy were able to get help from others and vice 

versa. The following day, I projected the pictures on the screen, and below each I 

shared the captions students had created.  

       The students then voted on which captions they liked best. After I tabulated 

the results, it was nice to see that three out of the four groups won at least one 

caption. Also, the group of boys who weren’t as sure about their captions created 

the sentences that their peers liked the most. Again, I hoped that this would help 

boost their confidence and that they would feel more confident in applying these 

techniques to their future writing. 
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Figure 4 – Caption Contest Creations (underlined sentences were the winners) 
 
 

 

Figure 5 – Caption Contest 

        As the students were working in groups creating the captions, I thought this 

would be a good time to do a member check. I felt that asking the students about 

their use of Noden’s brush strokes in a group setting would help them to open up 

more. I asked each group the same questions: 
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1. What do you like about the techniques? 

2. What don’t you like about the techniques? 

3. Do you think you are doing a good job with them –if so, 

which is easiest for you? 

4. What can I do to help you with them more? 

All groups agreed that the techniques made things “more interesting” and added 

“more description” to their writing.  

          Jennelle added, “It makes what you write, like more real – like good 

details.”  

          Darin thought for a bit and said, “It makes me think more, gives me more 

ideas.”  

          Matthew, however, remained unconvinced and answered, “I don’t like 

anything about this.”  

          Tyana, who rarely spoke in class, added, “They make what I write more 

interesting to read.” 

          The question that I was most interested in at this point was, “What can I do 

to help you with them more?” I feel that teachers often forget to get the students’ 

perspective on what they are learning. We feel that we know the right way to go 

about teaching them and that’s that. However, I try to get their input. I was really 

hoping to get some insight into what I could do to help them, especially since they 



38 
 

constantly expressed frustration. However, the responses were not what I had 

anticipated.  

Mrs. Lasso: All right, so you feel that there are some brush strokes that you’re 

better with. That’s great! But, what can I do to help you with them more? 

Stephen: What do you mean? 

Mrs. Lasso: Is there anything I can do to help you understand them more or make 

them easier for you? 

Stephen: Nope 

Tyana: More practice 

Jermaine: No 

Matthew: Just…nothing 

Mrs. Lasso: What do you mean “nothing”? If you think there is something I could 

be doing or need to do to help you, you can tell me.  

Matthew: Nope, nothing 

Effrain: It’s up to me. I have to study them. If I study, I’ll get them.  

          Wow! And there it was; Effrain was articulating the need to take 

responsibility for his own learning. He knew that I had shared new tools and it 

was now up to him to use them. I still wondered, though, what I could do to help 

students like Matthew see that the techniques I was offering would help him with 

his writing.            
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        So, I decided to build on the positive outcome of the caption contest and try 

something else that I hoped would be engaging and get the students writing. I 

brought in some movies and showed clips from Bolt and Waterboy. I showed clips 

from each movie, stopping periodically to let the students write a short description 

of what they saw. At this point in time they were again able to pick which brush 

stroke they felt would fit best. The students seemed to enjoy this activity, and 

some created some very complex constructions without even realizing it. Sally 

and Raphael, who wrote the sentences in Figure 6 and 7, were both good students 

and did well on the quizzes, and they continued with their success by writing 

strong descriptive paragraphs.  

 

Figure 6 – Sally’s paragraphs 
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Figure 7 Raphael’s paragraphs 

 

Figure 8 Matthew’s paragraphs  

        When I excitedly pointed these out to him, he wasn’t as receptive to my 

praise as I thought he would be. He just shrugged and replied “Whatever.”  I was 

disappointed that Matthew wasn’t as excited as I was. This was starting to become 

a recurring problem in this class. I would become excited by student success, but 
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they simply were unaccustomed to being successful. I hoped that taking another 

quiz on which they would do well would help boost their confidence.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9 Matthew’s layered story 

        Matthew was a student whom I just couldn’t quite reach in the way I had 

hoped. But, by creating this story, I was able to see things from his perspective. 

Based on my own discussions with him and listening to him talk with his 

classmates, I feel that I was able to accurately capture his thoughts during my 

study. 

Part VI – Building up Confidence (Or at Least Trying To) 

          By talking with my class early on in the semester, I learned that they felt 

they did not test well. After having positive results on the first quiz, I really hoped 

that having another would help in my desire to raise their self-esteem with regards 

Matthew’s Story 
 

Matthew 
I hate when she keeps coming over to talk to me about my writing. I’m not gonna be a writer so I 
don’t know why she’s hounding me. Why isn’t she going over to talk to anyone else? Why is it just 
me? 
 

Mrs. Lasso 
Why doesn’t Matthew seem excited? He can do this; I know it; I’ve seen it. What can I do to make 
him see it? This is just so frustrating. If he would just see how well it’s doing, he would even be 
able to help others. Instead, he just tries to hide with his hood up. 
 

Matthew 
God, she’s not getting the hint. She’s still coming over to me. Maybe if I just sit here with my hood 
up and stay quiet, she will forget about me. 
 

Mrs. Lasso 
I think I will just give him some space now. I don’t want to keep pressuring him. I just think he 
isn’t ready yet. Maybe I will give him some time. I’ll talk to him again in a few days. 
 

Matthew 
Oh good, she’s leaving me alone. Hopefully she stays away. 
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to English class. But, when I took part of the day to review the quiz, I was again 

greeted with blank stares. It seemed that it didn’t matter how much I showed 

students how well they could write, they just weren’t willing to volunteer in class 

to review. I was so discouraged that I told them I was going to give up on the quiz 

review, and I started to walk away from the front of the room. This seemed to get 

their attention because Jermaine, who became the self-proclaimed spokesperson, 

spoke up, “Ms., we’re sorry. We’ll work. I promise.” 

          The other students nodded their heads in agreement, and Effrain said, 

“We’re sorry, Ms. We’ll try.” 

          Again, I wondered why my students opted not to participate when they 

were good at what we were reviewing. After this happened, I sat down and tried 

thinking like my students: if I were in this Critical Literacy class, what would I be 

feeling? What would I be thinking?  

 

Figure 10 Thoughts of non-participants 
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       So, I went back to the front of the room, and I gave the students some 

sentences to revise. I had five total, four that they revised in their notebooks and I 

checked as I walked around the room. For their fifth, I wrote the sentence on the 

board and then they needed to revise it using out of order adjectives, the strategy 

that they had liked the least. They needed to write this sentence on a slip of paper 

that I gave them so I could collect them, look them over, and help students as 

needed. As I reviewed the student work, I noticed that ten students had done the 

assignment perfectly, but the other nine had not. So, one at a time, I called them 

up to meet with me. I re-explained as needed, and six of the ten revised another 

sentence correctly. The other three took a little longer, but with continued 

explanation and practice, they picked it up as well. 

       This time the quiz began just like the last, asking students first to underline 

and identify the brush strokes in the sentence. Then, I provided pictures and asked 

students to create captions. Finally, they needed to write a descriptive paragraph 

using at least two brush strokes. The class average on this quiz was even higher, 

97%. After I graded these, I was excited to hand them back, and I made sure to 

have students take them home to get them signed by their parents. I wanted their 

parents to be proud of them for doing so well and demonstrating clear progress as 

writers.  
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Part VII – Writing the Paper  

          So, I needed to move on to help students transfer these grammatical 

constructions to their academic writing. Students needed to write a five paragraph 

informational essay about themselves. I moved away from focusing so much on 

each brush stroke as we worked on planning and writing the essay. For the essay, 

I used the same topics as the other critical literacy classes. Since I wanted to see 

how effective these new writing techniques would be in the classroom, I thought 

it would be useful to use prompts that other tenth grade students would be 

responding to as well. I felt that this way I wouldn’t unintentionally create a 

writing task that made it easier to use the strategies students had learned.   

 
Figure 11 Essay Prompt 
 
          One of the requirements that I did add for the paper was that they needed to 

include at least two brush strokes. Some found this easier to accomplish than did 

others. Rodrigo focused a lot on including brush strokes of his own:  
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         Hearts pounding, blood rushing we got ready for the {big game}. Starting 

kick off was heart pounding…Minds focused, eyes steady, {the other team} was on 

defense first…Cheering, smiling, clapping, coach came in to the locker room.  

When it was all said and done, he had added five brush strokes to his paper. It 

may have been a bit much to be genuinely effective, but I was glad to see that he 

was truly trying to add these constructions into his writing.  

          Effrain also used quite a few brush strokes in his paper:  

         Mother talking, Effrain listening, she gives me advice when I want to do 

something that is not correct…Sweat dripping, muscles aching, I work around the 

house…Fearlessly looking, mind thinking, I get grounded by my father…Effrain 

running, phone ringing, I have to be home at a certain time.  

In his rough draft, Effrain tried to use them a lot, and then, as we worked together 

to revise it, it really came together. As shown in figures 12-14, he was able to 

nicely incorporate four brush strokes into his informational paper.  
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 Figure 12 Effrain’s Rough Draft 
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Figure 13 Effrain’s Final Draft page 1 
 

 

Figure 14 – Effrain’s Final Draft page 2 
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        Matthew, who had done so well creating sentences from movie clips and 

writing captions did quite well when it came time to write a paper using the brush 

strokes. He did fairly well on his paper, opting, though, to add only one brush 

stroke. Like the other day I was fighting, arguing, and yelling at my mom, so I 

called him and I went to his house for the night. His attempt to create a participial 

construction resulted in a compound verb, but either he truly didn’t understand 

how to use them in his writing, or he just didn’t care to do so.  

          Jerome, a struggling writer, attempted one brush stroke in his paper even 

after conferencing with me numerous times about where he might add more 

description. However, since he does struggle quite a lot with everything that he 

attempts in my class, I was happy with the construction that he used: My family, 

caring and supporting, are their for me.  

          Another student, Stephen, who always wants to do well at everything in 

class, attempted to use two brush strokes in his paper about his mother. Helen, my 

mom, loving, supportive and caring, is whom I am most grateful for…Hands 

shaking, eyes watering, when something bad happed my mom is always there 

making it better and consoling me when it is most needed.  

          Overall, I was happy with those who attempted to include these new 

constructions in their writing, but I was again confronted with students who, if 

they didn’t want to do something, just wouldn’t. The process of writing this paper 

took many days in class. Students completed a graphic organizer and wrote a 
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rough draft. When the rough draft was finished, they had an individual conference 

with me so I could review their paper and offer suggestions to indicate how they 

might add brush strokes if such constructions were missing or how to enhance the 

ones that were there. Then, after conferencing, they typed their final draft on their 

own.  

          One thing I noticed at this time was that my students indicated to me that 

they were “done.” They felt that they had heard enough about and had worked 

enough with brush strokes over the last few weeks that they were ready to move 

onto something new. I realized that I would need to put my own agenda aside for 

the time being, as I listened to them and we stopped working so intensely with the 

brush strokes and focused on other aspects of the tenth grade English curriculum.  

Part VIII – Moving Past the Study  

          I knew that moving on to the reading of non-fiction articles would likely 

help students in advance of our unit on writing a research paper. Here I was 

pleasantly surprised when Effrain used an absolute without any prompting in his 

synthesis paper:  

I think balancing work and family must be extremely hard. Body working, mind 

stressing, parents work all day. Balancing work and family is difficult.  

          “I did it”, I thought, “Someone in this room got it!” I was so happy that day, 

reading his paper. The next day, I pulled him aside and praised him for not only 

using an absolute without prompting, but doing it is a way that made sense and 
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enhanced his paper. At this moment, I felt that our journey had been worth the 

effort. Even if my other students moved on from this activity and chalked it up to 

just another thing we did in Mrs. Lasso’s class, I at least now had evidence that 

transfer was indeed possible. This was an amazing feeling and an amazing day. 

Methods of Analysis 

Introduction 

The purpose of collecting data is analyzing data. As Holly, Arhar & 

Kasten (2005) state, “To get it right, we carefully look at data, identify parts, and 

develop them. We look for the holes, the patterns, the secrets, the mysteries…” (p. 

198) in order to know how to improve our professional practice. It is through this 

process that we can draw conclusions and decide where to go from there. In order 

to do so, I followed Bogdan and Biklen’s (2003) advice and did initial coding to 

help focus my study while in the field, but I saved the “more formal analysis and 

interpretation until most of the data [were] in” (p. 148).  

Field Log Analysis 

 My field log became an extension of me: while I kept it at my desk, it 

seemed to travel with me wherever I went; I was constantly thinking about what 

was in it and going over aspects of it in my head. This one binder contained not 

only all of my thoughts and feelings about my study, but it also contained 

participant observations, student work, surveys, and questionnaires.  
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Participant Observation Analysis 

 While I conducted the study, sticky notes were my best friend. If a student 

said or did something that I wanted to be sure to remember, I would write it on a 

sticky note and attach it to my clipboard. I wanted to be sure that my note taking 

did not detract from my role as a teacher. I felt that it was much easier for me to 

jot notes on a sticky note than carrying around a notebook or journal. Once I was 

able to, I then typed up a reflective memo detailing the activity of the day and my 

thoughts and reactions to it. I would look over any student work from the day and 

my sticky notes and then write about it. I would then add in my thoughts, feelings 

and reactions in either italics or parentheses. At the end of every week, I would 

then re-read my field notes and write down any new thoughts or ideas that I had 

and would use this to help guide my planning for the following week.  

Methodological Memo 

I also wrote a mid-study memo in which I looked at what I had done so far 

in my study, initial reactions/thoughts, and made some mid-study decisions as to 

what to do next. This was a very rewarding memo for me because, up until this 

point, I had been so consumed with the study, that this memo made me take a step 

back and really see the progress that some of my students had been making. 

While I had been looking at my student work up until this point, it wasn’t until 

this memo that I was able to do so from a more distanced perspective. At first, it 

was a little hard to make some assumptions about my research, especially since I 



52 
 

was only half-way through, but, as Bogdan & Biklen reminded me, 

“speculation…helps you take the chances needed to develop ideas…they must be 

plausible given what you have observed” (p. 159-160). 

Student Work Analysis 

 I did not collect everything that my students did in class because I wanted 

them to keep good examples of sentences that they created in their binder. I did 

collect the students’ first revised sentences, their individual captions, the group 

captions from the caption contest, the descriptive paragraphs about the movies, 

exit slips, quiz #2, and their final paper. All of this went into the field log and at 

the end of each week, as I was reading my field notes, I also looked over the 

student work that I did collect and assigned initial codes to help guide my study. It 

was through this review of student work that I was able to see that my students 

were successful even when they didn’t believe it. At the end of the study, I then 

went back through the student work to assign more codes in order to determine 

how they grew as writers during the research period.  

Survey & Interview Analysis 

 To begin the study, I handed out a writing survey so I could see how my 

students viewed writing. It was through these surveys that I learned my students 

did not view writing or grammar as a major concern; however they also did not 

feel they were very good writers either. This was when I first noticed that they 

had contradictory feelings regarding their ability.  
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 At the end of the study, I gave out the same writing survey so I could see 

if my students’ perspectives about writing had changed. Not only did I code this 

just as I did the first survey (to see their thoughts about writing), I also coded it 

while comparing it to the first survey. I made notations as to what was similar and 

what was different about the students’ responses.  

 After the group interviews were completed, I followed Seidman’s (1998) 

advice and marked up my notes and sectioned off the interesting parts (p. 100), 

then wrote a field note highlighting my students’ thoughts and ideas. I then wrote 

a field note entry about the interview process, explicating what the students said 

and then adding my own thoughts and ideas. A few days after writing this memo, 

when my eyes were fresh, I then coded and analyzed the entry.  

Coding Analysis 

 I had been collecting and coding data from almost the very beginning of 

my study, however it wasn’t until my study was almost complete that I went back 

through my field log with a fine-tooth comb to develop a roster of preliminary 

theme statements. Unfortunately for me, I was not able to follow Bogdan and 

Biklen’s (2003) advice and take a break from my study. I needed to dive right into 

the coding process. In doing so, I was able to look at my study from a multiplicity 

of perspectives. I was now looking at data from something that happened in the 

past and as something I could no longer change for this group of learners. I 
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needed to see in more detail what it was exactly that my students and I had 

learned.  

Figurative Language Analysis 

 As Ahmet Saban (2006) states, metaphors “…merely enable us to see in a 

new light what we are doing or experiencing” (p. 300). Keeping this in mind, I 

was able to look through my field log and look at both my students’ and my own 

use of figurative language. At the time, I was not sure exactly what truths I might 

uncover, but as I went through the process, I was able to see myself through a new 

lens. It was at this point in time that I noticed how I viewed myself as a mother to 

my students and how I characterized my own frustrations as a teacher of writing.    

Educational Philosophers 

 As I conducted my study, I also wrote memos in which I looked at the 

philosophies of John Dewey (1938/1997) and Paulo Freire (1978/2000). I took 

quotes from each book and related these to what I was doing in my study. Both of 

these memos helped me to look at my study through progressive and dialogical 

lenses, respectively, and they helped me to make sure I was teaching in ways that 

would be most likely to lead to effective student learning.  

Analysis After Data Collection  

 After my study was completed, I went back to my field log to look at 

everything again. As Ely, Vinz, Downing, & Anzul (1997) point out, the analysis 

process can be a difficult one. Researchers can read and re-read their material in 
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hopes that something pops off the page. However, we need to keep in mind that 

all of the work that we do while collecting data: writing in field notes and adding 

margin notes, are all “the basis of analysis and could indeed be grouped into 

categories…” (p. 166). Keeping this thought in mind, I re-coded every section. As 

Ely, Vinz, Downing, & Anzul, remind us, coding is when “we read and re-read a 

portion of data and provide labels – usually notes in the margins – that identify a 

meaning unit” (p. 162). In doing this, I was able to see some things that I had 

missed, and so I then organized these new codes into bins to begin to make 

meaning. By grouping my codes I was then able to see the relationships between 

them and develop my theme statements. I then used these themes to draw 

conclusions about my study.  
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 Figure 15 Coding Bins 
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Findings 

“Hence it is argued that ‘growth” is not enough; we must also specify the 
direction in which growth takes place, the end towards which it tends. Before, 
however, we decide that the objection is conclusive we must analyze the case a 
litter further” (Dewey, p. 36). 
 
Introduction 

 The purpose of my study was to see the effects that a new rhetorical 

strategy would have on student writing. With a specific focus on Harry Noden’s 

brush strokes, I set out with the intention of providing new writing choices to a 

class of students who traditionally had not done well in the English language arts 

classroom. My ideal goal was to have all of the students creating well-written, 

highly descriptive papers. While my idea was not fully realized in that my 

students did not become the ideal writers I had dreamed of, I was able to see that 

the new techniques that I introduced did, in fact, improve the writing of some of 

my students. I needed to realize that not only was I asking students to become 

invested in a new way of writing, I was also asking them to forget some of the old 

habits that they had been acquired through years of not meeting sanctioned 

standards.  Below I share the themes that emerged through my data analysis along 

with an explication of those themes. 

Implementing new writing strategies, including use of the participle, 

appositive, absolute, and out of order adjectives as described by Harry 
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Noden, elicit mixed feelings among students who have scored at basic and 

below basic levels on the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment.  

 When adults do just about anything in one way for so long, it is often 

difficult for them to accept change and do or try something new. I have found the 

same to be true for many of the teens who participated in this study. For most of 

their schooling career, they were taught to write to a testing prompt and were 

taught traditional grammar. I am sure that there were many wonderful teachers 

along the way who attempted to tie the two together in a meaningful way. 

However, as was evidenced in my classroom, students arrived with a largely 

negative attitude toward writing. When I introduced my study, there was a mix of 

groans and blank stares. Most students expressed through their initial writing 

survey that they were not comfortable with writing and had also rarely asked for 

help. As Donald Murray reminds us, our students have too often been drowned in 

criticism, some helpful, some not, throughout their whole writing careers. 

However, in our professional attempts to make them better writers, we may 

instead make them leery and afraid to put much of anything down on paper (p. 3). 

Also, I no longer ask the question, “Why don’t my students like to write?” Too 

often their prior instruction has focused on what they do wrong, not what they do 

right or even how their mistakes can actually be signs of growth. Throughout my 

study, this was a hard notion for both my students and me to overcome. While 

students, like Effrain or Stephen, may have wanted to do well simply because 
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they expect their best performance from themselves, others were less interested in 

the idea of learning how to write in yet another way. There was Matthew, who 

would put up some type of barrier with every new assignment or new technique. 

Trying to find a way to show him he was capable writer and a capable student was 

a constant challenge for me. However, there came a point in time when I needed 

to take a step back, look at things from his perspective, and give him space. I 

needed to realize that my desire to push him to see his ability was actually having 

an unintended effect by inadvertently pushing him away.   

Students’ perception with regards to their writing ability affects their 

confidence when they are attempting to try new writing techniques.  

Throughout my study, one roadblock I kept stumbling upon day after day 

was that my students’ perception about their own writing did not match the 

quality of their performance. While they were developing these new skills, many 

students lacked confidence. Perhaps their teachers had told them too many times 

in the past and through their performance on high stakes tests that they weren’t 

good at writing and so, even after being successful, they were still unable to see 

their strengths. No matter what the case, their lack of confidence played a huge 

role in my planning, and the topic was constantly on my mind as I reflected on 

lessons.  

In order to keep all students motivated and engaged, I planned the caption 

contest and that kept the majority of my students involved and on-task. I then 
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followed Noden’s advice and showed movie clips. However, in order to keep the 

motivation going, I did not show clips that showcased the use of brush strokes, 

but instead screened movie clips that my students would like and that would 

showcase their own ability to use the brush strokes. While the majority of my 

students were on-task and successful, Matthew continued to voice concern and 

frustration at having to complete the activity, despite the fact that some of his 

descriptions were by far the best produced in the class.  

While this frustrated me, I needed to keep reminding myself of what John 

Dewey (1938) said, “The process is a slow and arduous one. It is a matter of 

growth, and there are many obstacles which tend to obstruct growth and to 

deflect it into wrong lines” (p. 30). Matthew’s lack of confidence and the lack of 

confidence from others was a major obstacle that threatened to deflect their 

learning. However, as was evidenced by numerous other students, this obstacle 

did not necessarily hinder their growth. Jermaine cracked several jokes on the first 

day of class, but, over time, began to talk about the use of brush strokes in his 

writing and the writing of others. And Effrain became my star student, the one 

whom I felt that I reached more than anyone else because he was able to transfer 

his learning to another piece of writing without being asked, reminded, or 

prodded.  

When the students are engaged in creating sentences using their new 

techniques, and find confidence through their success, their motivation 
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increases, as does their ability to create sentences with participles, absolutes, 

appositives, and adjectives shifted out of order. 

 Jermaine, Darin, and Tyana, were great examples of students who, once 

they found some confidence, created amazing sentences. The activity where the 

students wrote descriptions of the movie clips yielded the best sentences from the 

students. Jermaine, who was always questioning everything in the beginning of 

the study, really found his voice and reported his enjoyment of this activity. His 

paragraphs were some of the longest created and he tried to use all of the brush 

strokes in his paragraphs, including the participle, adjectives shifted out of order, 

an appositive, and even absolutes in his paragraphs about The Waterboy: 

Jumping, tackling, and diving, Bobby pretended to be angry to make good 

tackles at the football game. When they lost the game, the angry coach, 

mad and sad, was crying because they lost. Jaws dropping, crowd 

screaming, Bobby threw a touchdown pass to win the game. Everyone was 

happy and the old waterboy, named Bobby, was the MVP. 

 Jermaine impressed me and with the engagement he exhibited when writing 

amazing sentences. I could see that he was interested in what he had to say as he 

fully integrated the new constructions into his writing.  

Darin, who hadn’t raised his hand much to volunteer in class, was engaged 

in this activity and created great sentences using the absolute: Smart thinking, 

good passing Bobby threw the ball. Bobby B. is playing football. Hard hitting, QB 
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sacking, he finished the play. Bobby got upset, intercepting, cede balling, they lost 

the game.  He may not yet have understood how to join separate clauses, but he 

did show how to use the absolute to write descriptively 

Tyana, by far the quietest student in the room, used the appositive in all of 

her paragraphs. - The dog, Bolt, was running at the car coming toward him. He hit 

it and made it fly into the air. His owner, Penny, was always with him and they 

were running from the bad guys….The water boy, Bobby, was playing his first 

football game. 

 I was impressed by both Darin and Tyana because even though they 

didn’t feel confident using all of the brush strokes, they didn’t give up on this 

activity and used those constructions that made the most sense to them. And not 

only did they use the ones they felt most confident with, but they used them well.  

These three students are a great example of what can happen to students 

writing when they are engaged. They didn’t just put brush strokes in their 

sentences to fulfill my requirement; they used them in their paragraphs in a way 

that truly enhanced them.  

Students’ lack of confidence not only plays an important role in their 

understanding of the new writing techniques, but it also plays an important 

role in the teacher’s planning. 

 When I have confidence in something, I tend to work very hard at it. On 

the other hand, if I am not feeling very confident, I tend to procrastinate and not 
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necessarily put my best foot forward for fear that my best simply won’t be good 

enough. If I just put in a half-hearted effort, I can then blame the lack of success 

on the fact that I just didn’t try my hardest. The same may, in fact, be true for my 

students. If they feel confident with something, they will be more likely to work 

extremely hard to prove to me that they can do it. If they are not feeling confident, 

then “the wall” goes up and they start to give excuses or they just do the bare 

minimum. As Smith & Wilhelm (2006) state, “Students who aren’t confident in 

what they are saying rely on circumlocutions to tentatively advance their ideas” 

(p. 42). Matthew is a prime example. He did not feel confident in his abilities to 

create sentences with new rhetorical devices, instead opting to complain about 

them and complain about whatever activity I had planned. This made me take a 

step back and look at exactly what I was doing. I was so caught up in doing 

everything in my study as I had laid it out in my data collection plan and as I had 

done previously, that I sometimes forgot to look at my learners as individuals and 

see what they needed. Once I listened to what Matthew was really trying to say, I 

changed how I wanted the class to show me their work, which is where the idea 

for the caption contest originated. I created another area in which I hoped they 

would feel comfortable creating these new sentence constructions. I knew that if 

they continued not to believe in their own abilities, that we would go nowhere. 

Yes, I knew my study would be stalled, but, more importantly, I knew that their 

learning would be stalled. So, in taking a step back and remembering McCleary 
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(1995), that I know what I know from hours and hours of reading and making 

meaning (p. 2), I allowed for my students to have more time to practice with these 

new techniques. My students needed to be able to experiment with these new 

techniques in order to become better at them. I am confident that if the practice 

continues, they will be able to become better writers because of it.   

The Next Steps 

The End and the Beginning 

 As the teacher of a year-long critical literacy course, I have had the unique 

opportunity to work with my students even after my teacher action research study 

came to its end. As a result, I have been able to remind students about using brush 

strokes in their writing, and as we moved on to subsequent units of study, I have 

continued to use Noden’s brush strokes in revision warm ups as well as 

descriptive journal prompts.  

 I took what I learned from my critical literacy class and created a 

PowerPoint presentation about the brush strokes for my other classes. Each week, 

I introduce students to a new brush stroke, and then they create their own 

sentences. And, as we read great American authors, I pointed out different 

rhetorical constructions so students can see how each one can be used.  

 Next year, if I still have a tenth grade critical literacy class, I plan on 

taking more time in the beginning of the year to see how each student learns best. 

One of the cardinal rules of teaching is understanding how your students learn, 
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and I do not feel as though I had a firm enough grasp on my students’ individual 

learning styles when I began this study. However, I do feel that the caption 

contest and the movie clip descriptions were very valuable, not only to me, but to 

my students as well and so, I will continue to utilize these exercises as long as 

they work with my current class of students. One thing I learned during this study 

is that what works with one group of students does not necessarily work with 

another, so I will definitely be paying attention to how each new class responds to 

each exercise.  

 In addition to learning about my learners more, I also plan on adding some 

other aspects. First, if I want my students to write vivid word pictures, I need to 

have beautiful paintings in my room to help to get the creative juices flowing. If I 

want to show the relationship between writers and artists, I feel that it is important 

to show examples of good artists. In addition to showing my students good artists, 

I need to show them good writers, so I will not be introducing the brush strokes 

using a note sheet. In retrospect, the use of the note sheet reminds me too much of 

traditional grammar and I feel that I will be able to get better writing out of 

students if they are not reminded of traditional grammar. Instead, I plan on 

following Weaver’s advice from Teaching Grammar in Context and use inductive 

lessons to enhance students’ writing. I plan on showing examples of the “great” 

writers so that my students are able to “note grammatical patterns and devise 

generalizations themselves” (166-174). As Weaver suggests in Grammar to 
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Enrich and Enhance Writing (2008), students are able to “learn to use the most 

productive grammatical options in their writing. {by}…selecting and discussing 

the effective grammatical options in well-written literature” (p. 27-28).  After they 

select “effective grammatical options”, they will then create, as Noden suggest, an 

“Artist’s Image Palette” (p. 13). In doing this, the students will have a source 

from which to refer to as they write. After working with an artist’s image palette 

for awhile, they can the move on to the “Artist’s Structural Palette” (p. 81) and 

create a reference of the brush stroke structures that we will have learned about. 

(This can be done either individually by the students, or by creating a palette 

bulletin board – similar to a word wall, but it will contain our images instead of 

vocabulary words.) Then, students will have two resources to refer back to as they 

write and both palettes should be able to help students enhance their own writing.  

 Once they become better at using the brush strokes, I then plan on taking a 

suggestion from Noden and have the students rewrite a children’s story using 

another “voice”, an “evening news broadcaster, a sports commentator, an author 

you are reading in class, or perhaps in the voice of a popular celebrity…” (p. 89). 

This activity will not only help them to use the descriptive techniques we have 

been studying, but it will also be a lesson in author’s style, mood, and tone, a 

concept that can be hard for students to grasp.  

 Most of the writing that students do does not typically lend itself the 

typical descriptive writing techniques. Most of their writing is informational or 
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persuasive. However, just because students do not see this type of writing as 

descriptive, it is just that, and so I also plan to show examples of good non-fiction 

articles so students can discuss the descriptive elements in them. I feel that if 

students can see and discuss how good writers use certain constructions in their 

writing, they will then be able to model it in their own academic writing.  

As Weaver (2008) notes, there are many modifiers used in non-fiction 

writing. The two most commonly used are “participial phrases and appositives” 

(p. 90). Since students will already have experience pulling out and using 

appositives, they should be easier for them to find. Then, we will look for the 

participial phrases and discuss their use and importance in writing non-fiction 

pieces. This particular construction can then be added to our “structural palette”.  

And, as Weaver continues, “As writers push themselves to add adjectival 

modifiers, they force themselves to become deeper observers, deeper thinkers, 

and better conveyers of the detail that makes their writing memorable and their 

explanations and arguments persuasive”(p. 91). Having my student become 

“deeper observers, deeper thinkers, and better conveyers” is what I am continually 

striving for. And, to help me with this, I would love to form new collaborations 

with my colleagues in the Social Studies department. My students are constantly 

reading articles in their history classes that already relate to what we are reading 

in Language Arts, so it just seems to be natural to use those rich documents to 

show students how real-world authors use the brush strokes in their non-fiction 
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writing. To make this crossover a little easier, I would like to collaborate with a 

single history colleague at first. I would love to create a model that could then be 

adapted, not only by other English teachers, but by other Social Studies teachers 

as well. Most of my students have the same few teachers, so collaborating within 

his group is a natural first step. 

Hopefully the new ideas that I plan on implementing will work in the 

future. And, if I continue to be reflective and change what doesn’t work and keep 

what does, my students will become better writes as a result.  

Personal Reflection 

 One of the most difficult aspects of this study, for me, was rearranging it 

to fit my new environment. I had my plan laid out perfectly, or so I thought, for an 

eighth grade setting. Because of this, it was hard to me to adapt to my tenth grade 

critical literacy class. So, instead, I opted to teach it in a very similar way to how I 

would have done it in the eighth grade class. Along the way, I did adapt activities 

to fit the learners in my room, but in looking back, I wish that I had tailored it to 

suit them better from the beginning. Perhaps if I had, I would have been able to 

reach Matthew, or a few of the other students who were not very vocal and who 

did not even attempt to use brush strokes in their final paper.  

But, I need to remember the good that did come out of my study; I need to 

look at what I did accomplish. I had critical literacy students discussing writing 

techniques in class. I had critical literacy students engaged in descriptive writing. 
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I had critical literacy students working hard on their final paper. And finally, there 

was Effrain, who used these new techniques without prompting in another writing 

assignment. When I take a step back and look at this from an outside point of 

view, my study was a success. It might not have been the success I had 

envisioned, but it was a success nonetheless. I need to remember this as I continue 

through not only this school year, but in the school years to come. Because of 

what I have learned about my students and about myself, I will be able to move 

forward and continue teaching students about the wonderful world of painting a 

picture with words.    
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