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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 The purpose of this study was to determine if preservice teachers’ perceptions of 

their writing skills aligned with their actual writing skills and how their writing 

experiences affected their attitudes and beliefs toward writing and writing instruction. 

This mixed-methods study measured the linguistic skills of 27 elementary education 

students through a variety of quantitative assessments designed to measure both their 

writing abilities and their knowledge of linguistic concepts.  Surveys, classroom 

observations, writing samples, and interviews provided qualitative data of writing 

experiences, attitudes, and beliefs regarding writing and writing instruction.  The 

quantitative and qualitative data were then analyzed and compared.  The results 

confirmed the hypothesis that students’ perceptions, as shaped by their writing 

experiences, and attitudes and beliefs about writing and writing instruction, did not 

accurately reflect their abilities.  Recommendations were made for possible curriculum 

changes and other supports to improve students’ skills and shift their attitudes and beliefs 

about the value of writing and writing instruction. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

  

 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Problem Statement 

 

 

This study explores the writing skills of elementary education majors at a land-

grant university in a rural northwestern state.  Since K-8 teachers are expected to teach 

children to become skilled and confident writers, they must have a firm understanding of 

writing fundamentals; this includes spelling, punctuation, grammar, syntax, semantics, 

prewriting, writing, revision, and editing (Fillmore, 2000, p.31).   The National 

Commission on Teaching and America’s Future cited studies that indicate quality 

teachers have a stronger effect on student success than socioeconomic background. 

“Teacher expertise is the most significant factor in student success” (1996, p. 59).  The 

profession expects that its members consider themselves readers and writers outside of 

the classroom.  Since the 1960s, the reading-writing connection has been a subject of 

much research.  The knowledge, not only of content but also of linguistic structure, 

gained from reading will strengthen the ability to write (Langer & Flihan, 2000).  Better 

readers tend to produce more syntactically mature writing and use the same strategies 

(organizing, monitoring, questioning, and revising meaning) in both reading and writing 

(Nagin, 2003).  Teaching the process and guiding students through the difficulties and the 

rewards of writing requires teachers to have first-hand understanding of the experience 

themselves (Morgan, 2010). They must possess the abilities to analyze and synthesize 

information or arguments from several sources, and communicate thoughts and ideas 
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clearly through both spoken and written language, skills that are strengthened through 

writing (Nagin, 2003).   Unfortunately, the mid- to late-20th century movement to 

eliminate explicit grammar education has resulted in at least three generations of teachers 

who have, at best, a superficial understanding of these skills and who lack the confidence 

to teach them. 

Teacher preparation programs (TPPs) continue to perpetuate this cycle of 

underprepared teachers when they ignore students’ tenuous writing skills and embed 

writing instruction in other content courses rather than require a writing-specific course 

(Dismuke & Martin, 2016).  In higher education, instructors often assume these skills 

were taught in middle and secondary school, but when the deficiencies are discovered, 

too little is done to improve them.  Subsequently, once students reach post-secondary 

institutions, they are typically transitioned into core classes and given a curriculum 

worksheet, which, for many, becomes a process of checking off boxes.  The dearth of 

their grammar and linguistic understanding is not addressed as they are shepherded 

through classes, semester after semester.  Contributing to this problem is the perceived 

urgency to graduate students.  Thus, the conversation is often centered on time-to-

graduation rather than the quality of the experience.  Further compounding the issue is 

the absence of grammar/linguistics and writing pedagogy course offerings as part of 

requirements for all teacher candidates.  In 2003, The National Writing Project reported 

that only three states required coursework in writing instruction for licensure (Nagin, 

2003, p. 59).  The National Commission on Writing recommends requiring courses in 

teaching writing for all preservice teachers as well as providing opportunities to explore 
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and develop their own writing “as a way of demonstrating knowledge and as a complex 

form of learning and discovery” (2003, p. 32).  Based on these recommendations, teacher 

preparation programs might need to reconsider what requirements are needed in order to 

prepare future students to be career-ready.  Additionally, the level of rigor and 

expectations for students should be reassessed to realistically match evolving state and 

professional standards.    

 

Rationale of Study 

 

Literacy skills are the foundation for success in academia as well as society.   

“More than 90% of midcareer professionals cited the ‘need 

to write effectively’ as a skill ‘of great importance’ in their 

day-to-day work…The reward of disciplined writing is the 

most valuable job attribute of all: a mind equipped to think.  

Writing today is not a frill for the few, but an essential skill 

for the many” (National Commission, 2003, p. 11). 

 

In order to read and write, one must be able to communicate and comprehend both 

spoken and written language.  Such language competencies are all the more critical for 

teachers, for they pass on knowledge to their students.  Without deep understanding of 

the content and the ability to communicate that information distinctly and in a variety of 

ways, their effectiveness is diminished.  The unfortunate truth, however, is that some 

preservice teachers lack the ability to read fluently, to write and speak in a manner that 

communicates clearly and concisely, and to think critically.  More specifically, 

assessments from the pilot studies revealed that these individuals lack the language 

fundamentals and critical thinking skills to produce well-written compositions.  
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Logically, it follows that if they are unable to write themselves, they will not be as 

effective in teaching writing to their students. 

To reverse this trend and improve the quality of writing instruction as well as 

teacher candidates’ confidence as writing teachers, we must examine this issue.   The 

tendency to neglect teaching the conventions and process of writing seems to be where 

the decline in skills begins (Dixon, 2010).  When schools began to remove explicit 

grammar from the curriculum, there was little research or evidence-based theory to 

support teaching writing in any other manner.  In recent years, there has been an intense 

effort to explore the most effective approaches for writing instruction, yet few are 

implemented in classrooms (Nagin, 2003).  The National Writing Project observes that 

even though successful strategies and programs have been tested and identified, 

dissemination has not been particularly successful (Nagin, 2003).  “Although many 

models of effective ways to teach writing exist, both the teaching and the practice of 

writing are increasingly shortchanged throughout the school and college years” (National, 

2003, p.3).  Often, writing instruction is neglected due to an emphasis on reading 

instruction.  However, reading and writing are complementary skills; both need to be 

valued. 

The second part of the problem suggests preservice and practicing teachers are 

lacking in the skills needed to adequately teach writing.  Between the lack of writing 

instruction they received in their elementary and secondary years and the lack of 

preparation for teaching writing in most TPPs, far too many teachers are underprepared 

and do not have the confidence to teach their own students how to write.  Although 
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writing is embedded in state requirements, little to no explicit instruction on writing 

pedagogy is required in most of the nation’s education programs (Nagin, 2003), and the 

lack of data concerning writing coursework offered and/or required in TPPs contributes 

to the difficulty of improving writing instruction in these programs (Dismuke & Martin, 

2016).    Subsequently, the lack of focus on writing typically leads to an inadequate 

amount of writing instruction as well as a de-emphasis on the importance of the 

conventions of writing.  If students are not required to write or are not held accountable 

for the quality, as well as the content of their writing, they will most likely draw the 

conclusion that the conventions ascribed to “good” writing are trivial and unnecessary 

(Nagin, 2003).  

It is this apathy toward writing which creates the third part of the problem, an 

attitude that the ability to write well is less important than other aspects of education.  

Since the abandonment of teaching grammar in the 1960’s, emphasis has been placed on 

creativity and student efficacy at the expense of the rudiments of composition.  Even 

though it is important to provide students with creative outlets and encourage their skill 

development, ignoring the societal conventions placed on writing has produced writers 

who are unable to communicate with clarity and to think critically about either their topic 

or the credibility of their information.  Far too often student writing reflects a 

disorganized series of unsupported opinions, presented in poorly constructed sentences 

and paragraphs, rife with misspellings, punctuation, and grammatical errors. 

Additionally, ineffective word choice fails to convey thoughtful consideration of the 

purpose and the audience.  This situation seems to be exacerbated by the inability or 
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unwillingness of the writer to spend an adequate amount of time on the writing process.  

Students stated during pilot study interviews that they preferred to complete the entire 

work in one sitting with only the most cursory attempt at editing.   

Background of Study 

 

Many students enter college academically unprepared.  According to the National 

Center for Education Statistics (2012), 35% of college freshman needed remedial classes 

in reading and 34% needed remedial classes in writing in 2011-12.   In 2014, the College 

Board published a report showing that less than 50% of the students who took the SAT 

were prepared to succeed in college. Post-secondary level reading and writing are two 

specific areas in which skills are lacking.  The underlying cause of this problem may go 

back to the 1960s and 1970s when studies (Bateman, 1966; Braddock, 1963; Elley, 

Barham, Lamb, & Wiley, 1979; Robinson, 1959) determined that isolated explicit 

grammar lessons had no positive impact on writing.   Following the 1966 Dartmouth 

Conference, hosted by the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) to debate a 

new direction for English studies, schools in most Anglophone countries began to drop 

explicit grammar instruction from the curriculum (Jones, 2012).  A new model, to teach 

grammar within the context of writing lessons, stressed freedom from strict adherence to 

language conventions and focused on students’ expression.  However, according to John 

Dixon (2010), author of Growth Through English, Principal Lecturer in English at 

Bretton Hall College of Higher Education, there was a significant lack of data collection 

to fully understand what was happening.  With inadequate empirical evidence, explicit 

grammar was cast aside with no clear plan on how to effectively replace it. 
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Classroom Realities 

 In today’s multi-cultural classrooms, teachers have five roles to play, which 

require a deeper linguistic understanding than in the past.  These include teacher as 

communicator, teacher as educator, teacher as evaluator, teacher as educated human 

being, and teacher as agent of socialization (Fillmore, 2000).  Fillmore explains, “A basic 

knowledge of educational linguistics is prerequisite to promoting language development 

with the full array of students in today’s classrooms.”  She argues that in order to teach 

not only reading and writing, but to also teach the different modes of language required 

across the curriculum and associated with academic discourse, teachers need to have a 

deeper understanding of the English language.   As Richard Hudson (2004) posits, 

“Language is fundamental to every subject and not just to those subjects where it is the 

primary object of study” (p. 122-123).  Every content area has its own language and style 

that is linguistically different from other content areas, and all teachers need to have the 

knowledge to teach these differences.  As generalists, K-8 teachers in particular, must be 

able to discriminate between content-based writing styles.  In addition to language 

acquisition, they should have knowledge of the history and evolution of the English 

language, understand how regional dialects develop, and appreciate why there are so 

many peculiar spellings (Fillmore, 2000).  This knowledge would give them the 

metalanguage to collaborate with colleagues as well as expand the scope of their 

students’ understanding of the English language. 

Since many college students struggle in reading and writing, partially due to a 

lack of focused, systematic language study and writing instruction education in middle 

and secondary schools, it is important to examine where the deficiencies are and to 
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consider what steps need to be taken to improve them. Understanding that students may 

not realize they are lacking fundamental language skills, adds yet another dimension to 

the problem.  A study by Sangster, Anderson, and O’Hara (2012) done in Scotland, one 

of the Anglophone countries that dropped explicit grammar in the 1970s, found that 

student teachers showed significant limitations in knowledge of grammar, understanding 

of regional variation in language, differences between spoken and written language, and 

the ability to use literary devices.  Yet their perception of their skills was substantially 

higher than their performance.  This appears to be true in the context of the present study.  

Pilot studies over nearly two years indicated that elementary education students believed 

their writing skills to be “good” because they had always received high marks on their 

written assignments.  Unfortunately, writing samples, and grammar and literary device 

assessments tell a different story.   For example, in the second and third pilot studies 

(2016) with preservice teachers, students’ responses to survey and interview questions 

revealed that most perceived themselves as adequate or good writers based on grades 

received in high school and college.  However, their writing samples exhibited multiple 

errors in spelling, punctuation, grammar, sentence structure, word choice, organization, 

and clarity.  In other words, many of the students were unaware of their actual linguistic 

abilities because they had received only feedback that confirmed their false perceptions.  

Students in TPPs frequently receive little, if any, training or preparation to teach 

writing.  According to The National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and 

Colleges, “Only a handful of states require courses in writing for certification, even for 

elementary school teachers.  And very few high school instructors in disciplines such as 
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history, science, or mathematics are exposed to courses in how to teach writing” (2003, p. 

23).  At the university where this study occurred, the only writing course elementary 

education majors take is WRIT 101 College Writing, required for all majors.  However, 

students who took Advanced Placement English or who scored high enough on the ACT 

(28+) or SAT (650+) are exempted from taking WRIT 101; they will likely complete the 

program without receiving any college-level writing instruction.  Based on interviews 

with more than 30 preservice teachers, the effectiveness of WRIT 101 is questionable; all 

too often it is taught by an English Department graduate student or an adjunct who is not 

always effective in helping students improve their writing.  Additionally, this class is not 

a writing pedagogy class.  Although students get some writing instruction in ELA 

methods, it is embedded within content that is heavily focused on reading instruction, 

leaving hesitant student-writers feeling unprepared to teach writing. 

It is the responsibility of TPPs to provide students not only with the implicit skills 

and understanding of how language works, but also with the ability to explicitly teach 

their future students how language works.  Theory and method must be integrated as 

equal and inseparable parts of effective writing instruction preparation (Tulley, 2013 p. 

38).   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to determine whether or not 

students’ perception of their writing skills aligned with their actual abilities.  Practical 

writing assessments and interviews, which explored perceptions, as well as attitudes and 

beliefs about writing and writing instruction, were used to analyze the writing skills of 
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the elementary education students to determine which of the above-mentioned skills 

needed improvement.  By delving into their past writing experiences, the researcher was 

able to begin to see patterns that contributed to students’ perspectives on writing and the 

value they ascribe to it.  This information might then be used to inform curriculum 

decisions in the program, allowing instructors to address these deficiencies so as to 

graduate teacher candidates, who are competent and confident in their language skills.    

  The data collection instruments included (1) a general demographic survey 

(Appendix A); (2) a survey to determine student attitudes toward literacy skills including 

reading, writing, and the study of grammar (Appendix B); (3) a pre- and post-grammar 

assessment with language concepts that are taught to high school juniors and seniors 

(Appendix C); (4) a pre- and post writing assessment (Appendix D); (5) a multiple choice 

literary devices assessment (Appendix F); (6) an editing assessment (Appendix G); (7) a 

close reading assessment (Appendix I); (8) in-class observations; (9) a variety of writing 

samples collected from students; and (10) interviews with students designed to explore 

their personal and academic writing experiences, attitudes toward writing and writing 

instruction, perceptions of their own writing abilities, and required courses and/or 

educational supports that are beneficial or are needed for student success in the 

elementary education program at the site university (Appendix K). 
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Research Questions 

 

  Does measured linguistic knowledge and writing proficiency, as determined by 

assessments and writing samples, align with students’ perceived knowledge and ability?  

As the primary research question for this study, comparing measured knowledge and 

ability to perceived knowledge and ability required the use of both quantitative and 

qualitative data.  Using data accumulated in three pilot studies and evidence cited in 

related studies and professional literature, the following three sub-questions were used to 

guide the development of the data collection instruments: 

1. How have students’ writing experiences affected their attitudes and beliefs 

toward writing and the teaching of writing? 

2. What value do elementary education students place on writing and writing 

instruction? 

3. Do elementary education students practice pre-writing and revising as part 

of their writing process? 

 

Definitions of Terms and Concepts 

 

In this research, terms and concepts will be defined as follows:  

1. Linguistics traditionally tries to explain the science of language; the why 

(LILT, n.d.). 

2. Grammar traditionally refers to the rules of a language—the dos and don’ts 

(the how).  Grammar has always been considered the kernel of linguistics; 

however, today there are theorists who would argue that linguistic theory and 
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grammar theory are the same thing (LILT, n.d.). 

3. Literacy is the ability to read, write, speak, listen and comprehend a given 

language (Kracht, 2007). 

4. Writing is a matter of mind, hand, and heart--involving complex cognitive, 

physical, affective, and social processes. Writing is part of the 

communications whole. There is no one writing process. Writers use multiple 

skills and strategies as they move through stages of planning, drafting, 

revising/editing, and presentation. People write in many written 

genres/formats for different audiences and purposes in their daily lives 

(Dismuke & Martin, 2016). 

5. Preservice teacher and elementary education major may be used 

synonymously and refer to post-secondary students who are declared teacher 

education majors. 

6. EDU 263 Methods of Teaching Grammar  the university course catalogue 

reads, “This course explores the structure and function of the English 

language.  In particular, study of grammar including the eight parts of speech, 

types of phrases and clauses, sentence structure and fluency, word usage, and 

other language conventions will be addressed.”  This is a 3-credit course 

(Appendix L). 

Limitations 

 

 This study was limited to elementary education majors enrolled in EDU 263 

Methods of Teaching Grammar at one mid-sized, land-grant university in the 
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northwestern Rocky Mountains.  Gender and ethnic diversity is limited due to enrollment.  

Because this was a convenience sample, the scope of student literacy experiences 

measured by the instruments may be incomplete, but every effort was made to include a 

range of perceptions, attitudes, values, and abilities. 

 

Delimitations 

 

 All participants were enrolled in EDU 263 Methods of Teaching Grammar during 

the Spring 2017 semester.  None of the participants were in their student teaching 

semester, nor were any art, music, or foreign language education majors.  Three students 

were as yet undeclared, one was a secondary English major getting a K-8 Reading 

Endorsement.  The remaining students were elementary education majors. All of the 

students professed to enroll in this elective class as a means to review or improve their 

grammar knowledge. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

 The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) underscore the importance of the 

communication skills of reading, writing, speaking, and listening across the curriculum.  

Communication, in all its forms, is the bedrock of human society.   In a report titled The 

Neglected “R”:  The need for a writing revolution, the National Commission on Writing 

in America’s Schools and Colleges stated, “At a deeply practical level, writing sustains 

American life and popular culture in many ways that are clear and in some that are rarely 

noticed…Pop culture and the economics of the Western world depend on writing today in 

ways hard to imagine even a few generations ago” (2003, p. 10).  Yet for decades writing 

instruction has been largely disregarded in schools.   

 There exists an abundance of research related to the teaching of writing in K-12 

schools.  For example, New Dorp High School in New York, has seen writing scores rise 

from 67% to 89% over a two-year period with their Writing Revolution program 

(Schwartz, 2017; Tyre, 2012);  Rye County Day School in Westchester County has found 

success with The Hochman Program, which use three prompts, but, because, and so, to 

teach students how to construct complex sentences from simple sentences (Tyre, 2012); 

and John Adams High School in New Jersey utilizes the Writing is Thinking method to 

guide students to progressive writing mastery (Schwartz, 2017).  The spectrum of 

research stretches from what to teach and how to teach it to measuring the knowledge and 

self-confidence of preservice and practicing teachers of writing.  To support the premise 
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of this study, this literature review will focus on three main issues:  (1) why it is essential 

that students learn not only to write well using conventions and appropriate style but also 

why they must acquire an understanding of how the English language works; (2) whether 

or not Teacher Preparation Programs (TPPs) are providing the support preservice 

teachers need to become competent and confident teachers of writing; and (3) how 

attitudes of preservice and practicing teachers toward writing and the teaching of writing 

impact their instruction. 

 

Writing Matters 

 

 Communication through writing has never been more critical than it is today.  

The 1975 Newsweek article, “Why Johnny Can’t Write,” revealed that Ivy League 

institutions and corporate employers criticized the marginal writing skills exhibited by 

both high school and college graduates.  Then after two decades, in 2003, The National 

Commission on Writing again spotlighted the forsaken “R” and stressed the importance 

of writing instruction stating, “…the quality of writing must be improved if students are 

to succeed in college and in life” (2003, p. 7).   Also in 2003, the National Writing 

Project pleaded for more focus on writing by proclaiming, “In today’s increasingly 

diverse society, writing is a gateway for success in academia, the new workplace, and the 

global economy, as well as for our collective success as a participatory democracy” (p. 

2).  National professional groups recognized that the ability to communicate clearly and 

concisely through writing is a skill that is required in all aspects of life within a first-

world society. 
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 The human capacity for language is far more complex than that of any other 

species on earth.  Linguist Daniel Everett points out that both humans and animals use 

words, but only humans use sentences.  

 “…we need more than just words to have a grammar.  Since 

grammar is essential to human communication, speakers of 

all human languages organize words into larger units—

phrases, sentences, stories, conversations, and so forth.  This 

form of compositionality is called grammar by some and 

syntax by others.  No other creature has anything remotely 

like duality of patterning or compositionality.  Yet all 

humans have this.  Grammar is then a demonstration of the 

complexity of the human mind” (Mulvey, 2010, p. 1). 

 

Even though language acquisition begins in infancy and is influenced by the 

environment, it does not end there.  From a social-constructivist point of view, society 

has determined that the ability to speak, as learned through listening and mimicking 

family and community, is not enough.  We must also learn to read and write.  However, 

according to Hudson (2004), “even that isn’t enough without the entire linguistic 

competence of a mature educated person—a range of grammar and vocabulary that goes 

well beyond what is needed in normal dealings with friends and family” (p. 116-117).  

Due to the intricate nature of language, writing is not a subject that can be learned in a 

single class or even by the end of any particular grade level because the writing tasks 

required evolve and become more complex as individuals move from academia to 

specialized careers (Nagin, 2003, p. 60).  The National Commission on Writing concurs, 

saying that the long list of skills needed for writing mastery,” grammar, punctuation, 

developing a “voice” and feel for the audience, understanding the differences between 

expository and persuasive writing (and the types of evidence used to support them)”, are 
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“skills that cannot be picked up from a few minutes here, and a few minutes there, all 

stolen from more ‘important’ subjects” (2003, p. 20).   Yet, as the report goes on to 

explain, NAEP data shows that 97% of students spend less than three hours a week on 

writing assignments, and 49% of high school seniors write only one or two 3-page papers 

per month in English class (2003, p.20). 

 Frequent writing helps students to better understand how language works which, 

in turn, allows them to write more fully-developed, well-organized compositions that 

clearly communicate their message.  Mart (2013) warns that students can become 

satisfactory writers through practice and observation without fully understanding the 

mechanics of language.  He adds, “Grammar will give learners competence how to 

combine words to form sentences.  To create fully-developed sentences, grammar 

knowledge is indispensable…the more you know about the form and function of the parts 

that make up the larger unit, the sentence, the better equipped you are to recognize and to 

construct well-formed sentences” (p. 124).   The director of the LINC Project sums it up 

as,  

“Knowing more about how grammar works is to understand 

more about how grammar is used and misused.  Knowing 

more about grammar can impart greater choice and control 

over language as an expressive and interpretive medium.  

Knowing more about grammar…is to be empowered to 

respond to and to use grammar as central to the creation of 

textual meanings” (LILT, n.d., p.4). 

 

Unfortunately, a general trend across TPPs is that students who desire to be teachers enter 

with sub-par skills.  Nagin and the NWP stated that the skills students lack include: 

• Planning, reflection, drafting, revision, investigation, consultation with 

others, feedback (not in a linear fashion) 
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• Problem solving and critical thinking 

• Understanding the occasion, purpose and audience (Nagin, 2003, p. 10-

11). 

 

Teachers observe that secondary and post-secondary students are unable to write 

persuasively.  They fail to adequately support their claims with credible sources, using 

instead, “feelings masquerading as reason and evidence; and argument by assertion—that 

is, something is true because it is my opinion and I believe it strongly” (Nagin, 2003, p. 

23).  These examples are supported by NAEP’s  2011 findings that show only 30% of 

high school seniors were writing at proficiency or above (National, 2012).  The National 

Commission on Writing (2003) posits that students have some sense of how language 

works, but they don’t have a level of understanding that allows them to write with the 

“maturity and sophistication” required in our modern society.  Research shows that 

writing is directly linked to critical thinking skills.  The writing process requires the 

writer to think, reflect and analyze in a non-linear fashion as they write and revise and 

rewrite (Bean, 2011; Nagin, 2003).  Additionally, students must understand why they 

need to write, or they will view it as a meaningless task required to pass a course.  

Furthermore, to be effective in teaching writing, teachers must share both the process and 

the value (Gallagher, 2011), but in order to do this, they must understand the process and 

value of writing, themselves. 

All Teachers Teach Writing 

 

  It is the responsibility of all teachers to support this critical piece of language 

development.  In addition to reading and writing for all content areas, practitioners need 

to guide students to an awareness of how language functions in a variety of modes 
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through mentor texts, modeling, and a multitude of diverse writing experiences.  For 

teachers, “A basic knowledge of educational linguistics is prerequisite to promoting 

language development with the full array of students in today’s classroom” (Fillmore, 

2000, p.8).  Additionally, those who would teach school children should also be able to 

reflect critically about their own language skills.  This requires a metalanguage with 

which to discuss, analyze, and synthesize their own use of language and writing as well 

as how they teach it to their students.  Kolln and Hancock (2005), as well as Hudson and 

Walmsley (2005) support this idea by explaining,  

“If we assume, like Hudson and Walmsley…, that 

‘language is more effective the better it is understood…that 

school-leavers should understand how language 

works…that the understanding must include some of the 

technicalities of grammar—language for talking about 

language’—then we cannot be content with a system that 

leaves language-users largely unconscious of their own 

syntactic repertoire” (Kolln, 2005, p. 26). 

Many practicing teachers and even more preservice teachers are lacking the skills 

and knowledge needed to understand and teach English.   “The expulsion of grammar 

teaching ushered in a period in which an informed understanding of language and an 

appropriate metalanguage with which to discuss it were systematically eradicated from 

the state school system” (Hudson & Walmsley, 2005, p. 605-606).  Consequently, many 

practicing teachers today are “happy to go on record as knowing nothing whatsoever 

about the grammar of their native language” (Hudson & Walmsley, 2005, p. 605-606).   

According to Kolln and Hancock (2005), even students who are able to write well upon 

entering college may not have the metalanguage to talk about writing.  The problem with 

this is that some of these students, who lack the understanding of how language works, 
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go on to become teachers of English and writing. “Even if they have become writers not 

prone to error, they do not carry into teaching a deep grounding in knowledge of the 

language” (Kolln & Hancock, 2005, p. 26).  This may result in an inability to give 

adequate feedback to their own students.  Without a deep understanding of how language 

works and a metalanguage with which to discuss the structure of written language, 

guiding students through editing and polishing is left to what “sounds right” as opposed 

to why and how to write it correctly (Fillmore, 2000; Kolln & Hancock, 2005). 

Although the absence of language instruction begins long before students enter 

college and TPPs, it continues to be neglected throughout preservice course requirements.  

For over three decades, numerous studies (Harward, Peterson,  Korth, Wimmer, Wilcox, 

Morrison, & Piece, 2014; Lapp & Flood, 1985; Morgan & Pytash, 2014; Shuls & 

Ritter,2013; and Smagorinsky, Wilson, & Moore, 2011) suggest that TPPs are seriously 

deficient in preparing preservice teachers to teach writing.  One reason is the heavy 

emphasis on reading instruction (Norman & Spencer, 2005).  Consequently, any writing 

pedagogy is typically embedded in other courses, allowing for minimal time to be spent 

on teaching writing (Dismuke & Martin, 2016; Morgan, 2010).  Teachers themselves 

reported that the TPP they attended provided little to no preparation for teaching writing 

(Colby & Stapleton, 2006; Fry & Griffin, 2010; Gilbert& Graham, 2010; Norman & 

Spencer, 2005).  Despite the increased demands for writing mastery required by Common 

Core State Standards (CCSS), few states require a writing methods course for 

certification (National Commission on Writing, 2003). 

Another layer of the problem lies in the idea that teaching writing is the sole 
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responsibility of English Language Arts teachers.  “Teacher educators must understand 

the importance of and model real world writing not only in their literacy classes, but also 

in math science, and social studies methods classes” (Dismuke & Martin, 2016, n.p.).  

However, with the adoption of CCSS and the cross-curricular writing standards, all 

teachers are responsible for teaching writing, regardless of content area.  Teachers of all 

subjects must have a deep enough understanding of language to discuss it with their 

students in support of their writing development (Fillmore, 2000). The National 

Commission on Writing (2003, p.5) asserts that “Writing is everybody’s business.”  

Educational policies should call for TPPs to require education students to receive training 

in writing theory and practice.  By making successful completion of a writing pedagogy 

course a licensing requirement, states could reinforce this necessity.  Fillmore (2000) 

offered several recommendations for programs that prepare teachers: the addition of 

coursework in grammar or language study, language in literacy development to address 

the role of literacy and language skills development, sociolinguistics for educators 

focusing on the policies and politics that affect schools regarding language instruction, 

the history of the English language which would deepen understanding of how English 

has evolved and why some conventions appear to be random, language and cultural 

diversity to provide a lens for viewing different language systems as cultural, and the 

basics of linguistic analysis to gain a metalanguage for teaching structure, voice, purpose, 

and audience.  Curriculum consultant Phyllis J. Brisby suggested a similar list in her 

NCTE article, including “five major areas of language study generally agreed upon as 

valid subjects for investigation: (1) history of the English language; (2) American English 
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and dialects; (3) modern English grammar; (4) lexicography to examine the semantic and 

syntagmatic relationships of vocabulary; (5) linguistics and rhetoric” (1971, p. 1006).  

 An Ohio study surveyed TPPs across the state and found positive results in 

schools that required writing-specific classes for teachers, specifically, a writing methods 

course (WMC).   The findings from this study were that professors tended to be better 

prepared to teach writing pedagogy, student attitudes toward writing improved through 

more frequent writing experiences, and students gained a deeper understanding of writing 

theory.  However, the disconnect between theory and practice was still a problem, leading 

researchers to recommend more action-research and a focus on the fluidity between 

rhetoric and composition to aid students in scaffolding and synthesizing knowledge of 

how to write into how to teach how to write (Tulley, 2013). 

 

Attitudes 

 

Teachers who lack the knowledge and confidence to teach writing bring these 

attitudes into the classroom, and they have a definite impact on writing instruction.  

Writing instruction requires both a thorough knowledge of language conventions as well 

as teachers who are have confidence in their ability to explicitly teach English (Graham, 

Harris, Fink, & MacArthur, 2001).  The teacher’s attitude toward writing, based on her 

writing experience, will have either a positive influence on her writing instruction or 

present obstacles to teaching and learning (Street & Stang, 2009).  Further, her level of 

self-confidence will determine the choice of activities, the level of effort invested, and 

persistence when faced with challenging material (Bandura & Schunk, 1981; Street, 
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2003).  The teachers surveyed by Dismuke and Martin (2016) indicated that their views 

on writing and who they were as writers shaped their writing instruction.  Additionally, 

the mostly static test scores reported by the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

in 1996, 2003, and 2011 have been linked to “differences in teachers’ knowledge, skills, 

and dispositions regarding writing” (Troia, Lin, Cohen, & Monroe, 2001).  These data 

make it vitally important for teachers to carefully reflect on and examine their beliefs and 

experiences toward writing to prevent any negative attitudes from affecting their 

instruction and impacting students’ growth and learning (Cutler & Graham, 2008).  In 

turn, this might lead to a lack of writing instruction, indicating to students that writing is 

really not all that important. 

 Additionally, teachers must consider themselves to be writers.  In order to teach 

writing, teachers must be intimately familiar with the process as well as the challenges 

and struggles (Augsberger, 1998).  In his book, A Writer Teaches Writing, Murray 

explains, 

“Teachers of writing do not have to be great writers, but they 

should have frequent and recent experience in writing . . . If 

you experience the despair, the joy, the failure, the success, 

the work, the fun, the drudgery, the surprise of writing you 

will be able to understand the composing experiences of 

your students and therefore help them understand how they 

are learning to write” (p. 74).  

The National Writing Project concurred, opining that, “Until teachers know as authors 

what writing is like, they will never truly be able to teach their students to write well” 

(2013, n.p.).  In 2015, NWP listed “Teachers must be writers” as one of its core 

principles for improving writing instruction. 

 When applied to preservice teachers, understanding writing experiences, attitudes, 
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and beliefs are key to preparing them to teach writing.  Reflection on personal histories 

allow preservice teachers to gain a deeper understanding of their ideas and philosophies 

about teaching and learning.   In literacy education classes, preservice teacher reading 

and writing biographies have been used to examine what experiences and instructional 

approaches shaped attitudes toward and perceptions of themselves, as well as their self-

confidence as readers and writers (Gerla, 1994; Mahurt, 1998).  Studies using preservice 

teacher literacy biographies (Dismuke & Martin, 2016; Draper, Barksdale-Ladd, & 

Radencich, 2000; Duchein, Frazier, Konopak, & Palmer, 1994; Giles & Kent, 2015, 

Manna & Mischeff, 1987, McLaughlin, 1994, Norman & Spencer, 2005, and Street, 

2003) all found similar results.  The majority of students who reported positive literacy 

experiences credited elementary and high school teachers who gave good grades, positive 

feedback, and focused on creativity, not correctness.  Those who reported negative 

experiences identified teachers who emphasized conventions and held students 

accountable for correctness.  However, a minority of students, 34% in the Norman and 

Spencer (2005) study, felt they were better writers because they had teachers who held 

them accountable for the quality, as well as the content, of their writing.  These students 

viewed lower grades and corrective feedback as a challenge and a learning experience 

(Draper, et al., 2000; Norman & Spencer, 2005).   Another common finding showed that 

much of the negative attitude toward writing stemmed from experiences considered by 

students to be boring, or excessive busy work (Giles & Kent, 2015).  The final 

commonality amongst the various studies showed that the majority of preservice teachers 

believed that the ability to write was an inherent talent.  They viewed good grades and 
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positive feedback as confirmation of whether or not they possessed writing talent.  When 

reflecting on what constitutes “good” writing, these students were only able to describe it 

using general terms, but were often unsure what characteristics made for quality writing.  

Lower grades and corrective feedback, on the other hand, indicated that the student had 

no gift for writing and would never be a writer.  Interestingly, in the Norman and Spencer 

(2005) study, the researchers found that,  

“It is striking that when preservice teachers wrote 

about writing instruction and corrective feedback, none of 

the preservice teachers who viewed writing as a talent or gift 

described writing instruction and corrective feedback in a 

positive light.  Instead they tended to express the belief that 

the primary role of the teacher is to establish a supportive 

environment that provides many opportunities for students 

to express their creativity or their ideas” (p. 34). 

There was a small group of students, though, who believed writing to be a skill that is 

learned and can therefore be improved.  These are the students who felt corrective 

feedback and grades that reflected the need for improvement helped them to become 

better writers.  They valued instruction and correction over creativity at the expense of 

convention (Norman & Spencer, 2005). 

 Perhaps the most important conclusion drawn from all of these studies is that 

attitudes can be changed.  Teacher preparation program instructors have the opportunity 

and the responsibility to help their students confront and challenge the beliefs and 

attitudes they bring to the classroom by examining and reflecting upon their individual 

literacy biographies (Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011).  Street (2003) stresses that positive 

experiences and outcomes with writing can change attitudes.  Although changing 

attitudes will be challenging, focus groups suggest that TPP instructors should focus on 
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both building preservice teacher confidence in teaching writing and helping them become 

better writers themselves (Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011).  They must create a writing 

community that provides interesting and fun writing opportunities, sharing works-in-

progress, supporting each other as writers (Street & Strang, 2009) modeling a love for 

literacy in reading and writing for pleasure as well as for learning (Draper, et al, 2000), 

stressing the value of writing conventions and process (Norman & Spencer 2005), and 

having the willingness to take the time and put in the effort necessary to produce the 

highest quality work.  Creating a “culture of error” (Lemov, 2015) within the community 

will allow students to accept corrective feedback as a learning tool and accept grades that 

reflect the quality of their work as a challenge to improve.  “If students aren’t regularly 

held accountable for their correctness, it just won’t seem important to them” (Nagin, 

2003, p.36). Within this kind of preservice teacher/writer community, students will grow 

in both knowledge and confidence; the more comfortable they become as writers, the 

more effective they will be as writing instructors (Lapp & Flood, 1985). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 METHODOLOGY 

 This mixed methods study examined whether the measured linguistic knowledge 

and writing proficiency of preservice teachers aligned with their perceived knowledge 

and abilities.  The purpose was to determine whether or not the students’ perceptions of 

their skills were reflective of their actual (measured) skills and what impact their past 

writing experiences had on their attitudes toward writing and writing instruction.  The 

assumption, as supported by the literature and pilot studies, was that students who did not 

write well and/or who had a negative attitude toward writing would not be effective 

writing teachers and would carry their negativity into their writing instruction. 

This study took place during the spring 2017 semester in one section of EDU 263 

Methods of Teaching Grammar.  The study was originally designed for the EDU 330 

Emergent Literacy class, which is required for all elementary education majors.  

However, when the grammar class, an elective, was added to the education curriculum 

for the spring semester, it was regarded to be a more appropriate choice for the study 

because it was a writing-centered course. To measure the linguistic skills of the 

participants, several assessments were given, including a grammar test (Appendix C), a 

writing sample (Appendix D), a literary devices assessment (Appendix F), an editing 

sample (Appendix G), and a close reading passage (Appendix I).  Demographic 

information was collected through a general information survey (Appendix A).  A 

literacy knowledge survey (Appendix B) and interviews ( Appendix K) were conducted 

to gain insight into students’ perceived linguistic knowledge as well as their past writing 
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experiences, and attitudes toward writing and writing instruction. All assessments and 

surveys were given at the beginning of the semester to all student enrolled in EDU 263.  

At the end of the semester, the students were also given post-assessments for grammar 

and writing that were identical to the pre-assessments, to measure any differences.  

Additionally, a variety of in-class writing assignments from all participants was used to 

ascertain a broader view of writing abilities.  By comparing a larger body of work, 

patterns in problem areas and in growth became more apparent.    The study involved 27 

participants and was preceded by three pilot studies that were used to develop the data 

collection instruments.  The pilot studies were designed to investigate preservice teacher 

perceptions and attitudes toward reading and writing.  Participants described reading and 

writing habits through survey responses and interviews.  Reading and writing skills were 

observed and assessed.  The data collected from the pilot studies indicated that many of 

the students who displayed lower-level reading and writing skills did not read or write 

outside of school assignments.  Many expressed a dislike for reading and writing, 

describing it as boring, frustrating, or not important.  This information was a catalyst for 

the present study.   

A mixed-methods approach was used to determine whether students’ perceptions 

of their linguistic knowledge accurately reflected their measured linguistic knowledge.  

Writing histories, interviews, and surveys were also used in conjunction with the 

assessments to gather all possible explanations of influences on writing attitudes and 

abilities. This pragmatic approach allowed for the use of a variety of data for the purpose 

of triangulation to provide validity and credibility (Cresswell, 2013).  A pragmatic 
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mixed-methods approach allows for the combining of methods and approaches that will 

best answer the research questions.  It encourages a needs-based technique for selecting 

diverse methods and approaches (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  This convergent 

parallel design provides quantitative and qualitative data to be collected simultaneously 

and analyzed with equal weight to determine similarities that may support or negate the 

findings (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Gay & Mills, 2016).  The assessment data collected 

provided evidence of the measurable skill levels of the participants while the survey, 

interview, and writing samples content supplied the researcher with a deeper 

understanding of the participants’ experiences and attitudes, and how they are related to 

their linguistic skills.  

 

Figure 3.1  Convergent Parallel Design  (Creswell & Clark, 2011). 
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Theoretical Framework 

 

 Constructivism is a learning theory, which posits that individuals gain knowledge 

by actively participating in their environments and communities.  Through these 

interactions learners interpret, reflect, assimilate, and accommodate the reality they have 

constructed through their experiences.   The focus is on concept development and deeper 

understanding rather than skills or behaviors (Fosnot, 1996). According to Fosnot, there 

are five key principles for applying constructivism to education: 

• Learning is development.  Teachers need to allow 

students to organize and explore their own 

questions and inquiries to take ownership of their 

learning. 

• Disequilibrium is necessary for learning.  Teachers 

need to create a culture where errors are seen as a 

means of gaining knowledge.  Contradictions to 

prior understandings should be examined and 

discussed not merely corrected or shamed. 

• Reflection reinforces learning.  Teachers need to 

allow time for reflection in a variety of forms to 

allow students the opportunity to organize new 

information, to assimilate or accommodate it with 

their prior knowledge. 



 

 

 

31 

• Dialogue within the classroom community 

promotes deeper thinking.  Teachers need to 

encourage constructive dialogue to give students the 

opportunity to communicate, defend, prove and/or 

justify their thoughts and ideas in a safe 

environment. 

• Learning leads to the development of central ideas 

that can be generalized across experiences.  This is 

a process that continues throughout life (1996, p. 

29-30). 

Constructivism requires an awareness of one’s own experiences and perspectives 

in order to examine the complex patterns of meaning constructed by the participants 

based on their experiences and backgrounds.  To focus on the views of the participants, 

the researcher must have a deep understanding of the social and historical norms within 

the given society, typically gained through personal interactions within that context.  

Through this prior knowledge, the researcher can create meaning directed toward the 

specific behavior being examined (Creswell, 2013). 

 

Role Of The Researcher 

 

 My experiences as a teacher, a writer, and a performer/public speaker have 

strongly influenced the direction of my research for my master’s program.  My lifelong 

passion for literacy, education, and performance are deeply embedded in my topic.  



 

 

 

32 

Knowing from the beginning that I would be inserting myself into the qualitative aspects 

of data collection as a graduate teaching assistant in the participating class, I understood 

the necessity of examining my own literacy biography. It was imperative that I identified 

my attitudes and beliefs, and understood how they developed before I could analyze and 

understand, without bias, those of the study participants.  I began by writing a literacy 

biography where I chronicled my personal, academic, and professional experiences with 

reading and writing.  I reflected on both the positive and the negative events, and 

considered how they had shaped my beliefs about why writing is important and what 

constitutes “good” writing (Giles & Kent, 2015; Norman & Spencer, 2005).    I then 

created a “researcher identity memo” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 34) to help me identify my 

goals, assumptions, and beliefs related to the research I was about to begin. This provided 

me with a blueprint for making research decisions while being mindful of my own 

experience-based bias.  It should be noted that I strongly believe that the ability to write 

well, adhering to the socially constructed conventions of the English language, is 

necessary for success in academia and for career in teaching.  I also believe that teachers 

must be readers and writers themselves, with a solid understanding of how language 

works and with confidence in their own writing skills in order to effectively teach writing 

to their students.      

After discussing my research design with my committee chair, it also seemed 

prudent to examine any bias that might occur due to the graduate student-professor 

relationship and how student participants might view that dynamic.  It was important to 

me that the students saw me as a researcher and not an extension of their instructor.  I 
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added a new section to my field notes and spent time after each class reflecting on my 

interactions with students, making notes of any behaviors or comments that might have 

influenced their actions or responses in an artificial way.  I also believe my training as an 

actor allowed me to step into the role of the researcher, as I would a character in a play, 

and become the investigator, leaving the biased graduate student outside the classroom. 

 My role in the classroom was two-fold and established on the first day of class.  I 

was introduced by the instructor as a graduate teaching assistant who was there to help 

students and to aid in grading assignments.  At this time, I also explained my research.  

Students were made aware of the scope of my study and given a consent form, informing 

them that all assessments-- other than those that were part of the course curriculum-- and 

all surveys and interviews were voluntary and that anyone could opt out at any time with 

no impact on their grade.  All participating students were also given the opportunity to 

review assessments, interview transcripts, and any sections of the final report that applied 

to them individually.  All references to individual students were masked and no 

identifiable data was shared with the course instructor.  During classes, I often 

participated in direct instruction or assisted in hands-on activities, gave additional 

guidance to individual students, or observed from the lens of a researcher.  When 

possible, I took field notes during class, discussed relevant information with the instructor 

when clarification of content or expectations were needed after class, then added to 

and/or refined my field notes and reflected on my thoughts and impressions.  This 

process guided my research as the semester progressed. 
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Pilot Studies 

 

Information gathered during three pilot studies revealed that preservice teachers 

enrolled in EDU 330 Emergent Literacy at the study university struggled with writing.  

Quantitative data from the first pilot study, completed in the fall of 2015 for EDCI 506 

Applied Educational Research indicated that elementary education students had a 

significant lack of understanding of basic grammar. An assessment instrument was 

developed using questions from various college placement exams. Students were 

expected to identify and/or correct parts of speech, punctuation, grammar usage, word 

choice, and sentence structure.  The results indicated that many of the students lacked 

understanding of basic linguistic concepts.  Students also took a multiple choice 

assessment, which required them to identify 40 literary devices, such as metaphor, idiom, 

allusion, alliteration, plot, character, setting, and foreshadowing.  The study findings 

showed that although students were able to correctly identify literary devices on a 

multiple-choice assessment, they were unable to annotate a passage from a middle school 

level book for many of the same devices.  

 Expanding on this, the second pilot study was completed in the spring of 2016 for 

EDCI 610 Qualitative Educational Research.  Using only six volunteers from EDU 330, 

I modified the quantitative instruments to glean more detailed data regarding linguistic 

knowledge.  A grammar instrument was written using tasks from an 11-12 grade 

grammar curriculum to see if lowering the level of the questions would show 

improvement.  The multiple-choice literary device test was unaltered, but the close 

reading passage was changed to a passage from a book required for most ninth-grade 
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students.  This change was made with the thought that students’ performance might 

improve with a passage that was familiar.  The inclusion of qualitative data, through 

surveys and interviews, increased my understanding of the educational backgrounds of 

the students, their reading and writing habits, and how both related to their perceptions of 

their skills and their measurable knowledge. 

 Research for the third pilot study began in the fall of 2016.  The grammar 

assessment was modified to have participants offer an explanation of their answers to 

indicate how well they understood the concepts.   An editing exercise was also included 

as a comparative evaluation.  These changes were made based on evidence from the 

previous pilot studies, which indicated that some students “knew” the correct answers, 

but had no understanding of why they were correct.  Since one of the assumptions of this 

study was that teachers who do not understand how language works will probably be less 

effective, it was critical that the difference be spotlighted.  The literary device assessment 

and close reading passage were unchanged.  A dual-purpose writing sample was added to 

be assessed for both quality of writing and insight into student attitudes and beliefs 

regarding teacher preparation and the qualifications and responsibilities of practicing 

teachers.  The general demographic survey used in the previous semester was used as 

well as a knowledge survey developed by Daly and Miller (1975) to provide additional 

information about students’ attitudes and beliefs about writing.  Three additional, open-

ended questions regarding writing experiences, writing process, and writing ability were 

added to the interview protocol, based on research done by Norman and Spencer (2005).  

Finally, observation of participants in class were recorded as field notes.  This had not 
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been done in the first two pilot studies; however, as a graduate teaching assistant assigned 

to these classes, I was given the opportunity to immerse myself in the classes and gain 

greater insight and understanding of the students’ attitudes and beliefs.  Participants for 

this final pilot study were volunteers from two sections of EDU 330 Emergent Literacy, 

which were taught by two different instructors. 

 When EDU 263 Methods of Teaching Grammar was added as an elective offering 

for the spring 2017 semester,  I chose it as the focus of this study, believing a writing-

based class was the most appropriate.   I decided to use all of the same instruments from 

the previous semester with the current students, because the data they provided would 

appropriately answer the research questions.  Additionally, questions were added to the 

interview protocol to explore student writing histories in more depth.  The assessments 

were folded into the course curriculum so all enrolled students participated in the pre- and 

post-assessments.  Ten volunteers, or 37% of the students enrolled, were selected for the 

interviews, which were conducted during the last month of the semester.  The students 

who participated in the interviews represented an equal distribution across the 

grade/skills spectrum, based on assessments and class grades.  

 

Site Selection 

 

 My research was conducted at a mid-sized, public land-grant research university 

in the Rocky Mountain west region.  According to the institution website, enrollment for 

the 2016-2017 school year was 16,440; 14,400 of those enrolled were undergraduates.  

Demographically, males accounted for 55% and females for 45%.  The ethnic breakdown 
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was as follows:  White 83%, International 4%, Hispanic/Latino 4%, two races 4%, 

American Indian/Alaskan Native 2%, Black/African American 1%, Asian 1%, Unknown 

2%, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0%. The study focused on elementary education 

majors who numbered 317 at the time of this research: 270 females, 47 males.  The ethnic 

breakdown for the elementary education students was Asian 3, Hispanic/Latino 12, 

American Indian/Alaskan Native 5, multiple races 6, Other/Unknown 5 (Dysart, 2017). 

 

Curriculum 

 

 

 There are no required writing methods courses offered in this program.  Currently, 

EDU 263 is an elective and the only writing-specific course offered in the department. 

The catalog description reads, “This course explores the structure and function of the 

English language.  In particular, study of grammar including the eight parts of speech, 

types of phrases and clauses, sentence structure and fluency, word usage, and other 

language conventions will be addressed.”  This was a 3-credit, writing intensive course 

designed to improve student writing and provide some writing pedagogy.  Written 

assignments included: fast-write prompts taking 2-3 minutes at the beginning of each 

class (usually something fun to provide positive writing experiences), quick-writes 

occurring bi-weekly, typically reinforcing a concept or skill recently covered in class, 

exercises for sentence combining, a word collection notebook for vocabulary building, 

and a writing portfolio containing a variety of student-selected assignments to provide 

evidence of concept mastery.  
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The Participants 

 

  

Twenty-seven students, twenty-four females and three males were enrolled in 

EDU 263 during the Spring semester of 2017.  Twenty-five students were white, one was 

Native American, and one was from visiting France.  There were sixteen first-year 

students, four sophomores, six juniors, and 1 senior in the class.  Three students had not 

yet declared Education as a major, while one student was a secondary English major 

getting a K-8 reading endorsement; the remaining twenty-two students were elementary 

education majors.  All of the students participated in the written assessments as they were 

part of the coursework.  Of the ten students who volunteered to participate in the 

interview portion of the study, eight were female and two were male. 

  

Data Collection 

  

Multiple forms of both quantitative and qualitative data were collected during the 

course of this study.  Data was collected over a period of one semester from one section 

of EDU 263 Methods of Teaching Grammar.  Quantitative data collection instruments 

included five assessments:  grammar, literary devices, close reading annotation, writing 

sample, and editing sample.  Qualitative data was collected through a general information 

and writing knowledge surveys, classroom observations, individual interviews, and a 

writing sample.  The grammar assessment and the writing sample were given in the first 

week; the literary devices and close reading assessments were given in the second week; 

and the editing exercise was given in the third week.  The grammar assessment and the 

writing sample were given again during finals week. The survey, designed by the English 
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Language Arts Methods instructor, to gather data on student comfort levels in a variety of 

writing skills, was given on the first day of class and interviews were conducted during 

the last three weeks of the semester.  

 

Quantitative Data 

 

 

Grammar Assessment 

 The grammar assessment began as a 50-question multi-formatted test.  Questions 

were culled from practice tests for college entrance exams and college placement tests.  

After using it in the first pilot study, I reduced the assessment to 28 questions, addressing 

the following skills:  word choice, apostrophes, subject/verb agreement, complete/run-

on/fragment sentences, parallel construction, shift in tense, and commas.  These skills 

were chosen based on results from the initial pilot study indicating that these were the 

most troublesome areas.  Students were asked to identify, correct, and/or explain their 

answer.  The explanation requirement was added after pilot study observations, supported 

by research, revealed that students often avoid errors in their writing because it “feels” or 

“sounds” right; however, they do not have the deeper understanding of why it is right.  

Students were given twenty minutes to complete the assessment in the second week of 

the semester.  Students received one point for the correct answer and one point for the 

correct explanation (Appendix C).  The same assessment was given again at the end of 

the semester. 
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Editing Assessment 

 An editing assessment (Appendix G) was given in conjunction with the grammar 

assessment, designed to measure the students’ ability to apply the principles of writing 

conventions.   Students were given twenty minutes to make editing corrections and give 

feedback for revisions.  The passage was taken from a Teacher Work Sample written by a 

student teacher who graduated from this program the previous semester.  Assessments 

were evaluated to determine participants’ ability to recognize and correct (1) 

capitalization errors; (2) punctuation errors; and (3) sentence structure/word choice 

errors.  The rubric was designed to measure each element separately and then average the 

points for a final score (Appendix H). 

 

Literary Devices Assessment 

 This 20-question multiple-choice test was designed to extract information about 

the participants’ familiarity with common literary devices taught in middle school and 

high school.  It was administered during the third week of class.  This instrument was 

also used with the pilot studies and no adjustments were made.  Students were given 15 

minutes; however, everyone was finished in 12 minutes.  One point was awarded for each 

correct answer (Appendix F). 

 

Close Reading Passage 

  Done in conjunction with the literary device assessment, this exercise was 

designed to measure participants’ ability to apply their knowledge of some of the literary 

devices on the multiple-choice test (Appendix I).  The passage used in the first pilot study 
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was taken from an eighth-grade level novel that was unfamiliar to all the participants.  

The selection was changed for the second pilot study to a passage from To Kill a 

Mockingbird.  This was chosen because most, if not all the participants, would have 

likely read it.  The same selection was used for the third pilot study and the thesis study.  

Students were instructed to annotate the passage for literary devices such as similes, 

metaphors, alliteration, personification, foreshadowing, and allusion, as well as for plot, 

theme, setting, characterization, and point-of-view, and to include any observations or 

questions about the passage at the bottom of the page.   Application skills were assessed 

based on a 3-point rubric with the same design as for the editing rubric (Appendix J). 

 

Writing Sample(s)  

 The writing prompt was chosen to serve both quantitative and qualitative 

purposes (Appendix D). Assessment on the technical quality of the writing provided 

quantitative data to support skill ability.  Participants were given 25-minutes in class to 

respond to the prompt.  As a pre-assessment, it was administered during the second week 

of the semester.  Students were instructed to use the first couple of minutes to do some 

pre-writing at the top of the page or in the margins and were expected to use part of the 

time for revision and editing.  They were given a ten-, a five-, and a two-minute warning 

so that they might have time to revise and rewrite.  The pre-assessments were evaluated 

by two ELA instructors within the department and by me, using the same 3-point rubric 

used for writing assignments in class (Appendix E).   

Comparative writings for this class included reflection papers and quick writes.  These 

were used as additional examples of the students’ writing abilities, based on research 
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showing that multiple examples of writing are needed to reliably evaluate a student’s 

abilities (National Commission, 2003). 

 During finals week, the writing post-assessment was given again for the purpose 

of measuring growth.  The same guidelines and instructions were given to the students 

and the post-assessment writing was compared to the pre-assessment writing with 

feedback and evaluation and using the same rubric.  Due to time constraints at the end of 

the semester, these were reviewed by only me; however, scores and feedback from the 

other evaluators on the pre-assessment were used to guide my evaluations. 

 

Qualitative Data 

 

    

General Information Survey 

  A short, general demographic survey (Appendix A) and a knowledge survey 

(Appendix B) were given to all participants for the purpose of gathering demographic 

information and particulars about reading and writing habits and comfort levels with a 

variety of reading and writing skills.  This survey was given to all EDU 263 students on 

the first day of class and before any other assessments were administered.   The responses 

served to guide the interview protocol (Appendix K) used during the last three weeks of 

the semester with the ten students who participated in the interviews. 

 

Writing Sample 

  The writing sample (Appendix D), administered in the beginning of the semester 

to be used as quantitative data was also used to gather qualitative data regarding students’ 

attitudes and beliefs about teaching based on the content of their response.  Interview 
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responses in the pilot studies deemed it relevant to have a clear understanding of how 

students prioritized teacher skills and attributes in addition to their own writing histories 

(explored during the interview), in order to create a balanced picture of how their values 

may or may not impact their writing skills.  After the post-assessment, the content of the 

two samples were compared to determine whether or not their values and beliefs had 

altered. 

 

Class Observations  

 During the first two pilot studies, I only observed the EDU 330 classes a few 

times.  I realized this was not enough to give me a reliable impression of the students or 

their thoughts and beliefs about writing.  According to Maxwell (2013), observation can 

be used to describe the physical setting, behavior, and event; however, it can also allow 

the researcher to draw inferences regarding a subject’s perspective that might not be 

gained through an interview.  In order to derive this information, though, I knew I would 

need to spend much more time in the class with the students.  In doing this, I was able to 

allow my observations and field notes to guide how I structured each individual interview 

so as to get the most accurate information from each student.   

 As a graduate teaching assistant (GTA) for the class involved in the study, I 

attended every class and was active in the teaching and learning process.  Furthermore, 

the students were made aware of my dual role in the class as an assistant and a researcher.  

I was initially concerned that my role as a GTA might create a power dynamic that could 

skew my data; on the contrary, the students seemed to view me on a level somewhere 

between themselves and the professor.  I reached this conclusion based on how frequently 
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they approached me for assistance or clarification of information as well as their lack of 

inhibition to carry on conversations with their peers, regarding personal and department 

matters, in my presence.  It is my belief that this “complete participant” role helped create 

a stronger trust that allowed the students to feel more at ease answering direct questions 

when we reached the interviews (Creswell, 2013). 

 During the first two to three weeks of the semester, observations and field notes 

were of a general nature to allow me to get to know the students and their current level of 

writing and understanding of writing instruction, as well as their behavior in class.  

Particular attention was given to participation and engagement through asking and 

answering questions, volunteering to take part in activities, and sharing samples of 

written work.  Also noted were off-task behaviors including working on assignments for 

other classes, use of technology devices not related to classwork, and unrelated side 

conversations.  This data was later considered when evaluating random work samples for 

comparison to assessments as a means of gauging levels of engagement in the class 

content and motivation to gain a deeper understanding of the given concept.  As the 

semester progressed, I was able to focus on specific behaviors of individuals, small 

groups or the class as a whole during an activity or assignment as they related to my 

research questions.  Again, these served to shed light on students’ level of engagement 

and motivation to learn.   Field notes were recorded in class, when I was not actively part 

of the teaching, or immediately after class.  After collecting and assessing assignments, I 

added to my field notes to record observations about student performance.  These 

observations allowed me to create profiles to compare with student assessments and 
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interview data based on the what I had learned in the time we spent together (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2012). 

 

Interviews  

Once again, the results of the pilot studies guided the decisions regarding the 

structure of the interviews.  Originally conducted as semi-structured, I found that most 

students were prone to providing more detailed information when they were allowed to 

tell their stories uninterrupted.  The interviews for this study, therefore, were unstructured 

with a list of guiding questions and probes or follow-up questions (Appendix K) based on 

prior knowledge or possible responses (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).   

 Interviews were conducted individually.  Times were scheduled around the 

students’ schedules and each meeting lasted between 25 and 60 minutes, depending on 

how conversational the student was.  Each student met with me in my office on campus, 

for privacy and convenience, and many scheduled times right before or after class.  All 

interviews were audio recorded and transcribed by me within 48 hours of the interview.  

During the interviews, I also took notes after first asking the student if it would be okay 

to do so.  Respondent validation was used both during the interviews and after 

transcriptions were completed to allow students to correct or clarify any misconception 

that may have occurred on my part.  Maxwell strongly recommends this procedure to 

ensure validity in interview data collection (2013).   

 The initial list of questions to guide the interview were open ended and based on 

my knowledge of the students, my experiences as a teacher, and information gleaned 

through literature and pilot study research, as suggested by Rubin and Rubin (2012).  The 
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questions were designed to allow the students to answer in their own way, using probes 

or follow-up questions when clarification or more information was needed (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2012). 

 

Student Samples   

A single writing sample is insufficient to assess a student’s writing skill (National 

Commission, 2003).  Throughout the semester, I compared a variety of other 

compositions along with the initial sample and the final sample.  In addition to the 

requirements on the rubric (Appendix E), I examined their propensity for following 

directions, their capacity to write appropriately for purpose and audience, their 

resourcefulness in supporting their statements, and their understanding of and skillfulness 

in the writing process, including pre-writing, writing, revision, and editing, as these were 

the skills noted in the research that students are most likely to lack. I noted improvements 

and areas of concern and tracked them from the start of class to the end.  These notations 

were recorded in my field notes alongside observations taken on the day the particular 

assignment was given, thus allowing me to consider the student’s behavior and attitude in 

class to the assignment. 

 

Data Analysis Strategies and Process 

 

Quantitative Data  

The assessments used to measure students’ actual writing abilities were analyzed 

using descriptive statistics because the limitations of this research restricted application 

of results to this specific study group (Urdan, 2017).   The grammar and literary devices 
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instruments were scored by assigning one point for each correct answer; then the number 

correct was converted to a percentage based on a standard 10-point letter grade scale (A = 

90-100, B = 80-89, etc.). Rubrics were used to provide numerical values to measure 

students’ ability to apply the grammar and literary device knowledge, because the editing 

and close reading instruments were less precise (Appendix H, Appendix J).  Research has 

shown that rubrics can improve consistency and reliability in scoring across students, 

assignments, and evaluators (Johnsson & Svingby, 2007).  The writing sample was also 

evaluated with a rubric (Appendix E) to improve interrater reliability.  The three rubrics 

were modeled after the National Assessment of Educational Progress writing rubrics for 

the 2011 twelfth-grade writing assessments (National Center, 2012).  Descriptive analysis 

was done on the quantitative data to determine the normality of the distribution, and 

paired t-tests were run on the pre- and post- grammar and writing assessments to look for 

evidence of growth over the semester.    

 

Qualitative Data  

 The writing sample and the interviews were first coded simultaneously using 

initial and values coding (Saldana, 2013) to identify both descriptive and inferential 

themes.  Throughout the process, memos were created to check for researcher bias and to 

track the recurrence of three a priori themes: writing experiences, attitudes toward 

writing, value of writing.  Three additional themes became obvious and were added:  

educational accountability, career expectations, and motivation.  A second cycle of 

pattern coding (Saldana, 2013) allowed for the examination of relationships between 
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positive/negative writing experiences and positive/negative attitudes toward writing, as 

well as the accountability, expectations, and motivation aspects. 

 

Comparing Data   

Quantitative and qualitative data were compared based on research memos that 

were kept throughout the research process to check for bias and on field notes from 

classroom observations.  Using the scores for the ten students who participated in the 

interviews, I drew conclusions comparing students’ perceptions of their skills to their 

assessment scores from both the beginning of the semester and the end.  Next, I made 

inferences relating writing skills, experiences, and attitudes.  With these new 

considerations in mind, further connections linking the three added themes, 

accountability, expectations, and motivation, were explored.   

 

Triangulation 

 This mixed-methods study addressed how student perceptions of their own 

writing skills compared to their actual writing skills.  According to Creswell (2013), 

collecting data from different but complementary sources provides validity and 

reliability.  The use of prolonged and persistent observations, member checking, and 

triangulation across the various data collected were used to establish research credibility.  

Additionally, reflective journaling and researcher memos were used to maintain 

objectivity and protect from bias (Cresswell, 2013).   In this study, the quantitative data 

provided measures for the participants’ practical knowledge and skill in writing.  

Concurrently, the qualitative data explored the students’ perception of their own 
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knowledge and skills, as well as their attitudes and beliefs regarding writing instruction.  

The purpose for collecting both quantitative and qualitative data was to test the 

hypothesis that students’ perceptions do not accurately reflect their skills, and that their 

beliefs and attitudes toward writing shape how their perceptions were formed. 

 

Chapter Summary   

 This study was originally planned around the EDU 330 Emergent Literacy class 

because there were no writing classes being offered within the department.  However, 

due to the addition of EDU 263 Methods of Teaching Grammar, the study design was 

adapted to also explore whether or not writing skills and attitudes might change through 

focused writing instruction.  Pilot studies provided a strong indication that students’ 

perception of their writing skills did not align with their measurable skills.  These data 

provided an impetus to expand the research to include an exploration of personal and 

academic writing experiences and how they may have helped to shape the participants’ 

attitudes and beliefs about writing and writing instruction.  This new dimension and the 

findings of this study have opened new avenues of inquiry that will shape further studies 

into how this TPP might improve writing instruction to support education students in 

becoming better writers and skilled writing teachers across the K-8 curriculum. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

RESULTS 

 

 

 This chapter will explore how the research questions that guided the study are 

elucidated by the combined quantitative and qualitative data collected:  Does measured 

linguistic knowledge and writing proficiency, as determined by assessments and writing 

samples, align with students’ perceived knowledge and ability?  Quantitative data for all 

students enrolled in EDU 263 established a profile of students’ skill level.  Interpretation 

of the qualitative data for the 10 students who participated in the interviews addressed the 

sub-questions: (1) How have students’ writing experiences affected their attitudes toward 

writing and the teaching of writing?  (2) Do elementary education students consider 

themselves to be readers? (3) Do elementary education students consider themselves to 

be writers?  Finally, comparison of the assessment scores to students’ interview responses 

and researcher observations indicated whether or not skills and perceptions of skills were 

in alignment. 

 Data was collected during the spring 2017 semester from participants enrolled in 

EDU263 Methods of Teaching Grammar, a 3-credit elective course designed to improve 

student writing through grammar instruction and varied, authentic writing experiences 

that can be used across the curriculum in K-8 classrooms.  The class met weekly on 

Tuesdays and Thursdays from 12:15-1:30.   

 Following a daily routine which was written on the board before each meeting, 

the instructor began each class with a 2-3 minute Fast Write.  These were usually fun 
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prompts designed to offer a positive writing experience.  After allowing a few volunteers 

to share their writing, the class moved on to Pay-Attention Words (PAW).  Students 

would define two similar words, such as principal/principle or affect/effect and discuss 

ways they could help children remember which spelling to use.  Following this, there 

would be a review of homework and concepts previously learned.  The remainder of the 

class would be spent learning new concepts and practicing them through “I do, we do, 

you do” exercises, think aloud mentoring, and games, all transferrable to K-8 classrooms.  

Additionally, every other week the students would have a Quick Write assignment. These 

one–two paragraph compositions typically addressed a concept or teaching method that 

had been recently taught. As well, they offered additional writing practice and 

opportunities for peer revision, editing, and feedback.  Language skills covered in this 

course included: 8 parts of speech; comma, semicolon, and colon usage; apostrophes; 

diagramming sentences; sentence combining; subject/verb agreement and pronoun 

agreement; run-on sentences and sentence fragments; parallel construction; and word 

choice. 

 There were no tests and much of the homework was assigned for practice rather 

than a grade.  Lessons and exercises were provided in a course pack put together by the 

instructor.  Graded assignments included a portfolio of artifacts created by the student to 

show mastery of each skill; a word list created from interesting or unfamiliar words the 

students encountered while reading including definitions, where it was found, how it was 

used, and why it was chosen; Quick Writes, and several sentence-combining exercises 

(Appendix L).   
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Participants 

 

 There were 30 students enrolled in the class at the beginning of the semester.  

Two students dropped the class.  Of the remaining 28 students, one did not show up for 

the post-assessments and was therefore removed from the study.  The remaining 27 

students consisted of 3 males and 24 females.  This study did not examine gender as a 

factor due to the unbalanced numbers.  Class breakdown revealed 16 freshmen, 4 

sophomores, 6 juniors, and 1 senior. 

 Ten students volunteered and were selected to be interviewed.  Two were male 

and eight were female.  There were six freshmen, three sophomores, and one senior.  

These ten students’ grades were evenly distributed across the measured range; three in 

the top tier, three in the middle tier, and four in the bottom tier. They were representative 

of the class, based on assessment scores and demographics information. 

 

Quantitative Data 

 

 In the first three weeks of the semester, five assessments were given to measure 

the linguistic skills of the students enrolled in EDU 263 Methods of Teaching Grammar.  

The grammar assessment consisted of 28 questions requiring students to identify or 

correct errors in grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure and then explain their 

answers (Appendix C). Scores were converted to percentages and assigned a letter grade 

using a standard 100-point grading scale with a 10-point range (A = 90-100, B = 80-89, 

etc.).  This was paired with an editing assessment to measure the ability to apply the 

grammar knowledge to authentic text (Appendix G).  A three-point rubric was used to 
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determine proficiency based on the number of errors correctly identified and corrected 

(Appendix H).  The writing assessment (Appendix D) was assessed by three evaluators 

using the same three-point rubric used in EDU 263 to measure proficiency (Appendix E).  

The scores were then averaged for a single score.  Finally, a multiple-choice test was 

given to measure participants’ knowledge of 20 common literary devices (Appendix F).  

These scores were calculated and converted in the same manner as the grammar 

assessment and then paired with a close reading passage to measure their ability to apply 

the tested knowledge in a manner similar to something they will likely have to teach in 

the future (Appendix I).  A three-point rubric was used to rate proficiency based on the 

number of literary devices correctly identified and observations annotated (Appendix J).  

To measure growth, grammar and writing assessments were given again at the end of the 

semester  

 As indicated in Table 4.1, the mean score for the grammar pre-assessment was 

31.85 (SD= 5.43).  Converted to a letter grade, that is equivalent to a 65% or a D.  The 

editing exercise supports this scoring with a mean score in the 1or unsatisfactory 

(SD=.75) range of the rubric.  The mean score for the writing assessment was 1.75 

(SD=.57), unsatisfactory on the three-point rubric.   Overall, students scored higher on 

the literary devices assessment with a mean score of 16.4 (SD=2.48), converted to 80% 

or a B.  However, the close reading scores indicate that this knowledge was not deeply 

understood as seen in the inability to apply it to text (M=1.12, SD=.34, unsatisfactory).  

Post-assessment scores for grammar and writing both showed improvement with a mean 

score of 35.37 (SD=6.61) or 71%/C for the former and a mean score of 2 (SD=.58) or 
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basic for the latter.  Distribution was normal for all scores except the close reading 

scores.  However, because this assessment was used only as a comparative, not a primary 

measure, it does not warrant further exploration at this time. 

 

Table 4.1.  Descriptive 

Statistics______________________________________________________________ 

  

N 

Minim

um 

Maxim

um 

Mea

n 

Std. 

Deviat

ion Skewness Kurtosis 

Statis

tic 

Statisti

c 

Statisti

c 

Statis

tic 

Statist

ic 

Statis

tic 

Std

. 

Err

or 

Statis

tic 

Std

. 

Err

or 

Grammar

Pre 
27 20.0 40.0 

31.85

2 
5.4328 -.163 

.44

8 
-.936 

.87

2 

WritingP

re 
27 1.0 3.0 1.752 .5713 .194 

.44

8 
-.745 

.87

2 

LitDev 
27 12.0 20.0 

16.44

4 
2.4859 -.180 

.44

8 

-

1.176 

.87

2 

Editing 
24 1.0 3.0 1.708 .7506 .553 

.47

2 
-.950 

.91

8 

CloseRea

d 
24 1.0 2.0 1.125 .3378 2.422 

.47

2 
4.210 

.91

8 

Grammar

Post 
27 21.0 44.0 

35.37

0 
6.6109 -.725 

.44

8 
-.446 

.87

2 

WritingP

ost 
27 1.0 3.0 2.019 .5798 -.077 

.44

8 
.134 

.87

2 

Valid N 

(listwise) 
24                 

 

 A paired t-test was run to determine the significance of the improvement on the 

grammar and writing assessments.  Table 4.2 reports a significant improvement in pre- 

and post-assessment score for both grammar, t(26)-3.9, p=.001 at an alpha level of .05 

(a=.05) and writing, t(26)2.67, p=.013 at an alpha level of .05 (a=.05).  
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Table 4.2. Paired Samples 

Test__________________________________________________________________ 

  

Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed

) Mean 

Std. 

Deviatio

n 

Std. 

Erro

r 

Mea

n 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lowe

r 

Uppe

r 

Pai

r 1 

GrammarPr

e - 

GrammarPo

st 

-

3.518

5 

4.6852 
.901

7 

-

5.371

9 

-

1.665

1 

-

3.90

2 

2

6 
.001 

Pai

r 2 

WritingPre 

- 

WritingPost 

-

.2663 
.5181 

.099

7 

-

.4713 

-

.0613 

-

2.67

1 

2

6 
.013 

 

Qualitative Data 

 

 Qualitative data was collected from the knowledge and comfort level survey 

(Appendix B), the writing sample (Appendix D), the field notes reflecting class 

observations of EDU 263, and the interviews.  The data was organized and coded, 

identifying the four themes, which were analyzed and will be discussed later in this 

chapter.  Due to the intensive time commitment of interviews, ten student were selected.  

These participants represented the class as a whole, as they were evenly distributed across 

grade range, similar writing experiences, and common attitudes and beliefs toward 

writing and writing instruction.  The following section will examine common attributes 

across the four final research themes:  student perception of skills, student writing 

experiences, student attitudes and beliefs toward writing and writing instruction, and 

areas of weakness.  Table 4.3 provides general information culled from both quantitative 
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and qualitative data collected.  It was used to identify commonalities between student 

data and themes. 

  



 

 

Table 4.3.  Participant Perceived Knowledge and Comfort Levels 
Participan
t 

Year 
* 

Reason for 
taking 
EDU263 

Reader Writer Perception of 
writing skills 

Comfort level 
with writing 
** 

Notes *** 

1 
top tier 

Fr Improve 
grammar & 
punctuation 

Finds concentration 
and retention to be a 
problem 

Enjoys writing, but 
could use some 
improvement 

Good; always 
gets good grades 
on papers 

Struggles 
getting 
started 
3.1 

Always engaged in class; does 
practice exercises 70% of the time 

2 
middle 
tier 

Sr Improve 
grammar 

Reads on Social 
media everyday 

Hates to write; finds 
it difficult and boring 

Struggles, but 
gets decent 
grades on papers 

Needs 
improvement
;  
3.6 

Somewhat engaged in class; 
frequently has side conversations, 
does practice exercises about 50% of 
the time 

3 
middle 
tier 

Fr Teaching 
and writing 
improvemen
t 

Loves reading; reads 
everyday 

Enjoys writing, needs 
to improve 
vocabulary 

Very good 
writer; finds it 
easy 

Confident;3.1 Honors program; 
Always engaged in class; did practice 
exercises if needed 

5 
bottom 
tier 

Fr Confidence 
in writing 

Doesn’t really like to 
read 

Struggles with 
writing; doesn’t find 
it interesting 

Needs 
improvement, 
but gets decent 
grades 

Struggles 
with writing 
and focus 
2.1 

Somewhat engaged in class; 
frequent side conversations and 
inappropriate use of technology; 
seldom did practice exercises 

8 
middle 
tier 

So Improve 
grammar 
personally 
and for 
teaching 

Reading is important 
for learning; reads 
everyday 

Enjoys writing Good, but there 
is room for 
improvement 

Spelling 
needs work 
2.3 

Usually engaged in class; did practice 
exercises about 70% of the time 

10 
top tier 

So To be a 
better 
teacher 

Loves to read, but 
doesn’t have time to 
read for pleasure 

Enjoys writing, 
especially creative 
writing 

Good writer; 
always gets good 
grades on papers 

Confident; 
4.2 

Always engaged in class; Always did 
practice exercises 

19 
bottom 
tier 

Fr Looks good 
on transcript 

Slow reader, doesn’t 
like to read for 
pleasure 

Doesn’t like writing; 
struggles 

Not very good Struggles 
2.1 

Frequently not engaged in class; side 
conversations; did less that half of 
the practice exercises 

20 
upper 
middle 
tier 

So Recommend
ed 

Only reads when 
required 

Prefers writing to 
speaking 

Really good; 
Always gets good 
grades on papers 

Comfortable; 
3 

Often not engaged in class; 
inappropriate use of technology; did 
less than half of the practice 
exercises 

5
7
 



 

 

24 
bottom 
tier 

Fr Improve 
grammar 

Loves to read; reads 
everyday 

Enjoys the challenge Good; always got 
good grades on 
papers 

Struggles 
with writing 
1.3 

Honors program; somewhat engaged 
in class, frequently had side 
conversation; did less than half of 
practice exercises 

26 
bottom 
tier 

Fr Confidence 
in teaching 

Enjoys reading; reads 
more in the summer 

Enjoys creative 
writing; doesn’t enjoy 
academic writing 

Good; always got 
good grades on 
papers 

Writing 
comes easy 
4.1 

Often engaged in class; side 
conversations; did all of the practice 
exercises 

*Fr=Freshman, So=Sophomore, Jr= Junior, Sr=Senior 
** Numbers indicate comfort level with writing skills based on a 5-point scale where 1 = not at all and 5 = very much. 
*** Notes based on classroom observations recorded in fieldnotes 

 

5
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Table 4.3 Continued 



 

 

 

59 

Participants 

 Based on the quantitative assessment grades, the ten students selected to 

participate in the interview process fell into three tiers.  The first-tier of students (3) 

improved on both the grammar and the writing assessments with their post-assessment 

scores reflecting the equivalent of a B on the former and proficient on the latter.  Three 

second-tier students also improved or stayed the same on one or both of the assessments, 

but their final grades represented B/C and a basic writing level.  The four students ranked 

in the third-tier improved, stayed the same, or declined from pre- to post-assessments, 

with scores of B-D on the grammar assessment and basic or unsatisfactory on the writing 

assessment. 

 

First-Tier Students 

 Perceptions.  In comparing the participants’ perceptions of their writing skills, the 

students in the first-tier each reported that their writing skills were good or very good.  

Based on their survey responses and writing experiences discussed in their interviews, 

they have always received good grades on written assignments.  Students 1 and 10 

believed that writing was a skill that could be learned and improved through practice.  

Student 20 was of the opinion that writing is at least partially an innate talent, but that 

anyone can learn to write with instruction; how well they write was dependent upon 

whether or not they have writing talent.  

  

Writing Experiences. All three described educational experiences that included 

positive feedback and student choice as the most effective way to improve writing.  
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However, only Student 1 felt that corrective feedback was necessary for writers to 

improve their skills.  Students 10 and 20 expressed feeling discouraged and frustrated by 

corrective feedback, especially when that feedback was vague regarding specifically what 

was wrong and how to fix it.  Although all three believed that it is important to have 

strong writing skills, Student 20 felt that having a solid understanding of writing 

conventions was only somewhat important; she believed that knowing how language 

works was secondary to being allowed to express oneself.  All described themselves as 

writers, but preferred creative or personal writing to academic writing.  They described 

their academic writing experiences as having been focused more on getting words on 

paper and less about writing for audience, purpose, organization, clarity, and correctness.   

All three participants described their college writing experiences to be, on the 

whole, inauthentic.  Specifically, they felt that some of the reflective assignments were 

used as busy work because “no one takes them seriously.”  Additionally, Student 1 

complained that she received little corrective feedback that was helpful for improving her 

writing.  Often, she continued to explain, there was a grade and “maybe, good job”, but 

no indication of what was good or what could be improved. 

 

Attitudes and Beliefs.  As future educators, two of the first-tier participants, 1 and 

10, believed that teachers need to have a deep knowledge and interest in the subjects they 

teach.  The third participant, 20, agreed with 1 and 10, but said a teacher who was not 

interested in what she was teaching could just fake it.  However, they all admitted to 

knowing less than they should about writing, and in particular about grammar, 

punctuation and structure, yet none felt overly concerned.  Student 20 even stated that she 
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felt she would be able to learn what she needed to know as she planned her lessons for 

her students.  When asked why she felt that knowledge of conventions was only 

somewhat important, she responded that she recalled receiving very little instruction on 

how to write well, “So, how important is it, really?” Both she and student 10 believed that 

wherever they taught, the curriculum would provide them with everything they would 

need to teach the required skills.  Student 1, on the other hand, described a variety of 

personal writing that she practices regularly, including journaling, letter writing (to her 

grandmother), and poetry.  She was excited to practice the skills she learned in EDU 263 

in her personal writing.  She also expressed an interest in planning writing experiences 

for her future students which could be published.  “I think students would be more 

inclined to make sure their writing was correct if they knew it would be published.” 

When asked to describe their writing process, all three of these students admitted 

that typically they revised while they wrote and when they reached the end, only gave a 

cursory look for spelling and punctuation errors.  They all stated that this is how they had 

always written papers and since they had gotten good grades, they didn’t feel the need to 

change.  However, when asked if the extensive practice on sentence combining and 

structure done in EDU 263 had been useful, they all agreed that it had helped them 

recognize the weakness of short, choppy sentences compared to longer, more complex 

sentences.  After considering what they had learned and practiced in class, students 1 and 

10 agreed that taking the time to revise their work more carefully would “probably” 

improve the quality of their writing.  Nevertheless, when taking the post assessment, 

Student 1 wrote for 15 of the allotted 25 minutes with no visible signs of prewriting or 
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revision.   Student 20 maintained that revising as she wrote was just as effective and took 

much less time than revising multiple times over an extended period. 

As for motivating factors, students 1 and 10 both stated their reasons for taking 

EDU 263 Teaching Grammar Methods, an elective offering for education students, were 

to improve their own grammar knowledge and skills in order to be better teachers of 

writing.  Student 20 said she took the class because she thought it would look good on her 

transcript and resume.   

 

Summary of First-Tier Students.  Based on in-class observations, Students 1 and 

10 were always engaged in class and reported having done all or most of the practice 

grammar exercises even though they were ungraded and optional.  Student 20 was 

somewhat engaged in class; however, she was frequently involved in side conversations 

and unrelated technology use (texting, snapchat, Instagram, etc.).  She did less than 50% 

of the practice exercises.  Writing samples showed evidence that Students 10 and 20 had 

difficulty fully developing and supporting their statements and struggled with appropriate 

word choice.  There was limited evidence of basic editing and no sign of any revision.  

Student 1 seemed able to consider arguments from multiple perspectives and support her 

views with examples or expert evidence.  Word choice, however, was not particularly 

effective, and a willingness to spend time revising might have had a positive impact. 

 Overall, Students 1 and 10 appeared to have fairly accurate perceptions of their 

skills and were motivated to improve their skills and deepen their linguistic knowledge in 

order to be better teachers.  Student 20 admitted to being more motivated by the idea of 

something that would look good on her resume.  Her attitudes and behaviors reflected a 
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lack of genuine desire to improve her understanding of how language works in order to 

better serve her students.  This student believed her writing skills to be “very good”; 

however, her grammar assessment showed no improvement from pre-to post- and was 

equivalent to a C.  Although her writing assessment did improve from basic to proficient, 

her inability to think critically, analyze, and support her statements indicate that her skills 

do not align with her perception. 

 

Second-Tier Students  

 Perceptions.  Of the three students who ranked in the second-tier, one (3) was in 

the Honors College and reported her writing skills as very good.  Her grammar 

assessment improved by seven points, but was in the B range.  Her writing sample was 

evaluated at a basic level (2.3/2).   Student 2’s perception of her skills was fairly 

accurate.  Her grammar scores improved by 22 points, going from a D to a B; likewise, 

her writing assessment went from unsatisfactory (1) to basic (2).  This student admitted 

to struggling with writing, but stated that she always received good grades on written 

assignments. The third student in this tier, 8, also improved on both assessments.  The 

range on the grammar assessment was smaller when compared the other two students, 2 

points, but raised the grade equivalence from a D to a C.  He had the biggest 

improvement on the writing assessment, though, moving from an unsatisfactory level at 

1.7 to a basic level at 2.5.  He perceived his skills to be good, yet needing improvement.  

Alignment between skills and perceptions for Students 2 and 8 appeared to be fairly 

accurate.  Student 3’s perceptions seem to be higher than her actual skills.  She also 

believed that the ability to write was a talent with which one was born.  On the other 
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hand, 2 and 8 were of the opinion that although writing talent might be innate, it could 

also be improved through instruction and practice. 

 

Writing Experiences.  Like the top-tier participants, all three middle-tier students 

shared that their academic writing experiences were focused on positive feedback and 

student choice.  Students 2 and 3 also appreciated receiving corrective feedback as a 

challenge to improve their skills.  Student 8 did not recall getting much feedback on his 

work, other than editing marks and the occasional “awkward” reference to a word or 

sentence.  Only Student 8 professed to believe that a deep understanding of writing 

conventions was important; though all three stated that the ability to write was necessary, 

2 and 3 believed it was only somewhat important to understand how language works as 

long as they could recognize when something was incorrect. 

 On the subject of academic writing experiences, all three students claimed that 

other than one research paper, their writing assignments in middle school and high school 

were limited.  Most were standard 5-paragraph essays or simply a narrative paragraph or 

two with little attention given to organization, grammar, punctuation, or support of 

statements or arguments.   Post-secondary writing had consisted of reflective writing and 

a few short papers, 3-5 pages, mostly for English classes, with an assigned topic and few 

student selected options.  Student 3 found her freshman seminar in the Honors College to 

be helpful in providing several writing experiences; however, Student 2 complained that 

her WRIT 101 Freshman Writing class had not provided her with adequate feedback or 

instruction.  She related a story about her first assignment being reflective in nature, but 

the instructor didn’t teach them how to write a reflection paper.  As she had never written 
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reflectively, she did not understand what was expected and hence did poorly on the 

assignment.  As a sophomore, Student 8 said he didn’t remember much about his WRIT 

101 class, adding that he “probably didn’t get much out of it or else I’d remember more 

about it.” 

 

Attitudes and Beliefs.  Like students 10 and 20 in tier-one, all three of these 

students were under the impression that wherever they taught they would be provided 

with a mandated curriculum that would provide them with all the knowledge they needed 

to teach their students; because of this, 2 and 8 claimed to be less concerned with 

acquiring their content knowledge at the university, positing that they could learn what 

they needed to know on their own or from other teachers in their building, grade, or team.   

 In describing their own writing process, 2 and 8, like the students in tier-one, 

admitted to revising while writing.  Neither one utilized students, friends, family, or the 

Writing Center for assistance or feedback in revising and editing.   Student 3, however, 

showed some evidence of prewriting, revision, and editing in her writing samples 

throughout the semester.  All three did comment that peer editing could be useful in 

helping to revise for clarity, audience and purpose.  When asked why they didn’t utilize 

the writing process to improve the quality of their compositions, Student 2 responded, “It 

just takes too much time,” and Student 8 explained, “By the time I get to the end, I just 

want to be done.  Since I revise while I write, I have already changed everything I would 

want to change.”   

 Upon reviewing the writing assessments of these three students, shortly after their 

interviews, it was noted that although Student 2 attempted to present supported 
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arguments, her points were underdeveloped and the support was equally superficial.  

Observations of this participant during class revealed a student who was typically 

engaged, always did the practice exercises, and applied herself to each assignment.  

However, her skills and her attitudes seemed to be contradictory.  She believed teachers 

should be readers and writers, but she considered herself to be neither; additionally, even 

though she knows revision will improve her writing, she doesn’t do it because “it takes 

too much time.”  Furthermore, she believes that writing can be improved through 

instruction and practice, but she composes nothing other than what is required in her 

classes.  Student 8 was often engaged in class, but was observed using technology in 

ways unrelated to class content on several occasions and only did approximately half of 

the practice exercises.  He knows and can explain the importance of the writing process, 

yet doesn’t think it will improve his writing even though he realizes his writing needs 

improvement.  The least aligned perceptions apply to Student 3, though.  She described 

her skills as being “very good,” and although there was some evidence of prewriting, 

revision, and editing in her written work, her compositions were difficult to follow due to 

poor organization and underdeveloped and redundant arguments.  Specifically, in her 

post-assessment she offered the same argument three times, phrasing it differently each 

time without ever answering the prompt.  In class, Student 3 was engaged, shared her 

work, and participated in activities.  The only practice exercises she completed were the 

ones done in class because, “I already knew how to do all of that.”    

 According to survey responses, all three stated a desire to improve their own 

writing and learn the best methods of teaching writing as motivation for taking the 
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grammar class.  These sentiments were reiterated by 2 and 8 during the interviews.  Both 

students expressed satisfaction with the progress they made throughout the semester and 

a desire to continue to work on improving their understanding of how the English 

language works.  Student 3, who was dissatisfied with her assessment scores, argued that 

the assessment did not give a fair representation of her work and that she was relieved 

that those scores would not lower her grade point average. 

    

Summary of Second-Tier Students. Among the second-tier participants, the 

perceptions of students 2 and 8 were somewhat aligned with their skills.  Although both 

students accepted that their skills could benefit from improvement and expressed a 

willingness to work for that improvement, they were not concerned about what they did 

not know because they believed, wherever they worked, the curriculum would provide 

them with whatever information they needed.  Student 3’s skills and perceptions did not 

align.  Her assessment scores, in the B range for grammar and Basic for writing, did not 

reflect skills that would be described as “very good” for a post-secondary education 

major who would be working with students within a few semesters. 

 

Third-Tier Students 

 Perceptions.  Three of the four students in the third-tier showed significant 

improvement between the pre- and post- grammar assessment; Student 5 improved by 14 

percentage points (61/75, F/D); Student 19 improved by 31 percentage points (53/84, 

F/B); Student 24 improved by 29 percentage points (55/84, F/B).  The fourth student, 26, 

showed no improvement on the grammar assessment (69/69, D/D).  On the writing pre- 
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and post-assessment, one student showed significant improvement (Student 19 scored 

1.3/2.5); two students showed no significant improvement (Student 5 scored 1/1 and 

Student 26 scored 2.3/2); and one declined (Student 24 scored 2/1.5).  Despite the 

increases in the grammar scores, the writing assessments were still unsatisfactory or 

basic.  The perceptions of two of these participants (24 and 26) were reported as “good” 

supported by the fact that they had always gotten good grades on writing assignments. 

Student 5 also stated that she usually got good grades on papers, but felt her writing 

needed improvement.  Student 19, however, admitted that his skills were “not good.”  All 

four of these participants said they believed that writing was an innate talent, although 

two (24 and 26) thought that one could improve writing, to some degree (grammar, 

spelling, and punctuation), through instruction and practice. 

 

Writing Experiences.  Positive academic writing experiences described by all four 

of these students included feedback given by teachers who encouraged students to focus 

on writing what they were thinking and not worry about the rules.  These teachers 

supported student choice, frequently allowing pupils to choose their own topics.   

Negative experiences identified involved assignments that were “boing” or “irrelevant” 

and teachers who graded based on linguistic skills as well as content.  These students said 

when they received corrective feedback, they often felt discouraged and frustrated 

because they had “worked so hard” or “spent a lot of time” on the assignment, and the 

teacher was more concerned with correctly written sentences than with what the student 

had to say.  When asked to describe how they were taught writing conventions, each of 

the third-tier participants could only describe vague memories of learning the parts of 
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speech and punctuation.  When asked specifically about their post-secondary writing 

experiences, all four students claimed that most of their instructors didn’t seem to be 

concerned with writing conventions.  Grades were based on what they said, not how they 

said it.  Common feedback included notes like “nice job,’ ‘good point,” or underlining 

and/or circling words and phrases with no accompanying comments.  

 Students 5 and 19 described feeling anxious during the grammar pre-test for this 

study because they couldn’t remember ever learning about parallel construction, pronoun 

agreement, or how to identify the subject and the verb.  Student 24 was frustrated by 

having to explain her answers on the grammar pre-assessment.  Upon reviewing the test, 

she noted how many she had answered correctly, yet had not been able to explain 

correctly explain.  She had learned what good writing should sound like, but not why that 

makes it good writing.   

 

Attitude and Beliefs.  Parallels between Students 5 and 19 and Students 24 and 26 

continued in their attitudes and beliefs about writing and writing instruction.  Both 5 and 

19 admitted they do not like to read or write, and they didn’t think that would create any 

challenges for teaching reading and writing.  Student 19 went so far as to add, “Most kids 

don’t want to read those boring books they make them read anyways.  And none of them 

care about writing book reports, either.”  Additionally, these two participants did not 

think the ability to write well and to understand how language works is important.  They 

were of the opinion that writing is an innate talent, and if one is not born with the talent, 

instruction and practice will not make them any better.  Another similarity between these 

two students involved their writing process.  Neither pre-writes or revises.  In examining 
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their writing samples, their ideas bounced from point to point with no apparent logic, 

making it difficult to follow.  Both made statements that appeared to be based on personal 

beliefs and emotions and used no reliable evidence to support them.  Finally, both seemed 

to struggle with word choice and sentence structure.  Words were used repetitively or 

inappropriately, and sentences tended to be short and choppy. 

 Conversely, Students 24 and 26 enjoyed reading and writing and believed that 

teachers need to love what they are teaching in order to teach effectively.  Like Students 

5 and 19, both believed that writers are born, not made; however, they also believed that 

instruction and practice can lead to improvement.  As 26 stated, “They may never write a 

best-seller, but they can at least learn how to write a sexy sentence.”  These two also 

tended to skip revision, but they did prewrite and organized their thoughts in a logical 

manner.  Both seemed to think their arguments through and provided at least anecdotal 

evidence, if not expert evidence, to support their points.  However, their word choice and 

sentence structure, like 5’s and 19’s, were weak. 

 

Summary of Third-Tier Students.  According to the survey responses, Students 5, 

24 and 26 chose to take EDU 263 to improve their own writing skill and knowledge, to 

improve their self-confidence, and to make them better teachers.  All three tended to be 

engaged in class, participating in activities and volunteering to share their writing, 

although they did partake in side conversations somewhat frequently.  Student 26 also 

completed all practice assignments, while 5, 19, and 24 did less than half of the exercises.  

Additionally, 19 admitted that his reason for taking the class was that it would look good 

on his transcript.  In class he was occasionally engaged, but seldom volunteered to share 
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his writing or participate in group activities.  He was frequently observed on his phone or 

laptop doing work for other classes or on social media.   

In general, Student 19 showed an alignment between skills and perception.  He 

reported a need to work on his writing skills and his assessment scores supported that 

assertion.  On the other hand, Students 5, 24 and 26 all believed they were good writers 

because they received good grades.  Their assessment scores (75/1, 84/1.5 and 69/2) did 

not support their claims.   

 

Themes 

 

 Careful examination of the data collected revealed several patterns within the 

themes of perceptions versus skills, writing experiences, attitudes/beliefs about writing 

and writing instruction, and areas of weakness.  These patterns had no clear boundaries, 

but appeared to be rooted in students’ experiences, which were similar across all three 

tiers.  This section will discuss each of these themes within all three theirs. Table 4.4 

illustrates how the perceptions of the ten students align with their assessment scores. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

72 

Perceptions 

 

Table 4.4.  Alignment of Student Perceptions and Assessment Scores 

Student Perception Grammar 

Pre/Post 

Writing 

Pre/Post 

Alignment 

1 Good 73/89 2/3 Aligned 

2 Struggle 63/85 1/2 Somewhat 

aligned 

3 Very good 82/89 2.3/2 Not aligned 

5 Good 61/75 1/1 Not aligned 

8 Good 69/71 1.7/2.5 Somewhat 

aligned 

10 Good 78/82 3/3 Aligned 

19 Not good 53/84 1.3/2.5 Aligned 

20 Very good 78/78 2/3 Somewhat 

aligned 

24 Good 55/84 2/1.5 Not aligned 

26 Good 69/69 2.3/2 Not aligned 

 

 

Experiences 

 In sharing academic writing experiences, all the participants described positive 

experiences involving teachers who allowed student choice, gave positive feedback, and 

assigned work that was relevant or authentic to the life of a student.  Negative 

experiences included daily journal writing to prompts that held no interest or connection 

to their lives, 5-paragraph essays that were highly structured with a right way and a 

wrong way to respond (“Discuss the theme…” or “Explain the symbolism of…”), and, 

according to Student 19, “any paper that couldn’t be written in one sitting.”   

 Students were divided, however, when it came to corrective feedback.  Four 

participants (1, 2, 3, and 8) believed that teachers should hold students accountable for 

the quality of writing as well as the content.  These students appreciated corrective 
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feedback as a means to improve writing and to better understand how language works 

within the context of a particular assignment (purpose and audience).  According to 

Student 3, “If you can’t write using correct grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure, 

your reader will not take you seriously, no matter what you have to say.”  This group was 

of the opinion that the ability to write is a skill that is learned and anyone can become a 

good writer through practice and hard work.  Five students (5, 10, 19, 20, and 26) felt that 

teachers who gave corrective feedback cared more about “the rules” than what the 

student had to say.  “When I get a paper back with a bunch of corrections marked on it, I 

feel like the teacher didn’t even read it for what I was saying.  All she cared about was if 

I followed a bunch of stupid rules,” explained Student 19.     Getting corrective feedback 

was discouraging and made them feel like they were “bad writers.”  These students 

believed that one is either born with the talent to write or not, and those who are not will 

never learn to be good writers.  The one remaining student (24) said only major errors 

should be corrected because writing is an innate talent, but those without talent can still 

learn to improve their writing with the proper guidance.  “As long as you don’t make 

really obvious mistakes, like leaving out periods or not capitalizing the first word of a 

sentence or a name or something, the little mistakes aren’t a big deal.”  All of the students 

were in agreement, however, that teachers need to give more detailed feedback.  They 

concurred that, too often papers are returned with a grade and a generic comment or 

corrective marks that don’t explain what was wrong or how to fix it.  Student 8 said he 

found this frustrating and wondered, “How am I supposed to learn from my mistakes 

when I don’t know why it is wrong?” 
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 Regarding learning how to write, the participants had only vague memories of 

learning spelling, the different parts of speech, punctuation, and putting sentences 

together to make paragraphs.  Student 20 remembered learning how to make an outline as 

a pre-writing skill, but “thought it was tedious and not helpful, so I just never do it.”  

Student 5 mentioned “teachers pounding topic sentences into our heads, but they never 

taught us how to vary sentence openers, so every paragraph started the same way.”  “I 

don’t really remember learning much about how to write correctly,” was how Student 5 

described it.  “It seemed like my teachers didn’t care too much about the rules.  They just 

wanted us to write and as long as they could read it, that was good enough.”  However, 

the most common issue was voiced best by student 26, “Now that I’m in college, some 

teachers expect us to turn in these perfectly written papers.  We are supposed to use the 

writing process, you know, write, revise, edit.  But I feel like I don’t really know how to 

do that.  I mean, we practiced it in grammar class, but I still don’t feel like I really know 

how to do it.  I re-read what I have written and I think it sounds okay, but I guess that is 

just because I don’t know how to make it better.  I don’t think that is something you can 

learn in just one class from one teacher.  Shouldn’t all of our teachers be helping us learn 

how to write better for different subjects?” 

 

Attitudes and Beliefs 

 Experiences like these are what shape students’ attitudes toward writing.  Every 

student interviewed admitted that they did little or no pre-writing, they revised while 

writing (never after, more than once, or re-writing after revising) and they edited while 

composing or not at all.  When questioned about why they skipped this process, the study 
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participants indicated that the writing process, as well as following writing conventions, 

was not stressed in their classes, so they didn’t think it was that important.  “I guess I 

figured if the teacher didn’t harp on it or test us on it, I didn’t need to worry about it that 

much,” Student 8 explained.  “I’m going to teach K-3,” was Student 24’s response.  

“They don’t learn that stuff until later, so I don’t really need to know it.”   Student 19 

thought the writing process “just takes too much time.  Besides, with technology, we 

have spell check and there are apps that check your grammar and stuff.  What you write 

is more important than how you write it, anyways.”  The understanding seems to be that 

if the teacher wasn’t holding them accountable for the quality of their writing, then 

maybe the conventions weren’t that important. 

Another common attitude was that allowing students to choose what they write 

about is more important than teaching them how to write well.  Student 1 referred to her 

tenth-grade English teacher who believed that if students learned to love writing, they 

would be more inclined to learn how to write better.  However, she couldn’t remember 

ever learning how to write better in that class.  “I wrote my papers and got A’s, and that 

was it.”  Student 24 admitted, “If the topic was assigned, and it was something I wasn’t 

really interested in I didn’t put much effort into it because I just didn’t really care.  I 

knew I would get a good grade as long as I answered the prompt right.”  “I have never 

liked writing,” Student 5 explained, “but if I got to choose what I wrote about that at least 

made it a little easier.  Like, when I would have to research some boring topic and write 

about it…I hated that, so I’m probably not going to put much effort into it, you know?”  

Only Student 3 said, “Getting to choose what I wrote about was great.  But if I hadn’t had 
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to also write about things I didn’t really want to write about, I wouldn’t have learned 

nearly as much as I did.  Besides, I found out I really was interested in some of those 

things…the things I thought I wasn’t interested in.  Like history.  I had always been bored 

in history, until I had to write a paper about the underground railroad.  That was really 

cool!  And then I just kept reading and learning.  That would never have happened if I 

hadn’t had to write about it.”  Only one out of the ten students interviewed seemed to 

grasp the significance of writing to learn. 

 One other pattern that appeared warrants mentioning.  Although only four 

students, less than 50%, mentioned it, the misconception should be addressed.  Students 

5, 19, 20, and 24 expressed little concern about their lack of understanding of how 

language works or the weaknesses in their writing skills.  They believed that once they 

got a job and knew what grade they would be teaching, the school’s curriculum would 

provide them with the information they needed to teach.  If they still didn’t know 

something, they could ask another teacher in the building.  This idea also surfaced during 

interviews in the pilot studies.  Several of the elementary education students seemed to 

have developed the attitude that while in college, getting the grade is more important than 

gaining knowledge.  They believed they could acquire the knowledge on their own, on 

the job.  Student 19 captured this sentiment best by saying, “My priority is to get the 

grades and finish on time.  Whatever I don’t learn now, I can learn when I know what I 

am teaching. But my transcript has to look good so I can get a job.”   
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Areas of weakness 

 The assessments used in this study point to specific areas of weakness that seem 

to be prevalent among elementary education students at this institution.  Grammatically, 

students struggle with subject/verb agreement, using the correct pronoun, pronoun 

agreement, sentence structure, parallel construction and maintaining a consistent point-

of-view and tense.  As well, they were uncertain about punctuation usage, particularly 

commas, and semi-colons.  At the higher levels of semantics and syntax, word choice, 

organization, and transitions proved difficult.   

Additionally, the ability to problem solve and think critically when presented with 

information seemed to be a challenge.  Based on the pre- and post-writing assessments, 

students tended to not read the prompt carefully, missing key pieces of information.  

Several made assumptions that had no justification in the text.  Arguments were made 

with no anecdotal or expert evidence to support or lend credibility.  Students admitted 

that they do not practice a writing process which allows for pre-writing and revision, 

preferring instead to revise while writing and to finish as quickly as possible.   These 

issues were common in the other writing samples used for comparisons throughout the 

semester, as well.  Further confirmation was found through conversations with other 

English Language Arts (ELA) faculty during the monthly ELA meetings. 

 

Chapter Summary 

 

 This chapter discussed the data collected in relation to the research questions: (1) 

Does measured linguistic knowledge and writing proficiency, as determined by 
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assessments and writing samples, align with students’ perceived knowledge and ability? 

(2) How have students’ writing experiences affected their attitudes and beliefs toward 

writing and the teaching of writing? (3) What value do elementary students place on 

writing and writing instruction? (4) Do elementary education students practice prewriting 

and revising as part of their writing process?  Common experiences, attitudes and beliefs 

were fluid across skill levels.  Chapter 5 will explore the conclusions drawn from the 

data, as well as new questions that have been raised and how they will impact future 

study, and recommendations for consideration for the department. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 This purpose of this study was to determine whether or not elementary education 

students’ perceptions of their writing skills aligned with their actual writing skills.  

Understanding how students’ attitudes and beliefs about writing and writing instruction 

affects their perceptions of their writing skills may be a crucial step to establishing the 

most effective ways to not only improve their writing, but to deepen their understanding 

of how language works.  As future teachers of writing, it is imperative for elementary 

education majors to have a sufficient amount of writing instruction and a plethora of 

writing experiences to provide them with the first-hand understanding necessary to teach 

writing (Morgan, 2010).  The primary research question--Does measured linguistic 

knowledge and writing proficiency, as determined by assessments and writing samples, 

align with students’ perceived knowledge and ability?--was guided by three sub-

questions: 

1.  How have students’ writing experiences affected their attitudes and beliefs 

toward writing and the teaching of writing? 

2. What value do elementary students place on writing and writing instruction? 

3. Do elementary education students practice pre-writing and revising as part of 

their writing process? 

The use of these questions to inform data collection led to three a priori themes 

and one emergent theme: (a) students’ perceptions of their writing skills, (b) students’ 
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writing experiences, (c) students attitudes and beliefs about writing and writing 

instruction, and (d) areas of weakness in student’s writing skills.  Despite the range of 

skills among the participants, their experiences and attitudes fell into two distinct 

categories: those who used corrective feedback to improve their writing and those who 

viewed corrective feedback as discouraging and stifling. 

 This chapter will discuss the quantitative findings of the various skills 

assessments and compare them to the students’ reported perceptions.  Additionally, it will 

explore the conclusions drawn from the qualitative data regarding how their writing 

experiences shaped their attitudes and beliefs toward writing and writing instruction, and 

how those attitudes and beliefs may affect the students as both writers and teachers 

(Nagin, 2003).  Recommendations will be made for curriculum updates and additional 

supports that would benefit education students. Finally, suggestions for future research 

will be addressed. 

 

Interpretation of Findings 

 

Quantitative Findings 

  The primary assessments in this study were the grammar pre- and post-tests and 

the pre- and post-writing samples.  The grammar scores have been converted to letter 

grades, based on a typical 100% scale (A = 90-100, B = 80-89, C = 70-79, D = 60-69, F = 

0-59).  The writing assessment scores were ranked on a three-point scale (1 = 

unsatisfactory, 2 = basic, 3 = proficient) modeled on the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress rubric for the 2011 twelfth-grade writing assessment (National 
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Center, 2012).  The mean scores for both assessments were significantly higher on the 

post-tests, according to the paired t-test, but the grade distributions show that 11 students 

still scored below a C on the grammar assessment and 23 students scored below 

proficient on the writing assessment.  One explanation might be that the grades reflect 

students’ lack of language understanding and linguistic skills that could not be addressed 

in a single class that met only three hours a week over a sixteen-week semester.   No 

matter the reason, teachers must have a solid understanding of how language works in 

order to teach their students how to write (Fillmore, 2000; Graham, Harris, Fink, & 

MacArthur, 2001; Kolln & Hancock, 2005).  Although these scores indicate that several 

students were lacking the skills necessary to effectively teach writing, they do provide 

evidence that a course dedicated to writing skills might be beneficial in improving their 

linguistic knowledge.   

 The literary devices, editing, and close reading assessments were given to 

supplement the primary assessments (National Commission, 2003).  Each of the 

secondary assessments required the students to apply their knowledge in a different 

manner.  This allowed them an opportunity analyze excerpts of writing for grammar, 

punctuation, spelling, sentence structure, and a wide variety of literary devices like 

metaphors, alliteration, allusion, plot, and setting.  The results confirmed the analysis of 

the primary assessments, suggesting that the participants were lacking the knowledge 

needed to teach these language elements.  With a better understanding of the skill levels 

of the students, the focus of the research shifted to exploring the qualitative data for 
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insight into what writing experiences they had and how those experiences had affected 

their attitudes and beliefs about writing. 

 

Qualitative Findings 

 Due to time constraints, a sample of ten students were selected to participate in 

the interview stage of the study.  The participants were representative of the class based 

on pre-assessment scores, three from the top, three from the middle, and four from the 

bottom of the range.  

 

Does measured linguistic knowledge and writing proficiency, as determined by 

assessments and writing samples, align with students’ perceived knowledge and ability?  

Addressing the primary research question first, the perception of skills reported by the 

students on the Knowledge Survey were compared to their assessment scores.  Eight 

students believed their writing skills to be good because they had always gotten good 

grades.  One reported that she struggled with writing, but had also always gotten good 

grades.  One student realized his writing was “not good.”  Of the three students whose 

perceptions aligned, two were in the top-tier and one in the bottom-tier.  The students 

who were somewhat aligned came from the top-tier (1) and the middle-tier (2).  Four 

students did not align, one from the middle-tier and three from the bottom-tier.  The 

common denominator within this distribution was the perception that skills were good 

because grades had always been good.  This idea will be explored more within the 

Experiences section.   
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 Before drawing a final conclusion based on the data, one more aspect was 

considered.  It has been shown that students can become acceptable writers, through 

practice, without gaining a deep understanding of the mechanics of language (Mart, 

2013).  As Kolln and Hancock pointed out, students who write well but do not have a 

deep grounded knowledge in language will lack the ability to provide the adequate 

feedback their students will need to improve their writing (2005).  In examining the 

grammar assessment scores of these ten participants more closely, the results revealed 

that the students were able to solve many of the problems, but they could not explain 

their answers, indicating a lack of understanding of the concept. With this additional 

information in mind, I concluded that although less than half of the participants were 

realistically aware of their writing skills, even they do not display the deeper 

understanding of language necessary to teach writing. 

 

How have students’ writing experiences affected their attitudes and beliefs toward 

writing and the teaching of writing?  The academic writing experiences of all ten 

participants were similar.  Positive experiences were characterized by having choice in 

the topic, receiving positive feedback, and content being the focus for evaluation.  Only 

four students felt that receiving corrective feedback was a benefit in helping them to learn 

and improve their writing.  However, all four also stated that they did not often get 

corrective feedback.  Five of the participants thought corrective feedback had a negative 

impact on student writers.  They expressed feelings of discouragement and frustration 

that reinforced their belief that they had no talent for writing.  One student explained that 
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when teachers gave corrective feedback, they were more concerned with “a bunch of 

stupid rules” than what the student had to say. 

 On the whole, the experiences of these students seemed to reflect a content-over-

quality pattern, which is not uncommon.  Teachers’ attitudes and beliefs, shaped by their 

experiences, influence how they teach (Street & Stang, 2009).  The severe reduction in 

writing instruction since the 1960s and the unbalanced emphasis on reading over writing 

has resulted in multiple generations of teachers who lack confidence in teaching writing 

(Hudson & Walmsley, 2005).  This is reflected in their teaching practice by the lack of 

attention and value they place on writing in their classrooms (Street & Stang, 2009).  

Additionally, the lack of confidence and deep understanding of how language works 

makes it difficult to give students the feedback they need to improve their own writing 

(Harward, Peterson, Korth, Wimmer, Wilcox, Morrison, & Piece, 2014; Kolln & 

Hancock, 2005). 

 Another common experience among all of the participants was a lack of writing 

experience.  Students reported that they had done only one major research paper prior to 

entering college.  Other writing assignments were short, 3-5 pages at the longest, but 

mostly a standard 5-paragraph essay or a couple of narrative paragraphs.  Their post-

secondary writing experience had also been limited.  Most of the students claimed to 

have done little writing in most of their college classes.  Student 8, a sophomore, even 

said he had not written “anything longer than a couple of pages” in his two years at the 

university.  Practice is fundamental to improvement, and students are not getting the 

writing practice they need to become proficient writers (National Commission, 2003).   



 

 

 

85 

What value do students place on writing and writing instruction? Do elementary 

students practice pre-writing and revising as part of their writing process?  The lack of 

accountability for quality in writing and the limited writing experiences required of 

students sends a message that writing, in general, and writing conventions, specifically, 

are of less importance than other academic subjects (Nagin, 2003).  When students view 

writing and writing correctly as less important, they are unlikely to fully engage and 

commit the time needed to plan, write, revise, and edit a composition.  All ten of the 

participants admitted to not taking the time to work through the writing process.  Only 

two claimed to sometimes do a little prewriting, in the way of jotting a few notes to 

remind them of something specific they want to include.  Every participant said they 

revised while writing; none took time away from what they had written and came back to 

it later, with fresh eyes, to revise and improve their work.  The common explanation 

offered was that “it takes too long.”   The reasoning was that because they are revising 

while they write, they have already made the changes that they wanted to make.  Student 

8 even added that by the time he finished writing, he just wanted “to be done.”  Student 5 

explained that since she wasn’t graded on each part of the writing process, there was no 

reason to “put in the extra time to do all of that extra work.”  These experiences follow a 

pattern that has been a subject of research for some time (Dismuke & Martin, 2016; 

Draper, Barksdale-Ladd, & Radencich, 2000; Duchein, Frazier, Konopak, & Palmer, 

1994; Giles & Kent, 2015; Manna & Mischeff, 1987; McLaughlin, 1994; Norman & 

Spencer, 2005; and Street, 2003).   When students have negative writing experiences, 

limited writing opportunities, and inequitable instruction that sends a message that 
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writing is less important; therefore, they will place less value on writing and less value 

results in less effort. 

 

Areas of Weakness.  The areas of weakness revealed in the assessments may be 

attributed to a lack of writing instruction.  Based on the students’ writing experiences, it 

seems they had little instruction on the linguistic conventions involving grammar, 

punctuation, syntax, and semantics.  These are all issues that can be improved through 

focused writing direction and practice.  The improvements made after one semester of 

grammar instruction support this notion.  However, as the National Commission on 

Writing pointed out, these skills are constantly developing and cannot be learned entirely 

within the embedded context in which they are buried (2003).  For students to master 

writing for all academic subjects and audiences, writing needs to be given equal value 

across the curriculum (Dismuke & Martin, 2016). 

 Perhaps a bigger concern is the students’ lack of critical thinking skills.  Research 

has shown that writing is directly linked to critical thinking.  As students work their way 

through the writing process, they are required to think, reflect, and analyze (Bean, 2011; 

Nagin, 2003).  However, students in this study admitted to skipping this process in order 

to save time.  In doing so, they are failing to mentally process the information in a 

manner that allows them to thoroughly examine the issues and evidence and draw 

educated conclusions.  In analyzing the participants’ writing samples, they were unable to 

support their statements with any credible evidence.  Instead, they stated what they 

believed and expected the reader to accept it.  This inability likely stems from the lack of 

instruction and accountability they seem to have experienced throughout their education. 
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As future teachers, they must have the skills to analyze and synthesize information and 

support their thoughts and ideas if they are to be expected to pass this knowledge on to 

their own students.  This, too, is a skill they can learn, but only if they are taught and held 

accountable for doing so. 

 

Reflection of Researcher Experience 

 

 Upon beginning this thesis project, I had preconceived ideas about the writing 

abilities of elementary education students that were based on my experiences as both a 

student and a teacher.  I grew up during the time when it was decided that teaching 

explicit grammar did not improve writing and was being dropped from public school 

instruction.  However, I went to private schools where they continued to teach linguistics 

skills as a dedicated subject.  I learned how to parse and diagram sentences, spent 

designated time on how to use punctuation, focused on building vocabulary and using the 

dictionary and thesaurus to aid word choice, and practiced building strong, complex 

sentences.  We were required to turn in multiple drafts of our papers to show our progress 

through the writing process, and we had written assignments every week in nearly every 

class.  By the time I entered a public school as a tenth-grade student, I was a skilled 

writer and far ahead of my public school classmates.   

 I brought these experiences into my classroom as a teacher, requiring correct 

spelling, grammar, punctuation, organization, and clarity in the written expression of my 

students.  As I taught speech communication and theatre, this approach was frequently 

met with, “But this isn’t English!  Why do you take off points for that stuff?”  I found this 
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to be frustrating, and I often stopped in the middle of a lesson to teach a language or 

writing concept.  I believed the only problem was that students weren’t being taught the 

linguistic skills they needed to write well. 

 I quickly realized, as early as my first pilot study, that there is much more to 

students’ lacking linguistic skills than merely not having learned them.  Through the 

evolution of the assessment tools, the interviews, and classroom observations, I began to 

see that although the elementary education students knew, in some abstract way, that 

writing was important, they didn’t seem to be motivated to put forth the time and effort 

needed to produce good writing.  They felt the writing process was too time-consuming. 

Most importantly, perhaps, they often did not understand why the writing they are 

required to do was important.  

 These realizations have forced me, as a researcher and as a teacher, to begin to 

shift my mindset.  I have learned the importance of understanding where my students 

come from, in regard to their writing experiences, and the need to provide them with 

frequent opportunities to have fun with writing.  Finding a way to balance having fun 

with learning what needs to be learned and helping students appreciate the value of 

understanding how language works has become a priority. Attitudes that have developed 

from negative experiences can be changed when students are provided with positive 

experiences and constructive guidance and feedback (Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; 

Street, 2003). 
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Limitations, Recommendations and Future Research 

 

 The limited scope of this study opens the door for further research in this area.  

Using a single class of predominantly first- and second-year college students provides 

better insight into where students are early in the program, but does not shed light on 

growth at the end of the program.  Additionally, there is a lack of cultural diversity that 

should be explored for broader dissemination.  All of the participants in this study were 

white and from primarily rural towns in the northwestern region of the country.  

Exploration of the value and emphasis put on writing in bigger cities, other areas of the 

country, and among a variety of ethnic backgrounds could make this study more widely 

applicable. 

  As a means of supporting the students’ linguistic needs, there are several steps 

the department might consider.  First and foremost is adding at least one required writing 

class.  Experts have recommended adding classes in modern English grammar or 

linguistics (Brisby, 1971), while the National Commission on Writing recommended 

requiring education students to receive training in writing theory and practice (2003).  

The increasing focus on cross-curricular writing under the Common Core State Standards 

(CCSS) makes it vital to ensure that preservice teachers have the deep understanding of 

how language works to enable them to teach their students the skills needed to meet 

CCSS requirements.  

 The addition of a class or classes to the curriculum will require approval from the 

department as well as funding to pay for additional faculty and course development, but 

the benefits it would provide for the students should strongly be considered.  
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Additionally, with so few Teacher Preparation Programs currently requiring writing 

classes, these offerings might be a pivotal recruitment tool.  By placing a focus on 

writing, the department could argue its uniqueness in preparing career-ready teachers to 

meet the rigors of evolving educational expectations. 

 Another option that would allow for further research to support adding courses to 

the existing requirements for teacher candidates is to create a writing workshop lab for 

education students.  This would be an environment where students could bring in 

assignments and workshop them with peers, under the supervision of a faculty member or 

graduate student in a safe, accessible, and relaxed environment.  Informal, recreational 

writing groups could gather to share their writing and encourage each other to push 

themselves beyond their current limits.  Data could be collected through grades, periodic 

interviews, and writing samples, tracking students’ growth from entry to the program 

through graduation.  This information could provide the impetus to add the writing 

classes the students need. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 In order to be effective teachers of writing, preservice teachers must have strong 

writing skills and a deep understanding of how language works.  It is the responsibility of 

Teacher Preparation Programs to ensure their students have the knowledge and skills they 

will need to be exceptional teachers.  By identifying the students’ areas of weakness and 

providing them with the supports they need to improve, students will graduate and begin 
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their teaching careers with the knowledge and confidence to teach future generations the 

all-important skill of written communication. 
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Please answer the following questions honestly and completely. 

 

Email address 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Gender ___________________ 

 

Year in school___________ Major________________

 Minor/Endorsement_______________ 

 

Grades you would like to teach   K-2 3-5 6-8 9-12 

 

Content area(s) you would like to 

teach_______________________________________________ 

 

How many books do you read per year for pleasure? 

 

0-5 6-10- 11-15  16-20  21-25  26+ 

 

Do you do any writing, outside of school related work?  (Journals, poetry, stories, etc.)  If 

so, how often and what kind? 

 

 

 

 

Do you feel your pre-college education adequately prepared you for college reading and 

writing?  Why or why not? 

 

 

 

 

 

What are your strengths and weaknesses regarding reading, writing, linguistics, and 

grammar? 
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Name: ___________________________________ Level: Sophomore, Junior, Senior 

(circle one) 

 

Your interest(s):   K-8___  Middle school___   High school ___  Other___ 

(explain)____________________ 

Literacy courses you have already 

taken:___________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Literacy courses you are currently taking besides this one: 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

Are you in a practicum or other context that gives you opportunities to regularly work 

with children in grades K-8?  Please explain. 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

How often do you read?  What types of material do you read? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

Describe in 1-2 sentences how you feel about reading:  
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________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Describe in 1-2 sentences how you feel about writing:  

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Describe in 1-2 sentences how you feel about spelling:  

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________  
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Please complete the following charts to the best of your ability.  Be honest in your 

answers, as responses to this survey will help shape this course. Thank you! 

 

 On a scale of 1-5 (1 = not at 

all; 5 = very much), how 

well prepared do you feel to 

teach K-8 students this 

foundational skill? 

What instructional methods and 

activities have you learned to help 

support K-8 students in this skill? 

What else should I know about your 

knowledge of this foundational skill? 

Phonemic 

Awareness 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Phonics   

 

 

 

 

Fluency   

 

 

 

 

 

Vocabulary   

 

 

 

 

 

Comprehension   

 

 

 

 

 

Writing   
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Spelling   

 

 

 

 

 

 On a scale of 1-5 (1 = not 

at all; 5 = very much),how 

prepared do you feel to 

accomplish the following 

in the K-8 reading/ 

language arts classroom? 

What instructional activities 

and methods have you learned 

to help effectively accomplish 

this in the K-8 classroom? What 

else should I know about your 

knowledge of this topic? 

Differentiating for 

varying levels of 

readers & writers 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supporting ELL 

students in reading & 

writing 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Motivating K-8 

students in the areas of 

reading & writing 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supporting students   
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who are gifted in 

reading & writing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supporting students 

with specific learning 

disabilities in the areas 

of reading & writing 
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Underline the word in parenthesis that is correct and explain why. 

1. I’m getting (to, too) much sleep right now.  

 

2. That bear could (have, of) eaten me, but it just stared for a minute and then 

walked on into the night.  

 

3. (Their, They’re, There) is not much that we can do about the problem until the 

rain stops.  

 

4. Here is the violin and here is (it’s, its) case.  

 

5. Have you seen (Jason’s, Jasons’, Jasons) hat?  

 

6. Actually, Jason doesn’t have any (hats, hat’s, hats’).  

 

 

Underline the subject once and the verb twice.  

7. All day long I thought about the way I write.  

8. In the College of Life, there are too many requirements.  

9. The collection plate was passed by a small, pale man.  
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In the space to the left, mark S if the item is a sentence, correctly punctuated. If the item 

is a run-together sentence, mark RT in the space.  

10. _____ Early in May, warblers migrate through southern Michigan, there are 

dozens of species singing and flying from tree to tree.  

11. _____ Many new cars feature fuel injection, substituting a small computer for a 

carburetor.  

In the space to the left, mark S if the item is a sentence. If the item is a fragment, mark F 

in the space and explain why. 

12.  _____ Keep trying.  

 

13. _____ Because I have watched the legislature in session and I know how 

inattentive most of the representatives are.  

 

 

 

Underline the word in parentheses that is the standard English usage and explain why. 

14. The coach (insist insists) that I do ten belly flops.  

 

15. It had (began begun) to snow by 4:00 P.M.  
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Underline the word in parentheses that is the correct usage and explain why. 

16. The committee (is are) meeting in the big rowboat.  

 

17. (We Us) brothers decided to throw a big party for our father.  

 

 

In the space provided, rewrite the following sentence in order to make it clear.  

18. She was going to dinner with a man who owned a Pinto named Harold.  

 

In the spaces provided, rewrite the following sentences in order to eliminate non-parallel 

construction. If the sentence is parallel already, leave the space blank.  

19. I like living in Vancouver because I can go fishing, sailing, or take a ski trip 

without driving very far.  

 

 

20. A writing class helps you in your thinking, organizing, and you begin to see the 

other person’s point of view.  
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Rewrite the sentence to avoid shifts in time and explain your reasoning. 

21. After he wrote the first three essays, he discovers he is in the wrong class.  

 

Add commas where they are needed 

22. Our language changes slowly but it does change.  

23. Yes I will empty the ash bucket but I won’t fix the faucet today.  

24. Squirrels who can’t cash checks at the A & P should be allowed first crack at the 

hickory nut harvest.  

25. She put down the phone picked up her purse and left.  

Add necessary capitals and change unnecessary capitals to lowercase.  

26. My Father would never tell me what he did at the Elk’s club.  

27. We crossed the big river — the Mississippi river.  

28. My favorite Month is April; my favorite Day is Tuesday.  
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  Writing Sample 

  This writing sample assesses spelling, punctuation, word choice, and sentence structure 

as well as your ability to communicate and support your thoughts and arguments clearly.  

You have 25 minutes.  Please use this time to prewrite, write, revise, and edit your work. 

You may use the bottom of this sheet or the margins of your writing paper for prewriting.  

Be sure you read the prompt carefully.  

 

 

Prompt: 

 

The Department of Education has a student who wants to become a teacher because she 

loves children and believes she is good working with them.  However, this student 

strongly dislikes math and struggles with mathematical content, is disinterested in 

literature and social studies, and admits that she has trouble with spelling; in addition, she 

is hesitant about writing.  She has argued that to be a good teacher of young children, the 

only important qualification is being able to work well with them.  This student is now on 

academic probation, and the Department is considering dismissing her from the program.  

Consider this situation and explain what advice you would give the College. 
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 Unsatisfactory-1 Basic-2 Proficient-3 Total 

Professional 

Writing 

Writing is 

disorganized 

and difficult to 

follow with 5 or 

more errors in 

spelling, 

grammar, 

punctuation, 

syntax, and/or 

semantics. 

Writing is 

organized and 

understandable 

with 3-4 errors 

in spelling, 

grammar, 

punctuation, 

syntax, and/or 

semantics. 

Writing is 

organized and 

easy to 

understand 

with 0-2 errors 

in spelling, 

grammar, 

punctuation, 

syntax, and/or 

semantics. 

 

Rating    /3 
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LITERARY TERMS 

 

1. General term for literary techniques that portray differences between appearance 

and reality. 

A. Irony 

B. Metaphor 

C. Hyperbole 

 

2. A central message or insight into life revealed through the literary work. 

A. Plot 

B. Foreshadowing 

C. Theme 

 

3. Sequence of events in a literary work. 

A. Theme 

B. Mood 

C. Plot 

 

4. The time and place of the action. 

A. Mood 

B. Setting 

C. Tone 

 

5. A category or type of literature. 

A. Theme 

B. Genre 

C. Plot 

 

6. A person or animal that takes part in the action of a literary work. 

A. Personification 

B. Point of view 

C. Character 

 

7. Prose writing that presents and explains ideas or that tells about real people. 

A. Poetry 

B. Science Fiction 

C. Nonfiction 

 

      8.   A brief story about an interesting, amusing, or strange event. 

A. Moral 

B. Anecdote 

C. Saga 

9.  Type of figurative language in which a nonhuman subject is given human 

characteristics. 
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A. First person narrative 

B. Point if view 

C. Personification 

 

10. Form of language spoken by people in a particular region or group. 

A. Onomatopoeia 

B. Accent 

C. Dialect 

 

11. Figure of speech in which one thing is spoken of as though it were something 

else. 

A. Metaphor 

B. Irony 

C. Simile 

 

12. A conversation between characters. 

A. Dialogue 

B. Narration 

C. Point of view 

 

13. Use in a literary work of clues that suggest events that have yet to occur. 

A. Personification 

B. Foreshadowing 

C. Symbolism 

 

14. Anything that stands for or represents something else. 

A. Irony 

B. Symbolism 

C. Simile 

 

15. A figure of speech in which like or as is used to make a comparison between to 

basically unlike ideas. 

A. Metaphor 

B. Simile 

C. Symbolism 

 

16. The ordinary form of written language. 

A. Prose 

B. Anecdote 

C. Verse 

 

17. The high point of interest or suspense. 

A. Denoument 

B. Stanza  
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C. Climax 

18. The use of words that imitate sounds. 

A. Onomatopoeia 

B. Dialect 

C. Point of view 

 

19. Struggle between opposing forces. 

A. Plot 

B. Conflict 

C. Suspense 

 

20. The repetition of initial consonant sounds. 

A. Alliteration 

B. Onomatopoeia 

C. Rhyme 
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Edit this writing sample for grammar, punctuation, sentence structure, and word choice.  

Include feedback you would give to the author at the bottom. 

 

 In art there is really not one subject or even topic. Art is a smaller group of classes 

that consist of Drawing, Painting, Ceramics, Woodworking, Mix media and many others. 

However, to excel in many of these Art classes a student first must understand the 

fundamentals of Art. I decided to work with Art I. In this class students are introduced to 

the world of art. Students start with the Elements of Art: Value, Line, Form, Shape, 

Texture, Color and Space. They move at a steady pace through each area. Each lesson 

builds onto the last. 

 The section that I have chosen to do is Color. In Art color is very important. To 

me Color can be used to show all the other elements of Art. You can show texture or 

even value, it all depends on how you use it and when. It connects with prior and future 

learning because it recalls art the student had to take when they were in lower grades. 

When it comes to future learning students are going to need the information they will 

learn in Art I to help them in other classes such as Drawing, Painting, Ceramics, 

Woodworking, Mix media. They will need to grasp the idea of how to create art, 

especially if they plan on moving on to Art in college.  

 When it comes to the use factors that I found from TWS 1 I feel that the largest 

impact I think I’m going to have when it comes to planning and preparation is that I 

going to be able to post assignments and grades on Google Classroom. I think this is 

going to help me the most because it lets students know if they need to do anything 

before class and even remind them weeks in advance to an up come lesson. I think that 
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when it comes to IEFA Essential Understandings I believe I would want to consider #6. If 

you look at the Montana OPI it states that, “Essential Understanding 6:  History is a story 

most often related through the subjective experience of the teller. With the inclusion of 

more and varied voices, histories are being rediscovered and revised. History told from 

an Indian perspective frequently conflicts with the stories mainstream historians tell.” Art 

in general is used as history. No matter what culture it is Art is used in some way to 

describe something. Whether it is a battle, a spiritual mean, or a gather of some sort art is 

there. Coming up with lesson that perhaps has the students research how Native 

Americans recorded their historic stories and then have them create a piece in the same, 

but dealing with an event from their own past. 
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Element 1- Unsatisfactory 2- Basic 3- Proficient 

Capitalization Identified and/or 

corrected less than 

70% of errors 

Identified and/or 

corrected 70-85% of 

errors 

Identified and/or 

corrected more that 

85% of errors 

Punctuation 

 

Identified and/or 

corrected less than 

70% of errors 

Identified and/or 

corrected 70-85% of 

errors 

Identified and/or 

corrected more that 

85% of errors 

Sentence 

Structure/ 

Word Choice 

Identified and/or 

corrected less than 

70% of errors 

Identified and/or 

corrected 70-85% of 

errors 

Identified and/or 

corrected more that 

85% of errors 

Notes/ 

Score 
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Directions: 

Please read and annotate the following passage.  Analyze for literary devices, structure, 

vocabulary, plot, theme, setting, characterization, point-of-view, and anything else may 

help or hinder your understanding.  Give a brief explanation in the margin for your 

notation.  Record any questions or observations that come to mind as you read at the 

bottom of the page. 

 

From To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee 

Chapter 1 

 

Maycomb was an old town, but it was a tired old town when I first knew it.  In rainy 

weather the streets turned to red slop; grass grew on the sidewalks, the courthouse sagged 

in the square.  Somehow, it was hotter then: a black dog suffered on a summer’s day; 

bony mules hitched to Hoover carts flicked flies in the sweltering shade of the live oaks 

on the square.  Men’s stiff collars wilted by nine in the morning.  Ladies bathed before 

noon, after their three-o’clock naps, and by nightfall were like soft teacakes with 

frostings of sweat and sweet talcum. 

 

 People moved slowly then.  They ambled across the square, shuffling in and out 

of the stores around it, took their time about everything.  A day was twenty-four hours 

long but seemed longer.  There was no hurry, for there was nowhere to go, nothing to buy 

and no money to buy it with, nothing to see outside the boundaries of Maycomb County.  

But it was a time of vague optimism for some of the people: Maycomb County had 

recently been told that it had nothing to fear but fear itself. 
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Element 1- Unsatisfactory 2- Basic 3- Proficient Total 

Literary Devices Correctly identified 

less that 70% of 

literary devices used 

in passage 

Correctly 

identified 70-

85% of literary 

devices used in 

passage 

Correctly 

identified more 

that 85% of 

literary devices 

used in passage 

 

Story Elements Annotated for 0-1 

story elements (plot, 

setting, 

characterization, and 

POV) 

Annotated for 

2-3 story 

elements (plot, 

setting, 

characterization, 

and POV) 

Annotated for all 

story elements 

(plot, setting, 

characterization, 

and POV) 

 

Observation/questions No annotations for 

personal 

observations/questions 

Annotations are 

shallow or 

unsupported by 

text 

Annotations are 

thoughtful and 

supported by text 

 

Notes/ 

 

Score 
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Time of interview:   

Date: 

Place: 

Interviewer: 

Interviewee: 

(Briefly describe the project 

Questions: 

1. What year are you in school? 

2. What, if any, endorsement(s) are you seeking? 

3. What led to you decide to pursue elementary education? 

4. What, if any, AP, IB, or Honors classes did you take in high school? 

5. What are your reading habits, aside from required reading for school? 

6. What are your writing habits, aside from required for school? 

7. How would you describe your knowledge of grammar? 

8. What do you consider to be your strengths and weaknesses—educationally? 

9. Tell me about you experiences with writing. 

a. academically:  teachers you liked/were good—what made them good?  

How did they teach writing?  What kinds of assignments did they give?  

How did they grade/give feedback?  Teachers you didn’t like/weren’t 

good?  What made them less effective?  Assignments?  Grades/feedback? 

b. Tell me about any personal writing you do?  Support or mentorship you 

get?  Why you do or don’t? 
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10. Describe your writing process. 

11. Do you believe writing is a talent with which one is born (or not)?  Or can it be 

learned and improved through practice? 

12. How do you view corrective feedback for your writing?  Does it challenge you to 

work harder or discourage you to try again? 

 

 

13. Did you feel you were prepared for college reading and writing when you 

graduated from high school?  When you got to college, were you, in fact, 

prepared for college reading and writing? 

 

14. Do you feel your skills have improved?  What courses or other supports helped 

you improve? 

 

15. What motivates you to perform in school?  Knowledge?  Grades?  Parents?  What 

are your expectations for yourself upon completion of this program? 

 

16. What motivates you to be the best teacher you can be?  What qualities make a 

great teacher? 

 

17.  Share your thoughts about accountability.  What are schools/teachers accountable 

for doing?  Parents?  Students? 
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18. Based on your own experiences and what you have learned so far, what methods 

for teaching writing would you use or not use? 

 

19. Is there anything you would like to add? 

 

(Thank the individual for participating in this interview.  Assure him/her of 

confidentiality of responses and the opportunity to member check their responses for 

clarity and accuracy when transcription is complete—within a week) 
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EDU 263 TEACHING ENGLISH GRAMMAR Spring 2017  

Instructor: Ann Ellsworth, Ph.D. Office: 138A Reid Hall Class meeting: T/TH 12:15-

1:30 p.m. Office Hours: 3-4:30 Tuesday/Thursday; also by appointment Contact 

information: ann.ellsworth@montana.edu; 994-5793  

Required Texts (all are available in the MSU Bookstore) 1. EDU 263 coursepack 2. 

Getting Grammar: 150 New Ways to Teach an Old Subject (Donna H. Topping) 3. 

Grammar Plan Book (Constance Weaver) 4. Elements of Grammar (Margaret Shertzer)  

 

Danielson Framework Domains  

     Domain 1: Planning & Preparation   

     Domain 3: Instruction   

     Domain 4: Professional Responsibilities  Assignments  Attendance 

and In-Class activities (25 points) Sentence Combining Exercises (12 points) 

Quick-Writes (20 points) Word Collections Notebook (10 points) Grammar-

Writing Portfolio (33 points)  Grading (total possible points: 100)   

A 92-100% A- 90-91% B+ 88-89% B 82-87% B- 80-81% C+ 78-79% C 72-77% C- 70-

71%  

Due Dates*  

Throughout the semester 4 throughout the semester 5 throughout the semester Week 7 

check, Week 13 check Week 15  

EDU 330—Expectations and Requirements  

→Attendance policy: Students are expected to arrive on time and remain for the entire 
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class period. Tardiness counts as an absence. If an emergency arises (doctor’s 

appointment, surgery, etc.) inform the instructor and find a classmate who is willing to 

share class notes. Attendance is linked to the final grade.  

→Collaboration and Individual Accountability: University policy states that unless 

otherwise specified, students may not collaborate on graded material. Any exceptions to 

this policy will be stated explicitly for individual assignments. If you have any questions 

about the limits of collaboration, you are expected to ask for clarification. Individual 

accountability is a major requirement in this class.  

→Student Integrity Guidelines and Behavior Expectations: Montana State University 

expects all students to conduct themselves as honest, responsible, and law-abiding 

members of the Academic community and to respect the rights of other students, 

members of the faculty and staff and public to use, enjoy and participate in the University 

programs and facilities. For more information:  

http://www.montana.edu/policy/student_conduct/student_conduct-code_2008-2009.htm  

→Plagiarism: Paraphrasing or quoting another’s work without citing the source is a 

form of academic misconduct. Even inadvertent or unintentional misuse or appropriation 

of another’s work (such as relying heavily on source material that is not expressly 

acknowledged) is considered plagiarism. If you have any questions about using and citing 

sources, you are expected to ask for clarification. Consult the reference librarian in Renne 

Library.  

→Academic Misconduct: Section 310.00 in the MSU Conduct Guidelines states that 

students must:  

a) Be prompt and regular in attending classes b) Be well prepared for class c) Submit 

required assignments in a timely manner d) Take exams when scheduled e) Act in a 

respectful manner toward other students and the instructor and in a way that does not 

detract from the learning experience. If you are being disrespectful or talking during any 

class discussions, student presentations or lectures, you will be asked to leave the 
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class. f) Make and keep appointments when necessary to meet the instructor. g) NO 

CELL PHONES (unless an emergency and clearance is obtained through the instructor). 

They should be turned off and stowed out of sight.  

→Access For People With Disabilities: MSU is committed to affording students, 

faculty, staff, and visitors with disabilities the opportunity to participate in the 

university's academic and non-  

     

academic activities by providing access and reasonable accommodations that may be 

necessary to assure access. Persons with disabilities may request accommodation at the 

office shown below: Disability, Re-Entry and Veteran Services  

180 Strand Union Building; P.O. Box 173960 Tel. (406) 994-2824  

→Academic Programs< Student Services< Residence Life: The Office of Disability, 

Re-entry and Veteran Services is the office responsible for assuring that the university 

programs, services, and activities are accessible to students with disabilities. Disabled 

students wishing to request an accommodation may contact the office (see above.) If a 

card noting a documented disability and/or accommodation is issued, it is the student’s 

responsibility to present this to the instructor on the first day of class.  

→Professional work: All assignments (including homework) are to be completed with 

care and precision. Neatness counts. Your instructor does not share sloppy or careless 

work; accordingly, the same is expected of you.  

→Homework: Expect homework.The MSU policy is 2-3 hours for each contact hour. As 

EDU 263 is a three-credit class, over the course of a week, you should allocate between 

six and nine hours of out-of-class study on tasks that have been deliberately framed to 

help you understand and practice concepts critical for English language arts teachers that 
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match state standards.  

→Email and communication policy: All official correspondence for this course will be 

sent to the official Brightspace/D2L email address. You may choose to link your 

preferred account (gmail, Hotmail, yahoo, etc.) to the official school email. View the 

instructions at http://eu.montana.edu/d2l/help/email/.  

A course expectation is that you will check your email daily. You are responsible for the 

information that is sent to you via this school address. Please keep the following points in 

mind when communicating via email:  

     On Mondays-Fridays I check email twice the hours of 9 a.m. and 5 

p.m. Set your expectations accordingly for message responses.   

     Email correspondence for this course shall be written with the same 

standards as one would expect any professional correspondence. Each email 

message should contain:  

1. an appropriate and descriptive subject   

2. a professional greeting   

3. a developed description of the student's question, comment, or concern   

4. a question or action statement that summarizes the main point of the email   

5. a professional closing/signature   

     

CALENDAR *Requirement: Bring EDU 263 Coursepack to each class.  

**Homework and other assignments may be adjusted depending on class circumstances. 

It is the student’s responsibility to record HW from the whiteboard, where it is posted 
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each class period.  

 

WEEK  

  

 

DATE  

  

TOPIC(S)  

  

 

HOMEWORK: TO BE 

READY FOR CLASS 

TODAY.....  

  

DUE  

  

1  Jan. 12  
Introductions, Course 

overview  

Bring coursepack and all 

required texts to class   

2  
Jan. 17  

  

8 parts of speech; nouns  
Module 1: Nouns  

  

 

 Jan. 19  

Verbs Listening for verbs 

with “Climb Every 

Mountain”  

Module 2: Verbs   

3  
 

Jan. 24  

Prepositional phrases; how 

to structure sentences with 

PP opener  

 

Module 5: Prepositions   

 
 

Jan. 26  
Simple sentences: diagram  

 

Create 2 prepositional 

phrase poems  
 

4  
 

Jan. 31  

Direct objects/Indirect 

objects N-V-N sentences  

 

Module 4    

 Feb. 2  

Compound sentences with 

oordinating conjunctions: 

FANBOYS Quick-write 

#1  

Module 9 (pages TBA)  QW #1  

5  Feb. 7  Compound sentences with 

semi- colon Compound 

Topping, TBA  
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sentences: diagram  

 
 

Feb. 9  

Sentence combining 

Conjunctive 

adverbs/transitional 

words/logical linkers  

 

Module 11  

Sent 

Comb #1  

6  Feb. 14  

Participial phrases 

(verbals); how to structure 

sentences with verbal 

opener  

Weaver, TBA  

 

WCN 

check  

 Feb. 16  
Appositives Quick-write 

#2  
Topping, TBA  

 

QW #2  

7  Feb. 21  
Review day: check-up 

assessment  
Module 8  

   

 Feb. 23  

Hyphens; compounded 

adjectives vs. compounded 

nouns  

Module 3   

8  Feb. 28  Comma rules  
Module 13, p. 79 

Shertzer    

 March 2  Comma BINGO    

9  March 7  Sentence combining   
Sent 

Comb #2  

 March 9  Quick-write #3  Weaver, TBA  QW #3  

10   SPRING BREAK    

11  March 21  Pronouns  Module 12   

 March 23  Pronoun 

BINGO Listening for 

Topping, TBA   
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pronouns: “Last Time I 

Saw Him”  

12  March 28  
Colon usage Sentence 

combining  
Module 14  

Sent 

Comb #3  

 March 30  Quick-write #4  Weaver, TBA  QW #4  

13  April 4  
Mentor Text: Cloudy with 

a Chance of Meatballs   
WCN 

check  

 April 6  Read like a writer  Weaver, TBA   

14  April 11  
Writing from a Picture 

(WfP)  
Topping, TBA   

 April 13  WfP continued   
Sent 

Comb #4  

15  
 

April 18  

Rewriting week 1 

assignment  

 

Topping, TBA   

 
 

April 20  
Alphabet Antics  

 

Topping, TBA  
Portfolio  

16  
 

April 25  
Quick-write #5  

 

Topping, TBA  
QW #5  

 

 

April 27  

  

Grammar Game Day   

  
 

 
FINALS 

WEEK   
May 5, 2017 (Friday) 2-

4 p.m.    

EDU 263 ASSIGNMENTS 1. Attendance and In-Class activities (25 points)  

Attendance (10 points) matters and is factored into your final grade.  
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In-class activities (15 points) cannot be made up; you must be present to participate. 

There will be three activities spread across the semester; each is worth 5 points.  

2. Sentence Combining Exercises (12 points) Throughhout the semester there will be 4 

graded sentence combining actvities. These will be based on concepts that have been 

presented and practiced in class. You must be present to earn credit.  

3. Quick-Writes (20 points) Five QWs are scheduled throughout the semester. These 

spontaneous writing exercises offer you choice about topic and last 15-20 minutes. Each 

is worth 5 points. You may drop your lowest one. You are expected to use the writing 

tips that have been introduced. Sample topics might be any of the following:  

     Three must-have skills for a teacher   

     My dream fieldtrip during my first-year of teaching   

     Why teachers need to be avid readers themselves   

  

     If I had $1000 to spend   

     The grade level I would most like to teach and why  4. Word 

Collection Notebook/WCN (10 points) Throughout the semester, keep a log of 

interesting words or phrases that you encounter in your daily reading. Your goal is 

to expand your speaking and writing vocabulary with the discovery of interesting 

words. How you decide to organize your notebook is up to you. You may wish to 

use an alphabetical approach. You must (1) date each entry, (2) write the word 

and how it is used in context, (3) write your definition of the word based on how 

it is used in the text selection or why you liked this word (whatever is a better fit), 

and (4) briefly annotate the source (title, source.) This notebook will be collected 

during weeks 7 and 13. Do personalize this assignment and make it your own. 

Full credit is earned with neat presentation and at least 20 entries. (Do not wait 

until the night before it is due and then find 20 words/phrases; such an approach is 

blatantly obvious.)  Prof. Ellsworth’s word collections—made on 12/26/16 from 

Schultz’ Being Wrong   

     FULMINATE: Neighbors fulminate—or litigate—over one another’s 
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exterior house colors or  inflatable lawn ornaments (p. 16) Probably this is a 

word derived from FUME and means “to become upset.” Dictionary says “to 

cause to explore or to condemn.”   

     ADJUDICATE: Who gets to adjudicate it has preoccupied some of the 

best thinkers in every culture (p. 15)  This word is a fancy word for “to judge.” I 

want to remember this word and use it.   

     TREACHEROUS TERRAIN: Don’t forget the treacherous terrain of 

religion or politics.... (p. 16)  What a fantastic pairing of “t-words”—it’s a far 

better way than simply saying “controversial topics.” I love the alliteration!   

     CONVENIENT ERASURE: The convenient erasure of past errors 

happens on a societal levels as well. (p. 21)  Instead of saying that “someone in 

denial casually brushes off responsibility,” the author captures this idea much 

more effectively (and with fewer words) using one descriptive word—erasure—

that evokes mental imagery (erasing something away=elimination.)  5. 

Grammar-Writing Portfolio (33 points) With this assignment, you contract for 

a grade. See description that follows. This assignment may be done with a partner 

provided that you each share in the workload and submit your respective 

portfolios. Due week 15.   

   

Grammar-Writing Portfolio  

Directions: Thirteen options are provided. You have choices to make choice, so read all 

of them over and select those that are most appealing. To contract for an A for this 

portfolio assignment, complete 11. To contract for a B, complete 9. To contract for a C, 

complete 7. What is your choice?  

     Title each activity. For example: “Activity One: Alphabet ABCs” or 
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“Activity Two: Nouns! Nouns! Nouns!” or “Activity Three: All About Verbs.”   

     Word-process all responses unless otherwise noted in class.   

     Complete this portfolio independently or with a partner. If you work 

with a friend, the  workload must be shared, and you each much submit your 

portfolio copy Week 15.   

     Your goal: Have fun while practicing these grammar/writing elements. 

Make this project  into something you’re proud of and would share at a job 

interview.   

     Evaluation is based on content accuracy and professional presentation. 

  

  

1.  

Alphabet ABCs For each letter of the alphabet, be creative and write a word that fits into 

a particular category; use a dictionary if that is helpful. For example, you might list 

adjectives that describe children, nouns that involve hunting, or action verbs that describe 

a sport, such as tennis. Consider how you’ll format and use graphics to finish off this 

assignment.  
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2. Nouns! Nouns! Nouns! Use authentic text and search for nouns—at least 30. 

Photocopy the text or if it is a newspaper article, paste it neatly onto another sheet of 

paper for the purpose of presentation. Highlight the nouns; you may wish to use different 

colored highlighters to “sort” the nouns as you work through the text selection. Then 

make three columns and categorize the nouns correctly: 10 common nouns, 10 abstract 

nouns, and 10 concrete nouns. Remember that a “noun” is a person, place, thing, or idea.  

3. All about verbs  

   

Recall our study of verbs (Module 2.) Find a piece of authentic text and search for verbs. 

Look for single verbs and verb phrases. On your text copy, highlight these two categories 

with different colored highlighters. Paste the authentic text onto a separate paper for 

presentation purposes. Then use a T-chart structure and categorize the verbs as SINGLE 

VERBS and VERB PHRASES. You must have at least 10 in each category.  

Example: Amy thinks about applying for that job at Victoria’s Secret. (single verb)  

Amy has been thinking about that job at Victoria’s Secret. (verb phrase)  

4. Verb Rewrites Write a substantive paragraph (minimum of 7 sentences) about how to 

make knit a scarf, warm- up before a race, make a mushroom soufflé, stack a cord of 

firewood, or ____ . However, you may only use single verbs, no verb phrases, and you 

must use a minimum of 10 different verbs. Do not use the same verb repeatedly. 

Highlight (or italicize) the verbs in your paragraph. You’ll want to use first person point 

of view for this exercise. Suggestion: Past tense might be easier than present tense.  

Now cut and paste the paragraph and rewrite, changing at least half of your verbs to verb 

phrases. Remember that verb phrases include helping verbs. (See Module 2 if you need a 

refresher on what helping verbs are.) You must use different verbs; do not use the same 

one(s) over and over. Use at least 7 verb phrases; highlight them.  

Prof. Ellsworth’s example with single verbs:  

One day I noticed that a button missing from my shirt. It was my favorite top, so 

I decided to tackle the project immediately. I removed a needle and thread from my 

sewing box and located the loose button. After I threaded the needle, I tied a knot at the 
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end of the thread. But then the phone rang. My daughter, Victoria, and I chatted for a 

few minutes; then I returned to my project. Very carefully I positioned the two-holed 

button on my checkered shirt and pushed the needle through the fabric and into one of 

the two holes. I pulled until the thread was taut. Then I poked the needle down into the 

other hole and made sure the button was snug against the fabric. I repeated this process 

several times, and finally, when the button felt secure, I tied a knot and snipped the 

thread. Mission accomplished!  

    

    

               

      

Prof. Ellsworth’s example with verb phrases:  

I was doing laundry when I noticed that a button was missing from one of my favorite 

shirts. After searching for needle and thread, I was able to locate the missing button. Just 

as I had threaded the needle with blue thread and was knotting the end, the phone rang. It 
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was Victoria. Since I had not talked to my daughter for a couple of days, I set aside my 

sewing project. When our conversation concluded, I returned to what I had started. With 

care, I positioned the two- holed button on my checkered shirt and was pushing the 

needle through the fabric and into one of the two holes when I poked myself. Ouch! I will 

have to use a thimble, I told myself. After I had placed the thimble on my middle finger, I 

did not injure myself again. Now that the button has been sewn tightly to the shirt, I can 

wear my favorite outfit again.  

5. What’s the Perspective? This exercise asks you to consider perspective, or point of 

view. Find an event in the news. Cut (or print) the article and paste it to another piece of 

paper for the purpose of presentation. Now write a summary that is at least 7 sentences 

long, using varied sentence structure and employing our writing tips. Write this first 

summary as if you were a reporter for the Associated Press, using third person point of 

view.  

Now rewrite this summary from first person point of view. Imagine you are one of the 

people in the news story, and you are writing the events that unfolded from your 

perspective. Your word choice and the tone of your writing will be dramatically different. 

That’s the goal!  

6. Blah Writing to Sensational Writing Take the paragraph below and transform it, 

applying what you know  

about word choice and sentence structure. Suggestion: Find the nouns (and pronouns) and 

make them more specific; then find the verbs and make them more vivid. Add 

prepositional phrases and descriptive language.  

College is boring. The professors just talk all the time and we have to listen to them. The 

SUB food is bland and the same day after day. We take tests and never get to make or do 

anything. The semester is too long.  

7. Summaries: Serious into Silly Find an event in the news. Cut (or print) the article and 

paste it to another piece of paper for the purpose of presentation. Write a summary that is 

at least 7 sentences long, using varied sentence structure and employing our writing tips. 

This initial summary should be written as if you were a reporter for the Associated Press.  
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Now think of how you’d “reframe” or retell this story in a humorous manner. Imagine, 

perhaps, that you are a writer for one of the late-night talk show hosts, and you’ve been 

tasked with taking a serious event but putting a humorous spin on it.  

8. Preposition Fun List 30 single-word prepositions. Now list 15 compound prepositions. 

(Consult the Elements of Grammar book.) Now write a how-to paragraph for starting a 

car, putting on skis, making a smoothie, or _____. But stop—there’s a catch. You must 

do this without using ANY prepositional phrases. Yes, your paragraph will be very 

choppy and sound dreadful. That’s the first step. Read on for step two.  

Prof. Ellsworth’s abbreviated example:  

I looked outside and realized the grass needed mowing. I remembered that the mower 

needed gas, so I added it and was careful as I poured the gas. Then I adjusted my safety 

goggles and baseball hat. I was ready. As I leaned down, I grasped the cord to start the 

machine. Nothing happened. So I did it again and this time the machine roared. 

Unfortunately, I had forgotton to pick up twigs and other debris. Mumbling, I shut off the 

machine and proceeded to collect the loose branches. Once again the machine obeyed my 

wishes as I pulled the cord. I was careful so that I wouldn’t miss any spots as I went back 
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and forth. Thirty minutes later, I was finished. The lawn mower was cleaned, and I was 

sitting and smiling.  

Now revise this paragraph and rewrite it using at least 10 different prepositional phrases. 

Highlight (or underline) all the prepositional phrases you’ve included.  

I looked outside and realized the grass needed mowing. Luckily, I remembered that the 

mower needed gas and carefully poured it into the narrow opening. Then I screwed on the 

lid and wiped my hands with a rag. After pushing the mower to the middle of the 

driveway, I put on my safety goggles and adjusted my baseball hat. I was ready for 

action. As I leaned down, I grasped the cord to start the machine. Nothing happened. So I 

did it again, and this time the machine roared to life. Unfortunately, despite my 

preparations, I had forgotton to pick up twigs and other debris from last night’s rainstorm. 

Mumbling under my breath, I shut off the machine and proceeded to collect the loose 

branches. Once again the machine obeyed my wishes as I yanked at the cord. Near the 

rose bushes at the southwest corner of my yard, I took extra care so that I wouldn’t miss 

any spots as I went back and forth. Thirty minutes later, I was finished. The lawn mower 

was cleaned and stowed in the garage, and I was sitting on the front stoop with a tall glass 

of lemonade, smiling in satisfaction at my work.  

9. What’s the Phrase? Prepositional or Infinitive Find a newspaper or magazine article. 

Print it and paste it onto another paper for presentation purposes. Then scan the article, 

searching for these two types of phrases. Use one color of highlighter and identify all the 

prepositional phrases. Now use another colored highlighter and identify all the infinitive 

phrases (remember: infinitives = TO + a verb.)  

Alternative assignment:  
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Search newspaper captions for prepositional and infinitive phrases. They are everywhere! 

Cut out and categorize these word sets into two categories—pprepositional phrases, 

infinitive phrases—using a T-chart set-up.  

10. Conjunction Junction—What’s Your Function? Select one or two authentic text 

selections and search for conjunctions. Make a T-chart with these categories: 

Coordinating/FANBOYS and Subordinating/AAAWWUBBIS. Now find example 

sentences from your text selection(s) and carefully cut out the sentences, placing them in 

the correct category. Highlight the conjunction in each sentence. Next to each sentence, 

identify what sentence parts it is linking—for example, two nouns, two verbs, two 

independent clauses, one dependent clause and one independent clause, etc.  

A few examples follow. In the first two examples, the underlined subordinating 

conjunction joins one dependent and independent clause. In the third and fourth 

examples, the underlined coordinating conjunction joins two nouns and verbs, 

respectively.  

Example 1: Even though Beth is tall, she isn’t very skilled on the basketball court. OR  

Beth isn’t very skilled on the basketball court even though she is tall.  

Example 2: Since Harry was late, we couldn’t go to the movie. OR We couldn’t go to the 

movie since Harry was late.  

Example 3: Mike played football and scored the winning touchdown. While in Hawaii, I 

walked the beach and went swimming every day.  

Example 4: When I was in high school, I studied French, but not Spanish. At the fair, we 

bought cotton candy and honey-roasted peanuts.  

11. Hyphen Alert! Wanted: Compound adjectives Search for at least 15 different 

compounded adjectives from a couple of authentic text selections—for example, a 

newspaper or magazine. Paste the text onto another paper for presentation purposes. 

Highlight or underline each hyphenated (compounded) adjective and circle the noun it 

describes. Caution: Avoid hyphenated nouns such as ex-president, self- respect, self-
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responsible, brother-in-law. These are nouns, not adjectives. Correct examples follow:  

high-rise apartment, second-year teacher, at-risk community, search-and-rescue team  

    

           

  

12. Conjunctive adverbs/transitional words/logical linkers List 10 conjunctive adverbs. 

(See Module 11.) Now find 5 examples in authentic texts that have these transitional 

words. Caution: Make sure each example you select uses a different transitional word; in 

other words, do not find several sentences with however. Retype or photocopy. Highlight 

the two independent clauses in one color of marker; identify the conjunctive 

adverb/transitional word/logical linker in another color. Hint: Look for this sentence set-

up: independent clause; transitional word, independent clause.  

13. Conquering the Comma List the 7 comma rules we have studied in class; they need 

to be accurately paraphrased in your own words as if you were explaining them to a 

fourth or fifth grader. Hint: See Module 13 and p. 79 in Shertzer’s text. For each rule, 

find a sentence from authentic text (perhaps a selection of children’s literature or an 

article in a newspaper) that illustrates this comma convention.  
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