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that the teacher has much more time for creative work with h
should, for instance, get them acquainted with essential prelimin
tion, technical vocabulary, routine processes. In work done at
University spelling rules have been successfully taught by prog
A Handbook ojProgrammed Learning, Educational Review Occa
cations, No. I, 1964). Programmes for particular teaching or re
poses are one thing; complete courses are quite another. One
of nothing more deadening.
Obviously some subjects lend themselves to programmes more
English one would think less than most. Poetry, drama, comp
to be otltside the range; whereas programmes which dealt with th
of spelling and the rules of punctuation might have a place. A
level however, if, for instance, a subject like linguistics canle to
as one of the 'A' level papers, as the proposal is, then pupils mig
acquire the basic concepts and vocabulary most efficiently by p
there is in fact such a programme, on phonetics and phonemics
Programmed Introduction to Linguistics by Cynthia D. Buchanan (D
Boston, 196 3). Nor at this level must we reject too hastily the p
a poem programmed as a demonstration of a method of critical
the last resort ofcourse reaction to a poem is a personal matter; b
resorts before the last, and the 'indefinable esse11ce' theory of po
carried too far. Such analysis would be done on one poem; to t
the next the pupil would react on hjs own with the advantage o
apparatus he had acquired. Olle American programme does this w
by Frost. After all a good sixth form teacher is in fact offerillg su
method to his pupils. A 'branching programme' giving various
or parallel illterpretations would seem to have many similarities
possibilities for an Empsouian type ofanalysis. Respome ullder
direction is a feature of both learning situations; the bogey of
becoming an automatOll is raised without reason.
Teachers have an important part to play in the development o
med instruction. First they must be quite sure that the programm
offered are both appropriate for the subject, and good of their kin
they themselves must undertake programming. For the good p
will come, not from a psychologist knowledgeable about prog
who turns his halld to writing a programme on this or that subjec
he know little, but from a teacher who knows his subject and th
to present it, and who is prepared to learn about the techniques o
millg.
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closely til'd to Latin formulations, and ignores such importa
structure as intonation and stress and the other apparatus of spok
English. Its usc of very dctailed classifications distracts the studen
from the larger conte}.tual units; and the details arc often illogica
and arbitrary, with criteria not consistently applied, as when we se
verbs defined semantically, but prepositions functionally, Form
as we know it in class is thus isolated from life and from language
and from language skills also. Evidence on such points is readi
Discussion of the linguistic objections to formal grammar, and of
forms of a more accurate English grammar, may be found in t
of fries, Quirk, Strang, Mittins, and Gurrey; and good summ
evidence for the pedagogic objections exist in the Encyclopaedia
tional Research, in Lyman, and in other work mentioned below
of tlle weight and the long standing of these o~iections to traditi
mar, and of the accessibility of the evidence, it is surprising that co
teachers should continue to use its material in the classroom.
However, it is difficult to believe, and as difficult again to ad
course of action that one has followed for a long time has in r
largely mistaken, and this difficulty may account for the continue
ofinstruction in an extensive grammatical terminology in the Engli
at most schools. Whether this terminology is taught parrot-fashi
formally, or as what is called 'functional' grammar makes, 1 be
little difference to the amOlmt of time wasted. What is certain is
text-books establish only the weakest links between their terms o
and the practical business of writing one's native language.
With these considerations in mind, practising teachers may v
recent evidence as to the value or otherwise of teaching English gra
terms to children. This evidence was obtained in an enquiry into t
as it affects the correctness of children's writing in the early ye
Secondary School.
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A start was made by asking for the co-operation of a number
in a long-term experiment. Five were able to take part, but m
approached. In the discussion it was found that far from being a p
clear subject, formal grammar seemed to mean different things to
people. What it means is usually the first question with which the
experimentalist is challenged, altllOugh it is the last he can get a
Nevertheless, most teachers taught the names of the parts of speec
and predicate, and certain extensions of these, by one method or
in the expectation of using this knowledge in correcting or improv
ten work.

Next, a number ofessays written by children of ten and offifteen
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instruments is that in which they are listed above. The first five are statistic
ally very reliable; the next four are fairly reliable; the last two are not in
themselves reliable, but when taken with the other nine contribute some
thing to the general picture.
Thus there were eleven measurements in each of five schools-fifty-five
in all. In the most reliable twenty-five. significantly better scores, in which
the critical ratio exceeded 3.0, were made by the forms not taking grammar
than by the forms taking it. The latter scored no successes of tlris degree.
Of the less reliable measures, nen-grammar forms held a significant advan
tage in one, grammar forms in none. The ten important scores reaching
significance in a reliable measure were:
I.

In the number of words per common error. Three foons, from Grammar, Tech

nical, and Secondary Modern schools gained here.
In the variety ofsentence patterns used. There were two gains here, in a Grammar
and a Modem school; but if a level of significance of 2+ is considered, the two
non-grammar forms from the Technical schools could be included.
3. In the number of correct complex sentences used. Four gains were made by th.:
non-grammar forms, from a Grammar, a Secondary Modern, and the two Tech
nical schools.
4. In the total number of correct sentences written. Here, one Technical school
scored, and if the 2+ level of significance is included, a Grammar and a Technical
school in addition.
2.

The other significant gain by a non-grammar form was in the total words
written, tlle form being from a grammar school. Both non-grammar forms
from grammar schools gained here if the 2+ level is included.
These gains by the non-grammar forms cover a wide field. Mechanical,
conventional correctness-as in the number of words per common error;
maturity of style-as in the variety of sentence patterns used; the control of
complex relationships-as in the number of correct complex sentences; as
well as general overall correctness, seen in the total number of correct sen
tences, were all improved significantly in groups practising direct writing
skills as compared with groups studying formal grammar. It should be noted
also that the gains were made in all three types of school.
Further evidence for the inadequacy ofgrammatical instruction to produce
advantageous changes was found in scores made by all pupils in the counts
of individual errors of common occurrence. The five commonest errors
omission of the full stop; faulty use or omission of the comma in lists, appo
sition and non-defining clauses; lack of a clear antecedent for pronouns; mis
use of prepositions or conjunctions; lack of a £nite verb in a sentence
yidded twenty-five comparisons. Of these, twenty showed an advantage to
www.harris-meltzer-trust.org.uk/pdfs/Harris_DisturbingFeature
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the non-grammar forms, of which in
ceeding 3.0. No significant gains wa
yet tlle non-grammar pupils might III
takes than did the grammar pupils. ,
greater total length, and used more Xl
grammar pupils.
It seems safe to infer that the study
had a negligible or even a relativdy 1
clrildren's writing in the early part of
nificant gains were made by fonns I
very little surprise when one consida
of grammar must almost double the Ii
work in class, despite tlle theoretic:d
correction afforded by the teacher's D
Previous experimental evidence b:I
unteachable to the point of serious apf
est children. It has been clearly establi
between grammatical knowledge and
unrelated subjects-indeed, correlatio
mar are often higher than those betwCII
linguists have east serious doubt uptll
accuracy of the traditional terms. All
to show that grammar gives no dira
Have we in fact been wasting a qo
time, and are we still doing so? If..
helping children to write correctly i
We have either to rebut the evidcDD
preted, or to accept its verdict. Or.
exanrinations. We can escape into.
mar much more effectively than the
fall back 011 the study of gran:unar J
pure science (and traditional gramm:l
has a fascination of its own. A grmI
than any other. We grammarians :I
functions just for the sake of eatcbia
rounded by a universe of facts, and
'a' always accompany nouns (with
the better). This, as between conscDI
to teach these things to clrildren? C
justify your choice!
I would add just one point for tD:
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4. In the total number of correct sentences written. Here, aile Tec

scored, and if the 2+ level of significance is included, a Grammar an
school in addition.

The other significant gain by a non-grammar form was in the
written, the form being from a grammar school. Both nOll-gra
from grammar schools gained here if the 2+ level is included.
These gaillS by the non-grammar forms cover a wide field.
conventional correctlless-as in the number of words per com
maturity of style--as in the variety of sentence patterllS used; th
complex relationships--as in the number of correct complex s
well as general overall correctness, seen in the total number of
tences, were all improved significantly in groups practising dire
skills as compared with groups studying formal grammar. It shou
also that the gains were made in all three types of school.
Further evidence for the inadequacy ofgrammatical illStruction
advantageous changes was found in scores made by all pupils in
of individual errors of common Occurrence. The five commone
omission of the full stop; faulty use or omission of the comma in
sition and non-defming clauses; lack ofa clear antecedent for pron
use of prepositions or co~unctions; lack of a fInite verb in a
yielded twenty-five comparisollS. Of these, twenty showed an ad
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that in the upper forms of a school, at least, formal analysis s
dearer influence for good. This sentiment may be founded in
until the stage is reached at which pupils can through clause-an
scious of the grammatical structure of complex sentences, li
relationship can be expected between knowledge of grammar
correctness. To test this possibility, the writer took about se
G.C.E. 'O'-level scripts, in 285 of which the candidates had a
clause-analysis question. On the whole, the answers to this q
welI done. Scores made were correlated with those made by t
didates on a combination of the other three questions-essay
comprehension. 'lhe correlation (r = + 0.365 +/- 0.022) su
there was only a weak tie between SlIccess or failure in analysi
rest of the paper.
The sixth form, after all, seems the most profitable place to
mar-to argue about our present inheritance, or even better, ab
description of the actual structure of our language which surel
teachers live in hope of receiving from the universities in the not
future. The only disturbing feature is that at sixth-form level
study grammar.
Teachers interested or whose conscience is stirred to inquire m
into the other disturbing features ofgrammar may care to consult
ing works of reference:

(a) On the unteachability of grammar: The DiffiCtllty oj English Gra
Macaulay; British Journal ofEducational Psychology, XVII, 1947, pp. 1
also F. Cawley's article on same theme in Vol. 28, June 1958, pp. 1
(b) For a general summary of doubts thrown by experimental work u
most important source of information is Summary of Investigation
Grammar, Language and Composition, R. L. Lyman; Supplementary
Monographs, No. 36, Univ. of Chicago, 1929; Encyclopaedia oj Edu
search, Macmillan (New York). pp. 383-396, 1950 edition, article
Language etc. by H. A. Greene.
(c) For further detail on the work discussed in this article, see An E;"perim
into the 'Function ami Value oj Formal Grammar in the Teaching oj E
Harris, Ph.D. thesis, London, 1962.
(d) On a new approach to grammar. see for example, Modern English
Strang (E. Arnold).
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