Teachit 4

At the risk of being a bit nerdy, what would be your desert island grammar choice? What, for you, is the essential piece of grammatical knowledge which can transform pupils’ writing?

For me it’s the concept of sentence variety, something no one ever explicitly taught me at school, but which I now realise is one of the most important ingredients in good writing.

As we’ve shown in previous Teachit features, students struggling with written English are likely to write in a monotone style. They will either use endless short simple sentences, like this:

I like football. It is really good. I play every day. I am best in goal. I used to play for a team. 

Or – more likely – they will write in the rambling hallmark style of compound sentences:

I like football and I play every day and I used to play for a team but I don’t any more.

One of the most helpful suggestions you can make to emerging writers is a formula for constructing paragraphs:

Start a new paragraph with a short simple sentence. Then use some compound and complex sentences. Finish with a simple sentence.

The result – always – is something readable and interesting, however boring the topic – such as, er, soil:

Soil is fascinating. Sifting through a handful of dirt, freshly grabbed from the garden, you can start to explore its texture and smell. The best soil, rich and loamy, is a real treat. Yes, I like soil. 

And before anyone starts complaining that this encourages formulaic writing … of course it does. Most of us, and certainly some of the most famous writers, start by adopting formulas from writers they themselves admire.

Part of our job as teachers is to provide students with models that expand their current reading and writing repertoire. Once they have internalised the structure, they will start to leave it behind, adopting their own style. That isn’t a formulaic approach: it’s powerful and liberating teaching, which uses grammar not as an end in itself but as an essential tool in building students’ learning.

Geoff Barton’s new textbook English Challenge has just been published by OUP.
