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Leadership and Student Achievement

by Henry Kiernan, editor

ffective school research has
Ediscovered that high expecta-

tions are the lifeblood of excel-
lent schools and classrooms. Progress
is limited when high expectations are
not in place.

Every one of us is capable of over-
achieving, and it is also evident that
we can be just as capable of under-
achieving. In the loaded language of
“educationese,” | first heard the term
“overachieving” ascribed to students
who performed well in class but
whose aptitudes or 1Q test scores did
not quite match above-average class-
room grades. It served as a euphe-
mism to describe the unfortunate case
of a hardworking student who could

demonstrate achievement in the
classroom but could be counted on to
deliver lower-than-expected standard-
ized test scores. It also served to
maintain the aura that 1Q and apti-
tude tests have some ability to mea-
sure human limits.

The authors in this issue present
some fascinating challenges and rec-
ommendations for changing the way
we lead and teach. Bob Daria offers a
method to teach grammar that trans-
lates into successful student achieve-
ment. Franz Vintschger presents a
model lesson plan to engage students
in researching classicism and roman-
ticism. Finally, Karen Schramm
tackles several spelling strategies to
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improve student achievement in “win-
ning the war of words.”

Raising student achievement across
the board requires strong school leader-
ship combined with frequent monitor-
ing of student progress. When high
expectations are substituted for impos-
sible expectations, students and teach-
ers never fail to surprise each other
with their ability to learn more than
they already know. @

Taking the Groan out of Grammar

by Robert J. Daria, Newton Public Schools, Newton, New Jersey

rammar! That much dread-

ed, often maligned, and

widely misunderstood subject
continues at the center of decades of
controversy: Should it be taught and,
if so, how? The opinions are varied
and divergent. At one end of the
spectrum, there is the belief that
grammar should not be taught as a
separate entity. Students will some-

how assimilate the subject through
reading. At the other end is the
“old-fashioned” approach whereby
diagramming sentences and force-
feeding are the answers, with the
learning of grammar itself as the
goal.

First is the issue of the importance
of grammar itself. In this society, in
our lifetimes, and until such time as
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visual and auditory electronics may
one day completely replace the writ-
ten word (can you visualize that
day?), we must continue to rely upon
written text for a great portion of our
communication capabilities. Correla-
tive to this is that written (and spo-
ken) communication must be done
with accuracy, for itis this capability
in our world that people use to iden-
tify and separate the cultured from
those who are not, the educated from
the less so, and so on. We know, for
example, that resumes are accepted
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or rejected on that basis; opinions are
formed and judgments are passed.
Accuracy in writing (and subse-
quently speaking) gives the edge, no
doubt about it! So we should not
debate the need for the discipline. It
is important to our lives: It must be
taught. How else can we demonstrate
proper punctuation or agreement or
case unless there is a common lan-
guage of understanding? Simply
circling errors on a composition will
do more to fatigue the teacher than to
teach the student anything. The
more serious question, then, relates
to the “how.” What is the best and
most effective way of teaching this
subject, the mere mention of which
will elicit groans of agony from large
groups of students?

In too many schools, grammar is
taught year after year, with little
coordination from grade to grade, and
with various teachers using different
terminology to describe essentially
many of the same things. For too
many teachers it is a chore, as they
dutifully plod through textbook exer-
cises, meeting the curricular expecta-
tions, doing what is required.
Students don’t like it, and quite
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frankly, neither do many teachers. It
pales in comparison to teaching lit-
erature, right? However, while we
spend great time and energy teaching
students how to think freely, analyz-
ing esoteric literary passages, satis-
fied that we’re doing our jobs, the end
result is that we may not be providing
a significant advantage for our stu-
dents: the ability to write (and speak)
clearly and with accuracy.

After years of cogitating and ex-
perimenting and revamping, |
evolved to a method of teaching gram-
mar that students actually enjoyed,
because finally . . . finally, we elimi-
nated the many areas of confusion
through simplification of terms and
by providing a step-by-step approach
to sentence analysis. There are five
precise steps that must be followed
with some rote memorization of basic
terms.

We start with the noun, not both-
ering with the many variations, as
this is unnecessary for our purposes.
A noun is simply “a person, place,
thing, or idea.” Period. We do the
same with pronouns: They take the
place of nouns. Period. Thereis no
need to go beyond this to learn func-
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tional grammar. It'samazing how
this simplifies life for our students
and how much more accepting they
become of the subject matter. They

N

After years of cogitating
and experimenting and
revamping, | evolved to a
method of teaching gram-
mar that students actually
enjoyed, because finally . ..

finally, we eliminated the
many areas of confusion
through simplification of
terms and by providing a
step-by-step approach to
sentence analysis.

also memorize only four conjunctions

at this time: and, but, or, nor, and the

basic definition that “conjunctions
join two (or more) similar things.” A
conjunction is a key signaling the fact
that whatever is found on one side of
it must also be found on the other
side. We must reconcile, much as
with a geometric equation. Conjunc-
tions are the first of three kinds of
“key words.”

After memorizing conjunctions,
nouns, and prepositions (words that
show relationships between or among
things), we are ready for Step 1,
which is finding key words. So, for
example, when we spot an “and,” it
tells us we must find at least two of
the same thing. We will add other
key words (subordinating conjunc-
tions and relative pronouns) at the
appropriate time when we move into
subordination. In preparation for the
next step, we memorize “phrase” as “a
group of words that act as a unit.”

Step 2 calls for the circling of
prepositional phrases, if we have
them. Prepositional phrases start
with a preposition (lists are provided,
which students find readily familiar),
and they end with the first noun they
encounter. This noun now takes on a



function: the object of the preposition
or O.P. This s the first (of only five)
functions of nouns. Once the preposi-
tional phrase is circled, the words
within cannot be used in subsequent
steps (such as finding subject and
verb in Step 3). Take the following
illustration: “Over the river and
through the woods to Grandmother’s
house we go.” You can see that by
circling prepositional phrases first,
we significantly eliminate the chance
for error as we proceed to find other
elements of the sentence.

Step 3 is to find the subject and
verb simultaneously. One mustinter-
act with the other, so that when spo-
ken together, they communicate the
essence of the sentence. To identify
the verb, students are told to look for
words of action (easy) or state-of-
being words, which they have already
memorized only as “am, is, are, was,
were.” Note that in giving students
exercises to do, we are careful not to
introduce any prematurely extrane-
ous words into any sentence. The
subject is the second function of
nouns.

Step 4 mandates a conscious deci-
sion: Is the verb action or state of
being? If it is action, we will follow
one set of substeps; if it is state of
being, another. But the two can never
be mixed.

If a verb is action, substep (a) tells
us to look for a direct object (D.O.)
(though we warn the students that
one does not necessarily exist). We
find this by asking the following ques-
tion (previously committed to
memory): “What is the thing (or noun)
that the ‘subject . . . verbs?” Yes,
that's right. It must be repeated ex-
actly in this way, taking what we
have found to be the subject and what
we have found to be the verb and
substituting them in the question in
place of the words “subject” and
“verb.” If the question makes sense,
and if we can answer it with a noun,
we have a D.O. (the third noun func-
tion). In using the sentence, “John
threw the bat,” our question would be
“What is the thing (or noun) that

John threw?” The answer is obvious.

However, if the sentence were
“John went home,” the question
would read “What is the thing (or
noun) that John went?” The question
makes no sense, and although stu-
dents might want to use “home” as
the noun for the D.O., they cannot.
Easy? Maybe memorizing that ques-
tion is a bit problematical, but itis
fail-safe, and students respond posi-
tively to unambiguous and sure-fire
methods.

Substep (b) tells students the fol-
lowing: “If thereisa D.O....and
only if there isa D.O., look for (again,
you do not have to have) an indirect
object (1.0.). Thisis a loose noun (or
pronoun) floating somewhere between
the verb and the direct object. If it's
not there, there is no 1.0. (the fourth
function of nouns). | think you can
see that using this method avoids
confusion between “John threw me
the ball” and “John threw the ball to
me.” Again, it is a concrete method
that, if followed exactly, virtually
eliminates any errors.

Back to the decision as to the kind
of verb. If, on the other hand, the
verb is state of being (am, is, are,
was, were . . . used alone), the single
substep tells us that we must have a
“predicate” word. This is a word fol-
lowing the state-of-being verb that
refers to or is the same as the subject.
If the predicate word is a noun, itis a
predicate nominative (P.N. and the
final function of nouns). Ifitisa
“not-noun,” it is a predicate adjective
(P.A)).

Finally, Step 5 deals with adjec-
tives and adverbs. Rather than using
the standard, somewhat confusing
definitions, students are told that all
other unidentified words in the sen-
tence are either adjectives or adverbs.
Adjectives are words that modify (or
go with) nouns (or what used to be
nouns before they took on one of the
five functions). Words that modify
not-nouns are adverbs. Q.E.D. The
equation is complete and balanced!

With these simple steps mastered,
we expand upon them, adding subor-

dination (Remember Step 1?) and,
finally, verbals. Students continue to
“recycle” the steps within the many
clauses. Ultimately, without ever
taking the sentences out of their
physical configurations, they are able
to see subordination within subordi-
nation, identifying their functions as
they relate to other clauses in com-
plex sentences.

It should be noted that this whole
process is made more enjoyable by
having students go to the board
(gasp!). Believe it or not, even ad-
vanced placement seniors . . . once
they get over the shock of it all . . .
delight in this oldest of old-fashioned
techniques. Think aboutit. They get
to move about, to perform, and to be
the center of attention.

Once students grasp the five-step
method, the rest—the application, the
harvest—is easy. We can now say,
“This is an introductory subordinat-

N

One ot the most difficult
skills in today’s world is to

synthesize the complex into
something that is simple and
comprehensible.

ing clause functioning as an adverb,
necessitating a comma.” Wow! Using
the textbook now, we cover the exer-
cises with aplomb!

The final slope of the learning
curve occurs in the writing phase.
Students are told that they are now
as expert in grammar as the instruc-
tor, and that they must correct their
own mistakes. With accuracy as the
preponderant portion of any assess-
ment, writing assignments are not
even graded in content until the work
is 100% accurate. Asassignments are
read, mistakes are not circled or iden-
tified in the usual manner. A check
in the column on the line with the
error is all the help a student will
receive. Itis then up to them to find
and correct the errors on their own.

April 1999 9
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They may use notes, the text, other
students . . . whatever method works
... to make the corrections. Students
are not happy at first, but once they
realize just how much they know,
they really get into it.

One of the most difficult skills in
today’s world is to synthesize the

E ADEIRS HI P

complex into something that is simple
and comprehensible. Despite the fact
that education tends to do just the
opposite, it is the true teacher who
spends the time and energy to sim-
plify subject matter into something
that is digestible. Though grammar
is conventional, this does not mean

Q U ARTERILY

that it should not be reformatted in a
way that students can more readily
understand. When given a process
that is sequential and relatively fool-
proof, students begin to see grammar
as something other than castor oil! ®

From Classicism to Romanticism: A Research Project

by Franz Vintschger, Mendham High School, Mendham, New Jersey

T he driving and conflicting
philosophies that create what
is known as the classic and
romantic influences on the arts or, for
that matter, most anything humans
create have always intrigued scholars
and teachers. Personally, having
studied the subjects in some depth in
college and graduate school, and then
having taught them for many years, |
have always felt that the point of
view reflected in those philosophies
not only has applicability in the his-
torical past but also has relevance in
modern creativity. It appears that
one difference between the now and
then is that in the present there
might be a blend of these artistic
forces at work; that is, traces of the
classic may be found in the romantic,
and traces of the romantic may be
found in the classic.

Several years ago when reading
Robert Pirsig's Zen and the Art of
Motorcycle Maintenance with my
humanities students, classicism and
romanticism reared their heads once
again, and once again | was surprised
by Pirsig’s viewing his life, journey,
and even his motorcycle through the
eyes of the classic and the romantic.
Now confronted with a sophomore
English class studying early Ameri-
can literature and culture, | pondered
the issue of what might be an inter-
esting and yet motivating method to
teach these philosophies and make
them real and personal. | thought
that perhaps some research on the
subjects by the students would be in
order and that with the availability of

computers, the Internet, and other
technological devices in addition to
the normal print materials, there
might be some interesting investiga-
tions into the areas of music, art,
architecture, film, dance, and design,
and, in essence, anything that hu-
mans have created. Fortunately,
living in the greater metropolitan
area of New York City readily offers
firsthand experiences for those who
elect to find them. The ideal research
project would be to have students
present their findings using current
technology. Thus, the students would
benefit by learning about both the

I t appears that one differ-
ence between the now and
then is that in the present
there might be a blend of

these artistic forces at work;
that is, traces of the classic
may be found in the roman-
tic, and traces of the roman-
tic may be found in the
classic.

research topic and how to use the
hardware and software that technol-
ogy offers.

My preliminary research led me to
traditional resources such asWriters
of the Western World by Hibbard, A
History of Art and Music by Janson
and Kerman, and Arts and Ideas by
Fleming. These texts provided an
initial mosaic of the scholarship ex-

plaining the relationships among the
arts. In addition to scrutinizing
these, however, students would be
challenged to probe beyond the tradi-
tional—to interview people, take pho-
tographs, use digital cameras if
possible, explore the Internet, and in
any way possible go beyond the stan-
dard mode of researching and report-
ing.

Now we must ask, “What exactly are
the students to research?” “How are
they to do it?” “What will be the final
product?” “How might it all be as-
sessed?” We began a project in which
groups of four to five students were to
explain both classicism and romanti-
cism through at least one medium per
student. Students were to select a me-
dium in the art world or in some other
manifestation of human creativity,
research it, apply the principles of clas-
sicismand romanticism toit, and
choose the most appropriate means of
presenting it to their peers. (For ex-
amples of student projects, see Figure
1.) I imposed a minimum of structure to
cause the students to struggle in the
design of their presentations; however,
| provided guidance and suggestions as
| periodically sat with group members
to discuss their work. In addition,
every group’s presentation was to in-
clude a description of each philosophy.
Individually, each student had to sub-
mit a journal of findings: recorded re-
search, personal reactions, problems,
interviews, anything and everything
that was done, whether it was used or
not. Key to the journal was personal
reflection.



Assessment was mind-boggling at
first. Each group would receive a
grade for its investigation of each
philosophy; the group also received a
grade for the presentation, with crite-
ria based upon clarity, accuracy, and
appropriateness. Each student was
graded on the journal. Finally, as a
means of creating seriousness, each
presentation was videotaped, allow-
ing reassessment of the whole project
at a later date.

Personally, | felt the project was a
success for most students; it was over-
whelming for some, challenging for
some, and | am sure others felt it was
of no real value. There was a wide
variety of presentations: students
performed classical music on the pi-
ano, danced ballet, photographed
formal and exotic gardens, photo-
graphed buildings (mansions, houses,
office buildings), scanned artwork
into computers, made PowerPoint
presentations, created a video, and
one person even analyzed left- and

Assessment proved to be
difficult at times because of

the inequities of the content
found in each medium.

right-brain activities in conjunction
with Pirsig’s book.

Assessment proved to be difficult
at times because of the inequities of
the content found in each medium.
Some students were, of course, tradi-
tional in their approach, choosing
poster-type presentations, while oth-
ers risked the use of technology.
Some relied on traditional art, music,
and architecture, while others ex-
plored cooking, automobile design,
and even contemporary music. The
key was the student’s ability to relate
the philosophy to the medium. Inter-
estingly, | had to assess students who
performed, which might be called
performance assessment. But the

Songs from Phantom of the Opera

Selections from The Nutcracker

Greek architecture and statuary
Modern sculpture by Moore
Automobile design

Food preparation

Examples of student projects

Music by Brahms, Schubert, Mendelssohn, Chopin, Beethoven

Landscape design—gardens in Williamsburg
Portraits by Jacques-Louis David, Gilbert Stuart

Paintings from Hudson River School and other landscapes

Famous philosophers’ views on nature, humanity, authority, existence
Classical and romantic literature—plays

Building design—office architecture (modern and traditional)

genuine assessment was found in the
journal; that is where the truth of the
matter could be found because the
comparison of the presentation could
be made with the research.

Would I do it again? Yes. Would |
do it differently? Most likely. Perhaps
the greatest problem was time—the
project just took too long. Stricter
adherence to time would not negate
creativity but would create a more
demanding impact on each student’s
learning. The project should span a
vacation period to allow students the
opportunity to find resources that
they might not normally have. Clas-
sicism and romanticism do exist in
the world around us, whether it be at
the museum in the city, the mansion
on millionaire’s row, or the sounds of
a concert. If any of these can become
reality for the students, then there is
ultimate success in the project. ®
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Winning the War of Words: Improving Our

Students’ Spelling

by Karen Schramm, Delaware Valley College, Doylestown, Pennsylvania

er sentence read, “If a per-
H son is uncable of making a

consent barley conches, that
is rape.” At our conference, | pointed
out the garbled sentence in her essay.
“You have to correct your spelling,
Stacey,” | said gently. “The more you
read, the more your spelling will
shape up. It helps to see the words
spelled correctly . .. .” | trailed off as
| saw the resistance building. Her
response echoed our last conference, a
stubborn stance that effectively
denies personal responsibility for the
production of intelligible written
discourse. “Look,” she sputtered, a
cloud of anxiety crossing her face,
“you and the other Profs can usually
figure my work out, right? So where’s
the problem?”

College students’ reactions to their
orthographic run-ins range from
belligerence [“Sure I've got spelling
problems! That's what my spell-
checker is for!” (Stacey)] to abject
surrender [“Sorry, Doc. Onestly, |
can’'t spell my way out of a paiper
bagg” (Tom)]. These writers appear
trapped in an enervating enclosure of
frustration.

Particularly debilitating is their
conviction that they are “the worst
speler in the history of English
writting.” “It's my oun privat hell,
this war of words,” Tom once wrote.
In professional journals and student
writings, we hear the clarion call to
battle. “Grappling,” “deploying,”
“opposing,” “struggling,” “combating,”
“contending,” “overwhelming,” as well
as “situate,” “defend,” “tactics,” and
“strategies,” all reveal a martial
mentality, an effort to corporealize
English as the Enemy and thereby to
try to wrest control.

Unfortunately, in sorties against
English, many students have re-
signed themselves to defeat. Indeed,
Tom'’s enclosure image of the “bagg”

neatly expresses his sense of stricture
and brings to mind vivid visions of
the enemy “sacking” the city. In
darker moments, it may even suggest
a body bag.

Militating against their success is
many students’ weakened sense of
writing competence. My classroom
research demonstrates that their poor
attitudes and performance stem
partly from previous instructional
assessments. Thisis apervasive
theme recorded in two compositional
surveys | conduct each semester. The
Writing Attitude Survey elicits
students’ previous encounters with
English and inquires how “helpful,
hurtful, or neutral” prior teachers’
analyses proved to their subsequent
compositional behaviors. The Spell-
ing Aptitude Survey requests that
students identify reasons for their
spelling problems. This survey
method is a standard approach
employed by many writing research-
ers (Grego and Thompson, 1996).

Many students single out their
teachers’ negative responses to their
errors as being damaging to their
performance. The issue is particularly
significant because of its borderless
nature, as English teachers do not
charge alone into the spelling arena.
In any course, when students make
mistakes, they can and will be
penalized, thrust inside the “paiper
bagg.”

In English “sorting systems,” of
course, error invites (dis)placement.
Incoming college students who make
spelling errors on a single-sample
English placement exam are demoted
to “developmental” English. Yet
students in other disciplines are not
on safe ground either. Two of my
colleagues in the sciences penalize
their students for misspelling terms
on tests. Such exams receive abysmal
scores, due not to incorrect content,

but to orthographic error. (Where
does one draw the line with error?
Does the hasty writing that produces,
say, the consonantally challenged
“New Jesey” deserve the same
penalty as “lllinoy”? What then of
the transpositional “New Jesrey”?)

Such a campus-wide assault on
their spelling leaves students feeling
utterly demoralized, and they enter
their classrooms burdened by a sense
of crushing futility. Perhaps the
“deficiency model” is more deeply
entrenched than instructors would
care to admit. If students internalize
the instructor’s negativity, they will
quickly lose their sense of positive
agency. Engulfed by errors and
convinced that they cannot spell
correctly, they will not bother to
proofread their work, for proofreading
entails the careful review of words by
a skilled reader.

Those teachers seeking to empower
their students adopt a different
strategy, providing friendly “coach-
ing” (Smith, 1997, Straub, 1996), yet
this approach has its limits, as far as
improving their spelling. According to
students, well-meaning instructors
recommend the following:

1 Use a spellchecker.

2. Gotothe writing center.
3. Sound out the word.

4.  Checkadictionary.

In presenting these chestnuts,
these instructors have on their side
the authority of writing textbooks.
Such advice is simply the received
wisdom regarding the spelling
nemesis. Infact, in my recent survey
of nearly 100 composition students,
on a form soliciting advice for strug-
gling spellers, nearly all students
supplied strategies identical to their
teachers’ and/or textbooks'. It's not
that it works so well. It's simply what
they know.



What are the drawbacks? Among
colleagues, in professional journals,
and in composition handbooks, one
finds the emphasis on the efficacy of
using a computer spellchecking
program (Wallace, 1994, p. 39). Why
valorize it? In situating the solution
outside the student, Solution #1
implies that students are incapable of
learning how to spell correctly. This

V

My classroom method for
improving orthography,
playfully dubbed the Spelling
Bee, utilizes linguistic his-
tory, memory-enhancement

techniques, and motivational
psychology.

“solution” merely keeps the victim
moldering in Tom’s “paiper bagg.”

Instructors’ Solution #2 only
reinforces the remedial repair-shop
mentality against which writing
center directors are rightly fighting
(Grimm, 1996, pp. 531, 544). Solution
#3 is simply foolish. While “sounding
out” a word works occasionally, the
presence of diverse dialects within a
classroom ensures alternative pro-
nunciations, which yield divergent
spellings. Moreover, how will a
student, left to his or her own pho-
netic devices, spell “laugh,” or “colo-
nel,” or “business™ Even if given an
“easy” word to spell, the student still
encounters a stumbling block. Ina
language possessing over 10 ways to
spell the “A” sound (as in “day”),
correctly spelling any word based on
sound is unlikely.

As for looking the word up in a
dictionary, can students readily locate
“pneumonia,” or “gnash,” or “psychol-
ogy,” or (again) “colonel”? True,
spelling dictionaries, available in book
and electronic forms, will likely yield
the correctly spelled word—but there
again, the reliance upon such external
aids denies individual agency. Cannot
a studentlearn?

In an anarchic mood, we could just
dispense with spelling conventions
entirely. Indeed, much has been
made of the so-called “invented
spelling” in use at the elementary
school level (“Researchers,” 1997).
Proponents can praise the program
for stimulating young children’s
interest in composing. Opponents
can, with equal vigor, denounce
invented spelling out of concern that
children are being encouraged to
spell inaccurately and will wind up
permanently orthographically
impaired. Time will divulge whether
this practice is primarily beneficial or
detrimental.

Yes, spelling is difficult, and |
sense students’ battle fatigue. Their
obvious misery over their spelling
skirmishes triggered my interest in
providing a solution. Since tradi-
tional methods are largely ineffec-
tual, why not institute innovations?
How we “package” English makes a
big difference in students’ perfor-
mance. In the (battle)field of compo-
sition, we can stop the psychological
casualties and provide the weapons
with which students can win. My
classroom method for improving
orthography, playfully dubbed the
Spelling Bee, utilizes linguistic
history, memory-enhancement
techniques, and motivational psychol-
ogy.

I created the Spelling Bee for the
Freshman Orientation Program held
at my college in the summer of 1997.
I designed and presented the Bee as a
45-minute “mini-course.” Rather than
a divisive competition, my version of
the Bee promotes camaraderie and
offers students strategies for over-
coming their spelling foes. The Bee
begins with the presentation of 10
orthographically challenging sen-
tences:

1 The chef sang a cheesy

chorus.

2. Thisisthinthyme.

3. Wearing their jabots, the
men of the junta sat eating
their Jarlsberg cheese.

Blood is good food.
5. While fixing the gauge, my

&

laughing daughter noticed a
taupe schnauzer.

6. Miss Heifer received and
weighed the eiderdown.

7. Coughs could trouble our
souls.

8. Asshe combed her hair by
the tomb, she saw a bomb.

9. With his guitar, Guido the
guide bruised the mosquito.

10. The braided villain in the

aisle said, “Look at that
plaid!”

Spirited talk ensues as students
observe that there is seldom a tidy
one-to-one correspondence between
symbol and sound. English offers
multiple ways of spelling a sound and
multiple sounds to accompany the
same letters. To underscore this, |
distribute lists of vowels and conso-
nants in action (see Figures 1 and 2).
I invite students to furnish additional
examples. This information is a real
morale booster for two reasons: 1)
many students had never considered
that the main source of their spelling
problems could be the language itself,
rather than some “defect” on their
part; and 2) students discover that
they are actually remarkably adept at
making the correct spelling decisions
much of the time. Suddenly things
don’t seem as hopeless!

We then focus on other cul-de-sacs
of confusion, such as “silenced”
letters. We brainstorm for a few
minutes, generating several ex-
amples. Then I distribute my third
handout, listing some culprits (see
Figure 3). Underlying much of the
difficulty of spelling English words is
the cosmopolitan nature of the
language. English accepts words and
sounds from everywhere, and letter/
sound values vary from country to
country. Thus we have “chef” and
“cheese” and “chorus,” “junta” and
“jabot” and “Jarlsberg.”

I ask students to contemplate the
following sentence: “We went to the
plaza cinema for a matinee, popped
into a video store, then dashed to a
restaurant and ordered a pizza.”
“Plaza” is Spanish, “cinema” is Greek,
“matinee” is French, “video” is Latin,
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“dashed” is Scandinavian, “restau-
rant” is French, and “pizza” is Italian.
Therefore, to negotiate English terri-
tory is an etymologically impressive
achievement. This fact generates
excitement among the students: they
are stronger than they had believed,
they are “good to go.”

How does this brief linguistic les-
son translate into improved spelling?
The way to improve spelling, | tell my
students, is to isolate their particular
problem words, to discover which
letter combinations typically give
them the most difficulty. To highlight
odd word pairs that might dog them,
for example, | distribute an example-
rich handout of linguistic games they
can play (see Figure 4). With the aid
of this “game technology,” students
begin to home in on their own major
sites of struggle. Next, I introduce my
mnemonic techniques, which I call
LSNs (Literal Spelling Narratives),
LBCs (Logical Brain Cues), and LGNs
(Linguistic Grace Notes). The actual

E ADEIRS HI P

names do not really matter, as long as
the concepts are understood.

LSN: Rather than feeling mired in
arcane linguistic rules, students can
create their own strategic narra-
tives—educative mini-stories mean-
ingful only to them. How does the
LSN work? Language contains a
visual component; we see and use
letters in certain sequences. The LSN
strategy is helpful for those who have
trouble with this visual memory.
Using LSNs, they can craft a sentence
that narratively provides the trouble-
some word for them. For example,
“arithmetic” could be “A rat in Tom’s
house might eat Tom’s ice cream” and
“geography” could be “George eats old
gray rats and paints houses yellow.”

LBC: Word games can facilitate
distinguishing between homonyms,
too. Here is where the second strat-
egy, Logical Brain Cues, comes in.
LBCs work by stimulating the writer
to reason out the spelling differences
between same-sounding words. The

Q U ARTERILY

cues are actually built into the words.
For instance, students often struggle
with “weather” and “whether.” A
solution is that “weather” contains
“ea,” which can stand for “enjoy [the]
air.” One excited student suggested
“how enigmatic” for the “he” of
“whether.” Another instance of LBCs
in action is the distinction between
“here” and “hear”: “You hear with
your ear.”

Other troublesome homonyms are
“there,” “their,” and “they’re.” “There”
is part of “here and there.” If students
can spell “here,” all that remains is
the addition of “t.” The “t” is like a
plus sign, so “+here=there.” As for
“their,” “1” is a personal pronoun, and
“l am in their class.” Finally, we come
to “they’re.” Students can think of
the apostrophe as a grappling hook,
pulling up the “are.”

LGN: This third strategy involves
putting problem words to music. At-
tuned to the music scene, students can
put words into musical riffs, substitut-

Vowel sounds: The same sound is made by many vowels, singly or in combination.

The “A” sound: hatred, sundae, bait, gauge, day, suede, cafe, great, entree, weight, ballet, they, rendezvous, manqué, bouquet
The“E”sound: aegis, quay, me, heat, feet, receive, people, key, ski, believe, debris, esprit, grand prix, amoeba, mosquito, marquis, any
The“I” sound: aisle, bayou, height, geyser, silent, indict, pie, sigh, island, coyote, guide, guy, rye, my

The “O” sound: pharaoh, taupe, faux, beau, yeoman, sew, go, boat, toe, brooch, jabot, dough, mow

The soft“U” sound: sleuth, grew, lieutenant, Sioux, move, shoe, moon, group, through, rendezvous, roux, truth, blue, fruit, two
The hard “U” sound: beauty, feud, few, ewe, view, youth, Yule, uniform, cue, queue, Hugh, vacuum

The “aah” sound: apple, calf, laughter, plaid
The “eh” sound: any, anesthesia, said, says, effort, dead, heifer, jeopardy, friend, Oedipus, etiquette

The“ih”sound: village, villain, pretty, been, foreign, it, marriage, sieve, women, tortoise, business,

The soft“U” sound: sleuth, grew, lieutenant, Sioux, move, shoe, moon, group, through, rendezvous, roux, truth, blue, fruit, two
The hard “U” sound: beauty, feud, few, ewe, view, youth, Yule, uniform, cue, queue, Hugh, vacuum

The “aah” sound: apple, calf, laughter, plaid
The “eh” sound: any, anesthesia, said, says, effort, dead, heifer, jeopardy, friend, Oedipus, etiquette
The“ih”sound: village, villain, pretty, been, foreign, it, marriage, sieve, women, tortoise, business, biscuit, physics
The “ah” sound: father, envoy, bureaucracy, hot, knowledge

The “uh” sound: about, the, luncheon, edible, done, does, porpoise, blood, rough, stuff

Figurel.



Consonants: Several of the sounds used in English
are made in a variety of ways.

“ch”: chew, future, catch, cappuccino, cello

The silencers: Nearly all
letters play sonic hide-and-
seek at some point.

A earth, feather, cocoa
f”; fat, laugh, phone, Pfeiffer B debt, doubt, comb
“h”: hard, jalapeno, who, Don Quixote c indict, yacht
“j”: jam, bridge, soldier, adjective, graduate, giraffe D Wednesday
“k”: kitten, account, cat, echo, dock, queen, acquire E heart, give
“ks”: talks, attacks, topics, vaccine, except, ox G sign, gnat
“ksh”: section, sexual H honor, hour, thyme
“n”: no, Wednesday, gnat, knife, mnemonic, pneumonia ! friend, fruit, heifer
] K knife, knee, knot
“r”: rap, rhetoric, wrong
L salmon, calf, should
“s”: sing, circle, scenic, sword, psychology .
M mnemonic
“sh”: nation, mission, ocean, fuchsia, musician, conscience, nauseous, sugar,
N solemn, autumn
chef, shark, schnauzer, torsion, anxious o people, jeopardy
“sk”: scaffold, scheme, skin, masquerade P coup, raspberry, pneumonia,
“t”: tab, asked, ptomaine, thyme psychology
“ts”: oats, pretzel, Mozart, pizza S debris, Marine Corps, island
“v": vine, of, Stephen T listen, mistletoe
“w™: wet, one, suave, when U laugh, mosquito, guitar, building
. wW answer, sword, who, two, wrong
“z”:czar, zebra, buzz, Xerox, is, raspberry, dessert, asthma
X Sioux, Grand Prix, faux pas
“zh”: vision, rouge, jabot, seizure
z rendezvous
Figure 2. Figure 3.

ing letters for the beats of a song. They
have the mnemonic capacity to create
such sonic compositions, for at an early
age they easily internalized the alpha-
bet song, which taught them how to
spell a 26-letter “word.”

By treating English as a game,
students at all compositional “levels”
can gain substantial spelling improve-
ment. My students attest to the
power of this innovative approach.
The pedagogical practice described
above produces noteworthy results,
not just in students’ orthographic
improvement, but in their overall
attitude and approach to English.
The “spelling bee” releases students
from the debilitating strictures of

traditional instruction and restores to
them a sense of confidence in their
abilities as writers. Emotionally and
academically equipped, students can
take the composition field and win
the war of words. @
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The games English plays

Decoding: Below are two sentences using sound possibilities. Can you figure them
out?

1 Au, set kagn eu cei, bai thu dapnxurlee leit. . ..
2 Jou kud ea scotgoun suitwun schine skwermeeng ghoti?
(Answers: 1. Oh, say, can you see, by the dawn'searly light.. ..

2. How could a shotgun shoot one skinny squirming fish?)
Reserves: How many spellings can you think of for these sounds?

“oy” as in boy
“aw” asin law
“ou” as in house
“u”asinput

Triplets: Triplets are three differently spelled words having the same sound. Here
areafew:

to/two/too
pare/pair/pear
there/their/they're
write/rite/right
sight/cite/site
rain/rein/reign

What others can you think of?

Fraternal Twins: Twinsare two words or word groups that are spelled differently
but sound the same. Here are some examples:

cereal/serial
kernel/colonel
inquire/in choir
status/stattice

Canyou figure out others?

False Mirrors: Mirrors are words that look like they should rhyme, but do not. Two
of themare:

daughter/laughter
ballet/wallet

What others do you know of?
Curtains: Curtains are words whose sound dramatically changes when you add a few

letters to make anewword. Read the word that is outside of the parentheses first.
Then read the new one made by adding the other letters. Here are several:

(fo)reign (se)same (fami)liar
(chearly (s)laughter (con)science
(s)how (r)anger should(er)
(s)imply (tho)rough (com)promise
(rem)oval iron(ic)
(on)ion (ba)gel
Do you know of others?

Figure4.

Search for
New Editor
of
English
Leadership
Quarterly

NCTE is seeking a new editor of
English Leadership Quarterly. In
April 2001, the term of the
present editor, Henry Kiernan,
will end. Interested persons
should send a letter of applica-
tion to be received no later than
November 1, 1999. Letters
should include the applicant’s
vision for the journal and be
accompanied by the applicant’s
vita and one sample of published
writing. If applicable, please
send at least one letter of general
support from appropriate admin-
istrators at the applicant’s insti-
tution. Do not send books,
monographs, or other materials
which cannot be easily copied for
the Search Committee. Class-
room teachers are both eligible
and encouraged to apply. The
applicant appointed by the CEL
Executive Committee in March
2000 will effect a transition,
preparing for his or her first
issue in August 2001. The initial
appointment is for four years,
renewable for three years. Appli-
cations should be addressed to
Carol Schanche, English Leader-
ship Quarterly Search Commit-
tee, NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon
Road, Urbana, IL 61801-1096.
Questions regarding any aspect
of the editorship should be di-
rected to Carol Schanche, E-mail:
cschanche@ncte.org; (800) 369-
6283, extension 3625. @




Memberships Available in the NCTE Committee on
Technical and Scientific Communication

A limited number of memberships in
the newly reconstituted Committee
on Technical and Scientific Commu-
nication will be available to inter-
ested members of the Council. Major
functions of the committee will be to
respond in timely fashion to NCTE
members’ needs concerning technical
and scientific communication; to
disseminate information on various
aspects of technical and scientific
communication to the NCTE member-
ship; to help English teachers and
teachers from other disciplines to

acquire knowledge necessary to teach
technical and scientific writing
effectively; to provide a North Ameri-
can focus for interchange of ideas,
pedagogies, and career information
related to technical and scientific
communication; to develop an au-
thoritative bibliography for the
discipline of technical and scientific
communication; to coordinate and
administer the Awards Program in
Technical and Scientific Communica-
tion; and to exchange information
about technical and scientific commu-

nication with other organizations and
agencies, creating an awareness of
NCTE's role in the field. If you would
like to be considered for membership
in this group, send a one-page letter
by April 20, 1999, explaining your
specific interest in the committee,
relevant background, and your
present professional work to: Admin-
istrative Assistant to the Secondary
Associate Executive Director, NCTE,
1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL
61801-1096.

Richard A. Meade Award for Research in English Education: Guidelines

The Conference on English Education
is now accepting nominations for the
1999 Richard A. Meade Award for
Research in English Education.
Given in honor of the late Richard A.
Meade of the University of Virginia
for his contributions to research in
the teaching of composition and in
teacher preparation, the award recog-
nizes an outstanding piece of pub-
lished research in either preservice or

inservice education of English/lan-
guage arts teachers. Eligibility
extends to published research of any
length that investigates English/
language arts teacher development at
any educational level, of any scope,
and in any setting.

June 1, 1999, is the deadline for
this year's competition, which is open
to studies published between January
1, 1997, and December 31, 1998.

Nominations may be made by any
member of the Conference on English
Education or by self-nomination.
Three copies of the published mate-
rial must accompany the nomination.
Send nominations to CEE Richard A.
Meade Award, NCTE, 1111 W.
Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801-
1096. Results will be announced
during the 1999 Annual Convention
of NCTE

and Family Literacy.

activities?

Send manuscripts by October 15, 1999, to:

Call for Manuscripts

Guest editor Jeanne Gerlach is seeking manuscripts for the February 2000 ELQ issue on Leadership Involvement

How can school leaders become involved in intergenerational literacy, programs, and activities that link schools,
families, and communities? Topics might include:

- How can leaders promote efforts to accurately access family literacy levels and current family literacy

- How can school leaders help teachers, parents, and community work effectively to create networks for
intergenerational literacy (teachers and parents as reader groups, etc.)?

- How can school leaders help to provide intervention strategies to foster intergenerational literacy (parent
training, student home literacy projects, community outreach, etc.)?

In order to impact children’s literacy, we, as school leaders, must work to link the home and community with the
school in a network of literacy learning that values and reflects the cultural and linguistic diversity of the commu-
nity and that can positively impact the literacy of children and family members. How can we do it most effectively?
Dr. Jeanne Gerlach, Dean, School of Education

University of Texas at Arlington, Box 19227, Arlington, TX 76019
E-mail: gerlach@uta.edu; Phone: (817) 272-5476; Fax: (817) 272-2530
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Call for Manuscripts—
Future Issues

The English Leadership Quarterly, a publication of the NCTE
Conference on English Leadership (CEL), seeks articles of
500-5,000 words on topics of interest to those in positions of
leadership in departments (elementary, secondary, or college)
where English is taught. Informal, firsthand accounts of success-
ful department activities are always welcomed. Software reviews
and book reviews related to the themes of upcoming issues are
encouraged.

A decision about a manuscript will be reached within two
months of submission. The Quarterly typically publishes one
out of ten manuscripts it receives each year.

Surveys of our readers reveal these topics of interest:
leadership studies, class size/class load, support from the
business community, at-risk student programs, integrated
learning, problems of rural schools, and the whole language
curriculum philosophy. Short articles on these and other
concerns are published in every issue. In particular, upcoming
issues will have these themes:

August 1999 (deadline May 15, 1999)
More Ways to Implement Innovations

October 1999 (deadline June 15, 1999)
Action Research Insights

February 2000 (deadline October 15, 1999)
Leadership Involvement and Family Literacy
Guest editor: Jeanne Gerlach (seecall, p.11)

Guest Editors invited—If you would like to edit an issue of
the English Leadership Quarterly, contact Henry Kiernan
for details.

Manuscripts may be sent on 3.5" floppy disks with IBM-
compatible ASCII files or as traditional double-spaced typed
copy. Address articles and inquiries to Henry Kiernan, Editor,
English Leadership Quarterly, West Morris Regional High
School District, Administration Building, Four Bridges Road,
Chester, NJ 07930; phone 908-879-6404, ext. 281; fax 908-879-
8861; e-mail kiernan@nac.net. @
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