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> Daniel Roth

Classroom Reading Experiments:  
Systematic Inquiry to Motivate  

Sentence-Level Instruction

New Voice

This article shows how brief psycholinguistic reading experiments can illustrate the  
effects of various grammatical features, pique students’ interest, and position  

them to construct their own understanding of English grammar, separate  
from the teacher’s dictates.

Instructional Note

Patrick Hartwell concludes his influential article “Grammar, Grammars, and the 
Teaching of Grammar” by declaring that “[a]t no point in the English curriculum 

is the question of power more blatantly posed than in the issue of formal grammar 
instruction” (127). I’ve reflected on this quote over many years of observing how 
other writing teachers approach sentence-level instruction and trying a variety of 
my own approaches (including some embarrassingly bad attempts). What Hartwell 
means, to me, is that sentence-level pedagogies traditionally center on bald appeals 
to authority—the authority of the teacher and textbook: a verb is defined as what 
the textbook says it is. A sentence is ungrammatical because the teacher has marked 
it ungrammatical. The handbook declares that semicolons must go here, a subject is 
such and such, and a predicate is so and so. Indeed, such complexities and impera-
tives construct a classroom environment that, to many students, must seem baffling 
in its arbitrariness. They disempower students, robbing them of agency to critically 
construct their own understanding of the English language. Thus, sentence-level 
pedagogies that hew to the current-traditional framework tend to gravitate toward 
what Paolo Freire labels “the banking concept of education.” It doesn’t help that the 
common expressions “teaching grammar” and “grammar instruction,” when used 
unreflectively, seem to imply that (1) the teacher possesses grammatical knowledge, 
(2) the students lack such grammatical knowledge, and (3) the goal of the teaching 
should be to deposit grammatical knowledge in the heads of students.

In the face of such a problem, some teachers understandably retreat from 
sentence-level instruction and focus instead on what we like to label “higher-order 
concerns.” Note the implicit way this phrase trivializes sentence-level instruction. 
The decades-long retreat in the scholarly literature is labeled by Richard Connors 
as “the erasure of the sentence,” in his 2000 historical survey that bears the same 
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name. But such a retreat—I argue—is particularly untenable for those of us teach-
ing in two-year colleges with open admissions. At the first-year composition level 
and especially at the developmental level, our students’ writing needs much atten-
tion at the sentence level. In fact, this is one of the defining features of students in 
developmental writing classes. Students—especially English language learners and 
linguistic minorities—expect us to help them with learning the sentence-level 
conventions of punctuation, syntax, and usage. Our course outlines usually mandate 
it. Such conventions, Mark Blaauw-Hara argues forcefully, carry much instrumental 
value for students in two-year colleges who are planning to do writing in other 
disciplines and who are looking to begin their careers in the professional world—
two contexts where grammatical errors are often judged harshly.

Worse yet, retreating from sentence-level issues tends to backfire. Martha 
Kolln and Craig Hancock argue that where writing teachers are untrained in the 
details of English grammar, it creates “a vacuum within which dysfunctional pre-
scriptive norms are enforced” (29). Just as Hartwell, following Ann E. Berthoff, labels 
it “magical thinking” to believe that students only learn what teachers teach them 
(105), it’s also magical thinking to assume that students in developmental writing 
classes will learn the conventions of written English when teachers do little to 
nothing to guide them explicitly. In fact, where sentence-level issues are viewed as 
unworthy of class time or where teachers are untrained in pedagogical grammar, 
this instruction tends to be outsourced either to current-traditional workbooks or 
skill-and-drill software, such as PLATO, MyCompLab, and the like—which only 
makes sentence-level instruction more tedious and authoritarian, in the banking 
mode. In fact, one “skills-based” software program recently used at a two-year col-
lege where I taught was actually called Skills Bank.

In Teaching English in the Two-Year College, two different scholars have advo-
cated for what I call a pedagogy of sentence parsing. Nanette Wichman presents 
a pedagogy that’s focused on helping students “chunk” sentences they find into 
major constituents. Along similar lines, Jan Geyer, following Stanley Fish, advocates 
for guiding students in identifying and imitating canonical syntactic constructions. 
Geyer’s approach, in particular, implies a back-to-basics pedagogy, where students 
need to study sentence structure before advancing to working with longer passages or 
more sophisticated skills. Wichman, in contrast, is more careful to allow the students 
agency over this process, as well as to avoid needless grammatical terminology and 
excessive focus on error. Wichman rightly cautions against “bury[ing] the students 
in grammatical terminology” (281) and warns of the “myriad complications of 
conflicting definitions, [and] exceptions to rules” (284). Still, both Wichman’s and 
Geyer’s pedagogies strike me as sentence-level overkill—parsing syntax largely for 
its own sake. Such activities require a significant investment of class time, but it’s 
not entirely clear how this advances students toward writing better. Further, my 
experience has shown that pedagogies of sentence parsing don’t inherently lend 
themselves to student engagement or agency, and can easily get mired in obscure 
details and complications when applied to the complexities of naturally occurring 
language, especially when teachers lack training in the syntax of English. 
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How then do we guide students at the sentence level in a way that allows 
them to do more than just parse sentences or obediently apply “the rules” of grammar 
to their writing? Mark Blaauw-Hara, also writing in Teaching English in the Two-Year 
College, is more theoretical and more ambitious in scope, laying out an admirable set 
of broad principles for instruction in grammar. These principles include addressing 
grammar rhetorically, working on grammar in students’ own writing, encouraging 
careful rereading, providing models of good writing, and allowing students agency 
over their writing (rather than correcting). Blaauw-Hara rightly acknowledges the 
social dimension of error: error is defined relative to particular prestige dialects, 
power is associated with being able to wield grammatically correct formal written 
English, and people in the world outside of English departments are likely to react 
negatively against perceived grammatical transgressions. 

Outside of Teaching English in the Two-Year College, the recent professional 
literature on sentence-level issues has tended to shift focus increasingly toward the 
comfortable territories of style, rhetorical effect, and sociolinguistics. For instance, 
Laura R. Micciche, in “Making a Case for Rhetorical Grammar,” shows how students 
can be empowered, via a critical pedagogy, to use commonplace books to analyze 
the rhetorical effects of the grammatical choices made in texts that students are read-
ing. Tom Pace suggests a liberatory pedagogy in which students to see their stylistic 
choices as a way in which they can assert a specific identity through their writing.

Pace’s and Micciche’s pedagogies—like Geyer’s and Wichman’s—have their 
merits, including increasing students’ general linguistic awareness, but shifting the 
issue to style and sociolinguistics does little to address the issue that so forcefully 
confronts teachers of developmental writing: how do we help students learn to 
use the mechanical conventions of formal written English? Most students—in my 
experience teaching developmental writing and as reported by Wichman (288)—are 
already keenly aware of the judgments that are made based on one’s dialect, register, 
and style of writing; they want to know how to acquire the linguistic conventions 
that are valued in writing in our society. Further, sentence-level pedagogies that 
focus on style and sociolinguistics tend, in practice, to take something close to 
what Lee-Ann E. Kastman Breuch, following Richard Rorty, calls a hermeneuti-
cal universalist approach to language, where meaning is unpredictable and solely 
derived from reader’s interpretation (136–38). However, such an approach situates 
students in a pedagogical environment that can seem equally arbitrary to that of 
the banking concept of education, and it suggests, incorrectly, that there are no 
predictable relationships between form and meaning, or that error exists entirely 
in the mind of the reader.

In this article, I show one way to situate students to construct their own 
knowledge at the sentence level, while finding a middle ground between the disem-
powerment that characterizes a banking approach to language and the disorientation 
that characterizes the hermeneutical universalist approach to language. This is done 
through what I call classroom reading experiments. In these experiments, students 
are positioned as amateur researchers who participate in an experiment, collect 
qualitative and quantitative data, and then inductively draw their own conclusions 
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about language, rather than the teacher imposing his or her imperatives onto the 
students. In other words, classroom reading experiments replace what Ann Berthoff 
labels a “pedagogy of exhortation” with a “pedagogy of knowing” when it comes 
to students’ understanding of how English works (743–44).

What are classroom reading experiments?

At their core, classroom reading experiments draw on the research methodologies 
of psycholinguistics. They center on asking students to read slightly different ver-
sions of the “same” short text before comparing the two. One versions of the text 
is a “control,” typically an excerpt of naturally occurring writing with no changes 
made (small adjustments occasionally need to be made for purposes of presentation). 
Then the teacher crafts an “experimental” version (or versions) of that text, with one 
crucial and systematic mechanical difference from the control. For instance, in the 
experimental version, all the verbs could be stripped of their endings (which would 
make sentences ungrammatical and cause the time reference of some sentences to 
become ambiguous). The crucial difference between the two texts constitutes the 
independent variable in this experiment. Students then read both versions, and the 
teacher helps record the results of the “experiment”—the dependent variable(s). 
Depending on the lesson’s aim, the dependent variable could be reading time, oral 
reading fluency, answers to comprehension questions, or some more subjective 
judgment made by the readers. The pedagogical goals of the teacher help shape the 
parameters of specific experiments, such as how the experimental text differs from 
the control (the independent variable), which dependent variables are recorded, and 
how they are operationalized. Below, I discuss two versions of classroom reading 
experiments I have used with my students at the developmental writing, first-year 
composition, and second-year composition levels.

I understand that my use of scientific terminology may be off-putting to 
some, so I avoid using this jargon in the classroom; with students, I just refer to 
“text one,” “text two,” and so forth, and I discuss their responses in lay terms. As 
Wichman suggests, teachers should avoid using technical terminology with students 
when talking about the structure of language, unless there’s a compelling pedagogi-
cal reason to do so. Indeed, the more I use this terminology, the more it reinforces 
my role as the final authority. 

For me, the idea for classroom writing experiments traces back to when, 
as an undergraduate, I studied Joseph M. Williams’s Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity 
and Grace, which has been revised through multiple editions. Williams begins by 
motivating his theory of stylistic clarity by juxtaposing a clearly written sentence 
against one that expresses the same sentiment, but with a style that’s opaque (4). 
Crucially, Williams presents this juxtaposition before he dives into any grammatical 
jargon or his formal analysis of the syntax. The reader instead compares the two 
sentences based on their intuition. Williams’s juxtaposition enticed me; I wanted 
to learn the technicalities of his theory of style. Many years later, when I began 
teaching, I realized that I could systematically construct similar juxtapositions, but 
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with a larger variety of linguistic features, and in a more systematic way, in order 
to spark a similar motivation in my students.

experiment one: Punctuating for the reader

This experiment helps students see how punctuation aids the reader and can make 
the reading process smoother. (I include spacing and especially capitalization as part 
of the punctuation system of written English, since these help distinguish boundaries 
between two words or two sentences.) Just as Rick Eden and Ruth Mitchell argue 
in “Paragraphing for the Reader” that paragraphing is less about following rules 
and more about aiding the reader, I argue that punctuation operates in a similar 
vein. It’s true that the places we pause in spoken English don’t correspond perfectly 
with the placement of commas and ending punctuation in a written version of the 
same sentence, but patterns of punctuation aren’t entirely arbitrary; punctuation 
wasn’t invented by English teachers who wanted to torture students. Instead, com-
mas and ending punctuations help mark the edges of certain clauses and phrases, 
often showing where one ends and the next begins, helping to disambiguate the 
syntactic structure, and thus meaning, for the reader. This disambiguation saves the 
reader from misreading and backtracking through the text (Nunberg, Briscoe, and 
Huddleston 1724–30). 

In this reading experiment, I use three different versions of the “same” text. 
The control version should be a piece of prose with a good number of commas 
and ending punctuations, written in the conventions of written academic English. 
Texts published over a century ago work well because they (1) tend to be available 
online in digital formats in the public domain, and (2) tend to be more heavily 
punctuated with commas than those of today, which sharpens the contrast in this 
experiment. In fact, it was common for eighteenth-century prose to more closely 
approximate speech (Merriam Webster’s 262). I use two experimental versions: in the 
first experimental version, all the commas and ending punctuations are removed. In 
the second experimental version, all the commas, ending punctuations, and spacing 
between words are removed. I use the find and replace features in my word processor 
to quickly make these changes to electronic versions of text. For this experiment 
to work well, the text being read can’t be too short; a longer text (one or two 
paragraphs) helps cancel out any effects due to speedier or more skilled readers 
happening to concentrate on one group. To illustrate, here are three versions of the 
opening to Frederick Douglass’s first autobiography:

One: The Control (No Changes)
I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and about twelve miles from Easton, 
in Talbot county, Maryland. I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never 
having seen any authentic record containing it. By far the larger part of the 
slaves know as little of their ages as horses know of theirs, and it is the wish of 
most masters within my knowledge to keep their slaves thus ignorant. I do not 
remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his birthday. They seldom 
come nearer to it than planting-time, harvest-time, cherry-time, spring-time, or 
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fall-time. A want of information concerning my own was a source of unhappiness 
to me even during childhood. The white children could tell their ages. I could 
not tell why I ought to be deprived of the same privilege. I was not allowed to 
make any inquiries of my master concerning it. He deemed all such inquiries on 
the part of a slave improper and impertinent, and evidence of a restless spirit. The 
nearest estimate I can give makes me now between twenty-seven and twenty-
eight years of age. I come to this, from hearing my master say, some time during 
1835, I was about seventeen years old. (17)

Two: Experimental Version with Punctuation and Capitalization  
Removed
i was born in tuckahoe near hillsborough and about twelve miles from easton in 
talbot county maryland i have no accurate knowledge of my age never having 
seen any authentic record containing it by far the larger part of the slaves know 
as little of their ages as horses know of theirs and it is the wish of most masters 
within my knowledge to keep their slaves thus ignorant i do not remember to 
have ever met a slave who could tell of his birthday they seldom come nearer to 
it than planting time harvest time cherry time spring time or fall time a want of 
information concerning my own was a source of unhappiness to me even during 
childhood the white children could tell their ages i could not tell why i ought to 
be deprived of the same privilege i was not allowed to make any inquiries of my 
master concerning it he deemed all such inquiries on the part of a slave improper 
and impertinent and evidence of a restless spirit the nearest estimate i can give 
makes me now between twenty seven and twenty eight years of age i come to 
this from hearing my master say some time during 1835 i was about seventeen 
years old

Three: Experimental Version with Punctuation, Capitalization, and 
Spacing Removed
iwasbornintuckahoenearhillsboroughandabouttwelvemilesfromeastonintalbot 
countymarylandihavenoaccurateknowledgeofmyageneverhavingseenany 
authenticrecordcontainingitbyfarthelargerpartoftheslavesknowaslittleoftheir 
agesashorsesknowoftheirsanditisthewishofmostmasterswithinmyknowledge 
tokeeptheirslavesthusignorantidonotremembertohaveevermetaslavewhocould 
tellofhisbirthdaytheyseldomcomenearertoitthanplantingtimeharvesttimecherry 
timespringtimeorfalltimeawantofinformationconcerningmyownwasasourceof 
unhappinesstomeevenduringchildhoodthewhitechildrencouldtelltheiragesicould 
nottellwhyioughttobedeprivedofthesameprivilegeiwasnotallowedtomakeany 
inquiriesofmymasterconcerningithedeemedallsuchinquiriesonthepartofaslave 
improperandimpertinentandevidenceofarestlessspiritthenearestestimateicangive 
makesmenowbetweentwentysevenandtwentyeightyearsofageicometothisfrom 
hearingmymastersaysometimeduring1835iwasaboutseventeenyearsold

In this experiment, I measure the dependent variable of how quickly stu-
dents read each text. The students are randomly assigned to different groups, each 
of which sits in a different section of the classroom and reads a different version of 
the same text. The challenge in conducting this activity stems from the fact that 
students must fully understand the instructions before they begin reading, and I must 
make sure they aren’t distracted as they read. Before they begin reading, I instruct 
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all students to track their place in the text with a pencil as they read, in order to 
prevent them from skipping words. I tell all students to turn over their printout 
and start reading at the same time, and then raise their hands when they reach the 
end. As hands raise, I record who finished when. Once everyone finishes reading, I 
show on the projector the three different versions, and which were read fastest and 
slowest. Quite consistently, students read the control version most quickly, and the 
experimental version without punctuation or spacing most slowly. In fact, students 
reading text number three sometimes get extremely confused and frustrated, ulti-
mately giving up. Once, a student was so disoriented that she disrupted the whole 
class by asking me to come help her. 

These results illustrate the purpose of punctuation for students more convinc-
ingly than any textbook explanation. To make this completely explicit, I then ask 
students if they have any guesses at the purpose of punctuation. Common answers 
include that it helps the reader or makes things a little clearer. To show students 
that a text without any spacing isn’t unthinkable, I show them images of classical 
Greek manuscripts and inscriptions, which are often devoid of spacing between 
words (Smyth 43). A nice gallery of images of such inscriptions in both Greek and 
Latin is available online from the website of the Department of Classical Studies 
at the University of Evansville. But students don’t have to look back to classical 
times to understand that punctuation isn’t strictly required. They simply need to 
be reminded of text messaging. Indeed, this experiment also sets up an interesting 
discussion of online chat and text messaging, two genres where punctuation tends 
to be light to nonexistent: I begin by asking why in these shorter messages writ-
ers can get away with much lighter punctuation than in lengthier academic prose. 
Students often tell me that such punctuation is less important or that the recipient 
can figure things out. This can lead to a more general discussion of the trade-off 
that writers constantly make between economy and formality.

experiment two: conjunctions and “Flow”

Whereas the prior experiment focused on an issue of grammaticality, this next ex-
periment focuses on style, and the vexing concept of “flow”—that which students 
covet but few can define. This experiment works well for those that teach using a 
sentence-combining pedagogy, the sort of which Richard Connors traces back to 
the 1960s work of Francis Christensen (98–100). 

In this experiment, selecting an apt control text takes more work. The control 
text should be discursive nonfiction that contains many long sentences formed from 
shorter clauses that have been joined with various conjunctions. The control passage 
below began its life as student writing, but over the years I have tweaked the content 
and structure for purposes of this experiment. Narrative and fiction writing tends 
to employ fewer conjunctions, so it works less well for this experiment. For the 
experimental text (there is only one this time), as many clause-joining conjunctions 
as possible are removed, and clauses are instead separated by ending punctuations. 
The experimental text expresses more or less the “same” meaning, but through a 
series of short, single-clause sentences. Here are samples of the text I have used:
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One (Control Version)
Knowledge is viewed as the key building block for human progress. Although 
the U.S. is a country full of resources and it is full of promising opportunities, it is 
failing today’s high school students. The U.S. is unlike other countries, since pub-
lic education in the U.S. is provided free to the public. There are many reasons 
for concern within the system currently in place. We should restructure the daily 
schedule of classes, we should add an additional period for one-on-one instruc-
tion, and this period should also offer mentoring and support services. It will 
provide students with confidence, for they need confidence to succeed, while it 
will also eliminate the pressure from their peers and from their teachers.1 

Two (Experimental Version)
Knowledge is viewed as the key building block for human progress. The U.S. is a 
country full of resources. It is full of promising opportunities. It is failing today’s 
high school students. The U.S. is unlike other countries. Public education in the 
U.S. is provided free to the public. There are many reasons for concern. They are 
within the system currently in place. We should restructure the daily schedule of 
classes. We should add an additional period for one-on-one instruction. It should 
also offer mentoring and support services. It will provide students with confi-
dence. They need confidence to succeed. It will eliminate the pressure. They feel 
pressure from their peers. They feel pressure also from their teachers. 

Before the experiment begins, I tell students we will be evaluating the two 
texts based on measures that are both subjective and objective, and then I spend a 
few minutes discussing the distinction between the two: an objective fact is how 
tall Mr. Roth is. You can measure with a ruler. A subjective opinion is whether you 
like Mr. Roth. Not all students will ever agree on that. I ask a student to read each 
version aloud for the class. Then I put on the board the chart shown in Figure 1 
and lead students in filling in the boxes.

I begin by comparing students’ subjective judgments of the two texts. For 
this, I ask the class to vote on which of the following descriptions in each pair ap-
ply to each version of text:

 > Childish ↔ Sophisticated > Illogical ↔ Logical
 > Choppy ↔ Good flow > Harder to read ↔ Easier to Read

Consistently, students tend to vote the same way: the first description in each pair 
goes with the experimental version.  I then lead students in comparing the two 
texts on two objective measures—sentence length and number of conjunctions. For 
the latter, usually at least a few students have learned about conjunctions in high 
school, so they notice this, and can point out the conjunctions to classmates. These 
objective measures are quick, easy, and uncontroversial to identify. 

F I g u r e  1 .  Classroom Chart for Comparing the Two Passages

Objective Measures Subjective Measures

Text One

Text Two
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The correlation between objective and subjective features suggests something 
about how students can improve their prose. Students are particularly surprised 
when I point out the counter-intuitive fact that the passage with short sentences 
is actually harder to read. (Students often get tripped up when they read it aloud 
for the class.) When I ask like which passage they aspire to write, almost all will 
say they prefer to write like the first. Along these lines, I encourage students to 
use conjunctions to join short, related sentences when they revise. Occasionally, a 
contrarian student insists that the version with short, choppy sentences is better or 
clearer. I’ve learned to accept this. If I cannot change the contrarian’s mind, maybe 
the social pressure of their classmates has some effect. 

conclusion

In this article, I show two different classroom reading experiments that tend to 
consistently produce the same results. These experiments follow the oft-repeated 
imperative to integrate the teaching of reading and writing (Holschuh and Paulson 
13), which tends to happen less often when our teaching shifts to sentence-level 
mechanics. Using a similar framework, other teachers can craft all sorts of parallel 
classroom reading experiments that enable students to compare the effects of a 
systematic difference in grammatical features between two texts. The types of texts 
that can be used are broad. Student writing can easily be adapted for an experi-
ment, especially if it is strikingly problematic or effective at the sentence level. For 
instance, I began using the control passage in the “flow” experiment because the 
student who wrote the original was doing an excellent job of joining sentences 
with conjunctions, whereas many classmates were not. Such a move follows Blaauw-
Hara’s principle of working on grammar in the context of student writing. The 
possibilities here are broad for the types of linguistic issues that can be examined; 
in advanced composition classes, I have also used classroom reading experiments to 
motivate the theory of stylistic clarity advocated by Joseph M. Williams. But these 
experiments can also help students see the ways in which certain types of ungram-
maticalities can obscure crucial elements of meaning from the reader.

Generally, these classroom reading experiments work best at the beginning 
of a unit or lesson on a grammatical or stylistic principle, in order to pique students 
interest and establish a motivation for the sentence-level instruction that follows. 
Once the motivation has been established, the next step, and the more complicated 
step, is to enable students with the sentence-level editing and proofreading skills 
that are suggested by the experiment. There are many ways to do this, and Blaauw 
Hara’s principles for grammar instruction, mentioned earlier, provide a guide to 
some progressive approaches. But I’ve found that students are more motivated 
to listen to what the teacher has to say if the editing and proofreading skills are 
grounded in what they surmise from classroom reading experiments, rather than 
directives from the teacher.

When I respond to student essays throughout the term, I make sure to ex-
plicitly invoke issues raised by the two experiments mentioned above. For instance, 
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if the student is leaving out commas and periods, I write in the margins “Long, 
out-of-control sentence. Add punctuation to show reader where one idea ends 
and next begins”; or “Comma usage is too light. I’m tripped up in this sentence.” 
If a student is writing in a grammatically correct yet choppy style, I write “Long 
sequence of choppy sentences. Use conjunctions to join these and improve flow.” 
My comments are designed to show students the effect that their writing has on 
me as their reader, so they can see that I’m experiencing what they may have ex-
perienced in the classroom reading experiments. 

These experiments also illustrate several principles of systematic inquiry into 
written language. Richard Haswell has argued for the value of scholarship that is 
replicable, aggregable, and data-supported, since it can be extended and tested in 
ways that other less formal methods of inquiry cannot. Although Haswell is refer-
ring to research in professional forums of composition studies, the same principles 
can inform the inquiry our students conduct in the classroom. Classroom reading 
experiments in particular illustrate the value of having replicable results across 
multiple contexts. Although the three experiments here don’t always generate 
exactly the same results, typically 80–100% of students read in ways that conform 
to what’s expected. When students’ readings diverge from the expected, that’s fine. 
Contrarians and outliers are expected. Even if a sizable minority of students disagree, 
it’s noteworthy that such a strong majority of the class reliably reaches a common 
judgment, semester after semester. This is a powerful generalization, one that begs 
a principled explanation, and one cannot be explained solely by hermeneutical 
universalist approaches to language, which predict that each reader will respond to 
a text in his or her own way, a way that’s largely unpredictable. It’s a generalization 
that needs to be captured by our theory of language, and as they discuss the results 
of classroom reading experiments, our students can craft that theory for them- 
selves.
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