
COMPETENCY 1.0 KNOWLEDGE OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND 
METHODS FOR EFFECTIVE TEACHING 
 
Skill 1.1 Identify influences on language (e.g., social, cultural, ethnic, 
religious, historical, regional, and gender). 
 
Language, though an innate human ability, must be learned. Thus, the 
acquisition and use of language is subject to many influences on the learner. 
Linguists agree that language is first a vocal system of word symbols that enable 
a human to communicate his feelings, thoughts, and desires to other human 
beings. Language was instrumental in the development of all cultures and is 
influenced by the changes in these societies. 

 
Historical influences 

 
English is an Indo-European language that evolved through several periods. The 
origin of English dates to the settlement of the British Isles in the fifth and sixth 
centuries by Germanic tribes called the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes. The original 
Britons spoke a Celtic tongue while the Angles spoke a Germanic dialect. 
Modern English derives from the speech of the Anglo-Saxons who imposed not 
only their language but also their social customs and laws on their new land. 
From the fifth to the tenth century, Britain’s language was the tongue we now 
refer to as Old English. During the next four centuries, the many French attempts 
at English conquest introduced many French words to English. However, the 
grammar and syntax of the language remained Germanic. 

 
Middle English, most evident in the writings of Geoffrey Chaucer, dates loosely 
from 1066 to 1509. William Caxton brought the printing press to England in 1474 
and increased literacy. Old English words required numerous inflections to 
indicate noun cases and plurals as well as verb conjugations. Middle English 
continued the use of many inflections and pronunciations that treated these 
inflections as separately pronounced syllables. English in 1300 would have been 
written “Olde Anglishe” with the e’s at the ends of the words pronounced as our 
short a vowel. Even adjectives had plural inflections: “long dai” became “longe 
daies” pronounced “long-a day-as.” Spelling was phonetic, thus every vowel had 
multiple pronunciations, a fact that continues to affect the language. 

 
Modern English dates from the introduction of The Great Vowels Shift because it 
created guidelines for spelling and pronunciation. Before the printing press, 
books were copied laboriously by hand; the language was subject to the 
individual interpretation of the scribes. Printers and subsequently lexicographers 
like Samuel Johnson and America’s Noah Webster influenced the guidelines. As 
reading matter was mass produced, the reading public was forced to adopt the 
speech and writing habits developed by those who wrote and printed books. 

 



Despite many students’ insistence to the contrary, Shakespeare’s writings are in 
Modern English. It is important to stress to students that language, like customs, 
morals, and other social factors, is constantly subject to change. Immigration, 
inventions, and cataclysmic events change language as much as any other facet 
of life affected by these changes. The domination of one race or nation over 
others can change a language significantly. Beginning with the colonization of the 
New World, English and Spanish became dominant languages in the Western 
hemisphere. American English today is somewhat different in pronunciation and 
sometimes vocabulary from British English. The British call a truck a “lorry;” baby 
carriages a “pram,” short for “perambulator;” and an elevator a “lift.” There are 
very few syntactical differences, and even the tonal qualities that were once so 
clearly different are converging. 

 
Though Modern English is less complex than Middle English, having lost many 
unnecessary inflections, it is still considered difficult to learn because of its many 
exceptions to the rules. It has, however, become the world’s dominant language  
by reason of the great political, military, and social power of England from the 
fifteenth to the nineteenth century and of America in the twentieth century. 

 
Modern inventions - the telephone, phonograph, radio, television, and motion 
pictures - have especially affected English pronunciation. Regional dialects, once 
a hindrance to clear understanding, have fewer distinct characteristics. The 
speakers from different parts of the United States of America can be identified by 
their accents, but more and more as educators and media personalities stress 
uniform pronunciations and proper grammar, the differences are diminishing. 

 
The English language has a more extensive vocabulary than any other language. 
Ours is a language of synonyms, words borrowed from other languages, and 
coined words - many of them introduced by the rapid expansion of technology.  

 
It is important for students to understand that language is in constant flux.  
Emphasis should be placed on learning and using language for specific purposes 
and audiences. Negative criticism of a student’s errors in word choice or 
sentence structures will inhibit creativity. Positive criticism that suggests ways to 
enhance communication skills will encourage exploration. 

 
Geographical influences 

 
Dialect differences are basically in pronunciation. Bostonians say “pahty” for 
party” and Southerners blend words like “you all” into “y’all.”  Besides the dialect 
differences already mentioned, the biggest geographical factors in American 
English stem from minor word choice variances. Depending on the region where 
you live, when you order a carbonated, syrupy beverage most generically called 
a soft drink, you might ask for a “soda” in the South, or a “pop” in the Midwest. If 
you order a soda in New York, then you will get a scoop of ice cream in your soft 
drink, while in other areas you would have to ask for a “float.” 



Social influences 
 
Social influences are mostly those imposed by family, peer groups, and mass 
media. The economic and educational levels of families determine the 
properness of language use. Exposure to adults who encourage and assist 
children to speak well enhances readiness for other areas of learning and 
contributes to a child’s ability to communicate his needs. Historically, children 
learned language, speech patterns, and grammar from members of the extended 
family just as they learned the rules of conduct within their family unit and 
community. In modern times, the mother in a nuclear family became the 
dominant force in influencing the child’s development. With increasing social 
changes, many children are not receiving the proper guidance in all areas of 
development, especially language. 

 
Those who are fortunate to be in educational day care programs like Head Start 
or in certified preschools develop better language skills than those whose care is 
entrusted to untrained care providers. Once a child enters elementary school, he 
is also greatly influenced by peer language. This peer influence becomes 
significant in adolescence as the use of teen jargon gives teenagers a sense of 
identity within his chosen group(s) and independence from the influence of 
adults. In some lower socio-economic groups, children use Standard English in 
school and street language outside the school. Some children of immigrant 
families become bilingual by necessity if no English is spoken in the home. 

 
Research has shown a strong correlation between socio-economic 
characteristics and all areas of intellectual development. Traditional paper 
measurement instruments rely on verbal ability to establish intelligence. 
Research findings and test scores reflect that children, reared in nuclear families 
who provide cultural experiences and individual attention, become more 
language proficient than those who are denied that security and stimulation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Personal influences 
 

The rate of physical development and identifiable language disabilities also 
influence language development. Nutritional deficiencies, poor eyesight, and 
conditions such as stuttering or dyslexia can inhibit a child’s ability to master 
language. Unless diagnosed early they can hamper communication into 
adulthood. These conditions also stymie the development of self-confidence and, 
therefore, the willingness to learn or to overcome the handicap. Children should 
receive proper diagnosis and positive corrective instruction. 

 
In adolescence, the child’s choice of role models and his decision about his 
future determine the growth of identity. Rapid physical and emotional changes 
and the stress of coping with the pressure of sexual awareness make 
concentration on any educational pursuits difficult. The easier the transition from 
childhood to adulthood, the better the competence will be in all learning areas. 
 
Middle school and junior high school teachers are confronted by a student body 
ranging from fifth graders who are still childish to eighth or ninth graders who, if 
not in fact at least in their minds, are young adults. Teachers must approach 
language instruction as a social development tool with more emphasis on 
vocabulary acquisition, reading improvement, and speaking/writing skills. High 
school teachers can deal with the more formalized instruction of grammar, 
usage, and literature for older adolescents whose social development allows 
them to pay more attention to studies that will improve their chances for a better 
adult life. 
 
As a tool, language must have relevance to the student’s real environment. Many 
high schools have developed practical English classes for business/ vocational 
students whose specific needs are determined by their desire to enter the 
workforce upon graduation. More emphasis is placed upon accuracy of 
mechanics and understanding verbal and written directions because these are 
skills desired by employers. Writing résumés, completing forms, reading policy 
and operations manuals, and generating reports are some of the desired skills. 
Emphasis is placed on higher level thinking skills, including inferential thinking 
and literary interpretation, in literature classes for college-bound students.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Skill 1.2 Identify and apply various approaches to the study of language, 
usage, grammar, and style. 
 
Language Development 
 
Learning approach 

 
Early theories of language development were formulated from learning theory 
research. The assumption was that language development evolved from learning 
the rules of language structures and applying them through imitation and 
reinforcement. This approach also assumed that language, cognitive, and social 
developments were independent of each other. Thus, children were expected to 
learn language from patterning after adults who spoke and wrote Standard 
English. No allowance was made for communication through child jargon, 
idiomatic expressions, or grammatical and mechanical errors resulting from too 
strict adherence to the rules of inflection (childs instead of children) or 
conjugation (runned instead of ran). No association was made between physical 
and operational development and language mastery. 

 
Linguistic approach  

 
Studies spearheaded by Noam Chomsky in the 1950s formulated the theory that 
language ability is innate and develops through natural human maturation as 
environmental stimuli trigger acquisition of syntactical structures appropriate to 
each exposure level. The assumption of a hierarchy of syntax downplayed the 
significance of semantics. Because of the complexity of syntax and the relative 
speed with which children acquire language, linguists attributed language 
development to biological rather than cognitive or social influences.  

 
Cognitive approach 

 
Researchers in the 1970s proposed that language knowledge derives from both 
syntactic and semantic structures. Drawing on the studies of Piaget and other 
cognitive learning theorists (see Skill 4.7), supporters of the cognitive approach 
maintained that children acquire knowledge of linguistic structures after they 
have acquired the cognitive structures necessary to process language. For 
example, joining words for specific meaning necessitates sensory motor 
intelligence. The child must be able to coordinate movement and recognize 
objects before she can identify words to name the objects or word groups to 
describe the actions performed with those objects.  

 
Adolescents must have developed the mental abilities for organizing concepts as 
well as concrete operations, predicting outcomes, and theorizing before they can 
assimilate and verbalize complex sentence structures, choose vocabulary for 
particular nuances of meaning, and examine semantic structures for tone and 
manipulative effect.  



Socio-cognitive approach 
 

Other theorists in the 1970s proposed that language development results from 
sociolinguistic competence. Language, cognitive, and social knowledge are 
interactive elements of total human development. Emphasis on verbal 
communication as the medium for language expression resulted in the inclusion 
of speech activities in most language arts curricula.  

 
Unlike previous approaches, the socio-cognitive allowed that determining the 
appropriateness of language in given situations for specific listeners is as 
important as understanding semantic and syntactic structures. By engaging in 
conversation, children at all stages of development have opportunities to test 
their language skills, receive feedback, and make modifications. As a social 
activity, conversation is as structured by social order as grammar is structured by 
the rules of syntax. Conversation satisfies the learner’s need to be heard and 
understood and to influence others. Thus, his choices of vocabulary, tone, and 
content are dictated by his ability to assess the language knowledge of his 
listeners. He is constantly applying his cognitive skills to using language in a 
social interaction. If the capacity to acquire language is inborn, without an 
environment in which to practice language, a child would not pass beyond grunts 
and gestures as did primitive man.  

 
Of course, the varying degrees of environmental stimuli to which children are 
exposed at all age levels creates a slower or faster development of language. 
Some children are prepared to articulate concepts and recognize symbolism by 
the time they enter fifth grade because they have been exposed to challenging 
reading and conversations with well-spoken adults at home or in their social 
groups. Others are still trying to master the sight recognition skills and are not yet 
ready to combine words in complex patterns.  

 



Concerns for the teacher 
 

Because teachers must, by virtue of tradition and the dictates of the curriculum, 
teach grammar, usage, and writing as well as reading and later literature, the 
problem becomes when to teach what to whom. The profusion of approaches to 
teaching grammar alone are mind-boggling. In the universities, we learn about 
transformational grammar, stratificational grammar, sectoral grammar, etc.  But 
in practice, most teachers, supported by presentations in textbooks and by the 
methods they learned themselves, keep coming back to the same traditional 
prescriptive approach - read and imitate - or structural approach - learn the parts 
of speech, the parts of sentence, punctuation rules, sentence patterns. After 
enough of the terminology and rules are stored in the brain, then we learn to 
write and speak.  For some educators, the best solution is the worst - don’t teach 
grammar at all.  

 
The same problems occur in teaching usage. How much can we demand 
students communicate in only Standard English? Different schools of thought 
suggest that a study of dialect and idiom and recognition of various jargons is a 
vital part of language development. Social pressures, especially on students in 
middle and junior high schools, to be accepted within their peer groups and to 
speak the non-standard language spoken outside the school make adolescents 
resistant to the corrective, remedial approach. In many communities where the 
immigrant populations are high, new words are entering English from other 
languages even as words and expressions that were common when we were 
children have become rare or obsolete.  

 
Regardless of differences of opinion concerning language development, it is safe 
to say that a language arts teacher will be most effective using the styles and 
approaches with which she is most comfortable. And, if she subscribes to a 
student-centered approach, she may find that the students have a lot to teach 
her and each other. Moffett and Wagner in the Fourth Edition of Student-
centered Language Arts K-12 stress the three I’s: individualization, interaction, 
and integration. Essentially, they are supporting the socio-cognitive approach to 
language development. By providing an opportunity for the student to select his 
own activities and resources, his instruction is individualized. By centering on and 
teaching each other, students are interactive. Finally, by allowing students to 
synthesize a variety of knowledge structures, they integrate them. The teacher’s 
role becomes that of a facilitator.    
 



Benefits of the socio-cognitive approach 
 

This approach has tended to guide the whole language movement, currently in 
fashion. Most basal readers utilize an integrated, cross-curricular approach to 
successful grammar, language, and usage. Reinforcement becomes an 
intradepartmental responsibility. Language incorporates diction and terminology 
across the curriculum. Standard usage is encouraged and supported by both the 
core classroom textbooks and current software for technology. Teachers need to 
acquaint themselves with the computer capabilities in their school district and at 
their individual school sites. Advances in new technologies require the teacher to 
familiarize herself with programs that would serve her students’ needs. Students 
respond enthusiastically to technology. Several highly effective programs are 
available in various formats to assist students with initial instruction or 
remediation. Grammar texts, such as the Warriner’s series, employ various 
methods to reach individual learning styles. The school library media center 
should become a focal point for individual exploration.  
 
Syntax 
 
Sentence completeness 
 
Avoid fragments and run-on sentences. Recognition of sentence elements 
necessary to make a complete thought, proper use of independent and 
dependent clauses (see Use correct coordination and subordination), and proper 
punctuation will correct such errors. 
 
Sentence structure 
 
Recognize simple, compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences. Use 
dependent (subordinate) and independent clauses correctly to create these 
sentence structures. 
 
          Simple                         Joyce wrote a letter. 
          Compound                  Joyce wrote a letter, and Dot drew a picture. 
          Complex                      While Joyce wrote a letter, Dot drew a picture.  
          Compound/Complex  When Mother asked the girls to demonstrate their   

                          new-found skills, Joyce wrote a letter, and Dot drew  
      a picture. 

 
Note: Do not confuse compound sentence elements with compound sentences. 
                      
             



Simple sentence with compound subject 
                      Joyce and Dot wrote letters. 
                      The girl in row three and the boy next to her were passing notes 
 across the aisle. 
 
            Simple sentence with compound predicate 
                       Joyce wrote letters and drew pictures.  
                       The captain of the high school debate team graduated with   
                       honors and studied broadcast journalism in college. 
       
             Simple sentence with compound object of preposition 
                       Coleen graded the students’ essays for style and   
                       mechanical accuracy. 
 
Parallelism 
 
Recognize parallel structures using phrases (prepositional, gerund, participial, and 
infinitive) and omissions from sentences that create the lack of parallelism. 
 
          Prepositional phrase/single modifier 
 
          Incorrect: Coleen ate the ice cream with enthusiasm and hurriedly. 
          Correct:   Coleen ate the ice cream with enthusiasm and in a hurry. 
          Correct:   Coleen ate the ice cream enthusiastically and hurriedly. 
 
          Participial phrase/infinitive phrase 
 
          Incorrect:  After hiking for hours and to sweat profusely, Joe sat down to  
                 rest and drinking water. 
           Correct:   After hiking for hours and sweating profusely, Joe sat down to 
                           rest and drink water. 
 
Recognition of dangling modifiers 
 
Dangling phrases are attached to sentence parts in such a way they create 
ambiguity and incorrectness of meaning. 
 
          Participial phrase 
 
          Incorrect:  Hanging from her skirt, Dot tugged at a loose thread. 
          Correct:    Dot tugged at a loose thread hanging from her skirt. 
 
          Incorrect:  Relaxing in the bathtub, the telephone rang. 
          Correct:    While I was relaxing in the bathtub, the telephone rang. 
 
      



Infinitive phrase 
 
          Incorrect:   To improve his behavior, the dean warned Fred. 
          Correct:     The dean warned Fred to improve his behavior. 
 
          Prepositional phrase 
 
          Incorrect:    On the floor, Father saw the dog eating table scraps. 
          Correct:      Father saw the dog eating table scraps on the floor. 
 
Recognition of syntactical redundancy or omission  
 
These errors occur when superfluous words have been added to a sentence or 
key words have been omitted from a sentence.  
 
          Redundancy 
 
          Incorrect:  Joyce made sure that when her plane arrived that she  
                           retrieved all of her luggage. 
          Correct:    Joyce made sure that when her plane arrived she retrieved all  
                           of her luggage. 
 
          Incorrect:  He was a mere skeleton of his former self. 
          Correct:    He was a skeleton of his former self. 
 
          Omission 
 
          Incorrect:  Dot opened her book, recited her textbook, and answered the   
                           teacher’s subsequent question. 
          Correct:    Dot opened her book, recited from the textbook, and answered 
                           the teacher’s subsequent question. 
 
Avoidance of double negatives 
 
This error occurs from positioning two negatives that, in fact, cancel each    
other in meaning.  
 
           Incorrect:  Harold couldn’t care less whether he passes this class. 
           Correct:    Harold could care less whether he passes this class.  
 
           Incorrect:  Dot didn’t have no double negatives in her paper. 
           Correct:    Dot didn’t have any double negatives in her paper. 
 



Semantic connotations 
 

To effectively teach language, it is necessary to understand that, as human beings 
acquire language, they realize that words have denotative and connotative 
meanings. Generally, denotative words point to things and connotative words deal 
with mental suggestions that the words convey. The word skunk has a denotative 
meaning if the speaker can point to the actual animal as he speaks the word and 
intends the word to identify the animal. Skunk has connotative meaning depending 
upon the tone of delivery, the socially acceptable attitudes about the animal, and 
the speaker’s personal feelings about the animal.  

 
Informative connotations 

 
Informative connotations are definitions agreed upon by the society in which the 
learner operates. A skunk is “a black and white mammal of the weasel family with 
a pair of perineal glands which secrete a pungent odor.” The Merriam Webster 
Collegiate Dictionary adds “...and offensive” odor. Identification of the color, 
species, and glandular characteristics are informative. The interpretation of the 
odor as offensive is affective.  

 
Affective connotations 

 
Affective connotations are the personal feelings a word arouses. A child who has 
no personal experience with a skunk and its odor or has had a pet skunk will feel 
differently about the word skunk than a child who has smelled the spray or been 
conditioned vicariously to associate offensiveness with the animal denoted skunk. 
The very fact that our society views a skunk as an animal to be avoided will affect 
the child’s interpretation of the word. In fact, it is not necessary for one to have 
actually seen a skunk (that is, have a denotative understanding) to use the word in 
either connotative expression. For example, one child might call another child a 
skunk, connoting an unpleasant reaction (affective use) or, seeing another small 
black and white animal, call it a skunk based on the definition (informative use). 
 
Using connotations 

 
In everyday language, we attach affective meanings to words unconsciously; we 
exercise more conscious control of informative connotations. In the process of 
language development, the leaner must come not only to grasp the definitions of 
words but also to become more conscious of the affective connotations and how 
his listeners process these connotations. Gaining this conscious control over 
language makes it possible to use language appropriately in various situations and 
to evaluate its uses in literature and other forms of communication. 

 
The manipulation of language for a variety of purposes is the goal of language 
instruction. Advertisers and satirists are especially conscious of the effect word 
choice has on their audiences. By evoking the proper responses from 
readers/listeners, we can prompt them to take action.  



 
Choice of the medium through which the message is delivered to the receiver is a 
significant factor in controlling language. Spoken language relies as much on the 
gestures, facial expression, and tone of voice of the speaker as on the words he 
speaks. Slapstick comics can evoke laughter without speaking a word. Young 
children use body language overtly and older children more subtly to convey 
messages. These refinings of body language are paralleled by an ability to 
recognize and apply the nuances of spoken language. To work strictly with the 
written work, the writer must use words to imply the body language.  
             
Skill 1.3 Apply knowledge of standard written English. 
 
Correct use of coordination and subordination 
  
Connect independent clauses with the coordinating conjunctions - and, but,  
or, for, or nor - when their content is of equal importance. Use subordinating 
conjunctions - although, because, before, if, since, though, until, when,     
whenever, where - and relative pronouns - that, who, whom, which - to  
introduce clauses that express ideas that are subordinate to main ideas  
expressed in independent clauses. (See Sentence Structure above.)  
Be sure to place the conjunctions so that they express the proper relationship 
between ideas (cause/effect, condition, time, space).  
 

Incorrect:  Because mother scolded me, I was late. 
           Correct:     Mother scolded me because I was late. 
 
           Incorrect:  The sun rose after the fog lifted. 
           Correct:    The fog lifted after the sun rose. 
                  
Notice that placement of the conjunction can completely change the   
meaning of the sentence.  Main emphasis is shifted by the change. 
 

Although Jenny was pleased, the teacher was disappointed. 
           Although the teacher was disappointed, Jenny was pleased.  
 
           The boys who had written the essay won the contest. 
           The boys who won the contest had written the essay. 
 
Note: While not syntactically incorrect, the second sentence makes it appear 
that the boys won the contest for something else before they wrote the essay. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Possessives 
 

Make the possessives of singular nouns by adding an apostrophe followed by the 
letter s (‘s). 

 
baby’s bottle, father’s job, elephant’s eye, teacher’s desk, sympathizer’s 
protests, week’s postponement 
 

Make the possessive of singular nouns ending in s by adding either an 
apostrophe or a (‘s) depending upon common usage or sound. When making the 
possessive causes difficulty, use a prepositional phrase instead. Even with the 
sibilant ending, with a few exceptions, it is advisable to use the (‘s) construction. 

 
dress’s color, species’ characteristics or characteristics of the species,      
James’ hat or James’s hat, Delores’s shirt 
 

Make the possessive of plural nouns ending in s by adding the apostrophe after 
the s. 

 
horses’ coats, jockeys’ times, four days’ time 
 

Make possessives of plural nouns that do not end in s the same as singular 
nouns by adding ‘s. 

 
children’s shoes, deer’s antlers, cattle’s horns 
 

Make possessives of compound nouns by adding the inflection at the end of the 
word or phrase. 

 
the mayor of Los Angeles’ campaign, the mailman’s new truck, the  
mailmen’s new trucks, my father-in-law’s first wife, the keepsakes’  
values, several daughters-in-law’s husbands  
 

Note: Because a gerund functions as a noun, any noun preceding it and 
operating as a possessive adjective must reflect the necessary inflection. 

 However, if the gerundive following the noun is a participle, no inflection is  
added. 
 
 The general was perturbed by the private’s sleeping on duty. (The word  
 sleeping is a gerund, the object of the preposition by. 
 
 but 
 

   The general was perturbed to see the private sleeping on duty. (The word 
 sleeping is a participle modifying private.) 

 
 
 
 



Use of pronouns 
 
A pronoun used as a subject of predicate nominative is in nominative case. 
 

She was the drum majorette.  The lead trombonists were Joe and he. 
           The band director accepted whoever could march in step.  
 
A pronoun used as a direct object, indirect object of object of a preposition is in 
objective case.  
 
           The teacher praised him.  She gave him an A on the test. Her praise  
 of him was appreciated. The students whom she did not praise will  
           work harder next time.  
                     
Common pronoun errors occur from misuse of reflexive pronouns:  
 
           Singular:  myself, yourself, herself, himself, itself 
           Plural:      ourselves, yourselves, themselves. 
 
           Incorrect: Jack cut hisself shaving. 
           Correct:   Jack cut himself shaving. 
 
           Incorrect:  They backed theirselves into a corner. 
           Correct:    They backed themselves into a corner. 
 
Use of adjectives 
 
An adjective should agree with its antecedent in number. 
 
           Those apples are rotten. This one is ripe. These peaches are hard.  
 
Comparative adjectives end in -er and superlatives in -est, with some          
exceptions like worse and worst. Some adjectives that cannot easily make          
comparative inflections are preceded by more and most. 
            
           Mrs. Carmichael is the better of the two basketball coaches. 
 
           That is the hastiest excuse you have ever contrived.         
 
           Candy is the most beautiful baby.  
 
Avoid double superlatives. 
 
           Incorrect:  This is the worstest headache I ever had. 
           Correct:    This is the worst headache I ever had. 
 



When comparing one thing to others in a group, exclude the thing under          
comparison from the rest of the group. 
 

Incorrect: Joey is larger than any baby I have ever seen. (Since you  
                  have seen him, he cannot be larger than himself.) 

 Correct:   Joey is larger than any other baby I have ever seen. 
 
  Include all necessary words to make a comparison clear in meaning. 
 

I am as tall as my mother. I am as tall as she (is). 
 My cats are better behaved than those of my neighbor. 

    
 
Subject-verb agreement 
 
A verb agrees in number with its subject. Making them agree relies on the ability 
to properly identify the subject.  
 

One of the boys was playing too rough.  
           No one in the class, not the teacher nor the students, was listening to 
           the message from the intercom. 
           The candidates, including a grandmother and a teenager, are debating
           some controversial issues. 
 
If two singular subjects are connected by and the verb must be plural. 
                    
          A man and his dog were jogging on the beach.     
           
If two singular subjects are connected by or or nor, a singular verb is required.  
 

Neither Dot nor Joyce has missed a day of school this year. 
           Either Fran or Paul is missing.  
 
If one singular subject and one plural subject are connected by or or nor, 
the verb agrees with the subject nearest to the verb. 
 
             Neither the coach nor the players were able to sleep on the bus. 
 
If the subject is a collective noun, its sense of number in the sentence 
determines the verb: singular if the noun represents a group or unit and 
plural if the noun represents individuals.  
 

The House of Representatives has adjourned for the holidays. 
 

The House of Representatives has failed to reach agreement on  
           the subject of adjournment. 



Use of verbs (tense) 
 
Present tense is used to express that which is currently happening or is  
always true. 
 
          Randy is playing the piano. 
 
          Randy plays the piano like a pro. 
 
Past tense is used to express action that occurred in a past time. 
 
           Randy learned to play the piano when he was six years old. 
 
Future tense is used to express action or a condition of future time. 
 
           Randy will probably earn a music scholarship. 
 
 
Present perfect tense is used to express action or a condition that started  
in the past and is continued to or completed in the present. 
 
         Randy has practiced piano every day for the last ten years. 
 
         Randy has never been bored with practice. 
 
Past perfect tense expresses action or a condition that occurred as a 
precedent to some other past action or condition. 
 
           Randy had considered playing clarinet before he discovered the  
           piano. 
 
Future perfect tense expresses action that started in the past or the  
present and will conclude at some time in the future. 
 
           By the time he goes to college, Randy will have been an   
 accomplished pianist for more than half of his life. 
 



Use of verbs (mood) 
 
Indicative mood is used to make unconditional statements; subjunctive mood is 
used for conditional clauses or wish statements that pose conditions that are 
untrue. Verbs in subjunctive mood are plural with both singular and plural 
subjects.  
 
           If I were a bird, I would fly. 
 
           I wish I were as rich as Donald Trump. 
 
Verb conjugation 
 
The conjugation of verbs follow the patterns used in the discussion of tense 
above. However, the most frequent problems in verb use stem from the improper 
formation of past and past participial forms.  
 
          Regular verb:  believe, believed,  (have) believed 
 

Irregular verbs: run, ran, run; sit, sat, sat; teach, taught, taught 
                                   
Other problems stem from the use of verbs that are the same in some           
tenses but have different forms and different meanings in other tenses. 
 
           I lie on the ground. I lay on the ground yesterday. I have lain down. 
 
           I lay the blanket on the bed.  I laid the blanket there yesterday.  I  
           have laid the blanket every night. 
 
          The sun rises. The sun rose.  The sun has risen. 
 
           He raises the flag. He raised the flag.  He had raised the flag. 
 
           I sit on the porch. I sat on the porch. I have sat in the porch swing. 
 
           I set the plate on the table. I set the plate there yesterday.  I had set  
           the table before dinner. 
 
Two other verb problems stem from misusing the preposition of for the           
verb auxiliary have and misusing the verb ought (now rare). 
                                       
           Incorrect: I should of gone to bed. 

Correct:   I should have gone to bed. 
 
           Incorrect: He hadn’t ought to get so angry. 
           Correct:   He ought not to get so angry. 



Resources 
 
Basic teaching texts used by teachers at large and found to be most helpful in 
teaching structure, grammar and composition: 

 
Grades 7-12 - all students 
      
Warriner’s Composition and Grammar: Fourth - First Course 
and Complete Course, Orlando, FL: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich.  

   
Intermediate to Advanced college-bound students and International-ESOL 
students 

 
Oshima, Alice and Ann Hogue. Writing Academic English (Longman Series) 
A Writing and Sentence Structure Handbook. Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley Publications Co., 1991. 
         
Grades 6-12 
     
Hixon, Mamie W. The Essentials of English Language.                       

 Piscataway, New Jersey: Research and Education     
 Association, 1995. 

 
English Journal. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 
 

Teachers will find numerous other published local resources in the school library or 
district resource centers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Skill 1.4 Identify how audience and purpose affect language. 
 
In the past teachers have assigned reports, paragraphs and essays that focused 
on the teacher as the audience with the purpose of explaining information.  
However, for students to be meaningfully engaged in their writing, they must 
write for a variety of reasons. Writing for different audiences and aims allows 
students to be more involved in their writing. If they write for the same audience 
and purpose, they will continue to see writing as just another assignment. Listed 
below are suggestions that give students an opportunity to write in more creative 
and critical ways. 

        
*  Write letters to the editor, to a college, to a friend, to another student     
 that would be sent to the intended audience. 
 
*  Write stories that would be read aloud to a group (the class, another    
 group of students, to a group of elementary school students) or published in a 
 literary magazine or class anthology. 
 
*  Write plays that would be performed. 
 
*  Have students discuss the parallels between the different speech styles    
 we use and writing styles for different readers or audiences. 
 
*  Allow students to write a particular piece for different audiences. 
 
*  Make sure students consider the following when analyzing the needs of    
 their audience. 
 
  1.  Why is the audience reading my writing? Do they expect to be   
       informed, amused or persuaded?        
  2.  What does my audience already know about my topic? 
  3.  What does the audience want or need to know? What will   
       interest them? 
  4.  What type of language suits my readers?  
 
*  As part of the prewriting have students identify the audience. 
 

*  Expose students to writing that is on the same topic but with a different 
   audience and have them identify the variations in sentence structure and  
   style. 
 

*  Remind your students that it is not necessary to identify all the specifics of the 
 audience in the initial stage of the writing process but that at some point they 
 must make some determinations about audience. 
 
 



Skill 1.5 Identify methods of effectively assessing language skills. 
 
Language Skills to Evaluate: 
 

• The ability to talk at length with few pauses and fill time with speech 
• The ability to call up appropriate thing to say in a wide range of contexts 
• The size and range of a student’s vocabulary and syntax skills 
• The coherence of their sentences, the ability to speak in reasoned and 

semantically dense sentences 
• Knowledge of the various forms of interaction and conversation for various 

situations 
• Knowledge of the standard rules of conversation 
• The ability to be creative and imaginative with language, and express 

oneself in original ways 
• The ability to invent and entertain, and take risks in linguistic expression 

 
Methods of Evaluation: 
 

• Commercially designed language assessment products 
• Instructor observation using a rating scale from 1 to 5 (where 1=limited 

proficiency and 5=native speaker equivalency) 
• Informal observation of students’ behaviors 

 
Uses of Language Assessment: 
 

• Diagnosis of language strengths and weaknesses 
• Detection of patterns of systematic errors 
• Appropriate bilingual/ESL program placement if necessary 

 
Common Language Errors: 
 

• Application of rules that apply in a student’s first language but not in the 
second 

• Using pronunciation that applies to a student’s first language but not in the 
second 

• Applying a general rule to all cases even when there are exceptions 
• Trying to cut corners by using an incorrect word or syntactic form 
• Avoiding use of precise vocabulary or idiomatic expressions 
• Using incorrect verb tense  

 
 
 
 
 
 



Skill 1.6 Identify methods and strategies for teaching English for speakers 
of other languages. 
 
Students who are raised in homes where English is not the first language and/or 
where standard English is not spoken, may have difficulty with hearing the 
difference between similar sounding words like “send” and “sent.”  Any student 
who is not in an environment where English phonology operates, may have 
difficulty perceiving and demonstrating the differences between English language 
phonemes.  If students can not hear the difference between words that “sound 
the same” like “grow” and “glow,” they will be confused when these words appear 
in a print context.  This confusion will of course, sadly, impact their 
comprehension. 
 
Considerations for teaching to English Language Learners include recognition by 
the teacher that what works for the English language speaking student from an 
English language speaking family, does not necessarily work in other languages. 
 
Research recommends that ELL students learn to read initially in their first 
language.  It has been found that a priority for ELL should be learning to speak 
English before being taught to read English.  Research supports oral language 
development, since it lays the foundation for phonological awareness. 
 
Academic literacy, which encompasses ways of knowing particular content and 
refers to strategies for understanding, discussing, organizing, and producing 
texts, is key to success in school. To be literate in an academic sense, one 
should be able to understand and to articulate conceptual relationships within, 
between, and among disciplines. Academic literacy also encompasses critical 
literacy, that is, the ability to evaluate the credibility and validity of informational 
sources. In a practical sense, when a student is academically literate, s/he 
should be able to read and understand interdisciplinary texts, to articulate 
comprehension through expository written pieces, and to further knowledge 
through sustained and focused research.  

Developing academic literacy is especially difficult for ESL students who are 
struggling to acquire and improve the language and critical thinking skills they 
need to become full members of the academic mainstream community. The 
needs of these ESL students may be met through the creation of a functional 
language learning environment that engages them in meaningful and authentic 
language processing through planned, purposeful, and academically-based 
activities, teaching them how to extract, question, and evaluate the central points 
and methodology of a range of material, and construct responses using the 
conventions of academic/expository writing. Effective academic writing requires 
that the student be able to choose appropriate patterns of discourse, which in 
turn involves knowing sociolinguistic conventions relating to audience and 
purpose. These skills, acquired through students' attempts to process and 
produce texts, can be refined over time by having students complete a range of 



assignments of progressive complexity which derive from the sustained and 
focused study of one or more academic disciplines.  

Sustained content area study is more effectively carried out when an extensive 
body of instructional and informational resources, such as is found on the 
internet, is available. Through its extensive collection of reading materials and 
numerous contexts for meaningful written communication and analysis of issues, 
the internet creates a highly motivating learning environment that encourages 
ESL students to interact with language in new and varied ways. Used as a 
resource for focus discipline research, the internet is highly effective in helping 
these students develop and refine the academic literacy so necessary for a 
successful educational experience.  

Used as a tool for sustained content study, the internet is a powerful resource 
that offers easier, wider, and more rapid access to interdisciplinary information 
than do traditional libraries. Using the internet allows ESL students to control the 
direction of their reading and research, teaches them to think creatively, and 
increases motivation for learning as students work individually and collaboratively 
to gather focus discipline information. By allowing easy access to cross-
referenced documents and screens, internet hypertext encourages students to 
read widely on interdisciplinary topics. This type of reading presents cognitively 
demanding language, a wide range of linguistic forms, and enables ESL students 
to build a wider range of schemata and a broader base of knowledge, which may 
help them grasp future texts. Additionally, hypermedia provides the benefit of 
immediate visual reinforcement through pictures and/or slideshows, facilitating 
comprehension of the often-abstract concepts presented in academic readings.  

Academic research skills are often underdeveloped in the ESL student 
population making research reports especially frightening and enormously 
challenging. The research skills students need to complete focus discipline 
projects are the same skills they need to succeed in classes. Instruction that 
targets the development of research skills teaches ESL students the rhetorical 
conventions of term papers, which subsequently leads to better writing and 
hence improved performance in class. Moreover, the research skills acquired 
through sustained content study and focus discipline research enable students to 
manage information more effectively, which serves them throughout their 
academic years and into the workforce. 



  
 


	Possessives

