
study of character. 
Both novels develop moral 

themes. By causing her female hero to 
plead for justice for the N~~ive 
Americans, Sedgwick takes a political 
stand. As Mary Kelley notes in her 
recent edition, the novel was "written 
during a decade in which nin~teen~
century Americans were demanding still 
more land from the Cherokees, the 
Chickasaws, and the Choctaws. · · · 
Hope Leslie resounded with ~n 
unmistakable challenge to the morality 
of a nation" (xxvii-xxviii). The moral 
issue in The Scarlet Letter, on the 0ther 
hand, is intimate and timeless, centering 
on sexuality and its repression and on 
compassion and its denial. Together 
these two insistently American novels 
propose a new moral paradigm whereby 
the individual conscience triumphs over 
the corrupted values of the past, and for 
that each needs a new hero, a strong 
woman acting out her new destiny in the 
new world. 
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Erratum 

In the Spring issue of MEJ, we 
published an article titled "A Student
Centered Approach to Shakespeare's 
Macbeth" by Susan Watts. This article 
was jointly written by Susan Watts and 
Sally Rothenberg. 

Susan Watts is assistant 
professor of literacy education and 

teaches reading methods courses at the 
University of Minnesota. 

This article was based on a 
collaborative effort with her former 
student, Sally Rothenberg, who teaches 
students with learning disabilities. 

We apologize for the omission of 
Ms. Rothenberg's name from the title. 
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Ten Minutes to Grammar Readiness and 
Faster Reading 

Elizabeth Grawe and Paul Grawe 

The following narrative, like 
much of modem literature, points to 
many morals from a variety of 
perspectives. Our own preference is to 
see it for what it says about Upper 
Midwestern students' preparation for 
grammar instruction. In an age when 
virtually everyone decries declining 
communication skills, the moral we 
propose is that students, especially 
below-average-achievement students, are 
missing a key and absolutely basic 
concept about language. In ten minutes' 
time, without formal introduction, they 
can painlessly become more sophisticated 
about what they inherently already know, 
move to impressively increased 
comprehension rates in reading, and 
prepare themselves significantly for 
meaningful grammar instruction. 

Our story begins about four years 
ago with Elizabeth as a seventh grader in 
Minnesota Independent School District 
861 (Winona). The Winona schools by 
that time had already achieved national 
and international recognition in Science 
Fair competition based in the Winona 
Middle School Project Science classes of 
Mr. Jerry Foster. Foster's classes 
consistently produced State Science Fair 
winners, high-ranking international 
competitors, and not a few practical 
discoveries. (A Foster alum was the first 

person to isolate the Lyme's disease virus 
in the Midwest, a feat accomplished as a 

\ 

high school junior!) Project Science 
taught middle schoolers science and 
communication skills in a one fe]l swoop. 

Were this a fairy tale, we might 
compare Elizabeth's plight to 
Cinderella's. Other kids' dads with 
advanced scientific devices were at ease 
digging core samples from Mississippi 
Pool 5 or could help engineer wind 
tunnels or could teach exotic-gas 
welding. Poor Elizabeth's Dad was just 
an English professor over at Winona 
State University. What could he offer his 
7th-grade budding scientists compared to 
these other involved parents? Maybe use 
of his office computer. 

With such a deficient family 
background, Elizabeth's choice of science 
project--the effects of music listening on 
academic performance--was predictably 
low-tech. It would have also been 
unoriginal--every science fair has some 
entrant out to prove that, yes, students 
can study and listen to music at the same 
time--except that Elizabeth decided to 
study whether the brain laterality of 
students made any difference to their 
ability to study to music. And as long as 
she was at it, Elizabeth decided also to 
test whether the site of the music--in the 
left ear, right ear, both ears, or neither 
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(i.e., silence )--made any difference. 
You, our dear reader, will be 

relieved that none of these musical results 
is important to the present article. You 
may also be relieved to know that, 
generally, teachers have always been 
right that silence is the best condition for 
high performance. 

Elizabeth continued her testing 
program for two years, the second being 
directly concerned with English skills. In 
the first year, her test instrument was a 
simple, mixed, math facts test: 3x4=, 
1 +8=, and the like. Each student took 
equally difficult tests four times, once 
with each ear locus for music. 

Surprising to no one, Elizabeth 
found no learning curve in these math 
tests. There was no improvement from 
test 1 to test 4. Her eighth grade subjects 
had drilled these facts for years. Ten 
minutes' work was not going to make any 
difference. 

The surprise came in the second 
year when Elizabeth replaced the math 
facts tests with a simple verbal syntax 
test. 

Elizabeth devised four tests 
composed of same-grammar sentences-
finally Dad's expertise was of some small 
use. In each set of four sentences, the 
same element was left out, and a choice 
of fillers for the vacated slot was given. 
For example: 

The boy wore (red, cucumber) 
shoes. 

The girl wore ( cherries, pink) 
socks. 

The dog ate (tables, hard) bones. 
The cat killed (brown, rug) mice. 

Students were asked to fill the slot 
appropriately and to dismiss a misfit that 
could not grammatically fill the slot. 

Clearly, the point of such 
questions was not their difficulty--just 
basic comprehension. Elizabeth's attempt 
was to find something with respect to 
language that was equivalent to drilled 

math facts. The order of questions was 
mixed lightly in the four locus tests, just 
as multiplication, addition, subtraction, 
and division had been mixed in the math 
tests. But with one question from each 
set of 4 syntactically identical items on 
each test, the tests were as close to 
identically difficult as could be devised. 

Surely, something this simple 
would be as well drilled into the students 
by a life of verbal experience as any 
drilled math. Thus, the assumption was 
that no learning curve would be involved 
in the syntax tests and that Elizabeth 
could move quickly and directly to the 
great issues of brain laterality and music 
site. 

But, imitating Shakespeare, "soft 
--what ho?" a learning curve appeared in 
the data. 

And just as the plot thickens, in 
Shakespearean manner we digress to 
subplot. In both years, Elizabeth tested 
approximately 90 students, about half of 
these at Winona Middle School and half 
at Cochrane-Fountain City (C-FC), a 
rural district just on the Wisconsin side of 
the Mississippi River, 15 miles from 
Winona. 

Both Winona and C-FC systems 
have high standardized scores for math 
and for English at the middle school level 
vis-a-vis their respective states. And, of 
course, Minnesota and Wisconsin 
standardized scores are the envy of the 
rest of the nation. There was every 
reason to believe that the students tested 
had strong verbal abilities and would not 
show any substantial learning curve over 
a mere ten-minutes' testing period. 

Nevertheless, Elizabeth found an 
average learning curve of better than 10% 
in Winona between the first and fourth 
two-minute tests. Moreover, the learning 
curve was smooth, increasing by almost 
the same amount between any two 
successive tests. At C-FC the learning 
curve was agam smooth, increasing 
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consistently between the first and fourth 
tests. In other words, students kept 
learning from test to test. It was llQ1.the 
case that at some point they suddenly 
"caught on" to the format of the test and 
thereafter achieved at a constant rate. 

These learning-curve results were 
soon forgotten in favor of the statistical 
analysis of music sites. Interestingly, 
while silence was the best condition for 
performance in both math and English, 
music in both ears was the second best 
for math and worst for English. With 
these and similar results, Elizabeth went 
from local to district to state and finally 
tri-state fairs. In something less than a 
classic Cinderella happily-ever-after 
ending, at Tri-state Symposium, 
Elizabeth's project missed the cut-off to 
go on to national competition by 2/1 0Oths 
of a point. 

But beyond science contests 
remained the fact of the syntactic learning 
curve. With competition behind us and 
the results in front of us, it was hard not 
to return to the learning curve. It became 
impossible not to concentrate on the 
curve when we realized an even more 
important fact: the learning curve is 
much greater for below-average students. 
At C-FC, below-average students had an 
astronomical 68% increase in 
comprehension performance over 4 two
minute tests. Winona's below-average 
students had a 21 % increase. Below
average students were reading 
enormously faster by the end of the ten 
minute testing program. 

We can legitimately ask, if they 
didn't "catch on" to the test format and 
then do better, what were they learning 
that accounted for their steady test-to-test 
gains? Presumably, they were catching 
on to one of the great ideas of modem 
linguistics. They were learning that 
language can be thought of as a series of 
slots, and these slots must be filled 
according to pertinent rules or 

parameters. 
In linguistics, this idea of 

language as related slots is called 
"tagmemics," and it is discussed beyond 
the reading abilities of almost everyone 
by Dr. Kenneth Pike of the University of 
Michigan and his associates. Students at 
C-FC and Winona weren't being exposed 
to Pike or even to the word "tagmemics." 
Nevertheless, they were becoming much 
more tagmemically proficient in a matter 
of minutes and with absolutely no formal 
instruction. They were learning to access 
what they had always inherently known 
as learners of language from infancy. 
With this newly appropriated but inherent 
knowledge, C-FC's below-average 
respondents were reading--that is, were 
appropriating meaning--68% faster 
during the final two-minute test. 

Now imagine such students asked 
to understand grammar rules. How well 
will they do in grammar without a firm 
sense of the slot-nature oflanguage? To 
answer this question, let us not think of 
grammar as knowing a gerund from a 
present participle. Instead, let us imagine 
a student trying to distinguish a subject 
from a direct object. 

Subject and direct object are some 
of the simplest grammatical concepts. 
They are also extremely useful concepts 
for avoiding or correcting basic 
grammatical error. People who can't spot 
a subject or a direct object are in deep 
trouble in an information society. But 
neither subject nor direct object is really 
understandable without the m:iru:, ~ 
~ar concept that language is a series 
of slots. Subject and direct object are 
simply two of the most basic slots to be 
filled in accordance with pertinent rules 
or parameters. 

Yet clearly here in high
standardized-score school districts, that 
necessary pre-grammar slot concept is not 
ingrained at the 8th grade level. In fact, 
many 8th graders are able to make huge . 
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gains in reading comprehension speed in 
just minutes of practice emphasizing this 
slot understanding. For reading 
comprehension alone, lower-performing 
students particularly are quickly made 
more proficient by applying their inherent 
understanding of slotting. 

If students' grammatical abilities 
and reading abilities were the only 
casualties of not understanding slotting, 
that would be tragedy enough. But the 
game of filling slots is not limited to 
grammatical and comprehension 
questions. In a very important sense, all 
good writing is a game of filling slots 
successfully. Good writers spot the slots 
at every level of writing and go on to 
make the right kinds of slot choices. 
Students who don't recognize a slot when 
they see one are thus unlikely to make 
good writing choices either. 

For example, a college student 
fills a slot simply in choosing a subject 
for a theme. Perhaps the student chooses 
"Seven Ways to Meet Drunk Women at 
Singles Bars" or perhaps instead chooses 
"The Effect of Ultraviolet Light on 
Sunburst Nasturiums." Either way, the 
student has made a choice and filled a 
slot. And this choice of filling will 
influence many, perhaps most, of the slot 
fillings later in the essay. 

The student who chooses to write 
on women in singles bars has risked a 
great deal with a good many audiences in 
the very first slot choice of the paper--it 
certainly isn't politically correct. And 
such a consideration argues for the 
student not to press his luck on his next 
slot-fillings. Unfortunately, gruesome 
examples are commonplace at the college 
level of students who have not learned 
such a lesson of prudence in moving from 
one slot choice to the next! 

The point, howe':er, is not that the 
students who chooses to write about 
women in singles bars is the only one to 
make a risky slot choice. The writer of 

"Effect of Ultraviolet Light on Sunburst 
Nasturiums" has also made a risky slot 
choice. At a minimum, this student will 
be confronted with numerous additional 
potentially dry-as-dust phrase choices. 
And too many slots filled with dry-as
dust descriptors may be as deadly as 
descriptors of imbibing females. 

In both cases, good writers will 
recognize one of the greater subtleties of 
tagmemic consideration, the need either 
to balance off slot choices or to accept a 
limited audience willing to endure as 
unending repetition of similar choices. 
Trying to teach--or learn--such a subtle 
lesson clearly is made a lot easier by a 
prior understanding of the slot nature of 
language. 

With so much about reading, 
grammar, good writing, and balanced 
thinking at risk when students do not 
focus on language slots, what should 
English teachers do? A start is to check 
to see if a learning curve exists in your 
own class. Elizabeth's Dad finally did so 
for his classes at Winona State. WSU, 
like District 861 and C-FC, has much to 
be proud of in its standardized scores. 
This year Barron's advanced WSU three 
ranks to "very competitive" among state 
univers1t1es. Nevertheless, testing 60 
first-year students from this year's 
entering class, which has the highest 
standardized scores for WSU in several 
decades, Elizabeth's Dad found that WSU 
students improve just about at the average 
rate of District 861 and C-FC 8th graders. 
In other words, even though this testing 
was done with students five years older, 
the test evidence suggested that tagmemic 
readiness had not improved over entire 
high school careers. 

Again in the WSU results, there 
was a fairly smooth learning curve. And 
again, those who scored below average 
over all had the best gains between tests 
1 and 4. At the top of every class are 
students who do not improve--they may 
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actually go down one or two percent from 
test 1 to test 4. They presumably are 
tagmemically sophisticated to begin with, 
and they are also the ablest. In every 
school tested, these students at the top are 
heavily overbalanced by students who do 
not perform well, but who do make very 
great improvement over even a brief 
testing program. 

Once students have taken a series 
of slot tests, teachers should find it easy 
to discuss the basic idea of tagmemics 
without using big words. Students can be 
asked to describe how they know that 
their answers are right--they do know. 
Their attempts to answer are a fine start at 
their building a personally understandable 
grammar. Some classes may be highly 
energized by finding out from such a 
discussion how much they already know 
about language. And teachers can build 
on that energy by engineering a few trick 
questions of their own to interest 
particularly their brighter students, 
questions like 

The cat killed (brown, desert) rats. 
Such a question can easily lead students 
to recognize one of the profound truths 
about English among the world's 
languages, namely its nasty habit of 
letting words move from one 
grammatical slot to another ( as here, 
"desert" moves from an original noun-slot 
restriction to become an adjective). 

Once students are used to talking 
about slots, that talk can be focused on 
essays. Especially the top students in the 

class may find it fascinating to consider 
what kinds of slot choices great authors 
make and how the slot choices in one line 
create the basic context for slot choices in 
the next line. 

These are very basic suggestions. 
Behind them all lies the fact that any 
normal English-speaking teen-ager is an 
expert at English--he or she just doesn't 
know it. Most American adults consider 
English their 

1
poorest subject--even 

though they have been experts in the 
language almost all their lives! It is past 
time to let our students know that they do 
know a great deal. And inherently, if 
they speak the language, they do know 
about slotting. Elizabeth's tests show that 
we can make very large progress--at the 
8th grade level or at the college level-
simply by letting students find out what 
they already know about slotting. 

Teachers who would like to test 
their own students can get copies of 
Elizabeth's tests free, simply by writing: 
Elizabeth and Paul Grawe, c/o English 
Department, Winona State University, 
Winona, MN 55987. 

M, Elizabeth Grawe is currently a senior 
at Winona High School. In 1994-95, she 
received the Harvard Book Award and 
was named a National Merit semifinalist. 

M- Paul Grawe is full professor at 
Winona State University where he has 
taught for 27 years. 

MCTE Confirms Spring 1996 Conference Site 

The annual spring conference for 
the MCTE will be held at the Radisson
Arrowwood Resort in Alexandria, MN 
from Thursday, April 18, through 
Sunday, April 20, 1996. The conference 

site is located on the shores of Lake 
Darling, 130 miles northwest of the 
Twin Cities, and 100 miles from 
Fargo/Moorhead. Additional details will 
be forthcoming in MCTE News. 
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