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Before we start

I wrote this book for you. Whereas The Little Blue Book - the Grammar covered the content of grammar, this book is 
about the teaching of grammar. Since you have almost certainly done a teaching degree, this book does not cover 
things like classroom management, forward planning and other such aspects. 

Instead, considering the recent (and quite amazing!) neuroscientific research about the way that students' brains 
work and how they learn, this book shows how Gramatica aligns with this research. There is still a great deal to 
learn about that most singular and astonishing structure inside our skulls, but we should certainly be aware of what 
researchers have to say. 

Of particular assistance when researching the neuroscience references for Gramatica was a book called 'Multiple 
Pathways to the Student Brain' by Janet Nay Zadina, an assistant professor in the Department of Neurology, Tulane 
University School of Medicine. I met Janet at a teaching conference a few years back, and I greatly admire her work. 
A copy of her book, as well as others she has written, would certainly be welcome on your bookshelf. Other readings 
include John Hattie's fabulous 2009 classic Visible Learning and some of this other texts, as well as his co-authored 
article The Power of Feedback with Helen Timperley. 

This book is also best viewed via a desktop machine or a tablet. It is certainly possible to view it with one of the larger 
smart phones, but the text and graphics become unreadably small.
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About Greg

Greg’s happy place is in front of a classroom, helping 
students of all ages learn, achieve and succeed. He 
has been a teacher almost all his professional life, and 
has taught Gramatica to ESL teachers and primary 
teachers. He has also taught students of all ages, from 
five years old to seventy, to all levels, from Elementary 
to advanced exam preparation classes, to primary, 
secondary, English as a Second Language adults and 
university undergraduates and postgraduates, and 
to students from over fifty different countries, from 
Argentina to Zambia.

After gaining his Diploma of Teaching in 1983 (later 
converted to a Bachelor of Education), he began his 
teaching career in 1984, and spent four years in primary 
schools around the State before leaving to join his 
family business in educational travel. By happy chance 
in 2002, he fell in love with ESL teaching, completed his 
CELTA later that year, and then spent the next 15 years 
in several Perth ESL colleges teaching English to adult 
students. 

Fascinated by the secrets of English, and aware of the 
tremendous need for English around the world, he 
laid out the foundations for what was originally called 
Shoebox Grammar (and later Gramatica), a visual, 
hands-on and revolutionary way of teaching English, 
both as a first and second language. Over the years to 
come, he worked on it, adding teaching and learning 
cards, lesson plans and other resources.

In 2011, he began lecturing and tutoring in the Bachelor 
of Education (both primary and secondary) degree 
course at Edith Cowan University where he taught in 
English, History, Assessment and Education units. While 
marking university papers in 2015, he began work on 
The Little Blue Book - the Grammar, a Gramatica-inspired 
text to help undergraduate students write better, and 
this was released online in July 2017.
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Early in 2015, he responded to a request from a Perth 
tertiary college and wrote a 20 week Gramatica English 
course (now government approved) for international 
students, who would then have sufficient English to 
enter mainstream courses at the college. 

In 2016, he completed his Master of Medieval and Early 
Modern Studies at the University of Western Australia, 
studying Shakespeare, medieval history, the origins of 
languages, and Beowulf, where his thesis proposed that 
the 9th century Beowulf poet used what appears to be 
foreshadowing techniques now often used by modern 
Hollywood scriptwriters. 

In late 2017, Shoebox became Gramatica, a name that 
was chosen simply because it was the word for grammar 
in 39 languages around the world.

In order to promote Gramatica around the world, Greg 
has spoken at several conferences and training courses 
in Perth, Brisbane, Melbourne, New Orleans (the photo 
on the previous page, where he was enjoying breakfast 
with conference presenters at the Court of Two Sisters 
restaurant on Royal St, New Orleans), the Philippines 
and England, and he has plans for many more. Although 
he has prepared hundreds of Gramatica teaching and 
learning resources, he is still learning, developing new 
techniques, improving pedagogy, and probing the 
deeper secrets of his beloved English language.

In his spare time, he writes novels, and his first, a 
thriller called Nine Planets was published in 2014 by 
Dragonwell. He has three unpublished high fantasy 
novels as well, and has mapped out elements of a young 
adult adventure thriller for the future.  He is married 
with three adult children, lives in Perth, and loves 
traveling, AFL, rugby, languages, learning, chocolate, 
history and good movies. He has no plans to retire or 
stop what he is doing. Life is far too wonderful to waste.

April, 2019
Perth, Western Australia
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Introduction

Welcome to Gramatica! Gramatica revolutionises the teaching and learning of grammar and writing. It unites both 
these ‘subjects’ into a single, coherent whole that actually makes sense. It is colour-coded, relevant, evidence-driven 
and, most importantly of all, fun. It puts the power in the hands of the student, and treats grammar not as a subject 
to be studied for its own sake, but a set of tools that empower students to write better. 

You can read more about the Gramatica content in the Little Blue Book - the Grammar, where we looked at the 
content made clear and simple. In the Little Blue Book - the Teacher, this document, we’ll examine the pedagogy, the 
research and the assessment behind Gramatica. In short, the first book is what you should know and this book is how 
you should teach and assess it. 

The Gramatica pedagogy is simple, and is based on both common sense, ancient wisdom and modern neuroscientific 
research and evidence. Let’s start from the beginning. 
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What is grammar?

A good question! When we ask Google, as we usually do when we 
don’t understand a grammar point, we get these two definitions 
below, chosen at random.

“The whole system and structure of a language or of languages 
in general, usually taken as consisting of syntax and morphology 
(including inflections) and sometimes also phonology and semantics. 

“In linguistics, grammar (from Greek: γραμματική) is the set of 
structural rules governing the composition of clauses, phrases, and 
words in any given natural language. The term refers also to the 
study of such rules, and this field includes phonology, morphology, and syntax, often complemented by phonetics, 
semantics, and pragmatics.

Both of these definitions sound rather technical, using the kind of terminology best suited more to specialists at a 
university course than the students in your class. Interestingly, the Greek characters above spell the word gramatika.

And if you ask people on the street the same question - What is Grammar? - they will possibly snort in derision or 
look blankly at you because grammar has gained and maintained a terribly bad name for generations. We’ll see why 
in a few pages.

Part of the reason for this bad name is English spelling, which is a mish-mash, a disorganised heap of words thrown 
together from many different languages, a heap that tries to pretend it has order, but really doesn’t. Why, for 
example, do the four letters ough have nine (some say ten) different sounds? Say these words to check: bough, 
rough, cough, through, though, thought, hiccough (as in up), lough (as in dock), thorough. English, as we have all 
known since we discovered these strange irregularities of sound and spelling, is a child of many mothers, a language 
that is not so much a unified, well-outfitted, well trained football team of champions but a raggle taggle bunch of 
underfed kids with mismatched uniforms and no boots. English spelling is diabolically difficult. 

English grammar, however, is simple, well organised and trustworthy, and Gramatica gives it this definition, 

Grammar is Life + Words. 

Grammar is just a group of written and spoken structures that we use to represent Life. We live Life and we also 
express it through grammar. Grammar takes Life and adds words to it in a way we all understand. If you understand 
how Life works, you understand how Grammar works. The same principles underpin both. As an example, all things 
in the universe have names, and we call them Nouns. We all do, think, feel and be actions, and we call them Verbs, 
and we all do these Verbs at certain points in time (Tenses, and we call these four times the Past, Now, Always and 
Future.) Actions start in the Past, continue through the Now and Always and finish in the Future. We all understand 
that things start and finish. We know there is a difference between Real and Imaginary. All of these are principles of 
Life, and all of them are reflected identically in grammar. Grammar is just a set of rules and structures that English 
speakers have devised to talk about Life. Other languages might do it differently. Chinese, for example, doesn’t 
change the verb to show different times, as we do, changing go to went.



www.gramatica.com.au
© The Shoebox Group 2015-2019. All rights reserved. No unauthorised copying or adaptation.

the little blue book - the teacher | 8

Gramatica
Tell your own story

Furthermore, grammar starts at the very beginning of life. We learned it as 
infants and toddlers, but we learned instinctively, without any conscious 
effort whatsoever. Our brains, remarkable things that they are, and quite 
without any instruction from us, clicked into gear when we were babies 
and we started absorbing sounds, words and sentences. Then we started 
adding words to our tiny little infant lives through grammar while our parents 
listened with delight, told their friends about the extent of our vocabularies, 
and possibly recorded what we said or wrote down the words. Personal 
aside. Many years ago, my then three-year-old daughter once uttered such 

memorable words that I wrote them down, memorised them, and promised myself I would tell everyone at her 
wedding how clever she was. Earlier this year, in a moment for which I had waited over two decades, I did.

We learned by sheer instinct that invisible set of instructions that operates entirely without our conscious knowledge. 
We learned without realising we were learning, by listening and copying, and without actually knowing that the 
words and sentences that we were learning were underpinned by this dark, silent set of principles called grammar. 
We only discovered grammar when we went to school and realised that the educational powers-that-be had decided 
at some past moment, possibly centuries ago, that we needed to study, learn and master this strange thing, to marry 
the instinctive with the cognitive.

So grammar is very simple, but has brought with it over the millennia a bad name. Let’s look a little at the history.
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How has grammar been taught?

Let’s go back to some of the first schools in the Western world, although it is important to note that schools of 
some description were present around the world in China, Assyria, the Indian subcontinent, Egypt, Ancient Greece 
and Rome and the Middle East as early as 3000BC. Organised English (the country, not the language) schools, on 
the other hand, began about the year 500AD and were usually started by monks or nuns or some kind of church 
authority. They were called scolae gramaticales. Often, they were attached to monasteries, where Latin was the 
language of the church, and these schools promoted the idea that a student’s sound knowledge of grammar (Latin 
grammar, I should point out) was evidence of his (since girls were not taught in such schools) intellect, character and 
possibly even godliness. Therefore, a boy who mastered grammar was seen as a young man of repute and decency, 
possibly someone who would rise up through social, courtly, military, ecclesiastical and/or political ranks. We still call 
them grammar schools today.

For many centuries after this, grammar was taught as a school subject. Teachers used books. Teachers made sure, 
sometimes at the end of a rod, that students knew how to decline, conjugate, order, punctuate and tell the difference 
between the nominative, dative, genitive and ablative cases. The link between students’ lives and grammar, however, 
was often tenuous. Society, educational authorities, history and a sense of rightness, instead, conspired to make 
grammar into something intelligent, upper-class and correct, but not necessarily relevant.

This continued until about midway through the 20th century when a new phenomenon took the Western 
educational world by storm. In about 1970, an academic article was released which proposed that teachers should 
abandon their traditional teaching of grammar and trust instead that students would somehow osmotically absorb 
the rules of language through reading. This was called Whole Language, and many teachers around the world 
rejoiced. Gone were the declensions and conjugations and mindless, dusty rulebooks. Instead, teachers adopted daily 
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reading practices like USSR (Uninterrupted Sustained Silent Reading) and DEAR (Drop Everything And Read.)

Whole Language had a lot going for it. It re-introduced students to reading, and it didn’t attach a mark to the activity. 
It was reading for pleasure and nothing more. Although computers and screens for students were still some decades 
away to draw students away from books, Whole Language inserted reading for pleasure into the schoolroom. 
However, as a substitute for learning grammar, it didn’t quite have the impact it intended. 

Then, in the early 2000s, the Australian Government (for those in this fine country, other countries will have different 
dates) decided that the teaching of grammar needed to be re-introduced, and the Australian Curriculum included it 
in the English curriculum. While the intention was fine, the application lagged a little. 

The teachers responsible for teaching grammar were often the children of Whole Language, so their knowledge of 
grammar was often less than the curriculum required. Google then became the default grammar resource for tens of 
thousands of teachers. All manner of educational myths surfaced and were perpetuated. Commas show us where to 
breathe was one. Check the Little Blue Book - the Grammar for more on this. 
 
And it is at this perfect storm that we find ourselves. The government requires it. The students don’t know it. The 
teachers don’t always know it, or how to teach it. So why do we need it?
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Why do we need grammar?

Although the original purpose of teaching grammar was to promote Latin as one of the high points of learning, we 
don’t teach Latin grammar anymore, thankfully. Neither do we mark a child’s character now by her knowledge of 
grammar. 

And why do we need to learn it? Three reasons.

Structure and Order
Firstly, we humans love structure and order. Something in our deep DNA desires things to be where we expect them 
to be. It’s fine if things like our classrooms get messy during the day as long as they are clean at the end of the day. 
Postmodern movies that give us a series of random events leave us without that feeling of satisfaction. We love 
things to be in the right place, especially in such an important thing as written and spoken communication. Not only 
do we want order in a sentence sitting quietly on the page, but we also want order when this sentence becomes 
active, when we read it or listen to each other. We want to be able to understand each other, since misordered 
words deceive, confuse and irritate. Misplaced punctuation misleads. To avoid this, we need our grammar to give us 
structure and order. 

How things work
Secondly, if we want to build a building, we need to know how bricks and steel and concrete work, how much weight 
these things can carry, their breaking strains. In the same way, if we want to write effectively, we need to know how 
nouns, clauses, verbs and punctuation work. Once we know how to use them, we can do so in their merely functional 
ways, or we can extend, enhance and bejewel them. In other words, our sentences can be bare or they can be 
beautiful.

A contract
Thirdly, grammar is a contract that we enter into as soon as we start making sounds as infants. No-one mentions the 
words grammar or contract when we are toddlers, but enter into it we do, entirely unwittingly, and we then use it 
thereafter for the rest of our lives. As soon as we need to communicate, we need grammar. We may not use it well 
sometimes, but at least we know deep down that “Ben ate some fish” means something entirely different to “Some 
fish ate Ben.” 

For your students to avoid such embarrassments, they need to know how the writer-reader contract works. They 
need to use language in a way that (i) doesn’t confuse the reader, (ii) informs or persuades the reader and (iii) 
possibly even delights, entertains or transports the reader. They need to use this in primary school, middle and 
secondary school and then later in university, the work force, and life in general. It is a universal, lifelong, necessary 
skill, not just a subject to be endured in primary school.

For all of this, we need grammar. So we certainly need it. But first, who are your students?
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Who are your students?

Your students are usually a mix of three types: the Writers and the Non-Writers on either end of the spectrum, and 
the Students in the middle. Let’s look at each of these groups. 

The Writers
These students are interested in grammar, writing and stories for their 
own sake. (I was one of these students.) They transfer everything you 
teach by direct express straight into their schema. They have words 
hardwired into their DNA, they are completely fascinated by grammar, 
etymology, calligraphy and dictionaries, and they take great delight in 
learning where words come from and poring over maps of linguistic 
migration. Later in life, they pin unwitting victims against walls at 
parties and ‘entertain’ them with stories about commas and infinitives 
and Grimm’s Vowel Shift. (Sorry if I did this to you.) For these students, 
grammar lessons and writing exercises are wonderful times of the day. 
No teacherly persuasion is required. 

Regardless of good or bad experiences with teachers or content in the past, these students are undeterred. It is 
rare for them to move down into the two groups below. Therefore, Gramatica tools may be unnecessary except as 
reference points. They already know not only how to write correctly, but how to do so beautifully. You do not want to 
constrain their natural talents with Gramatica cards except when they need to check on something. These students 
are such good writers that you may read examples of their writing, smile and show them to other teachers. You may 
even ask them to coach other students.

The Non-Writers
These students are the complete opposites to the Writers above. 
They see little need to learn grammar well and transfer it to long-term 
memory. What they perceive as endless lists of rules offer them no 
relevance. For students like these, grammar is only a set of exercises to 
do to please the teacher and pass a test as quickly as possible. If they 
see any lifelong relevance, they keep it well hidden. At the mention 
of the words grammar or writing, they yawn or quiver nervously, and 
they would rather be doing science experiments, painting, cooking, 
socialising, out in the sunshine kicking a ball, or almost anything else. 

These students may have had bad experiences with teachers or content in the past, and decided that they were 
not writers, that their skills and talents were elsewhere. (These students may also have conditions such as dyslexia, 
physical problems with eye muscles or the eye itself, or partial loss of sight which hinder or prevent them from 
interacting well with words, and these issues should be checked as soon as possible.) They may just not be able to 
spell well. It is very possible that students with such a hindrance might move up to either of the two groups above 
them, but it will take time and patience. 
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For these students, Gramatica tools are very necessary indeed, and it is possible that the strong Gramatica structures 
will give them confidence to use these structures and start expressing themselves well, or better than they expected. 
Your desire should be to see these students move up to either of the two groups above.

The Students
These students take mild interest in grammar and writing, and they 
focus relatively well in class. They are aware that grammar and writing 
are important, although they are not their preferred subjects. They 
remember and use teaching points well enough, but these students can 
be migratory in either direction. If grammar and writing are not taught 
well, they may slide into the Non-Writers. If, on the other hand, a good 
teacher makes it exciting, they may easily move up into the Writer 
group.

For these students, Gramatica tools are necessary, but they may learn 
and internalise the structures quickly enough not to need them anymore. 

Please note that there may be students who move between groups depending on their mood, their current interests 
or other students.

To do
• How do your students fit into these three groups?
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The national and state curricula

When you do a Gramatica lesson, you as the teacher need to do some preparatory work before the students arrive. 
The curriculum should be one of your first steps as all teaching in Australian schools (except those expatriate schools 
which teach curricula from home countries) is measured against the national or state curricula. 

Both of these curricula use Content Descriptors (CDs) to list both skills and knowledge that students need to learn. 
You may be happy with your required curriculum and use the CDs exactly as they are printed, or you may have 
difficulty in understanding them, and therefore find that you need to interpret them, keeping the main thrust of the 
CD but changing words slightly. Gramatica takes the second view with both the national and state curricula. There are 
two reasons for this.

Firstly, there are some unusual choices pertaining to the introduction of certain teaching points. Let me take for 
example the teaching of the comma. In a perfect Gramatica world, the comma would be introduced early. This is 
because a child uses it regularly in speech when she adds an extra idea/clause to a main idea/clause, and this is what 
a comma does. It separates clauses. (It does NOT show us where to breathe or pause.) Yet the curriculum fails to 
introduce the comma as a clause separator until Year Six, where it tells us this, Understand the uses of commas to 
separate clauses (ACELA1521)

I should point out that the comma also appears in Year Two, where students Recognise that capital letters signal 
proper nouns and commas are used to separate items in lists (ACELA1465)

Secondly, as can be seen above, many of the national and state CDs begin with the words, “The student will 
understand / know / recognise . . .” These verbs - understand and know - are invisible, and therefore unassessable, 
and need to be altered. As an example, this CD comes from the Year Three English curriculum: Understand that 
paragraphs are a key organisational feature of written texts (ACELA1479)

It is impossible to assess this CD, simply because understanding is in the mind, which is invisible and therefore 
unmeasurable. In order to be able to assess this, we must first change the wording and make it visible. We cannot 
assess what we cannot see. 

It is also noteworthy that both national and state curricula fail to openly link tasks to knowledge. There is no regular 
explicit instruction, for example, that students should use particular knowledge A in order to complete task B. 
Gramatica aims to remedy this.

To do
• Check with your school about its preferred (or required) curriculum.
• Check the curriculum for the CDs required for your Year Level/s.
• Make sure you understand all the terminology.
• Check The Little Blue Book - the Grammar for more information if you need it.
• Decide whether you are going to use Gramatica terms or traditional terms or a combination of them both in your 

teaching. (Your leadership or literacy group may decide this.)
Decide on how you will change Understand/Know CDs into visible verbs that can be easily seen and measured. 
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The Gramatica curriculum 1

Gramatica is very specific about what it includes. It teaches grammar from the word level up to the paragraph, and 
translates those elements into writing. It detours into some etymology (where words and languages come from), but 
these detours are extremely limited. It does not deal with phonics, handwriting, speaking or spelling, except where 
spelling forms part of grammar, as it does with making plurals. For phonics, handwriting, spelling and speaking, and 
indeed anything else not related to grammar and writing, you will need different teaching and learning resources. 

The Gramatica curriculum document focuses only on grammar and writing. However, it rewrites each of the national 
and state CDs using visible verbs, so that you, as the teacher, can see what students are doing and therefore ensure 
that their actions align directly with the curriculum.

Many of the national and state CDs tend to combine two or more skills or pieces of knowledge in one CD, which can 
make it difficult to assess. This CD is a case in point: Recognise that capital letters signal proper nouns and commas 
are used to separate items in lists (ACELA1465)

Here, we have two distinct pieces of knowledge, which cannot therefore be taught or assessed as the same CD. They 
first need to be taught separately before they are assessed separately. The Gramatica curriculum document, on the 
other hand, has already done this, making it easier.

One last point. A CD shows you what a student will be able to do by the end of the lesson or teaching period. In other 
words, you need to see both the end and the time period required clearly before you even set foot on the start. 
When you know the end, as Socrates showed millennia ago when he first used Socratic thinking and questioning, you 
can then plot the journey needed to get there. As we have already seen, the completed task is quite often the end of 
a learning cycle, and you can include several teaching points or CDs in this task to streamline your assessment.

To do
• Compare the curriculum for your CD and match this with the Gramatica curriculum.
• Make sure you understand all the terminology.
• Check the Little Blue Book - the Grammar for more information if you need it.
• Decide whether you are going to use Gramatica terms or traditional terms or a combination of them both in your 

teaching. (Your leadership or literacy group may decide this.)
• Decide on how you will assess. The Gramatica Rubric may assist with this.

1 Of course, Gramatica does not have a government mandated curriculum. It has merely taken the national and state curric-
ula and rewritten some CDs to make them easier to understand and to align them more closely with Gramatica terminology.
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Teaching

the storage and productive, purposeful use of behaviour, skills, values or knowledge based on input. 

In our definition above, teaching is the input. To be sure, students do 
not actually need teachers. For tens of thousands of years, humans 
survived and prospered without the formal education and professional 
teachers as mandated by society. However, we have built the education 
system as an essential part of modern society. This system, with trained 
and effective teachers, produces well-informed and active members of 
society, carrying forward everything that makes us human.

I often tell my undergraduates that teaching is not merely a skill, a set 
of knowledge or a list of processes, but a craft. It is rather undefinable, 
actually. To a certain extent, it is even unteachable. It is carrying your 
presence into a classroom, knowing that students will just know that 
they need to put aside their own plans, wants and desires and listen to 
you because you because you offer them a beautiful mix of authority and 
accessibility, of confidence with competence, of knowledge mingled with 
curiosity. 

On a purely transactional level, it is not only information that you offer 
them, but a great deal more that they desire: information, camaraderie, 
fun, security, friendship, purpose, happiness.

Teaching is therefore not only the transfer of information, but the spark of inspiration. Teachers don’t only start a 
student’s learning engine, but inspire students to start and use it themselves. In Gramatica, this point is critical, and 
we will discuss it later. We remember excellent teachers for decades afterward. Teachers are the movers and shakers 
of society.  

Some teachers also have a tremendous magic of knowing how to impart information effectively. Either through 
professional training or personal knowhow, they understand how the student mind works. They understand how to 
get past learning blocks. They know the secret paths to student achievement.

But teaching is only one side of the mirror. The classroom is the place where teaching and learning come together, 
even though they are not always mutually inclusive. Just because you teach does not necessarily mean that the 
students learn. Not everything you teach has the impact you desire. If that were the case, there would be no need for 
assessment. You would just check your daily workpad and your forward planning documents and tell your principal, 
parents and educational authorities that all of the content you delivered was safely lodged and usable in a student’s 
mind for later retrieval.

As teachers, we assume that students are there in our classrooms to learn. The whole idea of school, after all, is a 
social contract that children between various ages are required by law to learn the various skills they need to make 
them valuable, well-equipped, knowledgeable citizens. Students enter school with this unspoken social contract in 
mind. They step across our doorways expecting to learn, and they generally, though not always, prepare themselves 
for this to happen. 
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Learning

the storage and productive, purposeful use of behaviour, skills, values or knowledge based on input. 

Definition
While teaching is the input part, learning, on the other hand, is the storage and productive use of behaviour, skills, 
values or knowledge. To be precise, learning is what happens when a student does three things: 

• receives new information from the teacher or from discovery.
• stores it 
• and then alters her behaviour, skills, values or knowledge by using this knowledge actively and visibly. 

Learning is both the willingness and the ability to accept teaching. We teachers can deliver our information with as 
much dedication, passion, knowledge and intelligence as we like, but it is all dead words unless it has willing, capable 
and open ears and minds to receive it.

We have already seen the teacher’s role in this three step process. Let’s now unpack the remaining two - when the 
student stores new information, and alters behaviour, skills, values or knowledge by using this knowledge actively 
and visibly.

The brain
Before we move onto learning, let’s take a short cranial detour and look at the brain, the most elaborate, complex, 
amazing natural structure that we know of in the universe. What makes it more amazing is that it sits, all 1.4kg of it 
(for an adult), in every living human, and there are billions of us. So you, dear reader, hold the most amazing natural 
structure in the universe in your skull, and it didn’t cost you a cent! Ponder that a moment.

Recent advances in neurological technology have allowed us to see inside this structure and show the different parts 
of the brain and how certain parts of it light up in response to various stimuli. This same technology has allowed 
specialists and researchers to investigate the recent and astonishing case of Noah Wall of Cumbria, England, who 
was born with only 2% of his brain, but who now can speak, see, eat and hear, and has grown back part of his brain. 
It has also advanced our knowledge of how we learn, and let’s bring this research together with Bloom’s Taxonomy, 
memory, schema and some common sense to see how our primary students might learn better.  
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Bloom's Taxonomy2

Bloom's Taxonomy of Learning has a long history. It was first developed by a committee of educators  following 
a series of educational conferences from 1949 to 1953. The taxonomy was named after Bloom, who chaired the 
committee. What we know as Bloom's Taxonomy is only part of the larger work, which covered learning in three 
domains or models of learning - Affective, Sensory and Cognitive, and the Taxonomy only refers to the cognitive 
domain. The taxonomy was revised in 2001 and two of the levels were modified.

Gramatica has adopted the Taxonomy as one of its central pedagogical elements. It is a wonderful device that mirrors 
very closely how humans think and process information, in which the lowest level of learning is the memorisation 
and knowledge of information. This level is static, and we often refer to it as lower-level thinking. It shows little 
evidence deep learning or productive use. Memorisation merely signifies that a student remembers what he was 
taught, even though he may not understand or be able to use it at all. 

Many of us have stories of the 'old days' when we crammed frantically for an exam, after which we poured all of 
this knowledge onto paper, only to walk out of the exam room and forget everything. This is a prime example of 
the lowest level Remember, which we commonly refer to as lower-level thinking. This level of thinking served no 
purpose (except to pass an exam) so it was quickly forgotten. The knowledge goes in, but is not used productively 
and consistently. It is like filling a petrol tank but never driving. Unfortunately, this method of learning still serves as 
the main focus in many classrooms around the world. 

Productive
At the top end of this Taxonomy is Create, where a student shows that she not only knows the information, but 
understands its components and can use the information productively. We now call this higher-level thinking, and it is 
the best aligned with discovery and task-based learning, by definition. Students who use existing structures to create 
new things have not only discovered, but are now creating new things. Their knowledge has been put to productive 
use, and it is more likely that this productive use will help a student remember better the next time. 

Therefore, Gramatica aims at the top level Create, where students both remember what they have learned and then 
use this knowledge creatively. These students have both a creative task and the means by which to achieve it. They 
learn in order to do.

Visible 
The tasks that students achieve are detectable by one of the five 
senses, and writing is always detected by sight. Since writing is 
visible, as Hattie tells us, it is ready for assessment. We cannot 
assess what we cannot see. 

Therefore, Gramatica aligns very closely with the Taxonomy, both 
on the learning and the assessment steps of the learning journey.

2 The table above courtesy of the University of Arkansas.
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Simple language

Theory
Obviously, the language used in a lesson must be age-appropriate. There is little purpose, especially with younger 
students, in introducing or using multisyllabic words or difficult terms to talk about new information when these 
words, or their associated ideas, are not in their schema. Difficult language only serves as an additional hurdle (or, for 
some, a complete block) for students to leap before they even get to the main learning point. 

Furthermore, the language needs to be focused on tasks. There is little point in saying, "Today we are going to learn 
about X" unless students are already interested in it. However, there is a great deal of value in saying, "Today, we are 
going to learn how to use X to complete Task Y." 

Gramatica
Gramatica has given traditional grammatical language a makeover and stripped it of all the academic and technical 
language that has enclosed and armoured it for so many decades. What, for example, is a subject or a predicate? 
Why should a student care what a non-defining relative clause is? Names like this are only important for grammarians 
and academics. Let’s not put them into the primary school classroom and expect students to care or understand. 

Instead, Gramatica provides simple words and phrases that students immediately have links to in real life. Gramatica 
renamed, for example, the traditional grammatical word subject as the Noun House. Almost every human knows 
what a house is, and most of them have heard of the word Noun. Both of these words are in their existing schema. 
There are no hurdles to jump over before students understand what a Noun House is. 

This particular example also carries other connections. A Noun, for example, lives in the Noun House, and students 
would also assume that ‘live’ means always and permanent, just as ‘stay’ means temporary. Therefore, without even 
being told, they might believe that Nouns always live in the Noun House. Some students might extend this thought to 
mean that they must always write a Noun in the Noun House. Of course, you can ask some eliciting questions to draw 
these answers out.

Gramatica is also strongly focused on tasks. This is reflected in the "I want to . . ." language on the major cards, where a 
student learns the thinking process needed to achieve a certain task. Since an enormous amount of a student's work in 
primary school is based on writing, strong writing practices and reliable, enduring thinking processes are vital.

To do
• Consider your year level CDs for age-appropriate language.
• Rephrase some of the more technical words or phrases where 

necessary. The word salience in  Year Four ACELA1496 is a 
prime example.

• Re-read the Little Blue Book - the Grammar to refresh your 
knowledge of Gramatica language.

• Check with your leadership / literacy group for the school's 
policy on grammatical language.
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Visual learning and structures

Theory
We saw earlier that vision surpasses all other senses in learning, particularly in subjects where students need to see 
the new information all at one time. Auditory information like music (and other sensory information, like touch, smell 
and taste) only lasts as long as the sound waves linger, but visual information lasts as long as we have working eyes 
and light. 

A picture, as well, paints a thousand words. Representing new information visually allows students to examine visual 
relationships at the same time, search out and see patterns, align colours with their schema, and see other avenues 
to learning and understanding than mere words.

Humans in general like things to be organised. Recently, Marie Kondo, the de-clutter queen famous for ‘Tidying Up 
with Marie Kondo’, has shown people how to declutter their houses and organise things better. Whatever you think 
of her approach, it certainly says something about this deep human need for order, for things not only to be in their 
right place, but for us to be visually pleased by the visual order.

Students of all ages enjoy finding patterns in visual things. It is, after all, one of the key aspects of IQ tests, which 
often give us three squares with gradually changing shapes and ask us to locate the fourth. If a teaching point 
contains patterns, it is wise to focus on them. Students recognise patterns in mathematics, music, science and other 
subjects.
 
We also learn better when we are confident that the things we learn are governed by rules and structures that don’t 
change. Life, for example, would be unbearable if the laws of gravity were unreliable. 

Gramatica
That’s where Gramatica comes in. English grammar, to be clear, is strong, highly structured, and well organised. That's 
an important point to make with your students. We are not talking here about spelling, which can be random and 
quite difficult to follow, and the meanings of words, which can be nuanced with several shades of meaning. We are 
talking instead about the way that the grammar fits together with great simplicity, strength and reliability. Indeed, 
you can and should tell your students often,  “Trust the cards. The cards know what they are doing." You can also tell 
them, "When you know what the cards are doing, you won't need the cards anymore."

Gramatica simply takes those clear, strong structures and organises them into clear, colour-coded, visual structures 
and principles. As well as this, it declutters our minds of all the confusing, vague, rickety assemblages of ideas and 
educational myths we have accumulated over the years, and gives us instead simple, colour-coded and reliable 
grammatical structures and ideas. 

When you present a Main Clause card on your smartboard, for example, students can spend some time examining it, 
seeing the patterns, working out what the colours mean, seeing the thinking process - “I want to write my Main Idea” 
- and the structures. Some students will even start to place their sentences into the Houses.

For your reference, here are the Gramatica colours. 
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Main Clause
Supporting Clause
Noun House (Nouns and noun friends)
Verb House (Verbs and verb friends)
Holiday House 

The colours have four advantages for learning. 

• Firstly, they are very attractive and visually pleasing for students. 
• Secondly, some colours actually have the same meanings on the Gramatica card as they do in the outside 

world. The green of the Verb House, for example, means grow (as in a plant) and go (as in the traffic light.) Red 
means stop. Yellow, unfortunately, does not link to traffic lights. These links make the colours easy to learn and 
remember. 

• Thirdly, they are consistent throughout all Gramatica materials. Everywhere a student sees green, for example, 
he thinks of verbs. 

• Fourthly, a picture paints a thousand words, and the Main Clause card, for example, may be better at explaining a 
main clause than the words, “It contains a subject and a predicate.”

Regarding the three groups of students, if your Non-Writers see clear, unambiguous structure in grammar teaching, 
they are less likely to reject it outright, and might instead actually use it. 

To do
• Examine Gramatica cards to familiarise yourself with structures.
• Foresee student questions.
• Check the Little Blue Book - the Grammar for relevant grammatical knowledge.



www.gramatica.com.au
© The Shoebox Group 2015-2019. All rights reserved. No unauthorised copying or adaptation.

the little blue book - the teacher | 22

Gramatica
Tell your own story

Pedagogy

Traditional grammar teaching is rather traditional. It focusses on nouns, adjectives, pronouns, predicates, clauses, 
with textbook exercises to practise these principles. The basic information in these traditional textbooks has been 
around for decades, but they just have different covers. 

Gramatica reverses this. It doesn't teach grammar as a separate subject with textbooks and exercises. In fact, it 
doesn't teach it as a subject at all. It treats grammar the way it should be treated, as a set of tools that students need 
in order to write better. Just as students look at a picture of a finished cake first and then work out what ingredients 
and tools they need to prepare it so it looks like the photo, Gramatica students consider the task first and then 
work out what grammatical tools they need to complete the task. In this way, Gramatica brings task and knowledge 
together.

So let’s mingle a discovery, task-based approach with explicit teaching. This is the central pedagogy of Gramatica: 
students learn grammar and writing in four distinct steps: 

Task

The student chooses a writing task. For younger primary children, this will most likely not be possible, 
and the teacher will choose most tasks. However, as students grow older, they will be able first to take 
part in the task-selection conversation, and then to choose a task themselves. The Gramatica motto, 
"Tell your own story" is truest here. 

Select

The students select the grammatical tools they will need to complete the task. This is where grammar 
does not become a subject to be studied, but a set of tools that students choose to complete the set 
task. This is also where the learning happens, when students engage, discover and choose which tools 
are best for particular tasks. Students who engage in this process, by definition, are students who are 
seeking, which means that they are active, engaged, productive learners, not just passive and obedient 
completers of coursebook exercises. This is also where the teacher becomes less a teacher and more a 
coach, particularly with the higher year levels. 

Write

The students write. This is where students combine their ideas and the requirements of the task with 
the grammatical tools. This is also where they find there are gaps in their knowledge and they ask 
questions. The teacher here becomes both a coach and a traditional teacher, where he stops the class 
and says, "OK, it seems like a few of us are asking the same question. Pencils down. Let's learn that 
again."

Assess The students improve, based both on self-assessment as well as the feedback that you provide.

The explicit teaching is used to guide students along the path to completing the task as well as to fill in any learning 
gaps along the way.

Explicit teaching is also necessary to ensure that students stay on track, especially if there is a chance that they make 
an unintended discovery. Gramatica also focuses heavily on training students to link tasks with knowledge, which is 
best suited to explicit teaching.
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To do
• Review the tasks required for your year level/s. For Years 3 and 5, NAPLAN will be involved.
• Check the 2001 Krathwohl revision of Bloom's Taxonomy. 
• Review your teaching. How much of your teaching focuses on various levels?
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Relevance

You know that if you tie your teaching point to something that your students need in their lives, or are likely to need, 
and you angle the information to hit them in this sweet spot, they will have a higher chance of learning it.

This relevance has a specific focus. We are not talking here about “Oh, that’s interesting” relevance, but “That is the 
information I need to complete an important task” relevance. Indeed, some students like to learn new things for their 
own sake, but many others want to know, “What’s the point?” 

One of the key elements of Gramatica is making grammar as relevant as possible to the student. On many Gramatica 
cards, therefore, you will see the words, “I want to . . .” This recalibrates the CD from a requirement from the teacher 
- “The student will” to a desire from the student - “I want to.” When the student has some level of control over the 
learning, she may well be more engaged in it.

The best way to create relevance for a teaching point on grammar is not to mention grammar at all. Instead, focus 
on a task, and use the grammar as a set of tools that will help students achieve this task. The task then becomes the 
main aim and the grammar a secondary aim. It is only when writing is introduced as the purpose of grammar that 
grammar shines.
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Tasks

Theory
Students learn well, as we have seen, when the content they are learning has relevance, when it means something 
to their daily lives. A strong form of relevance is a task, where students learn something in order to do something. 
Practical subjects like Art, Design and Technology, Sport, Drama, Music, Home Economics and others are task-
focussed, whereas one of the reasons that grammar gained such a bad name over the generations was that it 
appeared to have little connection to daily life. It was one of those things, from a student's point of view, which 
educational authorities demanded, but which students endured. 

Making it more specific, and also harking back to Relevance, a learning point can be strengthened by linking it to a 
task. “In order to carry out this task successfully, you will need this teaching point.” This angles your teaching point 
towards practicality and makes it useful. Instead of just being interesting, a teaching point becomes necessary 
because students can use it for something. 

Both task and knowledge need to be in place for either to be successful. Let's take two examples.

Many of us have tried to learn a language out of interest, as a long term goal or just to see if we can. Since Australia 
is primarily English speaking, we might have little opportunity to use it, despite our enthusiasm, and eventually forget 
it. Knowledge, therefore, with a purposeful task is only half of the picture.

On the reverse of this, a keen home handyman might be using a particular tool to complete a task, but forget how 
the tool works. After much frustration, thought and failed phone calls, he might think, “How do I do this again? I 
learned it once, but I’ve forgotten how!” At this precise moment, he realises that he has the task to complete, but not 
the knowledge. A task, therefore, without the required knowledge is also likely not to succeed.

Of course, not all tasks are student-generated. Students understand that a teacher is the pedagogical leader of the 
classroom and knows that what he is teaching is good for the students. Therefore, most of the writing tasks in class 
will be those you choose. Ensure, however, that you allow students some choice in selecting their own writing tasks.

Gramatica
Therefore, let's not focus on grammar as a subject to be studied separately. Instead, let's take it underground and 
make it a secondary set of tools that students can use to fulfill their primary and over-arching task, which is to write 
better. If they want to write better (task), they will need good, strong grammar (knowledge). 

Gramatica focuses also on teaching the task first. The Main Clause card is an example with its large, bold heading, "I 
want to write my Main Idea (so) I use a Main Clause." When the students have a clear idea of the task, you can then 
teach them, or guide them to, the knowledge they need to complete the task. It is also vital that students are aware 
of this link between task and knowledge. In other words, you are not teaching them grammar, but training their 
minds to use this grammar to write better. 

Gramatica provides both knowledge and task. It first guides their thinking towards identifying tasks, then gives them 
the grammar they need to achieve those tasks. Therefore, Gramatica doesn’t so much teach students, but train their 
thinking processes. A child, for example, might be thinking, “How do I write my main idea? I know! I’ll use a Main 
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Clause. That’s the tool I need.”

The teacher will probably choose and set these tasks early in a child's primary school career, and the student will 
enter this conversation later. Every student is different, and so this transition will happen at different points for 
different students.

The table below shows the three first tasks with their subtasks.

Task Main Clause Capital letter fullstop comma Extra Idea fanboys

1 Simple Sentence

2 Compound Sentence

3 Complex sentence
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Task One
The Main Clause / Simple Sentence

So what are the Gramatica tasks? The Main Clause / Simple Sentence is the very first task a student needs to 
complete, and for two reasons. Firstly, it is possibly the first of the three sentence types that an infant utters - "We 
went home", and secondly, it forms the central sun around which the entire English grammar solar system revolves. 
Every complete and correct English sentence in existence either is a main clause or contains one. 

Therefore, Gramatica introduces it as the very first task a student needs to complete, regardless of age or ability. 
It may be the only sentence type that younger students use, but older students may master it and move on to the 
other two sentence types quite quickly.

Introduction
A great deal of the Gramatica teaching process is discovery-based. This part, however, requires some explicit 
teaching. The students don't yet know what a Main Clause is or even if they need one. Therefore, some clear 
direction from you, the teacher, is important.

Note here that we are not using the word sentence. To avoid later confusion between clause and sentence, we need 
here to start calling each one by its right name. Your students may already know the word sentence and believe that 
it means all the words between a capital letter and a fullstop. Their only knowledge of the word clause though, might 
be at Christmas, and the gentleman in red is not what we mean here.

So, for our reference, yours and your students, these are some definitions you might use, although you may think of 
better.

Main Clause The Three Houses. 
Sentence This can be one of three things. It can be just a Main Clause. This is called a Simple Sentence.

It can be when we join two Main Clauses together. This is called a 
Compound Sentence.
It can be when we add extra information to the Main Clause. This 
is called a Complex Sentence.

The Lesson Part One
Teaching Process
You may choose one of two teaching methods to start, discovery or explicit, acording to the dynamic of your class. 

Discovery lessons
1. the students have the Main Clause cards on their desks to explore, discuss and formulate questions for you. 
2. You ask the questions and they respond. A list of important questions is on the next page.

Explicit lessons
1. the students have nothing on their desks, and their attention instead is on the Main Clause card on the 

smartboard. 
2. You ask the questions and they respond.
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Questions and Answers
Task Question Answer (by either the students, or you if they 

don't know)
Look over the cards What do I want to do here? I want to tell you my Main Idea.

What do I use? A Main Clause.
Why? Because every complete, correct sentence in the 

world either is a Main Clause or contains a Main 
Clause.

Look at the colours What do the colours mean? Yellow doesn't mean anything. (It doesn't mean 
wait like a traffic light.)
green means grow (like plants) or go (like a traffic 
light.) 
red means stop (like a traffic light). That's where 
we stop our Main Clause.

Look at the houses Who lives in them? The Noun always lives in the Noun House.
The Verb always lives in the Verb House.
No-one always lives in the Holiday House.

Who visits the Noun House? The Noun's friends visit sometimes.We'll meet 
them later.

Who visits the Verb House? The Verb's friends visit sometimes. We'll meet 
them later.

Who visits the Holiday House? The Noun and his friends visit sometimes.
Some of the Verb's friends visit sometimes too.

Does the Full Verb ever visit the 
Holiday House?

No. (Leave discussion on this until later.) 

Start and finish How do I start my main clause? When I am only writing a Main Clause, I start with 
a capital letter. 
When I add extra ideas at the beginning of my 
Main Clause, I don't.

How do I stop? With a fullstop or an exclamation mark.
We will look at adding other Main Ideas and Extra Ideas soon.

This part above simply introduces the Main Clause, the Three Houses, the start and the finish. We have not yet 
touched on the five types of Noun and the three types of Verb. Depending on your class's ability, you may wish to 
revisit this Three Houses lesson several times until they are producing consistent Main Clauses in their writing and 
can explain them to you. 

When this happens, you can then move to Part Two.

Again, you can do this either with a discovery method or with explicit teaching. Gramatica prefers the discovery 
method where the students discover the different types of Nouns and Verbs in their daily writing, but there is 
the chance that they will not produce the sentences you need when you need them. In either case, the following 
questions will guide them to learning the different types of Nouns and Verbs.
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The Lesson Part Two
The Noun House (Nouns)
For further detail about this content, please check the Little Blue Book - the Grammar. For the sake of the lesson, 
assume that your students believe that a Noun is a Person, Place or Thing. Some may add Idea as well. For teaching 
purposes,  you will need three resources for Nouns:

• The Five Types of Noun (student card)
• The Five Types of Noun (teacher card.) This is for your reference, and you may consider either showing this on 

your smartboard or giving students the information verbally.
• A whiteboard.

With these in hand, write the following sentences on the board, one by one. For each one, engage in the following 
interchange.

Teacher Does this sentence sound correct? 
Students Yes
Teacher What is the Noun House Noun? 
They answer They should get the first three correct, but the Gerund and Infinitive may cause some issues.
Teacher Why is it a Noun? 
Students Because it is a name of a person, a place, a thing or an idea.
Teacher Possibly. But let me give you a different answer: Because it is in the Noun House.

Discuss their answers and give them the extra information from the Teacher card so that they can complete their 
own cards. Show them the teacher card on the smartboard so that they can add the necessary information. 
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Noun type Sentence Reason
Unique (Proper) Robbie left. A noun is unique when it is the only one in the 

universe. All your students are unique! Even though 
they may share their names, no-one else is exactly 
like them. A Unique Noun always has a name which 
it mostly does not share with anyone. Robbie is a 
Unique Noun. There is only one Robbie just like him in 
the universe.

Common Dogs like bones. A noun is common when it shares its name with other 
nouns like it. Dogs are common nouns. When it gets a 
Unique name, incidentally, it becomes a Unique Noun!

Abstract Education is important. A noun is abstract when it is an idea/concept or a 
feeling. Education is an idea.

Gerund Cooking is fun. A noun is a gerund when it is the name of an action. 
Some actions have regular names like football and 
some don't, so we give them a gerund noun instead, 
like relaxing. We make this with verb+ing and we put 
it in the Noun House or the Holiday House. 

Infinitive To be an actor is my dream. A noun is an infinitive when it is the name of an 
action, just like a gerund. We don't use this one very 
often. We make this with to+verb and we put it in the 
Noun House or the Holiday House.

Some students will be content with your answers, and will ask no more questions. There are those, though, that want 
to know more. Here are some of their questions, and the answers.

Question Answer
You said that a Gerund is a Noun 
because it is in the Noun House. But 
why?

A Gerund is an Action noun. It tells us the name of an action. We use gerunds 
a lot when we want to name an action. We just add ing to a verb to make a 
gerund, just like you would say, Relaxing is fun.

A Gerund looks like a verb. Why is it 
a Noun?

This word can live in all three Houses. If we put it in the Noun House, it is a 
Noun. If we put it into the Verb House with a word like am, it is a Verb. If we 
put it in the Holiday House, it is a Noun again. It depends where it is.

An Infinitive looks like a verb. Why 
is it a Noun?

Because we can't put it in the Verb House. We can't say, for example, I to go 
home. So it can't be a Verb. In this sentence, it is a Noun.

Do I have to write a Noun here? You have to have a Noun here. There is one sentence, though, where there 
doesn't seem to be a Noun here. This sentence is "Go!" It's an order. Here, the 
Noun is You, and he is in the Noun House, as normal. He is just asleep so we 
don't see him. We can say "You go!" but we always shorten it to just "Go!"

In traditional grammar, some different terms are used. The Noun House is called the Subject. Noun Phrases are 
several words (the Noun and some of his friends) in the Noun House. Nominalisation is when we change a word into 
a Noun. Don't worry too much about these unless you are required to teach them
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The Verb House (Verbs)
With Nouns finished, let's look at Verbs. For further detail about this content, please check the Little Blue Book - the 
Grammar. For teaching purposes, though,  you will need three resources for Verbs:

• The Three Types of Verb (student card)
• The Three Types of Verb (teacher card.) This is for your reference, and you may consider either showing this on 

your smartboard or giving students the information verbally.
• A whiteboard.

With these in hand, write the following sentences on the board, one by one. For each one, engage in the following 
interchange.

Teacher Does this sentence sound correct? 
Students Yes
Teacher What is the Verb House Verb? 
They answer They should get the first two correct, but the Existence Verb may cause some issues.
Teacher Why is it a Verb? 
Students Because it is a doing word. Some may answer a thinking word or a feeling word.
Teacher Possibly. But let me give you a different answer: Because it is in the Verb House.

Discuss their answers and give them the extra information from the Teacher card so that they can complete their 
own cards. Show them the Teacher card on the smartboard so that they can add the necessary information. 

Noun type Sentence
Action Robbie left. 
State Dogs like bones.
Existence Education is important.

Noun type Sentence Reason
Action Robbie left. I do an Action verb like run, swim, dance, go, eat, 

drink with my body. We can usually see an Action 
Verb. Other objects can do Action verbs too. The wind 
can blow, the sun can rise.

State Dogs like bones. I do a State verb like understand, love, believe, trust, 
like, enjoy with my mind or my heart. We can't see 
State Verbs.

Existence Education is important. I can't do an Existence verb at all, like is, am, have, 
exist. I just am. We can't see Existence Verbs either. 
You can't see me have a family.

Some students will be content with your answers, and will ask no more questions. There are those, though, that want 
to know more. Here are some of their questions, and the answers.
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Question Answer
I thought a verb was just an 
action word.

We are pretty amazing. We can do Action verbs with our bodies, but we can also 
think and feel State verbs with our minds and hearts. We can also be Existence 
Verbs as well.

Is is a Verb? Where is it in the sentence? Which House?
The Verb House So it is a Verb. It can't be anything else.

In traditional grammar, the Verb House is called the Verb. Verb Phrases are several words (the Verb and some of her 
friends) in the Verb House. 

Thinking Process
It is important to train students to follow a set thinking process when they are learning the Main Clause, as follows:

• she thinks of the main idea that she wants to write
• she moves from left to right.
• she starts with a capital letter.
• she checks that she has a Noun in the Noun House.
• she checks that she has a Verb in the Verb House.
• she decides whether she needs to add extra words in the Holiday House.
• she finishes with a fullstop.

Notes on verbs
Some verbs, like live as in I live in Perth are difficult to classify as Action, State or Existence, and it is best for students 
not to get into metaphysical arguments with you about which one they are. The important things here are that 
students know that live is a verb, and that they are actively questioning and discussing the metalanguage and 
meaning. They are actually thinking actively about their own language!

Sometimes as well, verbs change from one type to another type. Have is normally an Existence Verb as in I have a 
dog. However, we can also say, We are having a party, where have changes to an Action Verb, as in organising or 
hosting. 
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The Holiday House (Nouns)
The Holiday House is rather like the optional extra in sentences. Sometimes, there are words there (they are on 
holiday), and sometimes there aren't (the house is waiting for its next guests.) In your sentences above, you will see 
that the Holiday House is empty in the first sentence Robbie left.

It is not, though, as if students can choose to write words there or not. Sometimes a word (or words) must go there. 
In the second sentence, though, Dogs like bones it would sound very strange to our ears to leave out bones. We 
would think, What do dogs like? 

So the secret is this: some Verb Houses verbs demand a Holiday House word or words. These are words like love, 
like, enjoy and others. Some verbs don't demand a word here, as we saw in our sentence, Robbie left. All verbs are 
different and, rather than provide an exhaustive (and probably exhausting!) list,  students will work out which verbs 
are which. If you want to do your own research, verbs like love are called transitive (they demand something in the 
Holiday House) and verbs like left are intransitive (they don't demand anything there.)

So who can visit the Holiday House?

Nouns and their friends
Nouns can visit the Holiday House, of course, and so can their friends. We can say, for example, Football is fantastic, 
where fantastic is not a Noun at all, but an adjective, the friend of a Noun.

Three other words can visit the Holiday House, and these are actually the friends of Verbs, the adverb, the particle 
and the base verb.

Adverbs
The adverb is quite an amazing creature, as she can go almost anywhere in the sentence (and she can do several 
different jobs.) You could say, for example, She quickly ran home, She ran quickly home, She ran home quickly. 
You could also say, although quickly is not part of the Main Clause here, Quickly, she ran home. While the second 
sentence is probably not ideal, it is clear that the adverb is quite mobile. Let your students experiment with 
placement.

Particles
The particle is a little word we use with a verb to make a new type of verb called a phrasal verb. These are strange 
verbs which sometimes have a different meaning than normal, like catch up, where there is no catching with hands 
involved at all, and the direction up is nowhere to be seen. Here, catch is the verb and up is the particle. This particle 
can sometimes go in the Holiday House, and sometimes it can't, but that is another story. Consider this sentence, 
They picked me up. You can see here that up quite happily slots into the Holiday House without any trouble.

Base verbs
The third unusual visitor is the base verb. This is where it looks like the rule of 'Verbs can't visit the Holiday House' is 
broken, but it actually isn't. Let me explain with the sentence I saw her go.

Full Verbs are powerful words. They tell us the Time of a sentence, the Action and the Finish. (Check back to the Little 
Blue Book - the Grammar for more information on this.) In our sentence above, saw tells us that the Time = Past, the 
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Action = see and the Finish = Finished. However, go only tells us the Action. It does not tell us the Time, since saw has 
already done that job. Neither does it tell us the Finish, because saw has done that job too. Therefore, go is not a Full 
Verb. It is only a Base Verb, and it can go into the Holiday House.

Uses
Once students master the Simple Sentence and become better, more imaginative and creative writers, they will realise 
that the Simple Sentence is not used simply because they had only had one idea to write, rather like a poor man's 
sentence. It can, in fact, be used to write short, sharp, punchy sentences such as those found in action thrillers. It can 
also be used as an impact sentence where the writer uses a number of compound or complex sentences to build a case, 
and then uses a simple sentence to conclude the paragraph or story with impact.

One idea He smiled.

Action The gun went off. The crowd cheered. He exploded forward. He breathed hard. He heard the other 
runners. They were closing. He ran faster. The finish line got close. He leaned forward. He won! He 
smiled.

Impact After all these years of training and hard work, of muscle pain and cramps, of long hours on the track 
and the gym, the gun went off. The crowd cheered, although it seemed a long way off. He exploded 
forward, breathing hard. He could hear the other runners closing on him, left and right, so he ran 
faster and, as the finish line got close, he leaned forward to find that he had won. He smiled.

In traditional grammar, the Holiday House is called the Object. 

Conclusion
Mastering these concepts is quite a major achievement, one that many primary students (and indeed, secondary 
students and adults of all ages!) will never reach. It may take your students some time to get here, but when they do, 
they can take charge of their writing. 

They will not only know more correct grammar than 99% of the adult English speaking population in most Western 
countries around the world, but they will be able to make sound, informed choices about their writing. The aim of 
grammar, of course, is not for its own sake. As a subject, grammar is not as interesting as dance or art or song or 
cooking. As a tool for writing, though, it is unbeatable.

Following this lesson/s, ensure you continue asking your students leading questions as they are writing: 

What do you want to write? I want to write a Main Clause. Why? Because I want to write my main idea. How are you 
going to start? WIth a capital letter. How are you going to finish? With a fullstop. What Noun have you got in your 
Noun House? . . . 

They should also make sure their Five Types of Noun and Three Types of Verb pages are complete and secure in 
their student folders so they can refer to them when they need to.
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Task Two
The Compound Sentence

The second task is the Compound Sentence, where students join two Main Clauses together, usually with fanboys. 
Teachers of early years have often told me that students love telling stories which consist of many main clauses all 
joined together with 'and' and with no apparent fullstop. For this reason, the compound sentence needs to mastered 
quickly. The thinking process for this is as follows:

• she conceives of the main idea first
• she starts with a capital letter.
• she moves from left to right.
• she checks that she has a Noun in the Noun House.
• she checks that she has a Verb in the Verb House.
• she decides whether she needs to add extra words in the Holiday House.
• she decides to add another main idea.
• she chooses her fanboys word.
• she adds her second main idea with the same House checks.
• she concludes with a fullstop.

With regular compound sentences, we use fanboys as our linking words. In grammar terms, these fanboys words 
are called coordinating conjunctions. You can choose whether you call these words by one name or the other. It is 
unlikely that your students will ever use the grammatical term at any point in their lives, so you might find fanboys 
easier. This might be a decision of your leadership or literacy team.

The fanboys words are rather straightforward except for one small quirk with the word nor and an old fashioned 
word we hardly ever use, for. Let's look at the fanboys words here.

When I want to

show the cause of MI One I use fanboys for 
(old-fashioned) I wanted a drink for it was hot.

add a similar MI3 to MI One I use fanboys and Peter won the race and everyone cheered.

show that both MIs are NO I use fanboys nor 
(not very common) It isn't big nor is it small.

add a different MI to MI One I use fanboys but I went to the beach but I didn't swim.

choose between two MIs I use fanboys or He might be tall or he might be short.

add a different MI to MI One I use fanboys yet I went to the beach but I didn't swim.

show the result of MI One I use fanboys so It was hot so I wanted a drink.

3 Main Idea



www.gramatica.com.au
© The Shoebox Group 2015-2019. All rights reserved. No unauthorised copying or adaptation.

the little blue book - the teacher | 36

Gramatica
Tell your own story

Nor
The quirk is with nor, as you can see. In the second Main Clause, the verb and noun are inexplicably reversed. This is 
possibly a holdover from a medieval or Middle English time when the rules of English were not as fixed. If students 
ask why we still have this reversal, the research is unclear. This is one of the few times when Gramatica has no 
answer.

For
The old-fashioned word is for, and we now use because in its place. However, take careful note that for and because 
operate in different ways. For usually only goes between two main clauses. I went to the beach for it was hot. We 
cannot say For it was hot, I went to the beach. 

Because
However, because acts differently. Because can both be at the start a sentence as well in the middle. Consider this: I 
went to the beach because it was hot. We can also change the order of our two clauses and say this: Because it was 
hot, I went to the beach.

Please note that in older forms of English, people used for in the same way as we now use because. The very well-
known Bible verse John 3:16 is an example of this, "For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son." Here, for 
has the same meaning as because and is used at the beginning of the sentence.

Again, students of all ages and abilities need to complete the compound sentence task before they move on.
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Task Three
The Complex Sentence

Following this is the Complex Sentence4 task. The Complex Sentence, is not, as its name would have us believe, is 
complex. It is simply where a student adds extra information to a Main Clause. The thinking process for this is as 
follows:

• she conceives of the main idea first
• she starts with a capital letter.
• she moves from left to right.
• she checks that she has a Noun in the Noun House.
• she checks that she has a Verb in the Verb House.
• she decides whether she needs to add extra words in the Holiday House.
• she decides to add an extra idea/supporting clause as a time, place, reason, method, person or something else 

OR you ask if she needs to add an extra idea/supporting clause. 
• she decides whether to add this before the main idea or after it. The extra idea goes first if it is more important, 

or last if the main clause is more important.
• if the extra idea goes before the main idea/clause, she separates the clauses with a comma.
• If after, she does not.
• she concludes with a fullstop.

The idea of a complex sentence is to add extra ideas to the main idea, and there are many different ways of doing 
this, actually far too many to list here. (Check the Little Blue Book - the Grammar for more information.) Students will 
know many of these instinctively, and you can also ask the Wh? questions as well: 

When? At 7pm

,
the party started.

Where? In a tiny hole in the wall the mouse hid.

Why? So that she would pass her test she studied hard.

How? By studying hard and staying calm she passed her test.

Who with? With all my friends I went to the park.

How long? For three days we sailed across the sea.

What was happening at the same time? While everyone was sleeping I woke up.

Some grammar sources include a fourth sentence called the Compound-Complex. This is somewhat of a blur 
between the Compound and Complex, and Gramatica has chosen not to include this because it has elements of both 
the Compound and Complex, so it may confuse students.  

4 In traditionally correct grammar, a complex sentence has a narrower definition than Gramatica uses. Gramatica allows a 
little more scope in what it includes as an Extra Idea. This is because it is highly unlikely that students will ever need to know this 
traditional definition, and most students, in fact, will navigate primary school, high school, university (unless they study grammar 
there), work and life without ever needing this definition.
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Task Four +
The Australian Curriculum

Once you have finished with these tasks, the Australian Curriculum has many more writing tasks, which it classifies as 
persuasive, imaginative, or informative, although it is important to note that pieces of writing can fit into more than 
one category. As a useful acronym, they can be remembered as PIE for what they do: Persuade, Inform and Entertain. 
The table below is adapted from the Australian Curriculum.

Text Purpose Types

Persuasive texts Persuade advertising, debates, arguments, discussions, polemics, influential essays and 
articles.

Informative texts Inform explanations and descriptions of natural phenomena, recounts of events, 
instructions and directions, rules and laws and news bulletins.

Imaginative texts Entertain novels, traditional tales, poetry, stories, plays, fiction for young adults and 
children including picture books and multimodal texts such as film.

Each of these has different examples, as can be seen above, and teachers and students can choose which of these 
becomes the next task.

In these tasks, the three sentence types become part of the task rather than the task itself. Here, students are faced 
with new choices.

• which sentence types meet my needs best?
• which vocabulary do I need?
• how do I show a new paragraph?
• how do I start my paragraph?
• how do I start my text?
• how do I finish my text?

To do
• Identify the tasks in your year level.
• Consider how to link a task to grammatical structures.
• Train the students to think of task or end goal first, and then choose grammatical structures to suit this task.



www.gramatica.com.au
© The Shoebox Group 2015-2019. All rights reserved. No unauthorised copying or adaptation.

the little blue book - the teacher  | 39

Gramatica
Tell your own story

Storing and Retrieving it

Sometimes a student sees new information and thinks it is important enough to remember, so she stores it in short-
term memory. This is a part of memory that is both very short-term and very small. Some experts say that it can hold 
only 7-10 bits of information, which might explain why mobile phone numbers are not 11 digits.

Now if she believes that this bit of information is really important because you have presented it visually, given it 
a task and some relevance, she might decide that she needs to use it a little more. She makes a conscious decision 
to transfer it to working memory, which is larger and has a longer lifespan than short term memory. However, if we 
don’t have some retrieval mechanism, even this working memory can be lost. This, of course, is your Trigger Word/
Phrase that we will see shortly.

Somewhere along the line, she decides that she needs to keep this information, and so it transfers to long-term 
memory. This has the largest capacity of all, and lasts a long time. Why did she decide to put it there? Simple. It was 
relevant and she needed it to complete a writing task. And where did she store it? In her schema, which is what we 
shall call her long-term memory. This is the word we use for the way we organise information, experiences, values 
and knowledge in our brains in a permanent way. 

Teaching is one of the multiple ways we use to get information, experiences, values and knowledge into the brain, to 
build a child’s schema. Movies, books, holidays, daily experiences, music, the internet, for example, are some of the 
myriad others. Her schema is fairly static. It stays in the mind and doesn’t move, although it grows constantly and 
expands as new learning happens. 

However, teaching is not only the delivery of information to your student's's mind in order for her to store it. She also 
needs to retrieve it for future use. For this, she needs some extra training.

Trigger word/phrase
Getting the information into her schema is only the first step. If you want to ensure that your students can use 
certain information in the future, independently of your classroom, you need to give them a mental or physical tool 
that shows them how to retrieve this information in order to complete a particular task. A mental tool is a trigger 
word or phrase that will bring the information back to her time and time again, well past her time in your class. If you 
have been to London, and someone says the word, you recall a myriad of memories, images, words, faces, places, 
smells, sounds and other recollections. 

In the same way, your student needs to associate this trigger word with the task that she should use the information 
for. As an example, she might say or think, “If I want to do task X, I need information Y.” You might even spend some 
time rehearsing and practising this in class.

You can also use a physical action to help students remember. This could be a series of claps or gestures, much like 
Kung Fu Punctuation. Gramatica does not have these, but feel free to develop your own set.

These are certainly more streamlined methods than, “Don’t you remember how to do task X? I’m sure I taught you 
that two weeks ago. What was it now? Ah, yes. It was in your [subject] book on page 35.”
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Gramatica
Gramatica uses the principle of trigger words as well, and realises that students will need to write a Main Clause to 
express a Main Idea, for example, in daily life long after they have finished learning it in your class. Therefore, they 
need some form of mental trigger words or phrases to retrieve this information. For this particular task, Gramatica 
has provided the trigger words - Main Idea = Main Clause - but if you can think of better, please feel free. 

Please note, though, that Gramatica believes in training for life, where training is repeated action for a benefit, 
like football training, or athletics training, or for a more mental activity, memory training. Therefore, it is critically 
important to regularly rehearse the steps of a task in class. Every day, for example, on your question, "How do I write 
my Main Idea?" your students should tell you or their partners.

To do
• Develop trigger words/phrases or actions for certain pieces of knowledge, skills or tasks.
• Train students in these regularly.
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Assessing it

We often think of the final part of the learning process as assessment, as tests, exams and quizzes, and we might 
think of assessment as a word that might have had unsettling memories of stress, manic study and heartache.

Yet assessment, if we consider our earlier definition, is significantly different. 

Learning is the storage and productive, purposeful use of behaviour, skills, values or knowledge based on input. 

Why do we assess?
The chief aim of assessment is to see whether a student has learned what you have taught. This can be for several 
purposes and audiences: to help the student become better, to inform the parents, to inform the school leadership 
team, and to advise governmental authorities.

Let’s take the above definition of learning and limit our purpose of assessment to helping the student improve. Here, 
we are not merely assessing what has gone into her mind as a result of your teaching, but the productive use of 
behaviour, skills, values or knowledge that is visibly evident as a result of this. We are assessing higher-order thinking, 
not merely memory, the active demonstration of knowledge rather than passive memorisation of knowledge. 

Historically, the education system has mainly measured the way we stored and subsequent re-produced the 
necessary information on the page on demand, as we all remember from exams where we all studied manically 
and sleeplessly, only to forget everything the moment we walked out of the examination room. Unfortunately, this 
is Bloom's lowest level of memorisation. Any future, productive and visible real life use of this was not part of the 
process at all. It should be pointed out that exams, by their nature, are one day snapshots of information, and cannot 
therefore measure ongoing use of the information outside the exam room.

Measuring productive use
However, assessment is so much more. It is the process of measuring not only whether the information made it into 
the schema, but also how a student uses the information productively. As such, your primary classroom allows much 
more time than the one day snapshot that we mentioned before. You have up to one year to visibly see and measure 
the students' use of this information. 

Assessment should not only be in a test situation, where students know that they are being assessed and may 
therefore attach all the pressures of test situations, but in daily school life, so that students don’t know they are 
being assessed and can therefore exercise their control of a piece of knowledge or skill just as they would in real life.  

Bloom’s Taxonomy
This ties in very neatly with Bloom’s Taxonomy, where the lowest level of learning is the memorisation and 
knowledge of information. This level is static, and we often refer to it as lower-level thinking. It shows no evidence of 
understanding or productive use. It merely signifies that a student remembers what he was taught, even though he 
may not understand or be able to use it at all. 

At the top end of this Taxonomy is Create, where a student shows that she not only knows the information, but 
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understands its components and can use the information productively. We now call this higher-level thinking, and 
it is the best suited to assessment. Not only can we measure whether the student has stored the information, but 
whether the student can use it productively. 

In other words, assessment should not measure only what a student can remember receptively on one day, but 
measure what she can do productively both now and throughout her life.
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Assessing it with Gramatica

A quick word about standardised tests before we discuss Gramatica assessment. In Australia, standardised tests are 
known as NAPLAN, and the annual NAPLAN tests have roused considerable discussion, with views from positive to 
negative. Let's leave aside Gramatica's position on NAPLAN, but this anecdote is worth sharing. Many principals have 
told me over the years that they have two aims with grammar and writing, and the first is to improve their students’ 
NAPLAN scores. The second is to make their students better communicators.

Gramatica can certainly help with improving a school’s NAPLAN results, although this was never intended as its 
purpose. As a lover of the English language, with all its mysteries, subtleties and arcane secrets, I built Gramatica 
to share that love with students and to make them into strong, confident, knowledgeable, empowered lifelong 
communicators. Students will forget standardised testing, but they will carry their love of communicating with them 
all their lives.

So Gramatica's aim in assessment is simple:

to measure visibly and quantifiably students' 
regular and correct use of grammar in their writing.

Let's unpack elements from this.

Measurement
Opposed to the traditional method of assessment as summative, where it happens at the end of a period of teaching, 
Gramatica proposes regular, formative assessment, where you measure students' work in normal daily classes, and 
possibly without them even knowing. Of course, you can tell students that they will be marked for this piece of 
writing, but that is up to you.

This has several benefits. Firstly, it removes exam stress. Secondly, it replicates the way students would write in 
normal circumstances. (Not every piece of writing happens in an exam.) Thirdly, it allows you to assist with error 
correction and improvement more often rather than being surprised at the end of a teaching period. Fourthly, it 
allows you (and possibly students and their parents) to see student progress and improvement over a period of time.

Visible
As has been mentioned before, knowledge must be made visible for it is assessable. We cannot assess what we 
cannot see. Fortunately, writing is very visible.

Quantifiable
I recall, as many of us do, receiving the worst of all possible comments on my primary school writing, that single, 
meaningless word, "Good." It didn't tell me anything about my hard work, my sentences or story, and the teacher 
didn't advise anything for improvement. It did tell my little primary school mind that he probably didn't have time to 
read it carefully, or he had too many to mark, or was under some other pressure I didn't know anything about. 

The real problem with a comment like "Good" is that it is subjective. It passes a judgement on something, even 
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though this judgement may not be accurate and may differ from person to person. Another teacher might mark this 
same piece of writing as "Poor" or "Excellent."

Two tiers
Rather than variable subjective judgements, Gramatica proposes a two-tier system. The first and lower tier is the 
structural level, which includes basic elements like main clauses, capital letters, fullstops. This marks effective use of 
grammar to achieve tasks. This level is necessary. In order for a reader to respond emotionally to a text, he has to first 
understand it, and for that to happen, the writer must use appropriate and correct grammar and punctuation.

Therefore, we can (and should) measure instances of correct grammar and punctuation. How many times, for 
example, does a student use a Main Clause to do a certain task? How many times does she punctuate correctly? How 
many times does she add Extra Ideas to a Main Idea in an appropriate fashion? These skills are visible, structural 
and quantifiable. We can count the number of times a student does these things, and the number of errors. The 
Gramatica Rubric serves this purpose and is closely aligned with the national and state curricula.

The second tier is the judgement level, and this has nothing to do with structure. Instead, it measures your emotional 
or subjective response to the student's work. Here, words like "Good" are perfectly acceptable! The advantage here 
is that the student knows exactly what grammar and punctuation she wrote to evoke this response. You can also base 
this response on elements which are not easily measured, like plot twists, paragraph order, character development, 
adding unexpected but pleasing detail, and many other things.

Therefore, assessment always starts with visible, quantifiable structure and finishes with a subjective, emotional 
response.

Celebration 
This is also an essential part of assessment. Your response as a teacher to a student's excellent work or improvement 
should be well-chosen visible celebration in whatever form you choose. Of course, this celebration should not be 
cheap, but well-earned, precious and even a little rare. "Mum, fantastic news! Today, I got a high five from the 
teacher! No-one else did! That's my third high five this term!" The student then associates good grammar with 
happiness, and with repetition, this neurological association becomes stronger.

Desire
Students normally do not regard tests as desirable. However, Gramatica proposes that students can actually request 
assessment in order to see how much they have improved. These students regard assessment as a chance for them 
to shine, not as an opportunity to feel stressed. These are possibly students in  your Writer group, and will rarely be 
your Non-Writer group unless one of them has suddenly developed a desire to change! This personal initiative and 
intrinsic motivation might become part of your class culture with time, determination and practice.
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Daily Assessment

Gramatica proposes that you assess small amounts regularly rather than one large amount once. It makes for a 
bigger workload, but it saves on surprises at the end of term test and allows for course corrections along the way.

So let's imagine that you have set a writing task for your students. They have discussed what writing tools they need, 
or might need, and chosen their Gramatica cards. They know the word count requirement and the time limit. They 
all have their subjects, have discussed them where necessary (The Writer Group didn't discuss anything; they were 
itching to write as soon as you said the word and knew exactly what they were going to write about.) You have also 
told them that you will be wandering about the room, checking in on students, either to answer questions or to 
assess.

Let's leave aside the answering questions and look at some assessment. This is informal formative assessment, 
and it probably won't receive a grade, although you may record your comments on it. During your classroom 
perambulations, you see something that a student has written. This evokes in you one of two responses.

Celebration
The student has done something well, either compared with previous attempts (and possible failures) or as an 
improvement. You may choose to celebrate privately with the student or show it to the class, especially if it is 
something teachable. You could then write it on the board and start a discussion about why it was so good, and what 
the rest of the class can learn from it. Your call on this.

Assessment
Or you might need to correct a student's work. Rather than slip into lecturemode when you see an error, it is best to 
ask a student for her thinking process so as to determine how she arrived at her current point. You could ask:

• Tell me what you were thinking when you wrote this. 
• Does your writing fit into the Main Clause structure?
• Do you have a Noun in your Noun House? Do you need one?
• Do you have a Verb in your Verb House? Do you need one?
• Do you want to add an extra idea to this?
• Did you consider doing X instead?
• What can you learn from this? What do you need to do to improve?

These questions do not condemn mistakes, but ask for clarification so that you know where students are placed with 
their learning and so you can teach accordingly.

We will leave the matter of summative assessment for now as it is rather a larger question. However, consider using 
the Gramatica Rubric for all assessments where it is appropriate.
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Your thoughts?

As always, I am keen to hear your thoughts on successes, challenges and things that didn't work so well. Email me on 
greg@gramatica.com.au with your stories.

Many thanks!

Greg


