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Prescriptive, descriptive or genre-based grammar: Three recent views from the United States

Chapter Vice President Judy Noguchi

Grammar is one of the very important aspects of English
study. Thus, | was not surprised when one of my students
proudly brought in the 50" anniversary edition of that famous
book by Strunk and White, The Elements of Style.Y When |
was a student, I remember buying it as one of the assigned
books for English composition class. However, | also do
not remember ever really using it! As | was going to be
doing a class on “style,” I did a bit of searching on the Web
for good style guides and, to my surprise, found two articles
with rather shocking titles: “50 Years of Stupid Grammar
Advice” and “Frankenstrunk.”® The latter was written by
Jan Freeman in October 2005, just before Halloween, which
led to the volume being called “this aging zombie of a book.”

To refer to such a revered book in these ways seems
equivalent to blasphemy. Who would dare say such things?
It turns out that both authors are well qualified to make such
claims. Jan Freeman is an etymologist and writer of “The
Word” for the Boston Globe, a daily newspaper owned by
The New York Times. The former article was written by
Geoffrey K. Pullum, head of linguistics and English language
at the University of Edinburgh. With ample knowledge of
both British and American English, he co-authored (with
Rodney Huddleston) The Cambridge Grammar of the
English Language,” a comprehensive descriptive (not
prescriptive) grammar.

So, what’s wrong with Strunk and White? Well, Pullum
scalding states “l've spent too much of my scholarly life

studying English grammar in a serious way. English syntax ...

is much too important to be reduced to a bunch of trivial
don't-do-this prescriptions by a pair of idiosyncratic bumblers
who can't even tell when they've broken their own
misbegotten rules.” Indeed, | have faced problems with
simplistic rules many times as most of my students major in
the sciences. They often complain that the grammar
checker for Microsoft Word underlines all the passive
constructions with distracting wavy green lines.  As Pullum

notes, “That overinterpretation is part of the damage that
Strunk and White have unintentionally done.”

So what “kind” of grammar should | teach? The
general trend in applied linguistics today is toward
descriptive grammar.  But it could be an enormous
challenge to try to teach it all! One promising answer is
offered by Write Like A Chemist® which was written with
support from the National Science Foundation of the United
States. It was specifically written for chemistry students
and its “read-analyze-write approach teaches students to
analyze what they read and then write, paying attention to
audience, organization, writing conventions, grammar, and
science content, thereby turning the complex process of
writing into graduated, achievable tasks.” It is this very
approach that can be applied to just about any university
discipline to raise awareness of grammar and how to master
it for the kind of writing that students would need to have
throughout their professional Granted, this
textbook is mainly for chemistry students whose native
language is English. However, this is the very approach
that scholars in ESP (English for Specific Purposes) have
been promoting around the world since the 1990s. Rather
than trying to master grammar rules that do not universally
apply anyway, would it not be more realistic to start working
with descriptive “local” rules in specific disciplines that can
be immediately applied and mastered? With such
achievable tasks, students can gain the much needed
confidence and know-how to continue their acquisition of not
only “grammar” rules but “genre” rules. They will find that
this “read-analyze-write approach” can be applied to an
ever-widening range of situations as they advance through a
life-long experience of autonomous learning.

careers.
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JACET Kansai Chapter has the following ten Special
Interest Groups (SIGs) that meet regularly. Some of the
SIGs have been in operation for more than ten years but
according the JACET npolicy, they are run as two-year
projects, being renewed every two years with new leaders.
This academic year marks the start of the next two-year
period and would be a good time to join a SIG. For more
information, refer to www.jacet-kansai.org/kenkyukai.html.
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The JACET Kansai Chapter Spring Conference will be
held on June 27" at Kyoto Junior College of Foreign Studies
under the theme of “How to Deal with the Current English
Proficiency of College Students.” There will be workshops,
colloquia, research reports, application reports and posters.
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JACET Kansai Journal Call for Papers

Kansai Chapter members are welcome to submit
manuscripts for consideration for publication in Vol. 12.
Papers should be related to research on college English
language education or related areas. From this volume, JKJ
will have a new section for papers that have been presented
at JACET chapter or national conferences within the past
year.

Submit manuscripts to:
Atsushi MIZUMOTO, Ph.D.
JACET Kansai Journal Secretariat
University of Marketing and Distribution Sciences
jacet.kansai.journal@gmail.com
(only e-mail submissions will be accepted)

If you do not receive a message confirming the receipt

of your manuscript within 3 days, please request
confirmation.
Only e-mail submissions will be accepted. Postal

submission of paper-based manuscripts will NOT be
accepted.

Prepare your manuscript according to the Journal
instructions using Word software. Send it as an attached
file with an email message to Dr. Mizumoto, Secretariat,
JACET Kansai Journal.

Publication schedule for Vol. 12:
Deadline for submission: Nov. 15, 2009 (via email
as an attached file)
Notification of publication decision: Dec. 20, 2009
Deadline for submission of final version: Feb. 10,
2010 (via email as an attached file)
Publication: End of March 2010

Refer to the guidelines and template at the JACET
Kansai Chapter home page www.jacet-kansai.org/kako.html.
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