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Letter to a Future Boss
Role: You are starting a new job
Audience: Your boss
Form: Email
Task: What the boss needs to know 
about your personality to get the best 
out of you

How-to
Role:You are an expert at X
Audience: Someone who never heard of it
Form: Blog post
Task: Define X and tell how get started; 
gear; materials; be supportive.

About NCTE
R: You are attending NCTE
A: A teacher BFF not here
F: Text message
T: How things are going 
w/wo FOMO

WRITE
IN
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Listening
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Share: 3-Perspectives

Sarah J. Donovan / WCTE October 2024
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Exploring Differences
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Rhetorical Elements How-to 
Blog

Letter Text 
message

School
Essay

Writer’s Role
expertise, formality/register, purpose,

Audience Needs
level of expertise, knowledge, formality, 
language, tone, readiness for ideas, 
attention span, sensitivity

Genre/Purpose
mode (A-N-I), form, technology, space it lives 
best for the audience and purpose, modality

Craft Language
Expected and innovative craft/grammar for 
mode/genre; length of sentences, signal words, 
repetition, figurative, elements, discourse/terms
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Rhetorical Elements How-to 
Blog

Letter Text message

Writer’s Role
expertise, formality/register, purpose,

approachable 
expert

semiformal; 
workplace culture

peer, casual, 
camaraderie, coordinate 
or inform quickly

Audience Needs
level of expertise, knowledge, formality, 
language, tone, readiness for ideas, 
attention span, sensitivity

simple direct steps; 
subheadings, 
bullets, clear 
definitions, visuals

concise, clear, 
respectful, easy to 
skim; clear ask

peer,  assume familiarity, 
casual, friendly, short, 

Genre/Purpose
mode (A-N-I), form, technology, space it 
lives best for the audience and purpose, 
modality

narrative anecdote; 
hyperlinks; tutorial 
info

persuade, inform, 
request action; 
greeting; body; 
signature; subject

messaging app; emojis, 
shorthand, images, 
informative

Craft Language
Expected and innovative craft/grammar for 
mode/genre; length of sentences, signal words, 
repetition, figurative, elements, discourse/terms

appositive to define 
terms; signal words 
for steps; 
subordinating 
conjunctions

compound-compl
ex; avoid 
contractions

contractions, fragments, 
emojis
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Grammar Systems
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ELA Content 
Knowledge
Component 2.3: Candidates apply 
and demonstrate knowledge and 
theoretical perspectives of 
language and languaging, 
including language acquisition, 
conventions, dialect, grammar 
systems, and the impact of 
languages on society as they 
relate to various rhetorical 
situations (e.g., journalism, social 
media, popular culture) and 
audiences. 
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Grammar Systems

12

Operational: Grammar in use; language use we are not conscious of  
(like digestive system); use automatically; enables us to communicate with others 
who speak the same language or a language with similar, recognizable patterns

Descriptive: Linguistic grammar; uncovering of what features make 
language work 1) word order; 2) function/signal words; 3) inflectional word 
endings (plural or possessive); linguistic justice (honoring the features of regional 
languages); noticing how features evolve

Traditional: Known for prescriptive rules; taught in schools, 
self-perpetuating, preserving some inaccurate and unhelpful definitions, 
fossilizing rules by grammarians centuries ago, may not be reflective of actual 
prominent writers

(Hartwell, 1985; Weaver, 2008; Chomsky, 1965; Halliday, 198; Haussamen, 2000; Baker-Bell, 2022; Young, 
2021)
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Traditional Grammar 
Instruction
● Isolation (Weaver, 1996; Hillocks, 1986)

● Rules memorizing (Myhill and 

Watson, 2014)

● Packets of drills (Braddock et al., 

1963)

● Error correction (Truscott, 1996)

● One-size fits all (Ferris and 

Hedgcock,2014)

● Grammar handbook of rules
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Why?
1. Lack of Transfer: Isolated grammar instruction doesn’t easily transfer to real writing 

contexts. Students struggle to apply abstract grammar rules when they move from worksheets to actual 
writing. (Braddock et al., 1963; Hillocks, 1986; Elley et al., 1976; Weaver, 1998; Andrews et al., 2006)

2. Negative Impact on Motivation: Isolated grammar drills can reduce 
students’ interest and motivation to write, as they often view these activities as irrelevant to actual 
communication.

3. Cognitive Overload: Focusing too much on rules and structure in isolation can 
overload students cognitively, making writing more daunting and reducing fluency in their expression

4. Displaces Actual Writing Practice: Teaching school grammar out of 
context takes away from actual composition time and has a harmful effect on writing (Lyons, 1996).

5. Discriminatory: “standard” grammar reflects a discriminatory power system that excludes 
dialect and culture and is inaccurate as far as authentic writing situations (Dunn & Lindbloom, 2003)
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An invitation to shift: 
1. Celebrate operational grammar (natural use)
2. Teach descriptive grammar in context 

(patterns)
3. Acknowledge prescriptive grammar is only 

one kind of grammar not the only one that 
matters
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How?

1. Situated Writing Assignments: Genre, role, audience, topic, 
technology, choices, student interests, expertise; writing that lives in the world

2. Contextualized grammar instruction: Teaching 
grammar specific to the writing task helped students make informed language choices 
and promoted metalinguistic understanding to use grammar to craft their writing 
intentionally (Myhill et al., 2012).

3. Craft-based sentence writing improves style 
and syntax: Teaching students the craft of a specific genre with an audience 
in mind helps them make sentence level choices that improve their message (O’hara, 
1973; Strong, 1986)

4. Imitation of Actual Authors: Mimic author’s writing style with 
mentor texts; grammatical awareness comes from mentor text study and borrowing 
author craft moves; then adapting them 1. invitation to notice; 2) invitation to label; 3) 
invitation to revise; 4) invitation to imitate  (Anderson, 2017)

5. Welcoming Linguistic Heritages (Youth, Cultural, 
Geographic)Allow students to name the move, welcoming rather than 
alienating with linguistic jargon, but teach in context

6. Minimize deficit language: “ungrammatical” “not 
standard”; call it “innovative” and “beautiful”; welcome linguistic diversity in regional 
and cultural language
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Design assignments 
using RAFT or 

rhetorical approach.
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Teach patterns they 
can apply to their 

writing.
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How-To Blog Post
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Craft

1. Appositive: define 
terms

2. Parallel structure: list
3. Metaphor: familiar 

comparison
4. Parentheses: 

additional information
5. Starting with a gerund
6. Hyperlink to another 

blog
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Letter
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Rhetorical Grammar

1. Dear- audience 
awareness

2. Introductory context
3. Subordinating 

conjunctions for 
reasoning

4. Conjunctive adverbs 
to signal examples

5. How to use etc.
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TED TALK
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Role
Audience
Form/Genre
Topic
Craft/Grammars
Technology

TED TALK
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Narrative
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Rhetorical Grammar

1. Note for audience: 
Biography

2. Colon for energy
3. Gerund: scene
4. Compound sentence- 

suspense
5. Appositive- names of 

characters
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What will you hold 
onto?
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https://tinyurl.co
m/yc3ccsb4 

https://tinyurl.c
om/3n6m9264 

https://tinyurl.com/yc3ccsb4
https://tinyurl.com/yc3ccsb4
https://tinyurl.com/3n6m9264
https://tinyurl.com/3n6m9264
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Rethink Grammar as a….
● Set of options to use strategically to enhance their message, engage readers, and shape meaning
● Tool for persuasion: tone, emphasis, 

○ active voice is direct and assertive
○ passive voice emphasized the action over the doer-- evades responsibility

● Focus on Audience: considers the writer’s purpose, select grammar structures that best serve the 
communication goal

○ complex sentence with multiple clauses conveys details, nuanced information
○ shorter sentences increase clarity, impact and urgency even

● Emphasis on stylistic choices: experiment with syntax including sentence length, structure, punctuation, 
and word choices, to enhance readability and create an engaging piece or speak to insiders of the 
topic, alienating intentionally outsiders

● Building metalinguistic awareness: each rhetorical situation asks writers to make different choices to 
reflect and control language use; writers become more flexible and adaptable across different contexts

● Genre-specific: study mentor texts, name the craft moves, imitate; research the audience’s needs; 
explore the technology and genre expectations to reach the audience in the best platform and genre; 
select the grammar structure for the rhetorical context; this is different from formal or school grammar


