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Introduction—What Is a Language?
A language is a set of codes for conveying information. There are codes for the sounds that make up words and for the intonation that distinguishes a question from a statement, for the letters used to make words, for the way in which words are formed (prefixes, suffixes, roots, etc.), for the punctuation that indicates what words go with which, etc. With the exceptions of punctuation and the letters that represent words, native speakers of a language learn most of these codes with little instruction. 
The code that needs to be formally taught, especially for improving reading and writing, is the code for syntax—how words in a sentence connect to each other to convey ideas. Supposedly, this is the objective of all the grammar textbooks. But the books are not effective, and they make most students (and teachers) hate studying—or teaching—grammar.
A comparison to instruction in Morse code suggests why they are ineffective. To use Morse code, one has to learn the series of dots and dashes that represent each letter of the alphabet. Then one has to practice decoding and encoding messages, and that takes a lot of practice. Some people may learn quickly; others may need a lot more practice. Current instruction in grammar attempts (comparatively) to teach the series of dots and dashes, in this case various grammatical concepts—nouns, verbs, phrases, etc., except they leave out many of the letters (“u,” “f,”, “h,” etc.). Much of this document explains most of the “letters” they leave out. The grammar textbooks also limit practice. In most books a concept is explained (subjects and verbs), and that is followed by two or three simplistic exercises. That concept then is dropped and the book goes on to something else.
There is another major difference between learning Morse code and learning the syntactic norms of sentences. Morse code is used to transmit sentences, and the codes have a significant difference. The letters in Morse are more or less equally important, but in syntax, some parts of the code, like the basic subject/verb patterns are more important than other parts. Most grammar books take no notice of this difference. The result is that the grammar textbooks make no sense to students (or teachers).

KISS Grammar starts by teaching students the basic subject/verb/complement (SVC) pattern of simple sentences. It then adds constructions (adjectives, adverbs, prepositional phrases, etc.) to the students’ toolboxes so that they can intelligently discuss the function of almost any word in any English sentence. This ability to analyze sentences enables students to understand why errors are errors and why some sentences are better than others.

In this introduction I simply want to note that all KISS instructional materials are available for free, either as html or as MSWord documents. These materials include thousands of exercises in workbooks for students and corresponding analysis keys and suggestions for teaching in the “AK” documents for teachers and parents. You can use them in any way you want to—except to sell them. Indeed, I encourage teachers to replace any or all exercises with similar ones, but based on what their students are actually reading. (Copyrights require that I use texts that are in the public domain.)
People have asked me why I have devoted thousands of hours developing it, only to give it away for free. My answer is fairly simple. First, I was fortunate in my parents who encouraged me to learn; in New York State for giving me an almost free undergraduate education; in the Air Force and the G.I. Bill that helped pay for my graduate work; and in the two colleges in which I spent over forty years primarily teaching Freshman Composition.
I was also one of those fortunate ones who were inspired by President John F. Kennedy’s “Ask not what your country can do for you; Ask what you can do for your country.” Why I chose to focus on the teaching of grammar is a long story, so I’ll simply say that my teaching career made me realize that grammar, particularly sentence structure, has been miserably taught, and that a better understanding of how sentences work helps students read and write more intelligently. Positive feedback from students and teachers motivated me. There are many things that one can do for one’s country, but my background led me to believe that an attempt to improve the most fundamental aspects of education—reading and writing—is the best thing that I can try to do for the United States of America, the country that I love.
This document is longer than I intended, but I decided to include examples of some exercises and to include explanations of the many differences between KISS and other approaches to grammar. The Table of Contents may help you choose what you want to read and what you want to skip.

What is “Grammar”?
Most people think that there is one grammar of English. There are, however, many significantly different grammars of English—and they often use different terms to denote the same concept. Fortunately, Wikipedia explains much of this, so I don’t need to take your time here. (If you are interested, see, for a start, “Grammar” and particularly “Syntax.”) Attempts have been made to use variations of these grammars to teach “grammar” in our schools. They have all failed, dismally. There are two main reasons for these failures.
The first is the problem of definitions, and it has two streams. The first is that even within traditional grammars the same word often means different things. “Main clause,” for example, is a major concept for the study of sentence structure. At a grammar conference I asked my session members—school teachers and college—to underline the main clause in “He thought she would be a good president.” Half of the participants underlined “He thought.” The other half underlined the entire sentence. The important point here is not which definition is “correct”; it is the confusion that such different definitions cause in our classrooms. Different teachers mean different things by the same terms, and the students’ job is to figure out which definition any specific teacher is using. It is no wonder that most students hate grammar.
The problem was increased when new concepts in linguistics were introduced in the classrooms. In the 1930’s, 40’s, and 50’s “structural linguistics” were the major focus of linguists (Allen, 71) and attempts were made to teach these new perspectives to teachers and students. But structural linguistics took an entire different approach to sentences—in most cases they analyzed oral sentences in terms of “immediate constituents.” (Allen, 101-109) This type of analysis proceeds by breaking a sentence into two parts, and then continues to break each part into two parts until each word is a separate “constituent.” With simple sentences, such analysis is easy to do, but the sentences that students actually write involve complex rules for breaking the constructions apart. As a result, in the classroom, such instruction involved learning the rules for the analysis—with no real reason for doing the analysis in the first place. In addition, structural linguistics focused on oral language and basically ignored questions of meaning.
In 1957 Noam Chomsky published Syntactic Structures, a book that led to transformational-generative grammar being introduced in some classrooms. It involves another entirely different way of analyzing (almost exclusively oral) sentences, a way that involves learning how to make tree structures. This, of course, added more new terminology to “grammar,” and, like the structural grammars, transformational pays little, if any, attention to the meaning of the sentences. That is no problem for scholars (who often disagree about the meaning of these terms), but it surely added to the chaos experienced by teachers and students in our schools. And you can go to those Wikipedia pages (“Grammar” and “Syntax”) and explore the number of different grammars. In a sense, that is what is being tossed at some of our students.
In essence, students are not being taught a grammar that helps them meaningfully analyze the sentences that they read or write.
The Primary Differences and the KISS Objective
As stated above, current instruction in grammar is essentially a study of grammatical terminology, but the confusion in it makes it meaningless. It also focuses on oral language, but written sentences are usually much more complicated than are spoken. Chomsky switched the focus onto how we generate (encode) oral sentences, but students can already do that. What they really need help with is how we understand (decode) the complexities of written sentences. This is especially true because students read much less than previous students did.
The Primary KISS Objective

The primary objective is to enable students to explain (and thus understand) how almost every word in any sentence chunks to a main clause pattern. An NCTE critic of KISS scorned the very idea of this objective, but that objection simply reflects the lack of understanding of our educational elite. The KISS objective gives students both a much better understanding of the code, and a goal—an ending point—for the time and effort they put into their study of grammar.

I am unaware of any other approach to grammar that claims that it can teach students how to analyze and explain the structure of their own sentences. But it is not that difficult to learn. Students who can identify subjects, verbs, complements, adjectives, adverbs, prepositional phrases, and clauses can explain approximately 95% of the connections needed to explain almost any sentence in the language. In other words, their ability to indentify these constructions enables students to see how much they can already explain. Nothing motivates more than does success.

The Psycholinguistic Model

KISS is based on a psycholinguistic model of how our brains process (decode) and produce (encode) sentences. The model is based on George Miller’s famous “The Magical Number Seven Plus or Minus Two: Some Limits on our Capacity for Processing Information.” Miller’s work initiated the concept of “short-term” memory, now often referred to as “working memory.” Basically he suggests that the human mind can simultaneously deal with only seven bits of incoming information in any particular moment. The KISS model explains how we can process sentences longer than seven words by chunking words into phrases, and phrases into clauses until we have processed a main clause. In essence, the model also suggests the importance of punctuation and other usage errors. Put differently, the model shifts the focus from “grammar” to understanding how our brains produce and understand complicated sentences.
Grammatical Definitions

The very concept of “grammatical definitions” is slippery. In Understanding Grammar, Paul Roberts explained the “Three Bases of Definition”: 

Some confusion and argument can be avoided if we understand the bases of our definitions. There are at least three possible bases, which will be called in this book the formal, the syntactic, and the notional. By formal definition we shall mean definition based on form—sounds in the spoken language, spelling in the written. By syntactic definition we shall mean definition based on syntax—the relation of words to other words in the sentence. By notional definition we shall mean definition based on our understanding of the relationship of words to the actual, real-world phenomena represented by the words.
For illustration, let us make three brief and incomplete definitions of noun: 

Formal: 
A noun is a word that forms a plural in -s. 

Syntactic: 
A noun is a word that may serve as subject of a verb. 

Notional: 
A noun is the name of a person, place, or thing. 

Obviously none of these adequately defines noun, but each of them might be expanded and qualified so as to approach adequacy. Grammarians use sometimes one kind of definition and sometimes another, and sometimes a combination, as circumstances require or as their temperament leads them. (10-11)

This passage raises two important points. First, there are at least three fundamental perspectives towards grammatical definitions—formal, syntactic, and notional. Second, which perspective a grammarian takes depends on “circumstances” and “temperament.” Grammatical definitions, in other words, are affected by a grammarian’s purpose (circumstances) and by his or her fundamental philosophical beliefs (temperament). There may be, in still other words, as many different grammars as there are grammarians. This leaves us with the question of which grammar should we teach, and which type of definition (formal, syntactic, notional) should we base it on.
I included this information in a book manuscript invited by and ultimately rejected by the National Council of Teachers of English. A major objection to the manuscript was that a reader didn’t want this information. Instead, this reviewer just wanted to be told what to teach. In other words, don’t give teachers an understanding of what they are doing—just make them unquestioning robots.

The KISS Approach essentially uses what Roberts calls “syntactic definitions.” A noun is a noun because it syntactically functions in a sentence as a noun functions. In the KISS Approach, this is very easy to teach because instead of starting with the parts of speech, KISS starts with very simple sentences that teach students to indentify the subjects and verbs in them:
The three little rabbits lived in the woods. 

Each little rabbit had a name. 

Bunny was full of fun. 

Sometimes Bunny ran down to the brook. 

They were all alike. 

This is a funny book. 

The words that function as subjects are nouns (or pronouns), and the words that function as verbs are, of course, verbs. My point here is that KISS “definitions” are basically syntactical and functional. The descriptions of the KISS sequence and constructions (below) reflect how this approach makes sentence structure much easier to understand. But KISS also heavily uses the “notional” point of view, but in an entirely different way. It is not the meaning of individual words that is important—it is how words affect the meaning of the words to which they are connected. The Danish linguist Otto Jespersen developed two concepts that clarify how these connections work.
Nexus and Modification—The Simplicity of Basic English Sentence Structure 

All babies are geniuses. As very young children, we all taught ourselves our native language—no one could have taught it to us, because we couldn’t have understood them before we first understood the language. Pure genius! There have to be a few basic principles that the child comes to understand (unconsciously) and then uses to develop an ever-expanding command of language. Although he was not looking at them from this perspective, in The Philosophy of Grammar, Jespersen suggests two such principles. He calls them “nexus” and “junction,” and, like most grammarians, he gets into some very complex explanations. Those complexities, however, tend to obscure the important basic principle. His concept of “junction” is almost identical to the traditional “modification,” and thus, within KISS, we call the concepts “nexus” and “modification.”
Nexus is the driving force of sentence structure. Having finished one sentence, readers expect to find a subject in the next sentence. Then they expect to find a verb. Depending on the meaning of the verb, they then expect to find a complement. This set of expectations gives English its basic sentence pattern: Subject / Verb / Optional Complement. “Nexus” denotes the relationship of the parts of this pattern. Note that the pattern is established on readers’ expectations. If many sentences suddenly stopped, as in: 

Each little rabbit had
most people would be confused, wondering “had what?”. Expectations, in other words, pull the reader through the text. The nexal pattern (S/V/C) forms a series of slots that are usually filled by a noun, verb, and then another noun or an adjective: 

Boy / hit / ball.

The preceding sounds awkward because we normally use modifiers to clarify the meanings of the words in the main slots. They are called “modifiers” because they literally modify the meaning of the word they describe. Whereas “boy” can mean any boy, “the boy” refers to a specific boy.
Nexus and modification apply to 99.9% of the words in almost every text, the exceptions being interjections, direct address, and a few idioms. This may seem like an overly simplistic explanation, but it isn’t. The tremendous power of English sentence structure comes from embedding one nexal pattern into another and from the modification of the S/V/C elements in each nexus. The primary difference between oral and written language (of which most children have an excellent command) is that that written language is much more heavily embedded. KISS enables students to decode this embedding. I will be referring to nexus and modification in the descriptions of KISS concepts and constructions below.
KISS Definitions and Cognitive Psychology

Some readers may have noticed that KISS definitions are not definitions in the normal sense. In essence, KISS usually explains how to identify a construction without actually defining it. The reason for this is simple—rare is the person who learns concepts from definitions. In 1948, Edward C. Tolman published “Cognitive maps in rats and men”. (Psychological Review. 55: 189–208). Before Tolman, not much was said about how our brains process and store information. Tolman suggested that our brains form cognitive maps based on our experiences—not on definitions. 
Cognitive psychologists developed his idea and have shown that these maps can be very simple or they can be incredibly complex, depending on a person’s experiences. I explained above how KISS provides as many exercises as needed for students to understand the basic S/V/C pattern, and thereby learn what nouns, pronouns, and verbs are. The following are just a few examples of how the KISS Approach makes learning easier and more efficient by helping students to develop cognitive maps.
In the KISS Approach, if a word or construction modifies a noun or a pronoun, it functions as an adjective, and thus KISS calls it an adjective. If it modifies a verb, adverb, or adjective, it is an adverb. Given the sentence “The bent old man walked slowly,” students intuitively know that “The,” “bent” and “old” chunk to (modify) “man.” They also know that “slowly” modifies “walked.” Students do not need to learn that, for example, “Adverbs usually end in -ly.” (“Friendly” and “lovely,” among others, function as adjectives.) Similarly, most prepositional phrases function as adjectives or adverbs. Thus students can identify the functions of the phrases in the same way that they identify the functions of single-word adjectives and adverbs. 

Many other constructions can function as do the basic “parts.” For example, subordinate clauses function as nouns, adverbs, adjectives, or interjections. And verbals are verbs that function as nouns, adjectives or adverbs. The KISS Approach makes these later constructions much easier for students to understand because, instead of treating them as “new” constructions, they are presented as expansions of the basic noun, adjective, adverb “maps.” Keep It Simple and Sensible. (I would now add a third “S” for “Systematic.”)

KISS Terminology
The KISS perspective on chunking has resulted in a few concepts that are totally new, and some specification in traditional terms. For example, a “main clause” includes all the subordinate clauses that connect to it. Similarly, KISS uses the terms “main” and “subordinate” (and not “independent” and “dependent”) to distinguish the two main types of clauses. (For more on this, click here.) If teachers are going to teach effectively, they need to use words to mean the same thing. On an internet discussion group, one teacher thought that the four names for clauses denote four different types of clauses. The KISS name itself is needed, because it denotes a specific set of terms (concepts and procedures) while indicating that there are other grammars. 
The table on the next page lists the constructions and concepts that students need to know. The rest of this document explores what the concepts are, why they are important, and the sequence in which they should be presented.
The Constructions and Concepts that Students Need to Know
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The Students’ Goal

Students can relate every word in any sentence to the subject and verb in a main clause by using one or more of the constructions and/or concepts on this page.

The Constructions

Four Variations of the Basic Sentence Pattern

Subject/Verb



Subject/Verb/Predicate Adjective

Subject/Verb/Predicate Noun

Subject/verb/ (Indirect) Direct Object

Nine “Parts” of Speech

Noun, Pronoun, Adjective, Verb, Adverb, Preposition, Interjection

Coordinating Conjunction, Subordinating Conjunction

Palimpsest Patterns: The next morning rose mild (PA) and bright (PA).
Syntactic Idioms: You had better go.
Prepositional (and other) Phrases

Clauses (Main and Subordinate)

A subordinate clause always functions as a noun, adjective, adverb, or interjection. A main clause has no such function, and it includes all clauses subordinate to it.

Three simple constructions: Nouns Used as Adverbs, Interjections, Direct Address
Verbals: Any verb that does not create a clause has to be one of three verbals:

Gerundives (traditionally called “participles”)
Gerunds

	The Concepts

Compounding

Reduction (Ellipsis)

Embedding


Infinitives

Delayed Subjects and Sentences
James wanted to know if it is easy to ride a motorcycle.

Passive Voice and Retained Complements 
Murray was considered foolish.
Appositives: Old Shep, an intelligent collie dog, takes care of the sheep in the park.
Post-Positioned Adjectives: Mary went and sat on the hearth-rug, pale with rage.
Noun Absolutes
As adverbs: He fell asleep after a time, his head on his knees.
As nouns: He stirred (like a man waking [NAbs OP] up) and changed his position slightly.
The Basic Sentence

Subjects and Verbs

KISS begins with the simple concepts of subjects and verbs (and not with the eight parts of speech that you will find at the beginning of most grammar textbooks). As explained above, cognitive maps are strengthened and developed by the number of “instances” (examples) that we see. Exercises begin with very simple sentences in which the students identify the subjects and single-word verbs. These are followed by sentences that include “helping” verbs. These multi-word verbs add the concept of “phrase,” and they require some practice to include “helpers” for tense, and those that are called “modal” verbs. Students do not need to remember the terms “tense” and “modal.” They will learn more about tense later; here the objective is to enable them to identify the entire verb phrases in the sentences that they read and write. In KISS analytical exercises, students will always be underlining subjects once and verbs twice, thereby strengthening the basic concept.
A Note on English Verbs

In The Miracle of Language, Charlton Laird explores how different grammarians define English verbs differently. The reason I point to him is that most grammarians do not like to discuss their differences. (In other words, I’m not alone in being different. I suggest that for you the question should be: am I making sense?) Laird gives as an example the sentence “You’d better start doing something about getting the tire blown up. (150) He makes two points. First, even though he could not find a grammarian who would agree with him, “better” is part of the verb. He does not explain how any of those grammarians would have explained “better,” and I myself have not seen it explained in a grammar book. His second point is that everything after “You” in that sentence is part of the verb. Overall, Laird argues that English verb forms are very tricky things. He’s right, and their complexity has resulted in a lot of confusion in most grammars.

If you study KISS, you’ll see that I do not agree with him on that, but again my point is that grammarians define terms differently. As for “better,” KISS has always considered “had better” as a syntactic idiom for “should.” Recently I ran across “Make believe you are dead.” in James Baldwin’s The Fairy Reader. It might be interesting to hear how various linguists explain “make believe,” but their explanations would surely bore students. KISS does not spend much time on the veins of the leaves of trees—it tries to guide student to an intelligent understanding of the linguistic forest. Thus, in KISS, “make believe” is simply a verb idiom that means “pretend.” Technically “believe” could be explained as an infinitive that has an ellipsed subject—“make yourself believe.” But do students really need to be that technical when they are first studying grammar?
“You” Understood and “There” as Subjects

“You” understood as a subject is not a difficult concept for even very young students to understand. Some grammar textbooks call these sentences “Imperatives”— which means “Commands.” That is silly because when a child asks a parent “Please pass the sugar,” the child is not making a command. All the students need to know is that some sentences have an understood “You” as subject.

“There” raises another interesting question. Many grammar texts claim that in sentences such as “There are many people there,” the “There” is an expletive—a meaningless word. There are languages, like Russian, that have a specific word that introduces sentences like this, but why add another term for students to deal with? In KISS, the “There” is the subject and “people” is the complement of the verb “are.” There is no need for the “expletive” explanation (KISimpleS).

Apostrophes 

In the process of learning to identify subjects and verbs, students learn to recognize contractions:
	An apostrophe is used to indicate that letters have been left out. This usually happens when two words are combined into one. The resulting word is called a “contraction” Examples:
do not = don’t
did not =  didn’t
can not = can’t 

I have  = I’ve
it is =  it’s


Many of my college students still had problems with these, but students who learn KISS will regularly be underlining the subjects and verbs: 
	don’t
	didn’t
	can’t
	I’ve
	it’s


Some users have asked, so I’ll note that when “not” is contracted, it is marked as part of the verb.

Later, when they have learned about nouns and are learning about adjectives, students learn how apostrophes change nouns into adjectives.

	An apostrophe is used to show that something in some way belongs to someone: 

Anthony’s house 
Sharon’s idea 
the town’s streets.
Note that the apostrophe turns the noun into an adjective. Usually, the noun with the apostrophe can be replaced by an “of” phrase: 

the house of Anthony 
the idea of Sharon 
the streets of the town
To use an apostrophe, first, make the noun either singular or plural. Then add the apostrophe or apostrophe plus “s”: 

the player’s pieces = the pieces of one player 
the players’ pieces = the pieces of all the players


Adding Complements 
Before they are even introduced to all the types of helping verbs, KISS adds the basic concept of “complement.” The word “complement” rarely appears in grammar textbooks. Instead they explain predicate adjectives, predicate nouns, indirect objects and direct objects as different constructions, even though they all have the same basic function. In KISS, “complement” denotes any word or construction that answers the questions “Who?” “Whom?” or “What?” after a verb. In other words, KISS does not begin with definitions of the different complements. The reason for that is nicely explored by Laird who enjoyed himself in making fun of the typical nonsensical schoolbook definition—a direct object “receives the action” of the verb. He gives numerous examples of the meaninglessness of such a definition (162-167), but here I’ll give just one of my own: “Bill takes dancing lessons.” In such a sentence, isn’t it Bill who receives the action of the lessons? The point here is that the typical instructional material in grammar textbooks is confusing and meaningless. Keep It Simple and Sensible!
Rather than deal with the types of complements at this point in instruction, there are other important concepts that can be introduced.
Adding Compounds

Compounding is usually added after the introduction to complements:
	Coordinating Conjunctions and Compounding
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	“Compound” refers to two or more words or phrases that serve the same function within a sentence. Usually, compounds are joined together by coordinating conjunctions—“and,” “or,” or “but.”
Subjects can be compounded: 

Jan, Jill, Sally, and Sarah went to a party.

And so can verbs: 

Joe did his English homework (C) but forgot his math (C).

In other words, subjects, verbs, and complements can all be compounded: 

“Mary and Bill ate dinner (C) and then played tennis (C) and basketball (C).”

Note that “either ... or...” and “neither ... nor....” are variations of “or,” and thus also function as coordinating conjunctions: 

Neither Bill nor Tom likes either swimming (C) or fishing (C).

Simply remember that any type of grammatical construction may be compounded.


Note: KISS treats “so” and “for” as either coordinating or subordinating conjunctions depending on how they are used.

Adding Simple Adjectives and Adverbs

Here again KISS differs from most grammar textbooks. KISS introduces “adjectives” and “adverbs” as functional concepts. The instructional material begins with:

	Adjectives and adverbs describe (modify the meaning of) other words in a sentence. Adjectives modify nouns. Therefore: 

A word that describes a noun functions as (and therefore is) an adjective.

Adverbs modify verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs. Therefore: 

A word that describes a verb, an adjective, or another adverb functions as (and therefore is) an adverb.
“A,” “an,” and “the” always function as adjectives.


It ends with:

	In order to tell if a word is an adjective or an adverb, you must first look at the word in the context of a sentence. For example, in the sentence 

The little swan proudly blew his trumpet.

“The” and “little” are adjectives because they describe the noun “swan.” “Proudly” describes how he “blew.” Since “blew” is a verb, “proudly” is an adverb. Similarly, “his” describes the noun “trumpet,” so “his” is an adjective.


In addition to the more effective instructional material, this treats “adjective” and “adverb” as concepts, concepts that will easily be expanded when students get to adjectival and adverbial clauses. A sample exercise and its analysis key are in the following table.

	Directions:
1. Underline the verbs twice, their subjects once;

2. Write “C” above any complements. 
3. Draw an arrow from every adjective and adverb to the word it modifies.

A poor duck, an unusual skunk and a female deer happily went out for dinner at a restaurant one night. They needed to pay. The skunk didn’t have a scent. The deer didn’t have a buck. So they put the meal on the duck’s bill.

	A poor duck, an unusual skunk and a female deer happily went out for dinner at a restaurant one night. They needed to pay. The skunk didn’t have a scent (C). The deer didn’t have a buck (C). So they put the meal (C) on the duck’s bill.

[In the KISS analysis keys, arrows would be very difficult, so the keys simply show adjectives in green and adverbs in blue.]


Remember that students are expected to make some mistakes, but note how much of the text students will already be able to explain. Of the words that they are not expected to be able to explain, “night” is a Noun Used as an Adverb.  The others are all in prepositional phrases, to which we turn next.
Adding Simple Prepositional Phrases

Most textbooks introduce prepositional phrases near the end of the book. But prepositional phrases appear in the first things that students read and write. If we want students to be able to analyze their own writing, such phrases should be introduced early. Every student has an unconscious concept of prepositional phrases—they use them all the time. The instructional material gives students a list of words that can function as prepositions (“in,” “out,” “over,” “before,” etc.) To identify the prepositional phrase, students are told to ask the questions “Whom?” or “What” after the preposition. Whatever answers the question is the object of the preposition. In analytical exercises, students place parentheses around each prepositional phrase:
	A poor duck, an unusual skunk and a female deer happily went out {for dinner} {at a restaurant} one night. They needed to pay. The skunk didn’t have a scent (C). The deer didn’t have a buck (C). So they put the meal (C) {on the duck’s bill}.

[The KISS analysis keys use braces { } instead of parentheses because parentheses often appear in texts, and braces do not.]


Because there are about ninety words that can function as prepositions, it will take a few exercises before students connect the unconscious concept already in their heads to all the specific examples. (We can be fairly certain that they have that unconscious concept because they regularly understand and use prepositional phrases.)
Once students are fairly competent with identifying these phrases, we can have them explaining how the phrases usually function as adjectives or adverbs. As noted above (but deserves emphasis), they do so by expanding their concept of adjectives and adverbs. In other words, they can tell the function of a phrase in the same way that they determine the function of an adjective or adverb.
	A poor duck, an unusual skunk and a female deer happily went out {for dinner} [Adv. to “went”] {at a restaurant} [Adj. to “dinner”] one night. They needed to pay. The skunk didn’t have a scent (C). The deer didn’t have a buck (C). So they put the meal (C) {on the duck’s bill} [Adv. to “put”].


Advanced Questions about Simple Sentences
The concepts discussed above are all in the First “Ideal” Grammar Book, which is theoretically aimed at first graders. I’m sure that there will be objections that it is too much and too difficult for first graders to deal with. That may be true, and the book can be used with second or third graders. But almost ALL students are smarter than we give them credit for. Their problem is that they have been given meaningless, disconnected instruction—possibly in other subjects, but definitely in grammar. This section explains additional concepts that help students understand the function of almost every word in a simple sentence.
Adding Nouns Used as Adverbs, Simple Interjections, and Direct Address

These three simple constructions appear frequently in the reading and writing of young students. They are introduced one at a time, with an exercise or two on each, and then exercises that involve all three. The following are the directions and analysis keys for these exercises as a reminder that KISS analytical exercises are cumulative.

	Directions:

1. Put parentheses around each prepositional phrase.

2. Underline verbs twice, their subjects once, and label complements “C.”
3. Label each interjection (“Inj”), each noun used as an adverb (“NuA”), and each example of direct address (“DirA”).


Nouns Used as Adverbs: Nouns often function as adverbs to answer questions such as: “When?” “How long?” “How far?” “How much?” or “Where?”

Peter is six months old. 

Peter is six months [NuA] old (C).

Tuesday, the cat was in the garden.
Tuesday [NuA], the cat was {in the garden}.
“Interjection” comes from the Latin words for “throw” (“ject”) and “among” (“inter”). An interjection is thus a word or construction that is “thrown among” the words in an S/V/C pattern. Unlike all the other words, interjections DO NOT chunk to the rest of the sentence. Instead, they usually indicate an attitude about the entire sentence. 

Whew, that was close.

Whew [Inj], that was close (C).

Gee , I forgot!

Gee [Inj], I forgot!

Prepositional phrases can function as interjections: 

He was, in my opinion, brave. 

He was, {in my opinion} [Inj], brave (PA). 

Of course Freddie won.

{Of course) [Inj] Freddie won.

“In my opinion” suggests that the sentence may not be true. “Of course” suggests that the statement is obviously true. (But often it may not be.) In some grammar textbooks you may find prepositional phrases included in a list of interjections; in others nothing is said about them.
Direct Address: Direct Address is a specific type of interjection. Nouns sometimes function to get the attention of someone to whom a person wants to speak. This function is called “Direct Address” because the speaker is directly addressing the person. Note that the name of the person is usually set off by a comma or commas.

Peter, where are you going? 
Peter [DirA], where are you going? 

Syntactic Idioms

“Idioms” are generally thought of as words—set phrases that do not make literal sense. My first Russian teacher was from Russia, and she told us how she ran to the window to see for herself when she was first told that “It’s raining cats and dogs.” She wanted to see the cats and dogs that were falling from the sky. Few, if any, native speakers of English would be looking for those cats and dogs. Syntactically, that sentence is perfectly fine. “Cats” and “dogs” are simply nouns that function as adverbs. 

“Had better” was discussed above, but there are more syntactic idioms. Consider By and by the Kind Child came to an apple tree. By itself, “by” is not an adverb, but the phrase “by and by” functions as an adverb. More advanced syntactic idioms are explored below.
Alternative Explanations

The following sentence from James Baldwin’s The Fairy Reader contains an example of alternative possible explanations:

She spun so much that her fingers became very tired.
“Much” can be explained as an adverb to “spun,” or as a noun that functions either as the direct object of “spun” or as a Noun Used as an Adverb to “spun.” And, according to Webster’s, “so” can function as an adverb or as an adjective to “much” depending on whether one interprets it as a noun or as an adverb. If a person interprets “much” as a direct object, the focus is on the quantity spun, but if one interprets it as an adverb, the focus is on the duration of the spinning. As the developer of KISS, I can’t see how I can tell anyone that either of those interpretations is wrong. Some people will process the sentence one way; others, the other way. The important point is that either explanation chunks “much” to the rest of the sentence in a way that all students of KISS can understand.

Another aspect of alternative explanations involves giving students a simpler explanation of a concept and then returning to it later in a more sophisticated way. In this case, the alternatives are theoretically founded on Jerome Bruner’s idea of the “spiral curriculum.” In essence, the idea is that we can teach students concepts that are not refined but that are fundamental to their understanding. We can then spiral back to develop the concept in more detail. An example of this is the fact that KISS introduces verbs like “begin,” “start,” “continue,” and “stop” as helping verbs and thus as part of the finite verb phrase. 
Nora began to read a book.

She continued to read it.

I am unaware of any other grammar text that does this. But one of the things that grammar textbooks never consider is how many grammatical concepts students can master at one time. 
Later in their work in KISS, students are given the option of explaining “began to read” as follows: “Began” is the finite verb and “to read” is a verbal (infinitive) that functions as the direct object of “began.” 

These alternatives result from the fact that different people decode some constructions differently. The alternatives are always limited. There are usually only two (sometimes three) options. And anyone who has studied KISS will understand the options, even if they disagree with one of them. What instruction in grammar has been missing is just that—understanding. For more alternative explanations, click here.
More about S/V/C Patterns

Adding the Types of Complements—“The Grammarians’ Secret”

In the KISS instructional sequence, students will have been identifying complements and labeling them “C.” Once they have mastered the concept, they are ready to learn the different types. To enable students to do this, KISS teaches students “The Grammarians’ Secret.” 
Having identified a complement by asking a question with the verb plus “Who?” “Whom?” or “What?” the students go through a sequence of questions:

Possibility # 1: Subject / Verb
If nothing answers the question, the pattern is S/V. There is no complement. (Some linguists refer to this as a “zero” complement.)
[STOP: You have your answer.]

Possibility # 2: Subject / Verb / Predicate Adjective 

If the word that answers the question describes the subject, it is a predicate adjective. The pattern is S/V/PA.
[STOP: You have your answer.]

Possibility # 3: Subject / Verb / Predicate Noun
If the word that answers the question is a noun (or pronoun) that renames the subject and the verb implies an equality or identity between subject and complement, the pattern is S/V/PN. For example: 

Ed remained a child. (“Remained” here means “was” and “continues to be.”)
Bill became a teacher. (He “was” not, but now he “is.”) 

A sentence such as “Sleeping children resemble angels.” implies that when they are sleeping, children equal angels, at least in appearance. “Angels” is therefore a predicate noun.
[STOP: You have your answer.]
Note that the criterion of implied equality between subject and complement eliminates “herself” from consideration as a predicate noun in a sentence such as “She washes herself.” “Washes” does not imply equality.
Possibilities 4 and 5: Subject / Verb / (Indirect Object) Direct Object 
[If it’s not 1, 2, or 3, it has to be #4 or 5.]
If a word or construction answers the question “whom or what?” after a verb and is not a predicate noun or predicate adjective, it has to be an indirect or a direct object. An indirect object indicates the person or thing “to” or “for” whom something is done. 

Examples of Direct Objects:

Sally bought ice cream (DO) 
The cat washed itself (DO) 

Examples of Indirect Objects:

They sent him (IO) a letter (DO). 
The sun gave the church’s windows (IO) a warm glow (DO).

The preceding sequence is what grammarians always have used to determine not only the types of complements but also which verbs are “transitive,” “intransitive,” or “linking.” One can teach students these three words as vocabulary terms, but they are not needed to understand how sentences work. I remember one post on a grammar discussion list in which a teacher asked why we are not teaching “transient” and “intransient” verbs anymore. If teachers themselves have problems with distinguishing “transitive” from “transient,” students also will be confused by these unneeded terms. (Note, by the way, I’m not blaming the teachers—I’m pointing to the totally inaccurate instruction that they receive.)
In KISS exercises, “complement” is used instead of repeating the five possibilities: Zero Complement; Predicate Adjective; Predicate Noun; Direct and/or Indirect Object. Thus the Approach eliminates the typical, nonsensical definition of “direct object.” In stead of teaching “linking” verbs, KISS emphasizes the logical equality implied in predicate nouns, and the fact that predicate adjectives function as modifiers of the subject. The KISS simplification here is one of the reasons for its name—Keep It Simple and Sensible.
Verbs as Subjects and Complements
Verbs that function as subjects and complements appear in many sentences that young students read and write. The following is the instructional material with some of the examples deleted:
	Verbs can act as subjects or complements. These verbs are called “verbals” to distinguish them from the verbs that you underline twice (which are called “finite”). You will learn more about verbals later, but for now simply consider the following: 

Swimming is good exercise (PN). 

To win is wonderful (PN). 

Many children hate to go (DO) to bed early. 

Verbs that act as subjects or complements may themselves have complements: 

Sandi started reading (DO) a story (DO). 

Playing baseball (DO) is fun (PA). 


Varied Positions in the S/V/C Pattern

There is no instructional material for these exercises, just simple sentences like the following. According to a report, one student was pleasantly surprised when this was brought to her attention.
{In this room} was a table. 

Oh [Inj], how angry (PA) the king was!

{On the grass} was a fine large sheep. 

Palimpsest Patterns—A KISS Original?

Most grammar textbooks give an incomplete list of “linking” verbs. Students are expected to study the list and then remember that whatever answers the question “What?” after those words is either a predicate noun or a predicate adjective. Here again we have incomplete (and thus ineffective) instructional material. KISS simply eliminates the need for “transitive,” “intransitive,” and “linking,” and replaces them with palimpsest patterns.

Merriam-Webster Online defines “palimpsest” as “writing material (as a parchment or tablet) used one or more times after earlier writing has been erased.” The KISS Approach to complements, described above, enables students to recognize the predicate nouns and predicate adjectives without knowing anything about linking verbs. As a result, they can easily learn how to explain sentences such as the following from Mary Renault's The King Must Die: 

As I rode under the gate-tower, the gates groaned open (PA), and the watchman blew his horn.
I doubt that you will find “groan” in any list of linking verbs in any grammar book. Given traditional instruction, what are students supposed to do with “groaned open”? KISS simply looks at it as a palimpsest pattern with “groaned” written over “became.” The following example is from Nina Bawden’s Carrie's War: 

. . . she lay awake (PA) at night, thinking, and came down several mornings so pale (PA) that Auntie Lou wanted to go to the chemist and buy her a tonic.
Merriam-Webster defines “awake” as a verb and as an adjective, but not as an adverb. And if one is analyzing sentences from randomly selected texts (including the students’ own writing), these palimpsest verbs are fairly common. 
From At the Back of the North Wind, by George Macdonald:

They had been sitting silent (PA) for a long time. 

The stars were still shining clear (PA) and cold (PA) overhead. 

She sat motionless (PA) with drooping head and did not move nor speak. 

And indeed, Diamond felt very strange (PA) and weak (PA). 

The small panes in the roof of his loft were glimmering blue (PA) in the light of the morning. 

The grass showed white (PA) in the morning with the hoar frost which clung to every blade. 

From Pinocchio, The Tale of a Puppet by C. Collodi:

In that way you will grow up a perfect donkey (PN). 

Little by little his eyes began to grow dim (PA) 
He shut his eyes (DO), opened his mouth (DO), stretched his legs (DO), gave a long shudder (DO), and hung stiff (PA) and insensible (PA). 

At last, after a desperate race of nearly two hours, he arrived quite breathless (PA) at the door of the house, and knocked.
From My Book of Favorite Fairy Tales, by Edric Vredenburg:

The sun appeared a marvelous sight (PN) to her. 

The wife of a rich man fell sick (PA). 

I shall die a brave man (PN). 

So the Wolf lifted the latch (DO), and the door flew open (PA). 

They got very hungry (PA). 

Sorry for the long list, but I want to show that in analyzing real texts, the instructional material in most grammar books is often useless. In some cases, the palimpsest can be stylistically very forceful, as in the following from P. D. James. Death in Holy Orders:
There was already a clear path to the sacristy door. The church struck cold (PA) and Dagliesh was aware that his companion shivered.

“Struck,” written over “was” emphasizes the jarring feeling one gets in entering a very cold room.

Finally, in some cases, the palimpsest explanation can be an acceptable alternative. The three following examples are from the books mentioned above:

But the primrose lay still (PA) in the green hollow.
“Still” can be either an adjective or adverb, so in KISS, either explanation is acceptable, depending on the meaning in context. (There is no reason for forcing students to look in a dictionary to see whether or not it says that a word is an adverb, adjective, or both.)
KISS also accepts the palimpsest explanation as an alternative for situations like the following:
Diamond stood looking at the great elm tree. 

All the little birds under heaven came chirping and fluttering in.
In these sentences “stood” and “came” can be seen as overwriting “was” and “were,” thereby making “looking,” “chirping,” and “fluttering in” parts of a finite verb phrase. 
The KISS reason for this is very simple. The KISS objective is to enable students to be able to explain how any word works in a sentence, and to enable them to “explain” as much of the text as soon as possible. (Rarely will you find textbooks that even deal with these verbs.) Later in their work, students will learn an alternative explanation—“looking,” “chirping,” and “fluttering” can be explained as gerunds that function as Nouns Used as an Adverb. But KISS is a multi-year sequence, and it will be some time before students get into the details of gerunds.
Here again, KISS justifies this based on Jerome Bruner’s concept of “a spiral curriculum in which ideas are first presented in a form and language, honest though imprecise, which can be grasped by the child, ideas that can be revisited later with greater precision and power until, finally, the student has achieved the reward of mastery” (On Knowing, 107-8). 
	I may have developed this concept from Otto Jespersen. Although he does not call them “palimpsests,” he discusses the verb “is” and suggests that the verb “be” underlies a number of other verbs. Among his examples are “he grows old | goes mad | the dream will come true | my blood runs cold” (131-132). KISS explains all of these as palimpsest patterns.


Phrasal Verbs
Phrasal verbs include words that look like prepositions, but which do not function as such. Consider: 

She ran up the hill; he ran up the flag.

(“Up the hill”) indicates where she ran, but he probably ran the flag up the flagpole. Sometimes, as in “Come on,” it is almost impossible to imagine a word which would make the verbal tag into a preposition. Often the verbal tag can simply be left out without much loss of meaning: “Come on” = “Come.” A general rule of KISS grammar is that: 

If a verb plus verbal tag can be replaced with one word (“ran up” = “raised”), or if the verbal tag can be left out without major loss of meaning (“Come on” = “Come”), then the tag is simply considered either as an adverb or as part of the verb phrase. This rule enables alternative explanations for several verbs, the most frequently used of which is “look at” (= “watch”). Thus 

They were looking at the doggies in the window.

can be analyzed either as “were looking {at the doggies}” or as an S / V / DO pattern: “They were looking at the doggies (DO).” 

Many grammar books give an (incomplete) list of single-word verbs (like “raised” for “ran up”). And many grammarians don’t like alternative explanations, but I have yet to see a grammar textbook that makes sense to students. One of my favorite examples is “Put on your thinking cap.” One grammarian insisted that the way to resolve the problem is to replace “put on” with “donned,” but how many students know the word “don”? The writers of the grammar books never stop to think of whether or not their “rules” make sense to students. 
More about Prepositional Phrases
Experience has shown that when some students see a sentence such as “He played with Bob and Bill,” they mark “with Bob” as the prepositional phrase. An exercise or two on compound objects of prepositions reminds them to pay attention to the meaning of the sentence and include all the compound objects of the preposition, in this case “with Bob and Bill.”
Prepositional Phrases as Indirect Objects

Indirect objects are usually defined as nouns or pronouns that answer the questions “To or for whom is something given or done?” For example, “He gave Julie (IO) the flower (DO).” But the same idea is expressed by the sentence: 

He gave the flower to Julie.

Some grammarians would explain “to Julie” as an adverbial phrase that modifies “gave.” But because KISS focuses on meaning, such phrases can be explained as indirect objects. Either explanation is acceptable, but I would suggest that the indirect object makes more sense:

He gave the flower (DO) {to Julie} (IO).

The “To” Problem
The little words cause the most problems. The instructional material tells the students:
When the word that answers the question “To what?” is a noun or pronoun, the construction is a prepositional phrase. When that word is a verb, the construction is not a prepositional phrase.
Then they are given some examples and told to remember that they need to pay attention to the meanings of the words: 

Margaret remembered to bill [V, DO] the team (DO). 
She gave the bill (DO) {to Bill} (IO).

Is It a Preposition? (PPhrase or SC?)
The little words cause the most problems. Many words that function as prepositions also have other functions. Students are told:
	You have been finding prepositional phrases by asking the question “What?” after a word that can function as a preposition. When the word or words that answer that question form a sentence, the construction is not a prepositional phrase. (They are subordinate clauses, but you do not need to remember that now.)


Then they are given some examples like the following:
	Prepositional Phrase:
	We watched television (DO) (after dinner).

	Not a Prepositional Phrase:
	We watched television (DO) after we had dinner (DO).


Modification and Chunking
This is a good point in their work in KISS to introduce the distinction between modification and chunking by using the KISS Psycholinguistic Model of how our brains process sentences. The model focuses on chunking—how words connect to each other within a sentence until everything (except interjections) connects to the words in the S/V/C pattern in a main clause. Modification, on the other hand, focuses on how modifiers affect the meaning of the words that are modified.
Embedded Prepositional Phrases
“Embedding” is a linguistic concept that denotes the adding (“embedding”) of words or constructions into a basic sentence. It can be applied to adjectives or adverbs. For example, some young children would write. “I have a dog. She is funny.” This can be rewritten by embedding “funny” into the first sentence: “I have a funny dog.” There’s no need to discuss embedding with adjectives and adverbs, but, as the following example suggests, prepositional phrases can “jump over” others. KISS introduces the concept early, but it is further developed and very important when students get to clauses. The idea of teaching embedded prepositional phrases was suggested by Robert Einarsson in his “Embedded and Aligned Phrase Structures,” (Syntax in the Schools, Vol. 11, No.2 Nov. 94, 10-11).
	When a prepositional phrase modifies a word that is inside another phrase, it is said to be “embedded” in the first phrase. [Think of it as being planted in the flower bed of the first phrase.] Other phrases “jump over” phrases to modify a word that is separated from them. In KISS analysis, we underline phrases that are embedded and the phrase that they are embedded in to illustrate that they have become one “chunk.”
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	Embedded: They went {to the store} {on the corner}. 

Here, “on the corner” describes the store.

Not Embedded: They went {to the store} {on Monday}. 

In this case, “on Monday” explains when they “went.” The phrase thus “jumps over” the “to the store phrase” and modifies “went.”


When to Teach the “Finite Verb or Verbal” Distinction?
“Verbal” is another word that you probably will not find in most modern grammar textbooks. (Is that because the publishers like to keep the books dull and difficult—“KIDD”?) Finite verbs are the verbs that create clauses—and thus sentences. Verbals are verbs that function as nouns, adjectives or adverbs. If we want students to learn with less frustration and more meaning, we need to make the distinction between finite verbs and verbals. The main question is “When?” I’ll return to that question after an explanation of the KISS instructional materials.

Basic Questions about Verbals
Distinguishing Finite Verbs from Verbals

In sentences, every verb functions either as a finite verb or as a verbal. “Finite verbs” are difficult to define, primarily because “finite” includes a defined “person,” “number,” and “tense”—three concepts that are not easy for young students to understand. (If you disagree, try teaching third graders “person,” “number,” and “tense” first—and then have them apply those concepts to teach them how to distinguish finite verbs from verbals.)

The failure of most textbooks to teach the distinction between finite verb and verbal is one of the reasons for these textbooks being useless and annoying. Students are taught to underline verbs twice and their subjects once. Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Jemima Puddle-Duck includes the following sentence:
Jemima Puddle-duck had never heard him speak like that.

Students who follow the textbook instructions would underline “speak” twice, and “him” once as its subject. But that is not what is wanted—“speak” is a verbal—“him speak” is the direct object of “had heard.” The textbooks really mean to underline the finite verbs twice. Textbooks get around this problem by using only finite verbs in the sentences in the exercises. 

The KISS exercises in the first two “Ideal?” books also exclude verbals—students need first to get a strong feel for the basic S / V/ C pattern. In the third book, however, KISS uses three tests to distinguish finite verbs from verbals. By the time they get to this instructional material, students may have had two years of experience with the basic S/V/C patterns based on finite verbs.
1. The Noun Test

A verb that functions as a noun (a subject, a complement, or the object of a preposition) is not a finite verb. (Do not underline it twice.) 
	Subject
	Swimming is good exercise (PN).

	Direct Object
	They like playing (DO) baseball (DO).

	Predicate Noun
	Theresa's favorite exercise is hiking (PN).

	Object of Preposition
	Mikie was thinking {of taking [OP] a walk (DO)}.


Note that verbals, like all verbs, can have complements. Thus “baseball” is the direct object of “playing,” and “walk” is the direct object of “taking.”

2. The “To” Test

A finite verb phrase cannot begin with “to.” Thus in “Bob went to his room to do his homework,” “to do” is not a finite verb. (Do not underline it twice.) 

Bob went {to his room} to do [Verbal] his homework (DO).

One can, however, consider “to” plus a verb as part of a verb phrase if the phrase begins with a helping verb: 
Sam had to leave early.
Sandra ought to go {to the game}.

Technically, a verb phrase that begins with “to” is an infinitive. You will study infinitives in detail later. For now, your primary objective is not to underline them twice. You might note, however, that infinitives function as nouns, adjectives, or adverbs.
	As Nouns:
	Subject:
	To play {at the beach} is fun (PN).

	
	Direct Object:
	We like to play (DO) {at the beach}.

	
	Predicate Noun:
	The best thing is to run (PN).

	
	
	

	As Adjectives:
	That was a day (PN) to remember.

	
	
	

	As Adverbs:
	They went {to the mall} to shop.


Like all verbs, infinitives can have subjects and complements. In sentences like “To play at the beach is fun,” the subject of “To play” is understood to be anyone. In sentences such as “We like to play at the beach,” the subject is understood to be the same as the main subject—“We like *us* to play at the beach.” If the subject of the infinitive is someone or something else, it must be included in the sentence—“We like Bill to play with us at the beach.” In sentences like this, “Bill” is the subject of the infinitive “to play,” and the entire infinitive phrase is the direct object of “like.”

After some verbs, the “to” is not used—“Dad made me clean my room.” In this sentence, “me” is the subject of the infinitive “clean,” and “room” is the direct object of “clean.” Here again, the entire infinitive phrase is the direct object of “made.” Note that the subjects of infinitives are in objective case.
3. The Sentence Test

The last way to distinguish finite verbs from verbals is the simple sentence test. If you are not sure about whether or not to underline a verb twice: 

1. Find the subject of that verb by making a question with “Who” or “What” before the verb. 

2. Make a simple sentence using that subject and verb—without adding any words, and without changing the form or meaning of the verb.
3. If the sentence does not seem to be an acceptable sentence, the verb is not finite.
Examples
1. They let Bill keep the puppy. 

“Keep” is a verb. If we ask “Who or what keep?”, the answer is “Bill.” But “Bill keep the puppy” is not an acceptable sentence, so “keep” is not a finite verb and should not be underlined twice.

2. They saw Bill walking by the river. 

“Walking” is a verb. If we ask “Who or what was walking?”, the answer is “Bill.” Thus we try the sentence test—“Bill walking by the river.” That is not an acceptable sentence. To make it acceptable, we would have to add “was”—“Bill was walking by the river.” For this test, however, we cannot add words, so “walking” is a verbal—it should not be underlined twice.
3. Going to school, they saw an accident. 

“Going” is a verb. If we ask “Who or what is going?”, the answer is “they.” But “they going to school” is not an acceptable sentence, so “Going” is not a finite verb and should not be underlined twice.
Remember that the meaning of the verb cannot change in the sentence test. In the following sentence, “told” does not mean that the story told something. Instead it means that the story was told. Thus “told” is a verbal, and not a finite verb. Don’t underline it twice.
They liked the story told by the teacher.
There is one case that is not covered by the three tests. Consider, for example, the sentence:

They made Sam and Sally go to school every day.

Students will rightly see “Sam and Sally go to school every day” as an acceptable sentence, and they will probably identify “go” as a finite verb. To see that it is not, we need to apply an additional test (which we might call the “Substitution Test”). If, however, they were to substitute a pronoun for “Sam and Sally,” every student would substitute “them” — “They made them go to school every day.” And “Them go to school every day” fails the sentence test. Teachers can, of course, add this test to the instructional material. But such cases are relatively rare. Thus, rather than add instructional material for relatively rare cases, it is probably better to focus students’ attention on the majority of cases, and to expect students to make mistakes with such rare cases. Once they have mastered the basic distinction, teachers can point out this additional test. 

When to Introduce Verbals?

A major question arises in the KISS instructional sequence: which should be taught first—distinguishing finite verbs from verbals or the basic subordinate clauses? KISS currently introduces compound main clauses at the end of second grade. Subordinate clauses that function as direct objects are introduced early in third grade, primarily because they are very common even in first graders’ writing. After that the primary focus of third grade is the distinguishing of verbals—primarily because to really understand what a clause is students need that distinction. Subordinate clauses that function as nouns, adjectives, and adverbs are then the focus of fourth grade.
A fourth grade teacher wrote to me for help. She was supposed to teach subordinate clauses to her students, but most of them simply did not understand them. Her problem resulted from the fact that currently most fourth grade students have not been taught how to identify the subjects and verbs in their own writing. First things need to come first. Users of KISS can use the fourth grade material first, but they will probably run into problems. I’m waiting for more feedback from users.

Advanced Study of Verbals
The primary purpose of the above is to enable students to distinguish finite verbs from verbals so that they do not underline verbals twice. After students develop a mastery of clauses (main and subordinate), they will learn that there are three (and only three) types of verbals—gerunds, gerundives, and infinitives.
Distinguishing the Three Types of Verbals

Gerunds always function as nouns and usually end in “-ing.” 

	Subject:
	Swimming is good exercise.

	Object of Preposition:

	Mary was thinking (about playing golf.)

	Predicate Noun:
	The best hobby is reading.

	Direct Object:
	They love skiing.


Gerundives “always” function as adjectives. 

Having rested, the students went to the dance. [“Having rested” modifies “students.” See also below.]

The book was on the table, closed and covered with dust. [“Closed” and “covered” modify “book.”
Like gerunds, gerundives often end in “-ing,” but they can also end in “-ed,” or “-en.” Most textbooks refer to gerundives as “participles,” but to do so is confusing. Even many teachers are probably confused by this. Primary school students rarely use gerundives in their writing, but a primary school teacher told me that they do, probably because she did not understand the word “gerundive” and was considering the use of participles in finite verbs. “Participle” designates the form of the word—the “-ing,” “-ed,” “-en,” etc. ending, and this form frequently appears in finite verbs:

He was going to the store.

The book was written by Samuel Adams.

Both gerunds and gerundives have participial forms. Infinitives do not.
Infinitives function as nouns, adjectives, or adverbs. 

Noun:

To eat is what I want to do. 

Adjective: 
This is a good place to rest.
Adverb: 
They came to play.
The easiest way to identify infinitives is by the principle of exclusion: if a verb is not finite, not a gerund, and not a gerundive, then it must be an infinitive. There is no other choice left. The “to” with many infinitives helps, but not all infinitives include the “to.” (Some users of KISS Grammar have told me that they were taught that infinitives have to be introduced by “to.” That is not true.)
The Subjects of Verbals
The subject of a gerund is expressed as a possessive noun: “The crickets’ chirping kept me awake.” If the gerund denotes a general action, performable by anyone, the subject is usually ellipsed: “*Anyone’s* swimming is good exercise.” This expanded sentence sounds strange, and indeed it is: we have become accustomed to the ellipsis. But when the subject of a gerund is ellipsed, it is always there, understood. Note, for example, that no one would interpret “worms” as the subject of that sentence, but who would not accept deer or dogs? 

Since a gerundive is a verb that functions as an adjective, the subject of a gerundive is the noun or pronoun it modifies. It is that simple. 

The subject of an infinitive, if expressed, is in the objective case. This question of case is meaningful only in relation to pronouns (“Let us go”), because nouns in English no longer show a distinction in case. 
Gerundives or Gerunds—Adjectives or Adverbs?
Because most gerundives and gerunds look alike, many participles can be viewed as gerunds that function as nouns used as adverbs. Someone asked the members of an internet discussion group on grammar how to explain “fishing” in

They went fishing.

I collected sixteen pages of different explanations, many of which used wide-ranging terminology. (What is a classroom teacher to do with all of that?) In KISS, the explanation is simple: gerunds can function in any way a noun does. Thus, “fishing” is a gerund that functions as a Noun Used as an Adverb (of purpose) to “went.”
Previously I stated that in the following sentence “Having rested” is a gerundive that modifies “student.”
Having rested, the students went to the dance.
Some people, however, probably process it as an adverb (of condition) to “went,” and thus we have another case of alternative explanations. In the following two sentences, however, the adverbial function is clearer:
The children were busy playing.
She brought the food smoking hot.
Our brains probably process the first sentence as an S/V/PA pattern—“The children were busy (PA) playing.” When we come to “playing,” we probably chunk it to “busy,” since it explains how they were busy.” Similarly in the second example, “smoking” makes most sense as modifying the adjective “hot.”

KISS pushes students to consider verbals as gerundives first, and only then as gerunds. The reason for this is that many “dangling” or “misplaced” modifiers are gerundives that have been separated from their subjects. Assume, for example, that the following sentence (from a student’s paper) appeared in a police report: 

Thrown from the car, he saw her lying on the ground.
The KISS psycholinguistic model strongly suggests that we chunk words to the closest word that might make sense. The sentence therefore suggests that “he” was thrown from the car, but the writer meant that she was. Sometimes a misplaced gerundive creates unintended humor. One of my favorite examples of this is:
Our stomachs were full of butterflies wondering whether,
after all this work, we could pull this performance off as a success.
In this sentence, “butterflies wondering” can easily evoke in readers the image of a stomach full of butterflies doing the wondering. That, however, distracts from what the writer was trying to say.
Ellipsed Infinitives

Many grammar textbooks explain two confusing terms—“subject” (or “subjective”) and “object” (or “objective”) complements. (See Wikipedia for some examples of the confusion.) The KISS approach keeps things simpler with the concept of ellipsed infinitives. “Ellipsis” simply means that words are left out. In KISS, students learn this when they learn to identify basic subjects and verbs. In the sentence, “Close the door,” the subject “You” is ellipsed. Students of KISS eventually learn that ellipsis is a very important concept, but grammar textbooks usually ignore it because the words are not there to be seen. And here again the problem is increased because different grammar books use the four terms in different ways.
Consider the following sentence from Heidi:

Once she crept into the dining-room and found it empty.

In KISS “it empty” is explained as the subject (“it”) and a predicate adjective “empty” to an ellipsed infinitive “to be.” The infinitive phrase (“it *to be* empty”) functions as the direct object of “found.” In “They elected her president,” “her” is the subject of the ellipsed “to be” and “president” is its predicate noun. Students do not need to learn any additional terms.
Some linguists (I’m sure) will object that this is “wrong.” But in discussing nexus (the S/V/C pattern as opposed to modification), Otto Jespersen gives the following examples: “He makes her happy”; and “with the window open.” (131) If we ask what Heidi found, she did not find the “dining-room” and she did not find “empty.” She found it *to be* empty. KISS—Let’s keep the explanations simple and sensible.
Clauses—Main and Subordinate
The Basics
Compound Main Clauses

The instructional material for students is on the next page.

	Main Clauses
	[image: image4.emf]


	Claude Monet’s

(1840-1926)

The Stroll

Camille Monet

and Her Son Jean

(Woman with a Parasol) 1875


	Thus far you have been working with sentences and have learned to identify the “subject / (finite) verb / complement patterns” in them. You have also learned that adjectives, adverbs, and most prepositional phrases modify (and thus chunk to) the words in the S/V/C slots. You have probably noticed that many sentences have more than one S/V/C pattern. To be able to discuss these multiple patterns in a sentence, we need to distinguish between “sentence” and “clause.” 

What Is a Clause?
A “clause” is a subject, finite verb, complement pattern and all the words that chunk to it.
Because you can already identify S/V/C patterns and distinguish finite verbs from verbals, you will probably find clauses easy to understand. There are two main types of clauses, main and subordinate. 

Main Clauses
Every main clause could be punctuated as a separate sentence, but just as we compound subjects, verbs, etc., we also compound main clauses. Thus you will often find more than one main clause in a sentence. Most main clauses are joined together with the following punctuation: 
, and
He went swimming, and she went fishing. 
, or
Tom went to the lake, or he went home. 
, but
Sarah arrived late, but she had her homework done. 
Note that some writers omit the comma, but you probably should not do so until you are an established writer. (Some teachers don’t like the missing commas.)
a semicolon
Gary loved football; Sam preferred golf. 
a colon
It was early: the clock had not even struck six a.m. 
a dash 
Toni loves football—she watches the Redskins’ game every Sunday.



The differences in these punctuation marks are explored in later sections on style and logic. They are discussed below under “Punctuation.”
This instructional material is followed by several short exercises. The directions, a couple sample sentences and the analysis keys are:

Directions: 

1. Place parentheses ( ) around each prepositional phrase.
2. Underline verbs twice, their subjects once, and label complements ("PA," "PN," "IO," or "DO").

3. Place a vertical line after each main clause. 

1. So Medea made the cakes, and Jason took them and threw them to the dragon. 

2. The king sent his men in ships to take Jason, but they could not get him. 
Note that students are not asked to identify simple adjectives and adverbs in every exercise. [In KISS analysis exercises, main clauses are separated by a vertical line.]
1. So Medea made the cakes (DO), | and Jason took them (DO) and threw them (DO) {to the dragon} (IO). |
2. The king sent his men (DO) {in ships} to take [Verbal] Jason (DO), | but they could not get him (DO). |
Subordinate Clauses as Nouns, Adjectives, or Adverbs

Subordinate clauses are clauses that function as a noun, adjective, adverb, or interjection within a main clause. KISS introduces subordinate clauses that function as direct objects in third grade, because there are many subordinate clauses that function as direct objects in the writing (and reading) of third graders, such as:

Mother said [DO that we can go {to the park}]. |
If they are trying to analyze their own writing, they would be confused by these when they look for the complement of “said.” Note that in analyzing clauses, KISS puts them in brackets. The other common subordinate clauses are introduced in fourth. 
Years ago I received an e-mail from a fourth-grade teacher. She asked for help because she was expected to teach her students to identify subordinate clauses, but at least half of them “just could not get them.” Her problem was completely understandable, but I wasn’t much help. The problem is that we expect students to understand clauses when they can not identify subjects and their finite verbs. In discussing clauses with my college Freshmen, one of them said that she had had an English class that was primarily about clauses, but it did not make much sense to her or to most of her classmates. It’s no wonder that most students hate grammar and that most teachers hate teaching it.
By the time they get to subordinate clauses, students will not only have identified many single-word adjectives and adverbs; they will also have identified numerous prepositional phrases and verbals that also so function. In other words, adding these subordinate clauses simply expands the students’ previous concepts of nouns, adjectives, adverbs, prepositional phrases, and complements.
Single subordinate clauses are not difficult to identify, so the instructional material at this point simply gives the students a list of words that can function as subordinate conjunctions:

	The following words often function as subordinate conjunctions:
after, although, as, as if, as though, because, before, if, how, lest, since, than, that, when, where, while, what, who, why, which, until, whenever, wherever, whatever, whoever, whichever, whether, for, so


There is a question about introducing subordinate clauses. The same problem arose in the teaching of the types of complements. Several users of KISS noted that their students had problems with a two-step process of first, identify a complement, second, identify its type (“PA,” “PN,” “DO,” or “IO”). Learning how to follow a sequence of instructions is a problem for many students in our schools, but with the complements I decided to have the students identify complements in the first book, and distinguish the types in the second book. The question is: Do we push students into following even just a two-step sequence, or do we introduce each step separately?
By the time they get to the fourth book, if they have been following the numbered directions in each exercise, they have had a lot of practice in following a sequence of directions. In Unit Two of the fourth book, KISS introduces “Mixed” clauses—noun, adjectival, and adverbial in each exercise. If students can handle these, Unit Three, which is longer and has separate sections for each type, can be skipped. The instructions for analytical exercises on “mixed” clauses follow: 
Directions:

1. Put parentheses ( ) around each prepositional phrase.

2. Underline subjects once, finite verbs twice, and label complements (“PN,” “PA,” “IO,” or “DO”).
3. Label verbals [V] and label the complements of verbals as you would the complements of a finite verb.

4. Place brackets [ ] around each subordinate clause. Draw an arrow from the opening bracket of adverbial and adjectival clauses to the word that the clause modifies. Label the function of noun clauses.

5. Place a vertical line after each main clause.

The preceding may appear complex and confusing, but the students have already been doing most of it in numerous exercises before they start this. Still, the teacher could run through a few examples. It will take some practice, but in the Ideal KISS Fourth book, these instructions are the primary focus of the entire year.
The following Sunday school joke is an example of how the process works. Students are not always asked to identify all the adjectives and adverbs (including those that so function), so the directions for the exercise begin with “Put parentheses around each prepositional phrase”:
A Sunday school teacher asked her little children, as they were {on their way} {to church service}, “And why is it necessary to be quiet {in church}?” One bright little girl replied, “Because people are sleeping.”

KISS analysis keys use braces instead of parentheses because braces are rarely used in real texts.
The second direction is to underline subjects once, finite verbs twice, and label complements. In identifying finite verbs, they will probably label verbals and their complements at the same time: 
A Sunday school teacher asked her little children (IO), as they were {on their way} {to church service}, “And why is it necessary (PA) to be [V] quiet (PA) {in church}?” One bright little girl replied, “Because people are sleeping.”

The fourth and fifth directions are to identify the clauses, subordinate and main. By this time in their work in KISS, students should have learned to work one sentence at a time. Having learned to identify clauses that function as direct objects, most students would probably easily have identified the clause in quotation marks.

A Sunday school teacher asked her little children (IO), [Adv (to “asked) as they were {on their way} {to church service},] [DO “And why is it necessary (PA) to be [V] quiet (PA) {in church}?”] | 
Then working backwards, the “as” helps them to identify the beginning of the clause, and since it tells when they were “asked,” it is adverbial to “asked.” There is only one S/V/C pattern left, so they put a vertical line after the last quotation mark.
When they are first working with subordinate clauses, they need not be asked to identify the types of verbals—focus on one thing at a time. The important thing at this time in their work is that they do not underline “to be” as a finite verb. If they asked, or if a teacher wants them to identify their functions, an acceptable answer is that “to be” is a verbal (“Quiet” is a predicate adjective to it.) And the verbal functions as an adverb to “necessary”—it explains what is necessary. Later they can learn that they can also explain it as a delayed subject. (Bruner’s “spiral curriculum”)

The last sentence in the joke is also interesting.
One bright little girl replied, [DO “Because people are sleeping.”] |
“Because” is never listed in grammar textbooks as a conjunction that introduces noun clauses. This, however, can easily be explained even to third graders—in speaking we do not repeat the question. Thus the question is ellipsed. The full answer would be “It is necessary to be quiet in church because people are sleeping.” In that context, the “because” clause is adverbial to “necessary.” 
Embedded Subordinate Clauses

Another reason why most grammar textbooks fail is that they do not address the embedding of subordinate clauses. One of the major differences between oral and written language is that the written often includes the heavy embedding of subordinate clauses. Students, of course, will simply be expanding their concept of embedding because they will have been underlining embedded prepositional phrases. All subordinate clauses are embedded in a main clause. But many subordinate clauses are embedded in other subordinate clauses.
KISS considers subordinate clauses directly embedded in a main clause as being at Level One. A clause embedded in a level one is at level two; a clause within a level two is at level three, etc. Professionals rarely go beyond level three, but embedding results in long main clauses and thus puts a strain on working memory. (This may be a main reason for many students’ problems with reading. The important instructional material for identifying embedded subordinate clauses is:

	If a sentence has more than one S/V/C pattern:

1. Check for subordinate conjunctions. (See the list below.) They will often indicate where subordinate clauses begin. If you have put brackets around all the clauses introduced by subordinate conjunctions, and you still have more than one S/V/C pattern in the sentence, go on to 2. 

2. Start with the LAST S/V/C pattern and work backwards! For each clause:

a. Find the last word in the clause. [Remember that these students have regularly used the concept of chunking every word to another word or construction until they get to a main S/V/C pattern.]
b. Find the first word in the clause. (Start with the word before the subject and keep moving toward the front of the sentence until you find a word that does not chunk to that S/V/C pattern.) 

c. If the clause begins with a subordinate conjunction, it is obviously subordinate. Put brackets around it. [If a clause begins with “and,” “or,” “but,” a colon, a semicolon, or a dash, it is probably a main clause—put a vertical line in front of it.] 

d. If the clause does not begin with a subordinate conjunction, check to see if it answers a question about a word outside itself but within the sentence. If it does, put brackets around it. If it does not, put a vertical line after it.

3. Repeat this procedure until there is only one S/V/C pattern in the sentence that has not been analyzed. The remaining pattern will be the core of a main clause. Put a vertical line at the end of the main clause. 


A great example of this is “The House That Jack Built.” Embedding is the reason why the directions above tell students to begin with the last SVC pattern and work backwards. Subordinate clauses that come before the main SVC pattern usually have an introductory conjunction.
For a humorous example of heavy embedding, see a passage from “The Beginning of the Armadilloes” by Rudyard Kipling and the Analysis Key. For eleven more Sunday School jokes that illustrate the sequence for identifying clauses (including some embedded ones), click here.
“Advanced” Instruction in Clauses

Subordinate Clauses as Interjections [A KISS Exclusive?]

I am unaware of any textbook that explains subordinate clauses that function as interjections. In the following sentence, the “he kept mostly to the ditch” is set off by dashes. As with simple interjections, these dashes indicate that the clause in thrown into the text and does not syntactically connect to one of the other constructions. 

As Mr. Rat walked along—he kept mostly to the ditch—he noticed a great commotion up the road, and soon a grand procession came in view.
[image: image13.emf]

—from “The Rat and the Elephant” in Milo Winter’s The Aesop for Children
In processing such sentences, our brains probably chunk the initial “As” clause together, then view the interjected material as just that, and then chunk the “As” clause as an adverb to “noticed.” Such clauses are fairly common in writing for children. Rhetoricians call these clauses “parenthetical,” because they are usually set off by parentheses. If you look for them in real texts, you’ll find that they are also set off by dashes. In Englishland, rhetoricians and grammarians don’t appear to be talking to each other. For more examples of subordinate clauses as interjections, click here.
Direct Object? Or Main Clause (plus Interjection)?

In their reading, and perhaps in their writing, students see (use) sentences such as:

“How handsome he is!” whispered Thumbelina to the swallow.

In their early work, KISS has them analyze them as:

[DO “How handsome (PA) he is!”] whispered
Thumbelina {to the swallow} (IO). |
Our brains, however, probably process the first S / (finite) V / C pattern as a main clause unless it is preceded by a subordinating conjunction. If we analyze random sentences, similar cases appear. Consider the clauses in the following sentences: 

1. It was, I think, a big mistake. 

2. Mr. McGregor was going, he said, to kill a rabbit. 

3. “Well,” she said, “we shall see.” 

4. “The thing is this,” said Merrylegs.

We could analyze such sentences as if the “contained” clause is the core of the main S/V/C pattern: 

1. [DO It was,] I think, [a big mistake (PN)]. |
2. [DO Mr. McGregor was going], he said, [to kill a rabbit (DO)]. |
3. [DO “Well [Inj],” ] she said, [ “we shall see.” ] |
4. [DO “The thing is this (PN),” ] said Merrylegs. |
But the psycholinguistic model suggests that our brains will interpret the initial subjects and verbs as those of the main clause. In order to make our analysis reflect this, we can consider the “contained” clauses as clauses that function as interjections: 

1. It was, [Inj I think,] a big mistake (PN). | 

2. Mr. McGregor was going, [Inj he said,] to kill a rabbit (DO). | 
3. “Well [Inj],” [Inj she said,] “we shall see.” | 

4. “The thing is this (PN),” [Inj said Merrylegs.] |
This analysis is easier, it keeps the subordinate clauses together, and it is probably closer to the way in which we process the sentences. The first sentences also suggests that the KISS analysis helps students see an important stylistic question—MIMC (Main Idea in the Main Clause). 

Teachers often tell students not to use “I,” but you will find that when professional writers use it, they embed it within the sentence—as an interjection. “I think it was a big mistake,” puts emphasis on the “I think.” When those words are embedded within the sentence, they are parenthetical. When professional writers use them parenthetically, they are usually implying that this main clause is a weaker argument than the rest of the what they are saying. When students fill their papers with initial “I think” (or “I believe”), they are implying that they are not sure of what they wrote. After all, if one writes a sentence, they obviously “think” or “believe” what they wrote. Why else would they write it?

Direct Object? Or Main Clause?

Consider the following “sentence” from Ouida’s A Dog of Flanders: 

And a little child with curling fair hair, sobbing bitterly as she clung to her father’s arm, cried aloud, “Oh, Nello, come! We have all ready for thee. The Christ-child’s hands are full of gifts, and the old piper will play for us; and the mother says thou shalt stay by the earth and burn nuts with us all the Noël week long—yes, even to the Feast of the Kings! And Patrasche will be so happy! Oh, Nello, wake and come!”

One of the questions that I have never seen a grammar textbook address is What is the direct object of “cried”? Obviously, from one perspective, it is the entire quotation. I certainly would not tell anyone who argued this perspective that they are wrong, and, within KISS, we can even easily analyze it in this way: 

... child ... cried aloud, “[DO Oh, Nello, come!] [DO We have all ready for thee.] [DO The Christ-child’s hands are full of gifts,] and [DO the old piper will play for us;] and [DO the mother says [DO thou shalt stay by the earth and burn nuts with us all the Noël week long — yes, even to the Feast of the Kings!]] [DO And Patrasche will be so happy!] [DO Oh, Nello, wake and come!]” |
But in the frame of reference of the KISS psycholinguistic model (from the perspective of how readers actually process such sentences in a seven-slot short-term memory) we probably do not process all the sentences within such quotations as subordinate clauses that function as direct objects. We probably process most of them as main clauses. In other words, we take the first clause that functions as a direct object, but when we come to a punctuation mark that can end a sentence, we process the following clauses as main clauses: 

... child ... cried aloud, “[DO Oh, Nello, come!] | We have all ready for thee. | The Christ-child’s hands are full of gifts, | and the old piper will play for us; | and the mother says [DO thou shalt stay by the earth and burn nuts with us all the Noël week long — yes, even to the Feast of the Kings!] | And Patrasche will be so happy! | Oh, Nello, wake and come!” |
Although either explanation could be considered acceptable, the KISS approach probably comes closer to the way in which our brains process such sentences. As a more impressive example, Bertrand Russell’s “A Free Man’s Worship” in Christopher Morley’s Modern Essays starts with the sentence: “To Dr. Faustus in his study Mephistopheles told the history of the Creation, saying:” The following quotation consists of 407 words. I doubt that anyone can process that many words within short-term memory.

The KISS explanation is also important for statistical stylistic studies, when we count and compare the average length of main clauses and the number of subordinate clauses various writers use per main clause. 
 “Tag questions” or Interjections?
Consider the following two sentences from Agatha Christie’s Postern of Fate:

“Ah, you’ve heard rumors, have you?”
“Ah, they loved that, you know.”
Many linguists would call the “have you” in the first sentence a “tag question.” I have yet to find a linguist explain the “you know” in the second one. Students, I would suggest, have no need for the concept “tag question.” KISS simply considers both as interjections.

“So” and “For” as Conjunctions

Most grammar books define “so” and “for” as coordinating conjunctions. Their reasons are usually not given, and they are not important because the books do not do much with them except giving the definitions. Students are never expected to analyze random sentences from their own writing or from real texts. KISS is all about learning how to analyze such sentences. In KISS, therefore, “so” and “for” can be explained as either coordinating or subordinating conjunctions for three reasons. 

The first is a question of logic. The coordinating conjunctions—“and,” “or,” and “but”—express logical connections of whole and part. “And” joins words or ideas that form a group; “or” breaks a group of similar ideas into two, and “but” expresses an exception from a group. Compared to these, “so” and “for” express cause/effect relationships.

The second reason is function. Because they imply a cause/effect relationship, “for” and “so” can easily be seen as introducing subordinate adverbial clauses of cause, effect, or purpose. This is not true of “and,” “or,” or “but.” Put slightly differently, “so” and “for” clauses can easily be viewed as modifiers within a sentence.

The third and ultimately determining perspective is the KISS psycholinguistic model. The model suggests that we process sentences by chunking words into phrases until every word (except interjections) is chunked to a main S/V/C pattern. When we get a signal that that pattern has ended, we dump the main clause into long-term memory and start processing the next main clause. Because “so” and “for” clauses can function as modifiers, they can easily be processed as subordinate parts of another clause—unless there is some signal not to do so. Typically, that signal is a preceding period with the capitalized “For” or “So” beginning another sentence. Less frequently, a semicolon, a colon, or a dash (which can signal to dump to LTM) precedes the “so” or “for.” When a “so” or “for” clause follows such a signal, KISS considers it to be a main clause. For examples and more on this, click here.
The Witch in “Which” (and “Who”)
I have not seen a grammar text that addresses the following fairly common constructions. Most pronouns refer to nouns or pronouns that are called their “antecedents.” (“Antecedent” means something that came before them.) “Which,” however, has the magical power of referring to an entire clause, verb, or other construction. In the following sentence, for example, the antecedent of “which” is the entire clause, “George’s health was improving.” 

George’s health was improving,
[which made his wife [S] *to be* (DO) happy (PA)]. |
We can see this by restating the idea without the “which”: “That George’s health was improving made his wife happy.” 

Another special power of “which” is that it can function as a subordinating conjunction without being the first word in the subordinate clause: 

He loved beefsteak (DO) and fried potatoes, (DO) 
[the latter {of which} was his absolute favorite food (PN)]. |
“Which,” shares this special power with “whom”: 

{At the party}, they met several people (DO), [one {of whom} was an artist (PN)]. |
Similar to this are sentences such as the following from The Master of Ballantrae by Robert Louis Stevenson in which we find “Weary” pulled out of the “as” clause and placed before it:
Weary as I was with watching and distress of mind, 
it was impossible for me to sleep.
For more on this, click here.

“Advanced” Constructions

Some of the following constructions occasionally appear in the writing of young writers, but I include them here because they are more than basic and are not specifically related to verbals or clauses.
	The Starry Night 
1889 
Vincent van Gogh 
(1853-1890)
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	Delayed Subjects and Sentences


Delayed Subjects
Delayed or postponed subjects are a modification of the basic sentence pattern in which the subject position is filled by a meaningless “it” and the meaningful subject is delayed until later in the sentence. The most common constructions found in delayed subjects are the infinitive and subordinate clause: 

Infinitives as Delayed Subjects:

It is good (PA) to live [Inf, Del. S.] and learn [Inf, Del. S.]. |
This sentence clearly means “To live and to learn is good.”
When an infinitive with a specified subject functions as a delayed subject, it is introduced by “for” and can thus be considered a prepositional phrase:

It seemed quite dull and stupid for life to go on in the common way.
(from Alice in Wonderland)
means:

For life to go on in the common way seemed quite dull and stupid.

In the same way that KISS allows explaining prepositional phrases as indirect objects, in sentences like the above, students can explain the prepositional phrase as the delayed subject:
It seemed quite dull (PA) and stupid (PA)
{DS for life [S] to go [V, OP] on {in the common way}}. |
Note the subtle difference in meaning between the above and

To go on in the common way for life seemed quite dull and stupid.

In the first version, it is life (as a whole) that goes on; in the second, it is the speaker/writer who goes on, perhaps in a very specific way.
Subordinate Clauses as Delayed Subjects
Like infinitives, subordinate clauses often function as delayed subjects:

It was her idea that the restaurant would be profitable. 

means

That the restaurant would be profitable was her idea.

Similarly,

It is my opinion that we shall never again see the like.

means

That we shall never again see the like is my opinion.


Other Constructions as Delayed Subjects

Although the construction usually appears with a noun clause or infinitive, other constructions or even nouns themselves may act as delayed subjects:
Gerunds:

It is difficult, waiting for your wife to have a baby.

It was a pleasure working with you.

Noun Absolutes: (See below.)
It was foolish, people of their age trying to climb a mountain.
Noun:
It was fortunate, the trip he took. 



Modern linguists discuss these as “Cleft Sentences,” but that term does not explain embedded delayed subjects. As with all the constructions, delayed subjects can be embedded in other subordinate constructions. Consider the following from Heidi:
She told him that it had not been her intention
to leave Heidi with him long. 

The “it” in the sentence clearly means “to leave Heidi with him long,” but the “cleft” is not of the sentence but of the “that” clause that functions as the direct object of “told.”


Delayed Sentences
Delayed Sentences are closely related to delayed subjects, but in delayed subjects, the subject can simply replace the initial “It.” In Delayed Sentences one part of a sentence is pulled out and moved to the front, where it is preceded by “It” plus a form of the verb “to be.” The rest of the sentence is thus “delayed” and becomes a subordinate clause that chunks to the “It” in the same way that delayed subjects do. The basic difference between a delayed subject and a delayed sentence is that in a delayed sentence, the delayed part can not simply be moved to replace the initial “It.” Instead, the initial “It is” disappears and the initial part collapses into the delayed part.

The normal sentence “Bob was playing baseball in his back yard.” can be revised into the following versions with delayed sentences: 

It was Bob [who was playing baseball in his back yard.] 

It was playing baseball [that Bob was doing in his back yard.] 

It was baseball [that Bob was playing in his back yard.] 

It was in his back yard [that Bob was playing baseball.]
As the last example suggests, prepositional phrases can be put in the front, thereby creating a delayed sentence: 

It was by canoe that they crossed the lake.

They crossed the lake by canoe.

Theoretically, any construction can be moved to the front:

It was night when he came to an old log house in the woods.

At night he came to an old log house in the woods.

Delayed Sentence or Predicate Noun?
In some cases, a subordinate clause can be explained either as a delayed sentence or as a predicate noun. For example,
It may be that my spindle is in the river.
can be explained as delayed sentence:
My spindle may be in the river.
or as a predicate noun:
It may be [PN that my spindle is in the river].
Appositives and Post-Positioned Adjectives 
Appositives
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	Simple Appositives


Most definitions of “appositive” limit the concept to nouns, i.e., two nouns joined by their referring to the same thing with no preposition or conjunction joining them: 

They are in Winchester, a city in Virginia. 
Mary, a biologist, studies plants.
Whole/Part Appositives 

Many textbooks also point out that the relationship between an appositive and the word to which it is in apposition does not have to be one of strict equality. Often the appositives refer to parts: 

The car has several new features—an electric motor, side airbags, and an alloy-aluminum frame.

As the following sentence from Theodore Dreiser’s “The Lost Phoebe” illustrates, the “equality” aspect of an appositive can be stretched: 

Beyond these and the changes of weather – the snows, the rains, and the fair days – there are no immediate, significant things.

“Snows.” “rains” and “fair days” are not “changes”; they are what the weather changes to and from. 
The “part/whole” relationship of appositives suggests another way of looking at the fairly frequent use of “all” after a noun. In this case, the “all” emphasizes the “whole”: 

They all went to the movies.

Although we could consider “all” here to be an adjective that appears after the noun it modifies, some people may prefer to see it as a pronoun that functions as an appositive to the preceding pronouns or nouns. 

Reflexive Pronouns as Appositives 

Reflexive pronouns (“myself,” “yourself,” etc.) function as appositives:
He himself would never have done that.

Repetitive Appositives 

As sentences become longer and more complex, a word is sometimes repeated and functions as an appositive: 

The cat had eyes that glowed in the dark light of the quarter-moon night, eyes that held him entranced until he heard a scream in the distance.

A Noun as an Appositive to the Preceding Part of a Sentence:

“Inequity cannot be altered by education alone, another lesson [App] we have learned in the past decade.”

(Jerome Bruner in “‘The Process of Education’ Revisited,” The Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 53, No. 1 (Sep., 1971), pp. 18-21 (21).

“Lesson” is an appositive to “Inequity cannot be altered by education alone.” We can see this because the sentence means “Inequity cannot be altered by education alone is another lesson we have learned in the past decade.”

Elaborated Appositives
Another problem of most grammar textbooks is that, if they even get to constructions like the appositive, they simply define it (as noted above as two nouns), and never study it in context. Even fairly good readers are confused by appositives. Almost all of my college students were confused by the first quatrain of Shakespeare’s “Sonnet LXXIII,” especially when I asked them what “choirs” were being compared to:
That time of year thou mayst in me behold 

When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang 

Upon those boughs which shake against the cold, 

Bare ruin’d choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.
None of them connected it to “boughs,” and when I asked if they knew what an appositive is, perhaps one in a hundred could tell me.

Teachers of remedial writing have told me that the major problems of most of their students are 1.) they don’t understand the words, and 2.) they read individual words and don’t chunk them into phrases, clauses, etc. In many texts, including texts for children, appositives themselves are heavily modified. The following is from The Secret Garden, by Frances Hodgson Burnett:
The sun was shining and a little wind was blowing—not a rough wind, but one which came in delightful little gusts and brought a fresh scent of newly turned earth with it.
The sun was shining | and a little wind was blowing—not a rough wind [App to “wind”], but one [App to “wind”] [Adj. to “one” which came {in delightful little gusts} and brought a fresh scent (DO) {of newly turned earth} {with it}]. |
To deal with this problem, KISS includes several exercises on elaborated appositives after students have become familiar with simple appositives.
Other Constructions as Appositives
Many other constructions can function as appositives. Consider the following sentence: 

She struggled, kicked and bit, until her attacker let her go.

The three finite verbs do not denote three distinct acts: “struggled” denotes a general concept which is made more specific in “kicked” and “bit.” Can we not then say that the last two finite verbs function in apposition? Some people may argue that this is stilly, but I’d suggest that it makes students further develop their distinctions between general and specific.

Gerunds can function as appositives: 

1. I brought off a new trick, jumping off Herakles with a standing back-somersault, and landing on my feet.

2. Hepzibah was good at most things she did, making pastry and telling stories and keeping poultry.

In (1), the “trick” is the “jumping off Herakles” and “landing on my feet,” and in (2) the “things” are “making pastry,” “telling stories,” and “keeping poultry.” Reading the three gerunds as gerunds that function as Nouns Used as Adverbs undercuts the meaning.
I should note here that Jespersen gives examples of a noun that functions “as a kind of ‘appositum’” for a verb, for example, “Kitty laughed—a laugh musical but malicious.” And of a noun for an adjective—“Her face was very pale, a grayish pallor.” (138) For more examples, click here.
	Post-Positioned Adjectives
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Most adjectives appear before the nouns that they modify, but some appear after them. (The Latin term for this is “Post.”) In the following sentence, for example, “happy” and “hopeful” are adjectives that describe “Marilyn.” 

Marilyn arrived early, happy [PPA] with her success and hopeful [PPA] for the future.

Frequently these adjective appear quite close to the noun or pronoun that they modify, but they can be separated from them by other constructions, as in the following sentence from Ouida’s The Dog of Flanders: 

There was only Patrasche out in the cruel cold — old [PPA] and famished [PPA] and full [PPA] of pain.

Note that most post-positioned adjectives can be viewed as reductions of adjectival clauses that had a S/V/PA pattern: 

Marilyn, [who was happy with her success and hopeful for the future], arrived early. 

Out in the cruel cold, there was only Patrasche, [who was old and famished and full of pain].
For more examples of Post-Positioned Adjectives, click here.
	Noun Absolutes
	A noun absolute is a noun plus gerundive construction that functions as an adverb or as a noun.
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As Adverbs
Most textbooks never get to Noun Absolutes, but when they do, they are usually explained as a noun plus participle (“gerundive” in KISS) construction that functions as an adverb:
So we went on, John chuckling all the way home.
When the verb is a form of “to be,” it is left out:

He fell asleep after a time, his head *being* on his knees.
When KISS was first being developed, it was a noun absolute that motivated me to continue its development. It happened in a grammar course for future and practicing teachers, when we randomly hit the sentence:

The plane crashed three miles from here, its tail pointed at the sky.

When I pointed out that “tail pointed” is the core of a noun absolute, an experienced teacher was surprised. She had, she said, been marking such sentences as comma splice errors. I don’t blame teachers for making such mistakes—the instruction that they receive in grammar is deplorable.

Noun Absolutes as Nouns

Here we come to the fundamental problems of terminology and ignorance of the educational elite that determines current instruction. As I suggested in “What is Grammar?” (above), there are many fundamentally different theories of the grammar of English, and even within theories, different writers define terms differently. To clarify the question, I’ll begin with an example. It was a student who showed me the logic. We were working on the sentence
They were watching the windmill turning.

The first thing to notice here is the difference between “the windmill turning” and “the windmill’s turning.” The apostrophe turns the noun into an adjective, and that shifts the emphasis to the gerund “turning.”

I had explained constructions like “windmill turning” in the traditional way—“windmill” is the direct object of “were watching” and “turning” is a gerundive (participle) that modifies “windmill.” The student said that that explanation does not match the meaning—they were not watching the “windmill”; they were watching it “turning.” Hence, she said, “windmill turning” is a noun absolute that functions as a direct object. I think she was right, and therefore KISS includes noun absolutes that function as nouns. To my knowledge, KISS is currently the only grammar that uses this name for this concept.

The following examples are all from Black Beauty, by Anna Sewell:

Direct Object: I don't like to see [V Inf DO] them held up [NAbs. DO of “to see”]. |
Object of a Preposition: I heard a crash (DO) {of something falling [NAbs. OP] } {in the stable}. |
Predicate Noun: There's no bones broken [NAbs. PN], sir [DirA]; | he'll only get a few scratches (DO). |
Subject: James coming [NAbs. Subj] {through the smoke} was a big relief (PN). |
Although I haven’t been able to poll them, many (if not all) modern linguists deny that noun absolutes can function as nouns. Around 1999, I was invited by an editor at the National Council of Teachers of English to submit a book manuscript about KISS to NCTE. I told the editor that NCTE would never publish it, and as I said, so they did. What interests me here is the ignorance literally stated (“I have never read”) by one anonymous reviewer about noun absolutes functioning as nouns. He wrote:

I have never read a description that defines an absolute phrase as anything other than a sentence modifier, a structure that makes a comment on the sentence as a whole. Absolutes may have an adverbial feel to them, in that they sometimes explain purpose, but they certainly do not function as either nouns or adverbs. (See: http://kissgrammar.org/KISSMS/R3.htm#NounAbsolute )
Simply put, he should read more. 
Paul Roberts wrote a number of influential grammar textbooks, one of which (Understanding Grammar) is primarily traditional. In it he states that the nominative absolute typically “functions as an adverb” (354). But he goes on to say that “Occasionally the nominative absolute construction occurs as subject of a main clause” and “It may also occur as an appositive.” (355)

In the history of linguistics, Otto Jespersen and George O. Curme are acknowledged as the two greatest traditional grammarians. Although Jespersen does not say much about absolutes (or parts of speech), the KISS definition fits his distinction between “nexus” and “junction.” He wrote, “the existence of two notions in a nexus (as opposed to junctions, where the two members together formed one notion)” (141) The noun absolute includes two notions (subject and gerundive) in nexal noun absolute—“windmill turning” as opposed to a junction (modification) as in “windmill’s turning.”
In Volume II of his A Grammar of the English Language (Essex, Conn. Verbatin, 1931, 1986), Curme discusses the Nominative Absolute in Subject Clauses, and gives, among his examples, 

She and her sister both being sick makes hard work for the rest of the family. (157)

And, although he calls it an “absolute nominative in predicate clauses,” he is certainly pointing to a noun absolute used as a predicate noun when he gives the example: 

Cities are man justifying himself to God.” (158)

Finally, he gives an example from Mark Twain of an absolute used as an appositive: 

Well, that is just our way, exactly—one half of the administration always busy getting the family into trouble, the other half busy getting it out again. (158)

It is true that Curme does not specifically discuss absolutes as the objects of prepositions. He does, however, note that a preposition can be placed before a noun absolute (154), and he notes that a noun absolute is often “replaced” by a prepositional phrase. He gives the example: She is lonesome with her husband so much away. (155)

If Curme, who is acknowledged as one of the two greatest traditional grammarians, gives specific examples of noun absolutes that function as subjects, predicate nouns, and appositives, it simply does not make sense to say that students cannot, if they wish, extend that concept to include objects of prepositions and direct objects. And it certainly is both arrogant and ignorant to say, as the NCTE reviewer did, that noun absolutes cannot function as nouns.

The reviewer’s comments, by the way, are an excellent example of the problems of most K-12 teachers. If these teachers get a grammar course at all, it is often taught by a modern linguist who, him or herself, was taught in one of the many modern linguistic “schools”—structural grammar, or transformational-generative grammar, or tagmemic grammar—there are a number of such theories (thus “schools”) of grammar. And, of course, their grammar is the only one that counts. Thus the reviewer can write, in beautiful, ignorant innocence, that he (?) has “never read a description that defines an absolute phrase as anything other than a sentence modifier, a structure that makes a comment on the sentence as a whole.” When the teachers of K-12 are that poorly taught, one can’t blame the teachers. 

[Click on the page number for a scan of page 152, 153, 154, 155, 156, 157, 158, 159, or 160 from Curme’s grammar.] 

More Syntactic Idioms

The idiomatic “had better” was discussed above. But just as there are idiomatic words, there are idiomatic constructions.
Idiomatic – Is it not pretty?
Notice how if we ask a question like “Did he not close the door?” we expect one of two answers—“Yes,” or “No.” But when we ask a question like “Is it not pretty?” we usually are suggesting that it is pretty.
What do you think he did?

Analytically, questions in this format cause a problem—there are two S/V patterns—“you do think” and “he did,” but what is the clause structure:
1. [DO What (DO) do you think] he did? | or
2. What (DO) [Inj do you think] he did? |
3. Do you think [DO he did What (DO)]? | or
To me, the first explanation does not underline the meaning of the question. The second could be considered an interjection that is not set off, and the third requires putting the words in a different sequence from what he sequentially perceive and process.
Within KISS, any of these three explanations should be accepted, or it could simply be viewed as idiomatic. I consider this construction idiomatic because most of us frequently heard many sentences in this format when we were young:
Where do you think you’re going?

Why do you think he did that?

What do you think mother would like for breakfast?
	More Alternative Explanations
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I’ve suggested several alternative explanations above, but some users of KISS feel uncomfortable with the very idea. (They want the “right” answer.) But rather than having one explanation forced on them, students should be allowed to choose the explanation that makes most sense to them. This section is devoted to some of the cases which show up frequently, but the primary point is the principle—often there are two, three, or more “right” explanations of how a word functions in a sentence.

Prepositional Phrases: Adjective or Adverb?

Different people often see prepositional phrases as modifying different words in a sentence. For example, in “The Ant and the Grasshopper,” a translator of Aesop wrote: 

I am helping to lay up food {for the winter}.

Some people will see “for winter” as an adjective modifying “food”; others will want to consider it as an adverb (of purpose) explaining “lay up.” Both explanations make sense, so both should be considered correct. 

“Than”—Preposition or Subordinate Conjunction?

“Than” can function as a preposition and/or as a subordinating conjunction. Because it is often used with ellipsis, it is sometimes necessary to consider it as a subordinate conjunction. My favorite example of this is a sentence written by a young lady: 

No one can train a horse better than me.

Expanded, this sentence means:

No one can train a horse better than they can train me.

That is not what the woman meant, but a number of young men may have, as a result of the sentence, had thoughts in that direction. When we view “than” as a conjunction, we need to consider the full S/V pattern that follows it. [I have been criticized for using that example, but the point is that using “than” as a preposition can sometimes result in serious gaps between what one means and what one writes.]

Should we always consider “than” as a conjunction? If I write: 

Her explanation is better than mine.

do I necessarily mean: 

Her explanation is better than mine is good.
What if mine is bad? What if both hers and mine are bad, but hers is simply a better bad than mine? To me, there are cases in which the explanation using the preposition simply makes more sense.
It is, of course, also easier, especially because the KISS approach begins with prepositional phrases. At that level of study, I would never consider as incorrect an answer that marked “than” as a preposition. On the other hand, at that level, I would never consider a “than” that was not marked as a preposition as an incorrect answer either. In other words, at the level of prepositional phrases, I would simply ignore the problem of “than.” Once students are learning about clauses, we would confront the problem, solving it, as always in the KISS approach, by appeals to meaning. 

A Final Comment

Although it may occasionally be fun to explore the different implications of alternative explanations, in general, teachers should accept both—and move on. One of the primary reasons for the failure of current instruction on grammar in our classrooms is that it gets too focused on details—and students never get to see the big picture. 

Occasionally, students will insist on an explanation that does not seem to make sense. Depending on the circumstances, I did one of two things. If I felt that the discussion would only confuse or waste the time of the rest of the class, I invited the student to discuss his or her explanation with me outside of class. The other response is to give the student time to make his or her explanation to the class as a whole. I then asked for two votes. First, the students vote (by show of hand) on whether or not they understand the explanation. If the majority vote “no,” then the student usually sees for him or herself that the explanation is not very explanatory. If they vote “yes,” then I ask how many students agree with the explanation. This sometimes results in a “valid,” but clearly minority alternative explanation. 
Finally, please remember that KISS is one of many grammars of English. If you study some of the other grammars, you will find numerous other ways of explaining various constructions. Both the research and my experience, however, suggest that the primary problem in the teaching of grammar is the confusing terminology. KISS has been intentionally developed for teaching students in K-12, and it uses as few grammatical terms as possible.
KISS Exercises—Description and Purpose

KISS exercises are made by taking sentences and or paragraphs from real texts. In doing this, I have often found constructions (and questions) that are not explained in most grammar textbooks. Most grammar textbooks go the other way—first they decide what constructions they are going to teach. Then they make cookie-cutter sentences to illustrate that construction.
The “Grade-Level Books” as Opposed to “The ‘Ideal’ Sequence.” 
Initially, several years were spent developing the “Grade-Levels.” They were designed to have the same format for each grade-level, with the same kinds and number of exercises for each grade level. If you click here, and then use the left and right arrows, you can see the design, and how much of it was finished. This original design was important because as I was developing it, I found many complications that are not addressed in most grammar texts. These are reflected in the higher subdivisions of each level as represented in the “Master Collection.” When the sixth-grade books were completed, I realized the problems with that design—primarily that some constructions are presented too early. There was also the problem that if I wanted to change part of the sequence, I had to do so in the books for each grade.
I therefore started the “Ideal” books. First of all, these are less repetitive—each construction is presented only once before it is built on. The “Ideal” books also (will) include more exercises on writing, vocabulary, and style. In the following, I’ll be discussing the “Ideal” sequence. One of the major complaints about the teaching of grammar is that the instruction is isolated—not connected to the students’ reading and writing. In the “Ideal” KISS curriculum design, constructions and concepts are introduced in “Units” that begin primarily with analytical exercises, and they are then applied and expanded on in a “Reading, Writing, Vocabulary & Style” section at the end of most units. (There are about thirteen “units” in each projected book.)
The Analytical Exercises
Several things are considered in making the analytical exercises. One is the sequence of instruction. Above I suggested the basic sequence—starting with the basic S/V/C sentence pattern, then adding adjectives and adverbs, compounding and prepositional phrases. But in addition to the question of when to introduce verbals, there are questions about when to introduce things like Palimpsest Patterns and Nouns Used as Adverbs. I have tried to introduce these in view of which of them will help young students explain them in their own reading and writing. The ability to analyze more of their own reading and writing motivates students to learn even more.
Some people may feel that KISS introduces too much too soon. To a certain extent, they may be right, but there is a major difference in systematic, sequential instruction in which students build on what they have already learned. If the skeptics are right, I’m looking for feedback about what changes should be made.
Punctuation

Perhaps the first thing to say here is that KISS does not give any “rules” of punctuation—it explains “norms.” If you read widely and attentively for punctuation, you will find that many, perhaps most, widely respected authors bend or break almost every rule in the grammar books. “Norms,” most of which are firmly established, are a horse of a different color. Most people don’t know that most early manuscripts not only lacked punctuation, but in addition the words often ran into one another. For the monks in the monasteries, almost the only people who dealt with writing, this was not a major problem. There wasn’t that much to read or write, so there was no hurry. As more people became literate, it became clear that spaces between words made them easier to read—and some sort of marks to separate the words into “chunks” in sentences made it even easier—and faster.
I’m not interested in how our current system of punctuation developed—my point is that too many people worry too much—“Should there be a comma before ‘and’ in a series of nouns?” That’s the norm, but you can find that famous writers don’t always use it. (For a related topic, see “Mr. ‘But’-Head (Grammarian?) Needs Your Help!”) Thus, KISS avoids “rules” and focuses on norms in the following ways.
In the very first exercises students learn to distinguish sentences from non-sentences, and in the process they learn the use of the period, question mark, and exclamation point. The correct use of apostrophes is also introduced in Book One, and, because students will always be underlining subjects once and verbs twice in things like “it’s,” and “they’re, whereas  “its” and “their” are always adjectives, students of KISS quickly learn to avoid problems that plague many current college students.

After the first unit in Book One, the “Reading, Writing, Vocabulary & Style” section includes at least one exercise on punctuation. Many of these exercises give the students a paragraph or so from which the capitalization and punctuation “has been lost.” The students are asked to fix it. In class they can discuss what they did and why. Starting in Book Three, some of the preceding exercises are replaced by a short paper by one of their peers, a paper with punctuation and/or capitalization problems and they are asked to fix those.

Book Two focuses on the basic punctuation used to join compound main clauses. This book also introduces Direct Address and Interjections so students learn how these are punctuated. In Book Four, subordinate clauses as interjections are introduced with a focus on how they are usually set off by parentheses or dashes. (In students’ writing from state samples, I’ve seen at least two sentences written by third or fourth graders in which clauses as interjections are correctly set off by parentheses.)

In Book Five, there is an entire unit on punctuation that focuses on the logic of colons, dashes, and semicolons in compound main clauses and on the restrictive non-restrictive distinction. The later books include exercises on bending or breaking the rules. The opening of Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities, for example, begins with thirteen comma-splices, followed by a dash:

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way—in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only. 

For one more example, a semicolon is usually used to suggest a contrast between what appears on either side—Sally did the dishes; Sam went swimming.” Colons usually suggest that what follows is a restatement of what was just stated—“It’s a beautiful day: it is sunny, with bright clouds in a blue sky, and in the 70’s.” 
But the 1961 edition of H. G. Well’s The Outline of History (revised by Raymond Postgate and published by Garden City Books), uses semicolons to group together the similar members of the “good” and the “bad”—and a colon to separate the two “different” groups! It’s on pages 264 and 265.

Among his young associates were Plato, who afterwards immortalized his method in a series of philosophical dialogues, and founded the philosophical school of the Academy, which lasted nine hundred years; Xenophon, of the Ten Thousand, who described his death; and Isocrates, one of the wisest of Greek political thinkers: but there were also Critias, who, when Athens was utterly defeated by Sparta, was leader among the Thirty Tyrants appointed by the Spartans to keep the crushed city under and destroy its educational organization; Charmides, who was killed beside Critias when the Thirty were overthrown; and Alcibiades, a brilliant and complex traitor, who did much to lead Athens into the disastrous expedition against Syracuse which destroyed her strength, who betrayed her to the Spartans, and who was at last assassinated while on his way to the Persian court to contrive mischief against Greece.

Of course, before they get to these exercises, students will have learned how to analyze (explain) how every word in any sentence functions. As a result, they will be able to clearly see what the punctuation marks are connecting—or separating, and the logic involved.
If you know of any other approach to grammar that can teach this, please let me know! If it is already out there, I’ll support it, and spend more of my time reading all those books on my bucket-list, cultivating (like Voltaire) my own garden, and going fishing. mailto:evavra@kissgrammar.org
Style

Prozeugma

The KISS Approach to style begins as early as the second unit of the third book with an introduction to prozeugma—the ellipsis of finite verbs after the first in a series of main clauses. It does so for two reasons. First, prozeugma appears relatively frequently in the reading of third graders. For example, from Pinocchio:
Boys dressed in straw were eating lighted tow; some were reciting, some singing, some leaping. Some were laughing, some shouting.

Some of the fish ate my ears, some my muzzle, others my neck and mane, some the skin of my legs, some my coat, and . . . one little fish my tail.
The second reason is that third graders probably get a kick out of learning (and understanding) “prozeugma”—a big rhetorical word. After doing such an exercise, students can be asked to write a sentence of their own that illustrates prozeugma.
Left, Right, and Mid-Branching

“Branching” denotes the position, particularly of adverbial constructions, in relation to the subject and verb. “Left-branching” denotes a construction that appears before the subject and verb:

On Monday, he went to see his doctor.

In “mid-branching,” the adverbial construction appears between the subject and verb:

He, on Monday, went to see his doctor.

In “right,” it appears after the subject and verb:

He went to see his doctor on Monday.

As many teachers will tell you, one reason for introducing branching early is that many students treat their written sentences as embedded in cement. The concept of branching shows them that sentences can be changed.

Another problem of many weak writers is that they begin almost every sentence with the simple subject and verb. Some teachers attempt to get students to vary their sentences by opening with a prepositional phrase. Typically, the problem for the students is that they do not know what prepositional phrases are. In the KISS Approach, of course, students have learned to identify prepositional phrases. As a result, these exercises on variety should be much more effective. 

Although it pertains more to subordinate clauses than it does to phrases, you may want to have your students discuss another question. Francis Christensen, a well-known writer about the teaching of grammar, advocated sentence-combining exercises that teach students to make their sentences longer and more complex by right-branching. His argument was basically that right-branching is the norm. But in Tough, Sweet, and Stuffy, Walker Gibson suggested that left-branching implies a more organized mind. His argument is that in order to left branch, the writer has to already have in mind what the branch is going to branch from. In other words, Gibson suggested that right-branching can simply result from the writer’s tacking one idea after another.

Even though the following exercises focus on prepositional phrases, you may find this to be an interesting question for your students. Consider, for example, the following sentence from “The Sheep and the Pig”: 

One day a shepherd discovered a fat Pig in the meadow where his Sheep were pastured.

Even students who have not studied clauses, when they attempt to left-branch “in the meadow,” will probably move “where his Sheep were pastured” with it: 

One day, in the meadow where his Sheep were pastured, a shepherd discovered a fat Pig.

Gibson’s argument is that one can easily write “One day a shepherd discovered a fat Pig,” and only then, before putting down the period, think about adding “in the meadow where his Sheep were pastured.” But one really can’t write “One day, in a meadow where his sheep were pastured” without already knowing what “in a meadow” will modify. Thus one must be able to hold the whole sentence in mind as one begins to write it.

Note that the KISS position on this is that Gibson has an interesting idea, an idea that, in the KISS Approach, students can explore and take their own positions on. (Christensen’s idea has always bothered me because he basically forces a style on students without students even being able to recognize subordinate clauses or consider options.)

Parallel Constructions

“Parallel construction” denotes a sentence in which the grammatical constructions align with the meaning of the sentence. Many teachers try to teach this, but the students can’t fully get it because they cannot “see” the grammatical constructions that are involved.

An example is the last sentence of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. It ends with four subordinate clauses that describe the parts of the “task,” and the last clause includes the three famous parallel prepositional phrases that describe the “government”:
It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us—[that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion]—[that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain]—[that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom]—and [that government {of the people}, {by the people}, {for the people}, shall not perish from the earth].

Another example, my favorite, is by Martin Luther King, Jr. in his “A Letter from Birmingham Jail.” This 311-word main clause begins with thirteen parallel “when” clauses, in three of which the *when* is ellipsed and within which are many other parallel constructions that I have emphasized.
But [when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers (DO) and fathers (DO) {at will} and drown your sisters (DO) and brothers (DO) {at whim}]; [when you have seen hate-filled policemen curse, kick, and even kill your black brothers (DO) and sisters (DO) ]; [when you see the vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society (DO) ]; [when you suddenly find your tongue twisted [DO NAbs] and your speech stammering [DO NAbs] as you seek to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she can’t go to the public amusement park that has just been advertised on the television, and see tears welling up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children, and see ominous clouds of inferiority beginning to form in her little mental sky, and see her beginning to distort her personality by developing an unconscious bitterness toward white people]; [when you have to concoct an answer for a five-year-old son who is asking, “Daddy, why do white people treat colored people so mean?” ]; [when you take a cross-country drive and find it necessary to sleep night after night in the uncomfortable corners of your automobile because no motel will accept you]; [when you are humiliated day in and day out by nagging signs reading “white” and “colored” ]; [when your first name becomes “nigger,” ] [*when* your middle name becomes “boy” (however old you are) ] and [*when* your last name becomes “John,” ] and [*when* your wife and mother are never given the respected title “Mrs.” ]; [when you are harried by day and haunted by night by the fact that you are a Negro, living [Give] constantly at tiptoe stance, never quite knowing [Give] what to expect next, and are plagued with inner fears and outer resentments]; [when you are forever fighting a degenerating sense of “nobodiness” ]–then you will understand why we find it difficult to wait.

In a speech, pauses after each “when,” and the attention to the speaker can easily group and hold these “when” clauses. But this is a letter—meant to be read. And 311 words make a very long, irritating sentence. I have to wonder if King did this intentionally. After all, the readers’ irritation is nothing compared to the content of those clauses.
Sentence Combining and De-combining

In the 1970’s and 80’s sentence-combining became an educational fad. The idea was to get students to write longer main clauses (w/mc—words per main clause). The fad has basically died out because the exercises were not geared to an understanding of natural syntactic development. As a few educators finally pointed out, students understood the idea of “longer,” but they could not control the grammatical constructions that they were being asked to use. As a result, they made more fundamental errors in sentence structure and punctuation. On a personal note, when I gave college students fairly complex sentences and asked them to de-combine them, most students butchered them.

KISS avoids this problem by starting in the book for first grade, and by emphasizing sentence-combining in the context of constructions that students are actually learning to identify. KISS uses two types of combining exercises—“directed” and “free.”
“Directed” Combining and De-Combining Exercises

In “directed” combining exercises, students are told what to combine. Note the difference in w/mc in the following sentences, based simply on compounding. Spreading a few such sentences through a student’s writing not only increases average words per main clause, but it may also add more details—students may begin to create compounds not just by combining what they would normally write—they may begin to add new ideas as compounds. 

The little Fawn drew near. | She looked {at the Prince} quietly. | [5.5 w/mc] 

The little Fawn drew near and looked {at the Prince} quietly. | [11 w/mc]
On the other hand, shorter sentences can be emphatic. In addition, Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, the founders of developmental cognitive psychology, both suggested that mastery of a concept involves the ability to undo a mental process. The undoing of sentence-combining is de-combining. Thus many sentence combining exercises in KISS are paired with a de-combining exercise.
After they have learned how to identify subordinate clauses, exercises focus on combinations that make one of two main clauses subordinate. The following are from an exercise based on a version of “Androcles and the Lion.”
	Directions: Use one of the following subordinating conjunctions to combine the sentences by making one of the main clauses subordinate—“where,” “who,” “whose.”

1. Many years ago there lived in Rome a slave (PN) by the name of Androcles. | His master was a cruel man (PN). | [10 w/mc]
Many years ago there lived in Rome a slave (PN)by the name of Androcles [whose master was a cruel man (PN)]. | [20 w/mc]
2. The lion was a good hunter (PN). | Every day he brought back meat (DO) for his friend. | [7.5 w/mc]
The lion, [who was a good hunter (PN),] every day brought back meat (DO) for his friend. | [15 w/mc]
or

The lion [who every day brought back meat (DO) for his friend,] was a good hunter (PN). | [15 w/mc]


For some students, this type of combining is probably more difficult than most adults would think it is. First, it doubles the length of the main clause, and that makes it more difficult to process it through a seven-slot STM. 
Second, in the first example, the combination only requires replacing “His” with “whose,” but in the second, the transformations are more complex. In either option, the main clause that is subordinated becomes a mid-branching subordinate clause—it separates the main subject from its verb. A fair number of my college students rarely put a subordinate clause between a subject and verb. My point here is that students may need a lot of practice with this kind of sentence combining, and that practice should not be pushed too early.
There are similar exercises for reducing main clauses to subordinate clauses and then to gerundives. For an example, see this exercise and its analysis key. And the same types of exercise can be made for appositives, post-positioned adjectives, and noun absolutes that function as adverbs.
 “Free” Combining and De-combining Exercises

KISS also includes “free” combining exercises in which students are given a simplified short passage and can combine sentences in any way they wish. The following is a simple one.
	A Sentence-Combining Exercise 
Based on “Crow Talk” 

From FRIENDLY FAIRIES 
Written & Illustrated by Johnny Gruelle
1919
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	Directions: Read the passage all the way through. You will notice that the sentences are short and choppy. Study the passage, and then rewrite it in a better way. You may combine sentences, change the order of words, and omit words that are repeated too many times. But try not to leave out any of the information.

So Dickie took two handfuls of pennies. The pennies were golden. He took them downtown. He bought a fine pony. The pony was little. It had a little stomach. Its stomach was round. Dickie bought a pony cart. The cart was pretty. And he bought a harness. Then Dickie drove the pony back home.


Like the directed exercises, these “free” exercises become increasingly more complex in the upper levels. Here again, the effectiveness of the exercises is increased by having students share what they did.
Statistical Stylistics

At a conference sometime in the 90’s, I probably made a big mistake. Bob Boynton (of Boynton/Cook Publishers) wanted to talk with me about a book on KISS Grammar. He was interested in the approach, but he didn’t want anything about statistics. I understand his hesitation—most statistical approaches attempted to make students write longer sentences, and there are a lot of questions about the studies that backed those approaches. I couldn’t convince him that the KISS Approach to statistics is extremely different—and important.
The KISS Approach enables students to see how their own writing compares with the writing of their peers. The general advice to students is that if their sentences are too long and complicated, they may be difficult for others to read, and if they are too short, they may sound immature. KISS suggests that students can make their own decisions, but they generally might want to keep just a little above or a little below the writing of their peers.
I insisted on keeping the statistics because of an older student I had in the 80’s in a course on writing essays. He was a retired government official who wanted to write a non-fiction book. I couldn’t find any problems in his writing, so I asked him why he was taking the course. His reply was that one of his grade-school teachers told him that his sentences were too long. This comment was what made him feel that he was not a good writer! And that feeling persisted through high school, college, and his government career. 
In that course, we did nothing with sentence structure, but I analyzed several of his essays for words/main clause (the basic yardstick for syntactic maturity). They averaged about 21 words per main clause. If you look in the W/MC of a table of KISS statistical studies, you’ll see that he did not have a problem. That table, by the way, includes samples written by students in grades three through twelve in addition to professionals. These statistical tables enable teachers to do a little math before they tell students that their sentences are too long or too short.
And, more importantly, students of KISS can do such studies on their own. In the “Ideal” books, they start in Book Three, and there are two units in each book devoted to them. Many of the studies are based on state samples of students’ writing, and although much remains to be done, perhaps the best thing teachers can do is to have the class do a study of their own writing, and then figure out the average of the class. (This can be done without revealing who wrote which sample.)

The statistical units actually include more than just the statistics. Most units begin with an assignment on editing (and fixing) a weak sample from the state samples. Then, for practice, there is a statistical assignment based on another sample essay. Then comes a writing assignment in which the students are asked to respond to the same prompt. The next assignment is to do a statistical analysis of what they just wrote. Then there are various graphs that can be made. (In the third book, students just make a bar graph that shows the number of words per main clause.) The unit usually ends with a “sentence building,” a “sentence combining,” a “sentence de-combining,” and a punctuation exercise. Teachers, of course, have the option of using, skipping, or using only part of these units. NCTE has a resolution on the students’ right to their own language. KISS adds that students have a right to see how their written language compares to that of their peers. 
[The table noted above, although accurate, is now outdated, by the KISS “Statistical Studies of Natural Syntactic Development: An On-going KISS Project.” It includes additional studies and links to the actual texts (and details on what counted for what). KISS integrates the study of grammar and math.
Vocabulary
Most development of our vocabularies comes through a specific sequence—“Listening,” “Recognition,” “Speaking,” “Reading,” “Writing.” In other words, the best thing we can do to expand students’ vocabulary is to have them read and discuss what they read. There are, however, some things we can do to help.

As I write this, I’m revising books one and two, but I like book three (which does not mean that I think that is the best that it can be). But I can use it as an example. It has two units directly focusing on vocabulary. Each unit includes an exercise on abstract and concrete words, an exercise on synonyms, and one on antonyms. Then there is a “Fill-in-the-Blanks” [FiB] exercise . The following is from Unit 6. (This link leads to an MSWord file of that entire unit. I have made the fonts smaller and reduced the spacing.)
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	Ex. 4 - Adapted from The Mother Tongue (#3)

Book II, by George Kittredge and Sarah Arnold 
Boston, Ginn & Company, 1903



	Directions: Rewrite these sentences on separate paper and fill in the blanks with interesting verbs or verb phrases. Try to find two different verbs (or phrases) that would work for each slot. (Write the second above the first.) 

1. The sheriff _______________ his horse after the bank robbers.

2. A little leak _______________ a great ship.

3. The boy _______________ on the burning deck.

4. A sudden storm _______________ the sky.

5. A portrait of Mr. Gilbert _______________ on the wall. 

6. A high wind _______________ hats and bonnets about. 

7. The battleship _______________ a broadside at the enemy.

8. In the confusion, five or six of the enemy _______________.

9. Down _______________ the timber with a crash.

10. The girl _______________ the bucket with water and _______________ it to the thirsty wayfarers.


These work best when each student’s work is shared with the class so that students can learn new words from each others’ answers. Sometimes, the answers are not only good, but really funny.
After the FiB exercise, there are three on Word Families, one on prefixes, one on suffixes, and one on roots. (Each unit adds different prefixes, suffixes, and roots.) These are followed by the regular “Reading, Writing, Vocabulary & Style” section
Writing

The preceding explanations should indicate how KISS addresses writing in terms of sentence structure and vocabulary. The “Ideal” books will go much further than the“Grade-Level” books in this area. One reason I like the Third book is that many of the grammatical exercises are based on sentences a story from James Baldwin’s The Fairy Reader, and several suggestions for writing assignments are also based on that story. For example, these are the suggestions for Unit Six:

Ex. 14 Writing Topics “The Ugly Duckling”

Suggested Topics:
1. 
The story is divided into eleven sections. Write a short paragraph (two to three sentences) about each section. In each, summarize the main things that happen in the section. After each paragraph, make a list of the characters that are in that section.

2. 
Reread the story at least once. Rewrite it as a story in your own words without looking at the original text. You can use the summaries that you made for option 1.

3. 
There are many other characters in “The Ugly Duckling”: 

	the mother duck

his brothers and sisters

the other ducks

the chickens

the hens

the rabbits

the little birds

the woman in the little old house
	her cat

and her hen 

the farmer

his children, 

their mother

a robin singing

the three swans

some children


Some of these characters are nice to the Ugly Duckling. Others are not nice, and some are neither. Put the nice and the not nice characters into two groups. Write about the nice characters and about why you think they are nice. Give details about what they say and do. Then do the same about the characters that are not nice to him.

4. 
Which of the following do you see as the moral of “The Ugly Duckling”?

a.) Living outside is better than living outside. (Think about what happens when the Ugly Duckling is inside and when he is out in nature.

b.) Hens and cats are mean.

c.) When you are little, you may not have a lot of friends, and some people may not like you, but when you grow up, you can still be beautiful and have nice friends.

d.) One needs to work hard to have friends.

e.) Something else.

Write a paragraph or more that shows which moral you chose and what in the story supports your choice. Start your response with a topic sentence. A topic sentence is a sentence at the beginning of a paragraph that states what a paragraph (or paragraphs) will be about. If you quote from the story, be sure to do so accurately and use quotation marks.
* * * * *

Some people may claim that these assignments are too difficult, but far too often we underestimate what students can do, and even if the students don’t shine in these writing assignments, doing them (and discussing what they did), will surely give the students a new perspective toward analytic thinking. The later books will have similar assignments, and will focus on such things as a clear thesis, organization, supporting details, writing with readers in mind, and critical thinking, including fallacies.
Conclusion—My Major Worry
The KISS “Ideal” Curriculum is intended as a model for instruction in grammar, reading, writing, and most of all critical thinking. As for grammar, I have suggested that a model that begins with the basic S/V/C pattern and then adds constructions to it shifts the focus of instruction from those isolated, often confusing definitions in current grammar textbooks. When I taught KISS as part of my college Freshman composition course, many students stated that they wished they had be taught that material in middle or high school. That’s my worry. I am a firm advocate of public education, but our public educational system is difficult to change (for a number of reasons that I can’t fit here). Most of the current users of KISS are home-schoolers. I appreciate them very much, and they have given me numerous suggestions for improvement. The implication, however, is that home-schooled students may get a better, more literate, education than do the children in our public schools.
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