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# 13 "KISS" -- The Case for "Stupid"?

A number of people have scoured this site seeking the meaning of the acronym “KISS,” or they have simply written to ask what it means. Having learned that it stands for “Keep It Simple, Stupid,” some people have considered it to be insulting. Since it is not my intention to insult readers, the acronym requires some explanation.
I was first made aware of the acronym many years ago by my son’s fifth grade teacher. It immediately stuck, since it echoes Occam’s razor, the widely known philosophical principle that, in any given case, the simplest explanation— the explanation that requires the fewest number of rules and principles— is the best. In the 1980’s, when I was developing this approach to teaching grammar, “KISS” was the obvious choice for a name. To see why, please look at the meaning of “”Keep It Simple, Stupid” for this website.
Let me start with what “It” means. In this context, “It” means “KISS Grammar” itself. Who is the subject of “Keep”? Since I am making (“keeping”) it, KISS I am supposed to make the grammar “Simple,” thus I am the one who is “Stupid.” I plead guilty! I have constant trouble with “Simple.” For example, this essay was last revised on September 6, 2009. It was 3,195 words long—not simple. This revision is much shorter, about 1,141 words—and on topic. I’m trying.
My problem is that for me the world has so many interesting things to study or do. Perhaps my Russian language instructor was the first to warn me. It was Spring, and I was reading while on an outside bench. My instructor stopped and asked me what I was reading. When I told her that it was a book of T.S. Eliot’s poems, she scolded me and told me to study my Russian. I ignored her, but I ended my graduate studies with a Ph.D. in Russian Language and Literature from Cornell, so reading T. S. Eliot’s poems did not hurt me.
My wife regularly tells me to do something. For one, she asks me to dust my bookshelves There are lot of them, but I take every book off and dust them too. She regularly tells me that she gives me simple tasks, but I make them complicated.
Even in the mid 80’s I knew that I should make KISSGrammar— KISS (simple). Was I stupid when I focused on making the grammar simple for students and the publicity about it. Doing that turned out to not be “simple.”
KISS originated for a grammar course for students and practicing teachers. In other colleges students learn grammatical definitions, but they do not learn how those definitions work. Those courses are simple, but they do not help teachers to grade students’ grammar. In the first class, I gave my students a copy of another student’s essay. They learned about prepositional phrases, and for the next class they were to come to class having marked every prepositional phrase in it. For the next class they had to identify prepositional phrases and subjects, finite verbs and their complements. Class after class we added—adjectives, adverbs, clauses, etc. 
In one class we hit the sentence: “The plane crashed, its tail pointed at the sky. When I explained in that context “its tail pointed at the sky” is a noun absolute that functions as an adverb, one experienced teacher said she was marking sentences like that as comma-splices—errors instead an advanced stylistic concept.

That day that teacher learned. Can we assume that many other teachers are still doing that? Several practicing teachers suggested that I should write a book about “KISS.” That was the beginning of KISSGrammar.
Most teachers will tell you that some students understand and can a use concept after seeing it once. Those teachers also will tell you that many students can’t do that. Many students need to take more than just that course. Few students failed the course, one or two earned A’s. Those future teachers in the middle understood much of KISS, but they could use more exercises.
Two other students showed me the use of KISS. One was an English Literature major who had almost all A’s in his classes. He asked me if could take my grammar course. I told him that he didn’t need it because he was already an excellent writer. That semester the course was scheduled for just Saturdays. Well, he told me his girlfriend had a course on Saturday, and he had to drive her in. He took the course. After it I asked him if he liked it. He enthusiastically said it will improve his writing. He said that the course showed him the different ways of revising his sentences so that they are closer to what he means.
The other student didn’t take that course; but he took my course on writing. He was an older man who worked in the gas and oil field. He wanted to write a book on the 1980s problems and price of gas and oil. His writing was fine, so I asked him why he took the course. He said that a teacher told him that his sentences were too long. I asked for two or three of his papers so I could check his sentence length. By that time, I was developing Statistical Studies of Natural Syntactic Development. His sentence length was fine. If KISSGrammar were a person, both students probably would give it a kiss.

As I suggested above—a one semester design will not enable students to understand how 99% of the words connect together to convey meaning. Along the way students learn the differences between “its” and “it’s” “to” and “too,” “of” and “have,” etc.
Over forty years, the preceding led to about five curriculum designs, and five more major stupidities on my part. I was so exited about a new design, that I did not cut the older from the web. As I told the people on the KISS List, the KISSGrammar website now is like a spider’s web in a tornado. The designs are torn and also interlinked. As I cut the earlier designs, I need to find and fix broken links. 
The current versions probably will be the last. Go to https://www.kissgrammar.org/KISS_Site_ToC.doc and click on “How KISS Works” In this version Louie puts a vertical line after every main clause and [ ] around every subordinate clause. The earlier versions don’t have this. Louie’s work gives students more S/V/C patterns in an exercise. And because of his work many students may recognize clauses before getting the formal instruction of them.
Some people have clicked their way into an earlier design and became frustrated, and for that I do apologize.
Ed
