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Goal: Given a computer with word processing software, writing reference texts, and checklists for revising, editing, and proofreading, ninth grade students will be able to use commas correctly in their writing and apply comma rules to situations that arise in their writing in order to address a learning gap students have in misusing commas to join two independent clauses, misusing commas between subjects and verbs, and misusing commas to set off restrictive phrases within the context of their writing assignments in their English classes in the private school setting.

Step 1: Learner Analysis

1. The students for which I have designed my goal are ninth grade students (aged 14 and 15) identified as having learning difficulties that include ADD, processing disorders, and other learning disorders.  Thus, they typically have difficulty with composition and with applying rules of grammar, usage, and mechanics in their compositions.  Furthermore, my school is a Jewish high school.  All of my students come from the same religious background, and all of them are white.  We do have students who receive tuition assistance, but for the most part, the students are upper-middle to upper class students who have access to a wide variety of tools outside of school, including technology and tutors.  The course in which these students are enrolled is a ninth grade English course entitled Grammar, Composition, and Literature.

2. Entry-level skills my students will need to possess include the ability to organize ideas, which includes the ability to determine which type of writing to use based on the purpose of the assignment (expository, descriptive, narrative, etc.) and the ability to maintain focus on a thesis.  In order to organize ideas, students will need to be able to write in complete sentences, maintain focus on topic sentences in paragraphs, develop ideas, link ideas clearly, and be able to construct paragraphs.  In order to correctly identify the types of comma usage errors I specified, students will need to be able to identify independent clauses and coordinating conjunctions.  In addition, they should be able to distinguish between clauses and phrases.  To avoid placing commas between a subject and verb, the students should be able to identify both subjects and verbs.  In order to use technology to compose, students should be able to use a word processing program, including being able to change document attributes such as line spacing, being able to save documents, and being to print documents.  In order to use the tools for editing, students will need to be able to use and index and a table of contents to look up information in resources provided.

3. Students’ prior knowledge about the topic includes instruction in eight grades in school in which sentence structure, composition, and mechanics have been covered in regular instruction.  However, it has been my experience that the skill levels of my students vary widely.  Because we are a private school, we have students from a variety of educational backgrounds: private Jewish day schools, other private schools (including those designed for students with learning difficulties), and public schools.  Therefore, my students have different levels of knowledge on the topic of comma usage as a result of the differing curricula to which they’ve been exposed.  As a result, nearly all of the entry-level skills I identified in the previous response must be reviewed or taught.  I can usually rely on my students to be able to use the technology skills.  In some cases, I offer individual instruction on these entry-level skills rather than whole-class instruction when it is feasible to do so in order to ensure that students who do have more of the entry-level skills do not become bored with the instruction.

4. Generally speaking, my students’ attitudes toward the content vary widely.  Some of them enjoy grammar instruction, while others who have historically struggled with grammar associate it with failure.  Unfortunately, I have no control over their prior experiences, but I can control their present experiences.  I try to be positive and encouraging and maintain a safe environment in my classroom so that students will feel comfortable with the subject matter at least in my class.  Their attitudes toward the delivery method also vary because of past experiences as well.  Because of curriculum constraints I cannot change, I must teach the content, but I can vary the method of delivery to some degree.  My experience with students at this level and with my current students has been that the students respond positively to feedback at each step of the writing process, so I deliver the instruction in such a way as to provide opportunities for feedback and correction before moving on to the next part of the writing process.  This method provides students with more confidence in their writing as a finished project.

5. It is reasonable to expect the students to be motivated to learn the content.  My particular students have expressed an understanding that learning to communicate well through writing is an important skill.  However, in order to “hook” students and convince them that proper use of commas is important, I share with them the story of Rogers Communications in Canada, who lost $2.13 million Canadian when a comma error caused their contract with Aliant, Inc. to be interpreted in a way Rogers did not intend it to be interpreted.  I have found this story helps students understand the importance of communicating clearly when using commas.  Those students who were not previously motivated to learn the material tend to be after learning about Rogers Communications’ comma error.

6. It is reasonable to expect that these students can learn these skills.  My previous experience as a subject matter expert and instructor of students at this level has demonstrated that these students are able to learn to use commas correctly given the three circumstances I outlined in the goal.  Those entry-level skills that they do not already possess have historically been very easy for them to learn.

7. These students prefer to have direct instruction followed by opportunity to practice new skills.  In my experience they do not feel confident enough in themselves or in their peers to engage in cooperative learning groups, and when they do work in such groups, I have often been besieged with questions about whether they are “doing it right” or have the right answer.  That does not mean I don’t push them to learn in other ways.  I do, for example, employ peer editing with checklists regularly in this class.  In addition, sometimes I approach the direct instruction in a constructivist manner by giving examples of comma usage and having the students create the wording for the rule demonstrated.

8. By and large, our students are really happy at our school.  There are a few students whose parents forced them to attend the school either because of the Jewish education available or for other community and social reasons, but most of the students chose the school, which is different from our public schools in which students are assigned a school based on where they live.  In addition, I have developed a positive reputation among students and parents in the community.  Because I am patient and caring, but also firm, students generally have a positive attitude toward my class as well.  There have been exceptions, but it has been my experience that I have a positive working relationship with almost all of my students.

9. The most important group characteristic is that these students have been identified as having learning difficulties.  Based on their applications to our school, they have been placed in a track called College Prep 2.  Students in this track study the same curriculum as students in the College Prep track, but the pace may be slower, the depth of instruction may be less, and the amount of support is increased.  These students take a Writing Seminar course in the ninth and tenth grades to enable them to have the additional writing instruction they need.  In addition, their instruction is tailored to their needs.  When I teach College Prep classes, I expect students to be able to compose more independently, but when I teach College Prep 2 classes, I expect students to demonstrate the entire writing process in the classroom.  The students are not a diverse group aside from their previous educational backgrounds—as I stated before, they all come from different middle schools with different curricula, and different entry-skill levels.

10. I obtained the information about learning characteristics through perusal of students’ academic records and applications, student surveys and class discussion, and my previous experience with the variety of students who choose to attend our school.  In some cases, parents have been proactive about providing information about their children’s learning experiences, too.  Students have to take a test in order to apply to independent schools, and those scores are used to determine placement.  The test, the SSAT, includes four sections: quantitative (math), verbal, reading comprehension, and essay.  Their scores on this test largely determine their placement in our school, and indeed can determine whether or not a student is accepted.  These test scores in conjunction with prior teachers’ comments on the application and previous grades provide information about students’ learning characteristics.

Description of Learners:

These students are ninth grade College Prep 2 students with identified deficiencies in composition who are motivated to succeed in learning to use commas correctly and are satisfied in their environment.  In addition, they have the skills to be able to learn the goal successfully.  They come from the same religious background, but vary in their exposure to entry-level skills of composition, which means that this particular objective must not be taught until I am confident that all students possess the entry-level skills.  Their attitudes toward the content vary based on their previous educational experiences.  The students have demonstrated a preference for direct instruction with some opportunities to work with peers to edit their compositions.

Step 2: Performance Context

1. One type of support students can expect is the opportunity to practice these skills, for which they will be held accountable in their subsequent writing assignments.  In addition, their future English teachers, who have knowledge of the curriculum at each grade and level, will know what the students’ prior instruction has been and will be able to continue to hold them accountable for their learning.

2. Their use of the skills can depend on word processing technology, but it does not have to.  Students will use computers with word processing software in order to facilitate their ability to revise, edit, and proofread.  Students will have easy access to one of our computer labs for this purpose provided I plan wisely and sign up in advance.

3. Students will mostly work independently with the exception of a peer-editing step in the writing process.  The students will work with a partner to help each other identify any instances of the three types of comma misuse targeted in the goal.  Over the course of time, it is hoped that students will use these skills in their college and workplace writing, but I cannot absolutely guarantee that they will, nor will I be able to find out if they do in most cases.  

4. As the Rogers Communications example demonstrates, this skill is relevant to the workplace.  Students will be expected to be able to communicate clearly in writing, particularly as people begin to collaborate and communicate more online through e-mail, forums, blogs, wikis, and other ways.  I do not see physical or social constraints to the use of the skills in my particular students, and most of them are motivated to learn the skills for the grade; however, whether they are motivated to use them in their future workplaces is harder for me to determine.  It depends on the expectations of their employers and what they choose to do for their careers.

5. I obtained this information about the performance context based on my five years of experience at this particular school and previous experience in other schools as well as my knowledge of expectations for written communication inherent in most careers through my own research and experience.

Description of Performance Context

My students will be accountable for learning to be able to avoid the three identified types of comma usage errors in their subsequent writing assignments both in the current school year and subsequent high school years.  However, it is difficult for me to determine the future performance contexts in which they will use the skill in their college courses or careers even though I know this skill is relevant to their performance in college and the workplace.  These students will have access to word processors in order to complete the assignment and will mostly work independently except for a peer-editing step in the process.  

Step 3: Learning Context

1. There are only two sites available for this particular class: the classroom and the technology lab.  As students will be writing these compositions in school, they will not need to worry about resources available elsewhere, although all of my students (to my knowledge) have access to a computer at home.  In the technology labs, we have approximately 50 computers available.  We should have no problems with access.  Thirteen students are currently enrolled in the course.  

2. Time constraints are a factor in that this class meets for 225 minutes per week and may be interrupted by field trips, special events, or holidays.  Students do not have an indefinite period of time to master the goal, which may mean that I will need to reinforce and re-teach it throughout the rest of the school year, and future teachers may need to review it as well.  My experience has been that students generally need two weeks or less to complete the writing process for an essay given these time constraints.  There are no personnel constraints.  Even if I am not able to be present, I can arrange for an English teacher to substitute for me, and my students will still receive the appropriate instruction.  Students will have all other tools necessary to learn the goal.

3. Due to the size of our technology labs and classroom, adequate space is provided for the students to learn the goal.  The site is convenient as it is located in their school.  All necessary conveniences are available at our school (bathrooms, water fountains, desks, chairs).

4. The learning situation simulates the actual eventual work environment as much as it possibly can in a school.  In this age, it is certain my students will most likely have access to a computer for work in their future careers, and they will probably have access to the same types of software in their future work environments.  However, school situations are different from work environments in numerous ways, some of which include the time constraints, level of freedom, and motivating factors (money or job satisfaction versus grades or interest in subject matter).

5. I obtained this information about the learning experience based on my five years of working in this environment and accompanying knowledge of availability of resources for my students.

Description of Learning Context

Students will learn this skill in the context of a classroom and computer lab with appropriate access to tools and resources available to learn the goal as well as conveniences necessary for the comfort of the students.  Time constraints will be a factor in that students will most likely need to master the goal within the space of two weeks, but they will have access to appropriate personnel to teach the goal and space to learn the goal.  The learning environment does not simulate the future work environment in which students will apply the skills, but it does resemble the environment in terms of available tools.

