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Who is this
book for?

What is this
book about?

Introduction

How to Teach Grammar has been written for teachers of English who are
curious or confused or unconvinced about the teaching of grammar. They
may be in training, relatively new to the job, or very experienced.

Grammar teaching has always been one of the most controversial and least
understood aspects of language teaching. Few teachers remain indifferent to
grammar and many teachers become obsessed by it. This book attempts to
shed light on the issues, but it is essentially a book about practice, about Aow,
and the bulk of the book explores a range of grammar teaching options.

Chapter 1 contains a brief overview of what grammar is, and Chapter 2
addresses the pros and cons of grammar instruction.

The sample lessons that comprise the rest of the book have been chosen
both to represent a range of teaching approaches, and also as vehicles for
the teaching of a representative selection of grammar items — the sort of items
that any current coursebook series will include. Each sample lesson is followed
by a discussion of the rationale underpinning it, and an evaluation of it
according to criteria that are established in Chapter 2. It is important to bear
in mind that each lesson description is simply that: a description. The lessons
are not meant to represent an ideal way of teaching grammar: there are as
many different ways of teaching grammar as there are teachers teaching it, and
it is not the purpose of this book to promote any one particular method or
approach over another. Rather, the purpose is to trigger cycles of classroom
experimentation and reflection, taking into account the features of every
individual teaching situation. As the Rule of Appropriacy (see Chapter 10)
puts it: Interpret any suggestions according to the level, needs, interests,
expectations and learning styles of your students. This may mean giving a lot
of prominence to grammar, or it may mean never actually teaching grammar
= in an up-front way — at all.

The Task File at the back of the book comprises a number of tasks relevant
to each chapter. They can be used as a basis for discussion in a training
context, or for individual reflection and review. A Key is provided for those
tasks that expect specific answers.

ix
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at is grammar?

Texts, sentences, words, sounds
Grammar and meaning

Two kinds of meaning

Grammar and function

Spoken grammar and written grammar

Grammar syllabuses

Grammar rules

Texts, Here is an example of language in use:

sentences, This is 2680239. We are not at home right now. Please leave a message after
words, sounds the beep.

You will recognise it as an answerphone message. That is the kind of text it
is. It consists of three sentences, which themselves consist of words, and the
words (when spoken) consist of sounds. All language in use can be analysed
at each of these four levels: text, sentence, word and sound. These are the
forms that language takes. The study of grammar consists, in part, of
looking at the way these forms are arranged and patterned.

For example, if you change the order of the sentences you no longer have
a well-formed answerphone message:

Please leave a message after the beep. This is 2680239. We are not at home
right now.

Likewise, the order of words in each sentence is fairly fixed:
Beep after a leave the please message.

The same applies to the order of sounds in a word:
peeb

Grammar is partly the study of what forms (or structures) are possible in a
language. Traditionally, grammar has been concerned almost exclusively
with analysis at the level of the sentence. Thus a grammar is a description
of the rules that govern how a language’s sentences are formed. Grammar
attempts to explain why the following sentences are acceptable:

We are not at home right now.
Right now we are not at home.

but why this one is not:
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Not we at right home now are.

Nor this one:

We is not at home right now.

The system of rules that cover the order of words in a sentence is called
syntax. Syntax rules disallow:

Not we at right home now are.

The system of rules that cover the formation of words is called morphology.
Morphology rules disallow:

We is not at home right now.

Grammar is conventionally seen as the study of the syntax and morphology
of sentences. Put another way, it is the study of linguistic chains and slots.
That is, it is the study both of the way words are chained together in a
particular order, and also of what kinds of words can slot into any one link
in the chain. These two kinds of relation can be shown diagrammatically:

1 2 3 4 5
We are not at home.
They are at work.
Dad is in hospital.
) am in bed.

Notice that the order of elements on the horizontal axis is fairly fixed. The
effect of switching the first two columns has a major effect on meaning: it
turns the sentence into a question: Are we not at home? Is Dad in bed?
Switching columns two and three, or four and five, is simply not possible.
Similarly, it should be clear that the elements in the first column share a
noun-like function, those in the second column fill the verb slot and those
in the fourth column are prepositions. Again, it is not possible to take slot-
filling elements and make chains of them. We are not at home work bed does
not work as an English sentence.

It is the capacity to recognise the constraints on how sentence elements
are chained and on how sentence slots are filled that makes a good amateur
grammarian. For example, different languages have different constraints on
the way chains are ordered and slots are filled. Many second language
learner errors result from overgeneralising rules from their own language.
So, in:

} want that your agency return me the money.
the learner has selected the wrong kind of chain to follow the verb wan.
While in:

| have chosen to describe Stephen Hawking, a notorious scientific of our

century.

the chain is all right, but the words chosen to fill certain slots don't fit.
Notorious has the wrong shade of meaning, while scientific is an adjective
wrongly inserted into a noun slot.



Grammar and
meaning

1 ¢ What is grammar?

From a learner’s perspective, the ability both to recognise and to produce
well-formed sentences is an essential part of learning a second language. But
there are a number of problems. First, as we shall see, there is a great deal
of debate as to how this ability is best developed. Second, it is not entirely
clear what ‘well-formed’ really means, when a lot of naturally occurring
speech seems to violate strict grammatical rules. For example, in many
English-speaking contexts We ain’t at home would be preferred to We are not
at home yet only the latter has made it into the grammar books.

Third, an exclusive focus on sentences, rather than on texts or on words,
risks under-equipping the learner for real language use. There is more to
language learning than the ability to produce well-formed sentences. Texts
and words also have grammar, in the sense that there are rules governing
how both texts and words are organised, but it is not always clear where
sentence grammar ends and either word grammar or text grammar begins.
But, since most language teaching coursebooks and grammars are still
firmly grounded in the sentence grammar tradition, for the purposes of this
book we will assume grammar to mean grammar at the level of the sentence.

In the last section the point was made that ‘grammar is partly the study of
what forms are possible’. But that does not explain why the following
sounds odd:

This is 2680239. We are at home right now. Please leave a message after the
beep.

The sentence We are at home right now is possible, That is, it is
grammatically well-formed. But it doesn’t make sense in this context. The
form the speaker has chosen doesn't convey the exact meaning the speaker
requires. We now need to consider another feature of grammar, and that is,
its meaning-making potential.

Grammar communicates meanings — meanings of a very precise kind.
Vocabulary, of course, also communicates meanings. Take this example: a
ticket inspector on a train says:

Tickets!

Here there is little or no grammar - in the sense of either morphology or
syntax. The meaning is conveyed simply at the lexical, or word level, fickers.
Situational factors — such as the passengers expectation that the inspector
will want to check their tickets — mean that the language doesn’t have to
work very hard to make the meaning clear. The language of early childhood
is like this: it is essentially individual words strung together, but because it
is centred in the here-and-now, it is generally not difficult to interpret:

Carry!

- All gone milk!
Mummy book.
Where daddy?
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Adult language, too, is often pared down, operating on a lexical level (i.e.
without much grammar):

A Coffee?

B: Please.

A Milk?

B Just a drop.

We can formulate a rule of thumb: the more context, the less grammar.
Tickets! is a good example of this. But imagine a situation when a person
(Milly) is phoning another person (Molly) to ask a third person (Mandy) to
forward some pre-booked airline tickets. In this case, Tickets/ would be
inadequate. Instead, we would expect something like:

Can you ask Mandy to send me the tickets that | booked last week?

This is where grammar comes in. Grammar is a process for making a
speaker’s or writer’s meaning clear when contextual information is lacking.
Baby talk is fine, up to a point, but there soon comes a time when we want
to express meanings for which simple words are not enough. To do this we
employ rules of syntax and rules of morphology and map these on to the
meaning-carrying words, so that Mummy book, for example, becomes
(according to the meaning the child wants to convey):

That's Mummy’s book.
or:
Mummy's got a book.
or:
Mummy, give me the book.

Language learners have to make do with a period of baby-like talk and
reliance on contextual clues, until they have enough grammar to express and
understand a greater variety of meanings. Depending on their vocabulary
knowledge and their resourcefulness, they can often cope surprisingly well.
However, they will eventually come up against problems like this:

NATIVE SPEAKER; How long are you here for?

LEARNER: I am here since two weeks.

NATIVE SPEAKER: No, | mean, how long are you staying?
LEARNER: | am staying since two weeks.

Learners need to learn not only what forms are possible, but what particular
forms will express their particular meanings. Seen from this perspective,
grammar is a tool for making meaning. The implication for language
teachers is that the learner’s attention needs to be focused not only on the
forms of the language, but on the meanings these forms convey.



Two kinds of
meaning

1 o What is grammar?

But what meanings do these grammatical forms convey? There are at least
two kinds of meaning and these reflect the two main purposes of language.
The first is to represent the world as we experience it, and the second is to
influence how things happen in the world, specifically in our relations with
other people. These purposes are called, respectively, language’s
representational and its interpersonal functions.

In its representational role language reflects the way we perceive the
world. For example, things happen in the world, and these events or
processes are conveyed by (or encoded in) verbs:

The sun set.

Many of these events and processes are initiated by people or things, which
are typically encoded in nouns, and which in turn form the subject of the

verb:
The children are playing.

And these events and processes often have an effect on other things, also
nouns: the thing or person affected is often the object of the verb:

The dog chased the cat.

These events take place in particular circumstances — in some time or some
. p P : . :
place or in some way — and these circumstances are typically encoded in

adverbials:

The children are playing in the garden.
The sun sets at seven-thirty.
The dog chased the cat playfully.

Time can also be conveyed by the use of tense:

The children were playing in the garden.
The sun set at seven-thirty.

Finally, events and processes can be seen in their entirety:
The sun set.

Or they can be seen as having stages, as unfolding in time:
The sun was setting.

The difference between these last two examples is a difference of aspect.
Tense and aspect can combine to form a wide range of meanings that, in
English at least, are considered important:

The sun is setting.

The sun has set.

The sun has been setting.
The sun had set.

etc.

The second main role of language — its interpersonal role — is typically
reflected in the way we use grammar to ease the task of getting things done.
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Grammar and
function

There is a difference, for example, between:

Tickets!

Tickets, please.

Can you show me your tickets?

May | see your tickets?

Would you mind if | had a look at your tickets?

Please is one way - a lexical way — for softening the force of a command. A
similar effect can be achieved by using modal verbs such as can, may and
might. Modality, then, is a grammatical means by which interpersonal
meaning can be conveyed.

These grammatical categories — subjects, objects, verbs, adverbials, tense,
aspect and modality — are just some of the ways in which grammar is used
to fine-tune the meanings we wish to express, and for which words on their
own are barely adequate. It follows that in learning a new language learners
need to see how the forms of the language match the range of meanings -
both representational and interpersonal — that they need to express and
understand.

So far, we have talked about meaning as if the meaning of a sentence was
simply a case of unpacking its words and its grammar. But look at this
exchange (from the film Clueless) between a father and the young man who
has come to take his daughter out:

FATHER: Do you drink?
YOUNG MAN: No, thanks, I'm cool.
FATHER: I'm not offering, I'm asking IF you drink. Do you think I'd

offer alcohol to teenage drivers taking my daughter out?

Why did the young man misunderstand the father’s question, misconstruing
a request for information as an offer? Was it the words he didn’t understand?
Or the grammar? Or both? Clearly not. What he misunderstood was the
father’s intended meaning. He misunderstood the function of the question.

There is more than one meaning to the question Do you drink? There is
the literal meaning — something like Are you a drinker of alcohol? And there
is the meaning that the question can have in certain contexts — that of an
offer of a drink. When we process language we are not only trying to make
sense of the words and the grammar; we are also trying to infer the speaker’s
(or writer’s) intention, or, to put it another way, the function of what they
are saying or writing.

In the mid-seventies the relation between grammar and function became
an important issue for teachers. Writers of language teaching materials
attempted to move the emphasis away from the learning of grammatical
structures independent of their use, and on to learning how to function in a
language, how to communicate. It would be useful, it was argued, to match
forms with their functions.

Certain form-function matches are fairly easily identifiable. For example,
the form Would you like ... ? is typically used to function as an invitation or



Spoken
grammar and
written
grammar

1 & What is grammar?

offer. The form If only I hadn’t ... commonly initiates the expression of a
regret. Less clear cut is the way that the function of warning, for example,
is expressed, as the following examples demonstrate:

You'd better not do that.

1 wouldn’t do that, if | were you.
Mind you don‘t do that.

If you do that, you'll be in troubte.
Do that and you'll be in trouble.

"This shows that one function can be expressed by several different forms. In
the same way, one form can express a variety of functions. For example, the
form If ..., ... will ... can express a wide range of functions:

If you do that, you'll be in trouble. (warning)

If you lie down, you'll feel better. (advice)

If it rains, we'll take a taxi. (plan)

If you pass your driving test, I'll buy you a car. (promise)
etc.

Despite this lack of a one-to-one match between form and function,
materials writers have felt it useful to organise at least some grammatical
structures under functional labels, such as Inviting, Making plans, Requesting
things, Making comparisons etc.

There are conventional ways of doing things with language, such as
making requests. But this still doesn’t help solve the problem of knowing
when Do you drink? means Would you like a drink? or something else. In the
end, in order to successfully match form and function it is necessary to be
able to read clues from the context to understand the speaker’s meaning.
Teaching grammar out of context is likely to lead to similar
misunderstandings as in the example from Clueless, a point that will be taken

up in Chapter 5.

Great sausages, these, aren‘t they?

8:  Yes. The ingredients are guaranteed free of additives and artificial
colouring.

A:  Had to laugh, though. The bloke that makes them, he was telling me,
he doesn't eat them himself. Want a ciggie?

B: No, thanks. Patrons are requested to refrain from smoking while other
guests are dining ...

It should be obvious that there is a clash of two styles of English here: while
speaker A’s talk seems to display language features appropriate to casual
conversation among friends, speaker B’s contributions are more typical of
formal written language. Thus, speaker A’s vocabulary choices are
characteristic of speech, e.g. great, bloke, a ciggie, while speaker B’s are more
commonly found in writing: grateful, requested, refrain. These differences
extend to grammar, too. Speaker A omits words ([I] 4ad to laugh), uses



