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DESCRIBING AND EXPLAINING
GRAMMAR AND VOCABULARY
IN ELT

Language description plays an important role in language learning/teaching
because it often determines what specific language forms, features, and usages
are taught and how. A good understanding of language description is vital for
language teachers and material writers and should constitute an important part
of their knowledge. This book provides a balanced treatment of both theory and
practice. It focuses on some of the most important and challenging grammar
and vocabulary usage questions. Using these questions as examples, it shows how
theory can inform practice and how grammar and vocabulary description and
explanation can be made more effective and engaging.

Part I describes and evaluates the key linguistic theories on language descrip-
tion and teaching. Chapters in this section conclude with questions for con-
sideration and discussion. Part II discusses and gives specific examples of how
challenging grammar and vocabulary issues can be more effectively described
and explained; each chapter focuses on one or more specific grammar and
vocabulary issue. These chapters conclude with suggested teaching activities. The
book also contains an annotated list of useful free online resources (online cor-
pora and websites) for grammar and vocabulary learning/teaching and a glossary
of important terms in language description and teaching.

Dilin Liu is Professor of Applied Linguistics/ TESOL, Department of English,
The University of Alabama, USA.



ESL & Applied Linguistics Professional Series

Eli Hinkel, Series Editor

Birch

Liu

deOliviera/Silva, Eds.
Andrade/Evans

Sayer

Alsagoftf/McKay/
Hu/Renandya, Eds.
Kumaravadivelu

Vandergrift /Goh
LoCastro

Nelson
Nation/Macalister, Eds.

Johnson/Golumbek, Eds.

Hinkel, Ed.
Nassaji /Fotos

Murray/Christison
Murray/Christison
Wong/Waring
Nunan/Choi, Eds.
Braine

Burns
Nation/Macalister
Birch

Johnson

Nation

Nation/Newton
Kachru/Smith
McKay/Bokhosrt-Heng
Christison/Murray, Eds.

McCafferty/Stam, Eds.
Liu

Chapelle/Enright/Jamison, Eds.
Kondo-Brown/Brown, Eds.

Youmans

Birch

Luk/Lin
Levy/Stockwell
Nero, Ed.
Basturkmen
Kumaravadivelu
McKay
Egbert/Petrie, Eds.
Canagarajah, Ed.
Adamson
Fotos/Browne, Eds.
Hinkel
Hinkel/Fotos, Eds.
Hinkel

English Grammar Pedagogy: Global Perspectives

Describing and Explaining G and Vocabulary in ELT: Key Theories and Effective Practices

L2 Writing in Secondary Classrooms: Student Experiences, Academic Issues, and Teacher Education
Principles and Practices for Response in Second Language Writing: Developing Self-Regulated Learner:
Ambiguities and Tensions in English Language Teaching: Portraits of EFL Teachers as Legitimate
Speakers

Principles and Practices of Teaching English as an International Language

Language Teacher Education for A Global Society: A Modular Model for Knowing, Analyzing,
Recognizing, Doing, and Seeing

Teaching and Learning Second Language Listening: Metacognition in Action

Pragmatics for Language Educators: A Sociolinguistic Perspective

Intelligibility in World Englishes: Theory and Practice

Case Studies in Language Curriculum Design: Concepts and Approaches in Action Around the World
Research on Second Language Teacher Education: A Sociocultural Perspective on Professional

Development
Handbook of Research in Second Language Teaching and Learning, Volume IT
Teaching Gi in Second Language Cl i ing Form-Focused Instruction in

Communicative Context

What English Language Teachers Need to Know Volume I: Understanding Learning
What English Language Teachers Need to Know Volume II: Facilitating Learning
Conversation Analysis and Second Language Pedagogy: A Guide for ESL/EFL Teachers
Language and Culture: Reflective Narratives and the Emergence of Identity

Nonnative Speaker English Teachers: Research, Pedagogy, and Professional Growth
Doing Action Research in English Language Teaching: A Guide for Practitioners
Language Curriculum Design

The English Language Teacher and Global Civil Society

Second Language Teacher Education: A Sociocultural Perspective

Teaching ESL/EFL Reading and Writing

Teaching ESL/EFL Listening and Speaking

Cultures, Contexts, and World Englishes

International English in its Sociolinguistic Contexts: Towards a Socially Sensitive EIL Pedagogy
Leadership in English Language Education: Theoretical Foundations and Practical Skills for Changing
Times

Gesture: Second Language Acquisition and Cl Research

Idioms: Description, Comprehension, Acquisition, and Pedagogy

Building a Validity Argument for the Test of English as a Foreign Language™

Teaching Chinese, Japanese, and Korean Heritage Language Students Curriculum Needs, Materials, and
Assessments

Chicano-Anglo Conversations: Truth, Honesty, and Politeness

English L2 Reading: Getting to the Bottom, Second Edition

Classroom Interactions as Cross-cultural Encounters: Native Speakers in EFL Lessons
CALL Dimensions: Issues and Options in Computer Assisted Language Learning
Dialects, Englishes, Creoles, and Education

Ideas and Options in English for Specific Purposes

Understanding Language Teaching: From Method to Postmethod

Researching Second Language Classrooms

CALL Research Perspectives

Reclaiming the Local in Language Policy and Practice

Language Minority Students in American Schools: An Education in English

New Perspectives on CALL for Second Language Classrooms

Teaching Academic ESL Writing: Practical Techniques in Vocabulary and Grammar

New Perspectives on Grammar Teaching in Second Language Classrooms

Second Language Writers’ Text: Linguistic and Rhetorical Features

Visit www.routledge.com/education for additional information on titles in the ESL & Applied Linguistics Professional Series



ToYun and Jiajia (Julianne)



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 2.1
Figure 2.2
Figure 4.1
Figure 4.2
Figure 5.1
Figure 5.2
Figure 5.3

Figure 5.4
Figure 5.5
Figure 6.1
Figure 7.1

Figure 8.1
Figure 8.2
Figure 10.1
Figure 10.2
Figure 12.1
Figure 13.1

Examples of sentence structure IC analysis

Structure trees showing sentence ambiguity

Meanings of over

Root meanings of four English modal verbs

Concordance lines for pleased in SCPAE using MonoConc Pro
Prepositions used after pleased in COCA

Frequency of in contrast in speaking and academic writing in
COCA

Frequency of in contrast across the registers in COCA
Comparison of nouns typically modified by high and tall in COCA
What is involved in knowing a word

Example of sentence analysis by syntactic category and
grammatical/thematic roles

Common diagram of time sequence

Examples of diagram for teaching tenses/aspect

Semantic and usage differences among at/on/in

Visual illustrations of at/on/in the corner

Simplified semantic mapping of the verb run

Most common “come + adjective” expressions in COCA



LIST OF TABLES

Table 8.1 English tense and aspect system

Table 8.2 Verb groups by Lexical aspect

Table 8.3 Tense/aspect in English conditional sentences

Table 9.1 The English article system

Table 9.2 Articles and the semantic types of nouns they each modify
Table 9.3 Scenarios for article use based on noun specificity

Table 9.4 COCA query results of two pairs of contrastive sentences
Table 12.1 Semantic/functional analysis of authority /power/right

Table 13.1 Typical collocations of everyday verbs



PREFACE

This book is based on my many years of reading and research on the learn-
ing and teaching of English grammar and vocabulary, arguably the two most
important aspects of language. As an ESL learner, teacher, and teacher educa-
tor, I have always been interested in not only how the English language works
(especially its grammar and vocabulary) but also why it works the way it does.
At the same time, I have been equally interested in how to best describe and
teach English grammar and vocabulary usages, especially those that are difficult
for students to understand and challenging for teachers to explain. In fact, many
of the grammar and vocabulary usage questions I have explored were first raised
by my students and colleagues. The search for answers to these questions has
involved extensive reading and research (including many corpus-based studies).
In the process, I have learned not only a lot about the English language but also
about the importance and challenges of grammar and vocabulary description
and explanation for teachers in general. The latter understanding has been the
motivation for writing this book, which is intended to provide language teach-
ers (including pre-service teacher trainees) and material writers with a solid
understanding of grammar and vocabulary description and explanation both in
theory and practice.

Grammar and vocabulary description refers to the analysis and description
of how the lexical and syntactical components of a language work together to
convey meanings. [t constitutes an essential part of language description (which
includes, in addition, the analysis of phonology, a part of language that this
book does not cover, except for a brief mention in Chapter 6). Historically, lan-
guage description has focused exclusively on grammar. Yet, contemporary lin-
guistic theories and research have shown that grammar and vocabulary are not
two distinct domains but the two ends of one continuum (an issue that will
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be addressed in Chapter 1). This new understanding has led to the inclusion of
both grammar and vocabulary in this book. The title of this book also contains
the term explaining in addition to describing. The reason for doing so is that while
both terms have essentially the same meaning in this context—presenting how
a given language feature/usage works, explanation often covers not only how it
works but also why it works the way it does. In teaching a language usage, an
explanation is often needed on top of a simple description.

It is also important to note that description and explanation constitute only
one part or phase of the complex process of grammar and vocabulary learn-
ing/teaching. Besides description and explanation, the process of grammar and
vocabulary learning/teaching also involves practice, reinforcement, and actual
use. This book covers only description and explanation. Therefore, it is not a
comprehensive book on English grammar and vocabulary and their teaching.
It does not cover all of the grammatical and vocabulary aspects and issues in
English. Instead, the book focuses on some of the most important and challeng-
ing grammar and vocabulary usage questions. With these challenging questions
as examples, the book attempts to show how theory can inform practice and
how grammar and vocabulary description and explanation can be made more
effective and engaging.

Content and Organization

This book consists of an introduction (Chapter 1) and two parts. The intro-
duction describes the purview, importance, and principles of language descrip-
tion. Part I (Chapters 2-5) describes and evaluates the key linguistic theories on
language description and teaching, with Chapter 2 on prescriptive, structural,
and generative linguistics; Chapter 3 on sociolinguistics and systemic func-
tional linguistics; Chapter 4 on Cognitive Linguistics; and Chapter 5 on corpus
linguistics. Each chapter in this part begins with an overview of the linguistic
theory(ies) in question followed by a discussion of their impact on language
description and teaching. Each chapter (including also Chapter 1) ends with
questions for consideration and discussion.

Part IT (Chapters 6—14) discusses with specific examples how challenging
grammar and vocabulary issues can be more effectively described and explained,
with each chapter focusing on one or more specific grammar and vocabulary
issues, such as English tenses/aspects, articles, and word collocations. Each chap-
ter in this part typically begins with a description of the grammar/vocabulary
features/issues being addressed. It is followed by a discussion of the established
useful practices in teaching the given grammar/vocabulary feature/issue, a dis-
cussion that is based on a survey of seven existing ESL student grammar text-
book series and the observations of classroom teaching as well as my own
teaching experience. Then the chapter moves on to a section titled “Explaining/
teaching challenging issues with new insights,” which provides explanation and
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teaching practices that are informed by the most recent theories and research
findings. The information in this section is based on published studies including
those by the author. The main purpose of the section is to show how to apply
new research and theory to enhance language description and explanation. The
chapters in Part II end with some suggested teaching activities. These activities
are meant only as snapshots of the types of activities teachers can use in explain-
ing/teaching the grammar/vocabulary features in question.

There are some minor variations in the format in a few of the chapters,
including Chapters 6, 7, 11, and 14. Chapters 6 and 7 differ from the rest of
the chapters in this part of the book in that they offer a general coverage of the
basic issues involved in vocabulary description (Chapter 6) and sentence struc-
ture description (Chapter 7). Chapters 11 and 14 are unique in that they each
cover multiple, although related, topics, with Chapter 11 on object placement, sub-
Ject/object deletion, and the passive voice, and Chapter 14 on idioms, phrasal verbs,
and formulae/lexical bundles. In Chapters 11 and 14, no description of “established
useful practices” is given due both to lack of space and the fact that some of the
topics have not received much coverage in English language teaching so far.

The book includes an annotated list of some useful free online resources
(online corpora and websites) for grammar and vocabulary learning and teach-
ing, as well as a list for glossary of special terms.

Finally, this book may be used as a textbook for a pedagogical grammar,
vocabulary teaching, or material development course, a self-study text, or a ref-
erence book. However it is used, I hope readers will find its information useful
in their language teaching.
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