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1. Introduction

During the last few years, | have held numerous workshops for teachers and students in various
countries on the teaching and learning of grammar. In the process, | have become increasingly
aware that whilst grammar occupies a prominent rold in most classrooms, it is often difficult to
discern any coherent theoretical basis in much of modern grammar teaching. No doubt, this is
partly due to the fact that — unlike a topic such as reading skills — the topic of communication-
based, pedagogical grammar has not been extensively treated by methodologist and applied
linguists. Books on grammar tend to eb written at a rather abstract theoretical level or else to focus
on aspects of grammar that are not considered so important by teachers. This chapter will
accordingly undertake to present an accessible summary of some important issues relating to
teaching and learning grammar, and to outline the principles underlying my own views on
pedagogical grammar (Newby, 1989a, 1992a; for more theoretical and detailed discussion, see
also Newby, 1989b, 1992b.)

2. Influences on modern grammar teaching

Grammar teaching in the 1990s shows influences from the following general areas: what might be
called 'traditional grammar'; communicative teaching, dating from the late 1970s, the learner-
based approaches that became influential in the 1980s; recent theories of second-language
acquisition from applied linguistics. The influences are reflected in the following ways:

a. Traditional grammar: language is seen primarily as a set of forms and structures,
grammatical meaning playing a secondary role. The sentence is the main unit of analysis and
emphasis is placed on the student's ability to form correct sentences. Grammar rules are given
prominence and learning is seen as a mainly cognitive process. The most common forms of
exercise type are gapped sentences and sentences for transformation, reflecting a form-based,
rather uncontextualized view of grammar and an extremely passive role on the part of the
learner. Contrary to popular belief, there is relatively little theory to support traditional modes
of description and pedagogical practices, but the force of tradition plays a very strong role and
should not be underestimated!

b. Communicative approach: language is seen not as a formal system but as a means of
communicating messages between human beings in actual contexts. It follows from this that
language is redefined as a set of skills, grammar being seen as a way of expressing certain
types of meanings through grammatical forms. Meaningfulness and contextual appropriacy are
stressed and formal correctness is given less prominence. Methodological innovations based
on semi-authentic tasks and communication in small groups reflect this approach. Although in
theory grammar could have been integrated into communicative teaching, in practice linguists
and pedagogical grammarians failed to provide adequate theory to support a genuinely com-
municative approach to grammar and it therefore remained a problem area. On the more
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extreme fringes, there was in fact a complete swing away from the overt teaching of grammar,
though this phenomenon was largely confined to Great Britain.

c. Learner-based approaches: unlike with the communicative approach, which takes an
analysis of language as its starting point, learner-based approaches - partly ‘'humanistic' in their
orientation - give centre stage to language learners and to acquisition processes and learning
strategies. Underlying some of these approaches is the view that a language ‘cannot be taught'
but can only by acquired by the learner, the teacher taking on the role of a facilitator of this
process. Thus, grammar rules explained by the teacher give way to discovery techniques and
awareness-raising tasks by the pupil. As in the communicative approach, student-centred
activities predominate, though additional stress is given to affective factors and to the emo-
tional, rather than functional, needs of the learner.

d. Second-language acquisition: a view of acquisition held by certain applied linguists which
feeds on Chomksy's notion of 'Universal Grammar' and which might also be described as
'post-Krashen'. The central tenet is that - as with first-language acquisition - the learner's brain
is already 'wired up' to acquire language and this process cannot be greatly influenced by
actual teaching. The teacher's primary function is therefore to provide input through exposure
to the language and to allow nature to take over. These views are especially popular amongst
certain linguists and some native-speaker methodologists but do not seem to be given very
much credence by the majority of teachers.

Insofar as we can generalize, it appears to be the case that most modern grammar teaching is a
mosaic of the above approaches. Interestingly, traditional grammar still tends to form the core both
of classroom practices and of grammar books; some of the bestsellers among EFL books are those
that list grammar rules and contain exercises consisting mainly of the ‘fill-in-the-gap' variety.
Although the layout of these books is perhaps more user-friendly than their forerunners and
although their modes of description are more geared to modern usage, they are still very much in
the traditional mould.

On the other hand, elements of communicative methodology in the form of oral activities and
games are available in an increasing number of EFL books; many teachers and coursebooks
supplement the traditional grammar base with such activities. Emphatically learner-based
approaches as outlined above tend to be more popular with native speaker teachers and
methodologists than with non-natives, but many teachers have moved some way in the direction
of a more student-centred approach.

How do my own ideas fit into this mosaic? | believe that many practices from traditional grammar
which still dominate the FL classroom have a negative effect on language learning, so we must
begin by putting traditional grammar under the microscope and replacing certain elements with a
more communication-based theory of grammar. Second, the focus on the learner and on language
acquisition has brought many important insights, which can be incorporated directly into grammar
teaching. | should add, however, that I am highly suspicious of methodologists who take a very
dogmatic view of language learning and believe that their favoured approach provides all the
answers. The general swing away from grammar in recent years has been coloured with emotion
and has been lacking in objectivity. In fact, it reflects the dogma-driven ‘pendulum effect’ that can
often been observed in FL methodology (see discussion in Newby, 1995).
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3. Theories underlying communicative grammar teaching

If we are to challenge the traditions and dogma, old and new, that figure prominently in
discussions of grammar, we must begin by giving some consideration to certain theoretical areas.
The word 'theory' is often regarded with suspicion by teachers, perhaps since we are all 'burnt
children' to some extent and have experienced that theory can mean the very opposite of practice!
In reality, most of our classroom activities are the result of a mixture of theory and intuition, but it
is important to get the balance right and to be open to those elements of theory that will lead to
more efficient teaching and effective learning. Concerning grammar, there are three theoretical
areas that might be of use to us. They are:

a. Language: a theory of what grammar is and how it functions as a communication
system

b. Learning: an understanding of learning processes and of the learner's functional and
emotional needs

c. Teaching: using our understanding of a) and b) to apply the most efficient metho-
dology and classroom techniques

a) will help us in the formulation of teaching objectives, in how we present grammar and deal with
rules; b) and c) will determine the form that our teaching takes. In the following pages I shall
consider these three areas and present my own view of grammar with regard to each one.

4. Language: grammar as a communication system

4.1 The communication model

Since the mid-1970s most language teaching coursebooks and books on methodology have
been firmly embedded within the so-called ‘communicative approach’, although today the term
itself sounds slightly dated. At the heart of this approach is the view that in real life language is
used to exchange meaningful messages in actual contexts and that this fact should also be reflected
as strongly as possible in the classroom. This view of language can be illustrated in the
‘communication model’ of figure 1, which attempts to depict in simple diagrammatic form ‘how
language happens’:

Figure 1: Communication model

speaker
context — role — meaning — form
purpose

It is this simple communication model view of language which lies at the heart of how we view
language nowadays and goes some way to explaining some of the changes that have taken place in
the description of modern grammar. Traditional grammatical descriptions began by setting up
form categories, only then looking at meaning; as a result, syllabuses were defined, and teaching
materials organised, according to forms (present progressive, definite article, gerund etc.).
‘Grammatical competence’ was seen largely as the ability to master forms and recognize meanings,
usually without much consideration of context, the role of the speaker etc.

In the communicative approach, however, it was recognized that the forms of grammar
represent the final stage of an interaction process, in which speakers communicate messages to
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other human beings in a context. It therefore seemed logical to begin at the beginning of this
process and to attempt to define grammar in terms of context and meanings. This entailed taking a
much broader view of grammar and attempting to relate grammar to other elements of the
communication model such as context, speaker's purpose etc. It follows from the model that
grammatical competence means not only knowing how to form a sentence or knowing the rules
for using, say, the past vs the present perfect, but the ability to choose meaningful grammar in real
contexts, which might be referred to as part of a more general communicative competence. The
overall result of this re-orientation towards context and meaning was that grammar was seen more
as a skill and objectives in syllabuses and coursebooks tended to be redefined in terms more
closely related to meaning categories.

4.2  Grammatical competence

A speaker's grammatical competence, part of a wider communicative competence in general,
consists of various components of 'knowledge', which enable the encoding of experience of the
world through grammatical forms and the using of categories that are accepted and understood by
the respective speech community. By ‘knowledge’ I mean a subconscious store of mental
processes, which Chomsky has referred to as ‘competence’ and which applied linguists describe as
‘procedural’, i.e. being able to do things with language, rather than ‘declarative’, (i.e. explaining
how language works (for discussion, see Johnson, 1994). The knowledge becomes declarative
when we formulate this grammar as plg grammar rules. Examples of components of this
knowledge might be:

(1) Knowledge of forms (morphology, syntax)

a) how to form words and structures correctly in:
- word forms: e.g. irregular verbs, comparison of adjectives
- structures: e.g. conditional sentences

b) how to order or pattern these forms within a sentence:
e.g. word order of adverbs of time, question forms

(2) Knowledge of meanings: notions (semantics)

a) what meaning options are available to us to express our thoughts through grammatical
forms in a particular language, e.g. the wide range of meanings available in English to
express futurity

b) which choices to make in a specific context
e.g. definite/indefinite/zero article, or past vs present perfect

This knowledge also helps us to distinguish different meanings of the same form:
e.g. present progressive referring to now
Sue is playing tennis at the moment.
present progressive for future arrangement
Sue is playing tennis this evening.
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(3) Knowledge of purpose: speech functions (pragmatics)

Using grammar not only entails knowing how to express meanings through forms but also
knowing that grammar can be used to show a speaker's purpose in making an utterance.

a) how to use grammar to show the speaker’s intention or wish, e.g.
intention or wish, or to influence the behaviour or attitude of the listener. For example, the
conditional form would can be used to express the following functions:

Giving advice: | would buy a new car if | were you.
Requesting help: Would you carry my suitcase for me?
(4) Knowledge of style: appropriacy (register/stylistics)

This kind of knowledge tells the speaker whether one grammatical form might be more
stylistically appropriate than another in a certain context where two or more forms are possible.

For example:
MORE FORMAL LESS FORMAL
May | borrow this? Can | borrow this?
Tom and 1 are going out. Tom and me are going out.

| shall be there next week. | will/'ll be there next week.
Knowledge of previous and following language: discourse

In traditional grammar there has been an overwhelming tendency to teach and practise
grammar as single items within sentence-level exercises. If more than one grammatical item
occurs in an exercise, then the purpose is usually to contrast two grammatical areas which are
considered to represent potential areas of difficulty for the learner - past vs present perfect etc. In
the past few years, the relatively new linguistic discipline of discourse analysis has led to a
broadening of our perspective of language from sentence level to text level, both spoken and
written. This has provided important insights for language teaching. If we look at how grammar
operates beyond the sentence, we will often discover that there is a tendency for certain
grammatical meanings to co-occur in discourse. For example, the present perfect meaning of what
I call 'experience’ is often followed by the past tense, as in the following short dialogue:

A: Have you been to Chile?
B: Yes, | have.

A: Did you like it?

B: Yes, it was brilliant!

Also, an area of grammar such as past simple vs past progressive can only be properly understood
by taking a discourse view of grammar and knowing how actions relate to each other, as in the
following examples:

| didn't watch the film on television last night because | was doing my homework.

| didn't do my homework last night because | was playing football.

Summary
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The relationship between these types of knowledge can be illustrated in the following chart,
which shows how the different types of knowledge work together to produce the message that the
speaker wishes to convey:

Figure 2: Grammar and communication

Previous discourse Functions —
+ SPEAKER | Meanings — Forms —» | MESSAGE
Context Appropriacy —

It is a fallacy that modern language teaching is ‘weak on grammar’, as is sometimes suggested.
As can be seen from our discussions, communicative grammar introduces additional categories
and, given appropriate methodology, has the potential to provide the learner with the means to
communicate through grammar in actual situations.

1. Implications for teaching?

A 'communication model' view of language will bring various changes to how we define our
teaching objectives, in syllabus design and in the type of rules we present to our students. | shall
consider some of these changes.

Meaning categories

| stated earlier that by seeing grammar as part of a communicative system, we recognise that
in actual language use meanings give rise to forms and not vice versa. As a result of this ‘meaning-
priority' approach, many coursebooks, some syllabuses and even the occasional reference grammar
define grammatical objectives no longer as a set or forms, as used to be the case in traditional
teaching, but as a set of meanings, either notional or functional. A glance at the contents pages of
modern coursebooks will confirm this. In order to describe meaning systematically, however, we
need to establish categories of meaning and corresponding terminology with which we can
formulate our objectives and which will reflect the meaning system that underlies English
grammar. The 'tag words' (‘intention’, 'experience’, ‘recent activities' etc) that figure in my own
books and other materials result from my theoretical work on what | term grammatical 'notions,
that is to say, single meanings that are expressed through forms, which | believe form the core of a
speaker's grammatical competence. An example of notional categorisation can be seen in the
following chart, which contains some of the 'notions' | consider to reflect most accurately the
categories that speakers of English employ when talking about the future.
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Figure 3: Ways of expressing the future in English.

Notion Form Example
Intention going to I'm going (to go) to a party tonight.
Signs/evidence going to I'm going to be sick!
Prediction will It will be a boring party.
Spontaneous decision  [will I think I'll go to bed.
Fixed Arrangement pres. prog. |Dad's fetching me at midnight.

Two important points emerge from the above chart. Firstly, one form - for example going to -
can express different meanings. It is therefore not logical to talk about ‘the going to future'.
Second, if we wish to teach grammatical meaning coherently, then we must take as our teaching
objectives the notional categories in the left-hand column rather than those in the centre column,
as was the case in traditional, formal grammar. Some of the advantages of taking a notional,
meaning-based approach to grammar are the following:

»A 'meaning into form' approach reflects the way that grammar is used in real life, as
indicated in the 'communication model’. This makes it possible to integrate grammar into
contexts and to apply communicative methodology in the classroom.

»Defining individual meanings in this way and presenting them one at a time makes the
teaching objective clear both to teacher and student.

> It therefore avoids the danger of confusing different meanings, which is likely to happen if
we define our objectives purely in terms of a grammatical form.

>t provides us with a more systematic overview of grammar; for example, a teacher will
know exactly which meanings of a form have been covered.

>t assists in grading: the teacher can decide which meanings to teach and at what stage to
introduce them.

>t can lead to more reliable rule formulation as we look at grammatical meaning more
systematically.

Context categories

Some areas of grammar might be clearer or more meaningful to students if taught as ‘speech
functions'. Some examples are:

Likes and dislikes - gerund:
| love writing essays but | hate learning vocabulary.
Giving advice - modal should, conditional:
You should stop smoking. I would stop smoking if | were you.

Discourse categories

We can look for common discourse structures where different items of grammar co-occur and
in this way show how they work together in texts or dialogues. For example:
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a/some for first reference, the for subsequent reference:

Boil a litre of water and add some noodles. Take the noodles out of the water ...
intention + prediction

Jill's going to have a party tomorrow night. It will be very noisy.

Language as a process

Of course, grammar is not only a set of meanings expressed in forms but results from a series
of mental processes, which come into play as speakers convert their thoughts and perceptions of
the world into words. In communicative grammar teaching the term ‘authenticity' can be applied
not only to the four skills but to how speakers of English actually use grammatical structures. For
example, if we consider areas of grammar such as the passive or indirect speech, it is clearly the
case that traditional classroom practices such as transforming one tense into another, active into
passive, direct into indirect speech are artificial pedagogical techniques, which in no way reflect
how this grammar operates in actual use. As a result, communicative grammar teaching will
attempt to apply both a form of description and methodological practices which reflect a process-
oriented view of grammar.

Disadvantages of a meaning/communication-based approach

For hundreds of years until the 1970s grammarians had categorized grammar almost
exclusively according to formal categories. Both at school and when training to become teachers
most of us worked within this formal framework. In crossing the line to semantic categories, we
are therefore confronted with a system that contradicts the mighty weight of tradition and what at
first sight we might believe to represent the 'logic' of grammar. The main - and perhaps the only -
disadvantage of this type of approach is that it requires us to rethink grammatical categories and to
re-orient ourselves towards meaning. This needs a certain flexibility as well as a willingness to
question the dogma of traditional grammar.

2. Grammar as a skill: from description to methodology
Competence and performance

Competence refers to a speaker's knowledge of the forms and meanings that exist in (English)
grammar and a theoretical knowledge of how to use them. This type of knowledge is reflected in
the 'rules' found in reference grammars and coursebooks. If cognitive strategies are applied by the
learner, competence will help the learner to monitor his/her production, might assist in
comprehension and will be a resource when the learner is doing the kind of sentence-based
grammar exercises that are widely used in the foreign language classroom.

Performance on the other hand refers to the ability to use grammar correctly and appropriately
in real-life situations when the learner is exposed to all the psychological and physical pressures
that accompany language use. In a nutshell, competence is what is in the head, whereas
performance refers to what comes out of the mouth in real interaction. Most learners and teachers
would regard performance as the ultimate goal of language learning yet as we know from
experience, there is often a gap between competence and performance: the latter does not follow
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automatically from the former but needs to be developed both in the classroom and outside. The
bridge from one to the other has to be built jointly by student and teacher. In the final part of this
article I shall consider some aspects of this 'joint venture'.

Aims of grammar teaching

In stressing performance rather than competence we have moved a stage closer to answering a
question that is often avoided in grammar teaching: what are our expectations or aims with regard
to grammar? For my own students, | like to formulate some general objectives in the following
way:

'My overall aim in teaching grammar is that my students should be able to express their own
ideas in real situations in language that is as correct, meaningful and appropriate as
possible. It is my task to facilitate this grammatical skill with maximum efficiency.'

Four important implications emerge from this statement:

a)we recognize the importance of performance over competence as the main criterion of
proficiency

b)we stress the meaningfulness of grammar

c)we admit that absolute correctness is not an attainable goal and take a more realistic view of this
thorny question!

d)we state that grammar is an active and creative activity and will therefore adopt an appropriate
methodology

So far in our discussions we have been concerned with explaining how language operates as a
communication system and how these insights can be incorporated into teaching materials. Point
d) of the above list will take us into the second general area: how is grammar acquired by learners
and what methodology can be applied?

Learning and teaching

In traditional grammar, learning processes were seen very much in cognitive terms and were
fairly rigidly controlled by the teacher and the teaching materials. The procedural core was as
follows: presentation of language - focus on a rule - controlled sentence-level practice - testing of
grammar. Whilst these elements can all still be found in most classrooms and coursebooks, in
modern teaching we attempt to show more understanding of acquisition processes by a adopting a
far greater variety of classroom techniques. In particular, we lay greater stress on increasing
motivation and on learner-centred activities which allow the learner to be as active as possible.
Some of the key words that are important in my own teaching are the following:

The Teacher's role
The final part of my definition of aims referred to teachers as ‘facilitators' of learning,

reflecting their changing roéle in modern language teaching. Whereas we used to function on the
one hand as the source of all knowledge and on the other as the arbiter of what is right of wrong,
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nowadays we take on a greater range of roles, including some which reflect a move towards
greater learner autonomy and a less teacher-centred approach, such as that of an ‘organizer’ or of an
‘observer'. However, this does not mean that we need to abandon our traditional roles, rather that
they have been supplemented by additional ones. Part of our professionalism entails expanding
our range and knowing which rdle to take at which point in the lesson or at which stage of the
learning process.

Motivation

One of the few things that virtually all methodologist seem to agree on is that successful
learning can be greatly enhanced by increasing motivation within the classroom and by reducing
the rather stressful experience of learning. This applies particularly to grammar, which is often
regarded by learners as the least motivating part of language and where teachers often lay too
much emphasis on formal correctness at too early a stage of learning. By choosing appropriate
activities and by showing a supportive, positive and tolerant attitude to pupils, we can make an
important contribution to the learning process.

The learning continuum

One important finding resulting from the increased focus on the learner in the past few years
is that grammar is learnt in different ways by different learners, in different situations and at
different stages of learning. If follows from this that teachers need to have at their disposal a wide
range of methodological techniques together with an awareness of how and when to apply these
techniques in order to optimize the learning processes. | shall briefly discuss three aspects of the
learning continuum, which | consider to represent important bricks in the 'bridge to performance’
which I referred to earlier.

Understanding: the réle of grammar rules

Until the early 1980s it was relatively undisputed among methodologists that an under-
standing by the learner of how grammar functions through a knowledge of rules was an important
requisite to performance. Then as the methodological pendulum swung away both from instructed
grammar and from teacher-based approaches, the new dogma was that cognitive approaches in
general and grammar rules given by the teacher in particular had little effect: as in first language
acquisition, students could best acquire grammar automatically by means of interaction. In the
meantime, this message has been adjusted: cognitive knowledge is back in fashion among
methodologists, but with the proviso that students should discover the rules themselves, for
example in the course of 'language-awareness' activities.

My own view is that for the vast majority of students learning a foreign language in the
classroom, some sort of cognitive focus on grammar rules is important for what | have termed
their grammatical competence. On the other hand, there is little doubt that in traditional grammar
teaching too much emphasis was placed on this aspect of the learning process. It is important
therefore that this type of learning is given its proper place and is supplemented by a range of
acquisition activities. Also we should recognize that teacher-given explanations are not the only
way of providing a cognitive focus, but that this might also take the form of an activity in which
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students discover rules for themselves. As with many areas of language teaching, it is the task of
the teacher to recognise which type of approach will be most productive in a particular situation
and to achieve the right balance between different methods. Discovery techniques and language-
awareness activities are an interesting and additional resource and can co-exist quite happily in the
classroom alongside teacher-given rules.

Minefields or bridges? Activities and exercises

| said earlier that one of the main - and perhaps the most difficult - tasks of the teacher of
grammar is to build the bridge between competence and performance. In traditional grammar very
often just the opposite happened: once the teacher had explained grammar and provided a little bit
of controlled practice, students were then presented with written exercises, usually of the
contrastive variety, in which they had to 'prove themselves' by filling in correct forms. (This is
what | call the 'minefield approach' to grammar!) In my view there is a danger of giving such
exercises at too early a stage of learning since we are likely to inhibit rather than assist learning
and in doing so are badly confusing testing and teaching. An awareness of the important
distinction will lead to our providing different types of activities.

Feeling grammar/confidence building

| believe that, especially in the earlier stages of learning, our grammar methodology should
give much more space to controlled oral activities which give the student the chance to ‘get the
idea' underlying a piece of grammar and feel for themselves how it works. In theoretical terms,
this might be referred to as ‘internalization'. These may take the form of what | term
‘communicative drills'. In the 1960s and 70s drilling was one of the fundamental techniques in
language teaching, based on the belief that frequent repetition led to automization. In the
meantime ,this view has been rejected and the word 'drill," like the language laboratories it used to
be practised in, has become obsolete. However, | feel that there is something sound about the
repetition principle - as long as it does not entail the students being reduced to performing parrot-
like activities. Communicative drills are those which entail repetition but include two additional
elements: firstly, students practise not just a form but a meaning embedded in a situation;
secondly, students make meaningful statements which they relate to their own knowledge or
experience. These are activities in which there is not much chance of making mistakes but which
serve to build up the students' confidence. It is interesting that teachers often regard as 'too easy' -
and therefore tend to reject - exercises which all or most of the pupils get right, a belief that stems
from the confusion between teaching and testing. | feel this is fundamentally wrong: this
confidence-building stage is an important part of learning.

Learning by doing

As learners become more confident in a certain area of grammar, we can provide them with
activities in which they can integrate their newly acquired knowledge into other areas of their
competence. This might take the form of exercises or activities which require them to combine
this grammatical item with others, for example in connection with discourse structures; activities
which focus not only on grammar but on vocabulary as well or those in which students make use
of all the linguistic resources they have acquired so far. The principle underlying these activities is
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'learning by doing'. It follows from this principle that oral activities, games etc are often a much
more efficient learning device than the more common type of written exercises, which require no
interaction between students.

Personalization and creativity

In my definition of aims I included the words ‘own ideas' and 'real situation’. In traditional
grammar teaching it was often the case that exercises required students to manipulate the teacher's
or the coursebook’s sentences, grammatical competence being equated with their ability to do this
successfully. Thus grammar was reduced to a form of mathematics and had little to do with the
communication of ideas. In real life grammar is on the one hand always used to express the
speaker's own thoughts, wishes, needs etc and on the other, it is part of a creative process, in which
the speaker constantly creates new utterances. These two aspects, which can be referred to as
‘personalization’ and 'creativity' respectively, are important elements of human communication and
it is important that we integrate them into our methodology at as early a stage as possible.

3. Final Comment

Despite the rather confused patchwork that modern grammar teaching represents, the
potential for developing a methodology compatible with communicative teaching is very great.
However, this requires us to reflect on our beliefs about grammar and our classroom practices and
to adapt them as necessary. Greater professionalism and more efficient grammar teaching and
learning entails constantly expanding our knowledge of language, of learning and of teaching;
being open-minded to, but also critical of, all methodological approaches; selecting what works
best in the classroom for teacher and students.
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