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Grammar teaching is dead - NOT!

Richard Hudson

Grammar is certainly not dead, to judge by the changes that are taking place under our noses In writing this article I have been helped by Ewa Jaworska, Nigel Fabb, Geoff Barton and Catherine Wallace; but most of all by Rebecca Wheeler, whose enthusiasm, energy, efficiency and sensitivity have been exemplary.. The ‘post-sentential negator' in the title is almost certainly a recent innovation Apparently a `NOT-spotter' has found one in a novel published as early as 1910. There was a discussion of this construction on the Linguist list in early 1992, archived at http://linguistlist.org; the citation (by Larry Horn) is in message 3.320. Here is a more recent example of the post-sentential NOT, produced by no less a person than Stephen Pinker (1984:356): 
"Aha! The theory is circular! .... Natural selection is `the survival of the fittest' and the definition of `the fittest' is `those who survive'." Not!!
, and who knows whether it will still be around at the end of the next century? This little bit of language is certainly an example of grammar (what else could it be?), and it is equally certainly ‘alive' in the sense that any other bit of our culture is alive. I live in England, where we not only drive on the left but also have a transitive auxiliary verb (e.g. Have you any children?), and I even use jolly as a degree adverb (jolly good), much to the amusement of my children who find it quaint. All of these things are grammar, and all full of life, change, variation and interest to everyone.

1  Historical background
And yet most of our schools have stopped teaching children about grammar. Nobody could describe the state of grammar teaching in the schools of the UK as healthy: ‘The overwhelming majority of teachers in the UK ... concede that attention to grammar and to the forms of language has been neglected' (Carter 1996: 8). The same is true in Australia: ‘[In Australia] the language system has completely disappeared from view in schooling' (Rothery 1996:86). The USA and Canada seem to have taken the same route. In all these countries most school leavers don't know even the most elementary things about the grammar of their own language; for example, a recent survey of graduates who were training in a British university to become primary school teachers found that half of them had no idea what a preposition or conjunction was (Williamson and Hardman 1995). Why? The arguments against grammar teaching are reviewed conveniently in Weaver (1996, Chapter 2).  There is a very useful survey by the same author at http://www.heinemann.com/hbbc. Some of this research is weak or inconclusive; for criticisms see e.g. Tomlinson (1993), Honey (1997: 185-90) but especially QCA (1998). Some research even shows that decontextualized grammar teaching can improve students' writings - e.g. Bateman and Zidonis (1966). 
	It is important to be clear that this is not a natural or inevitable state of affairs. It is not because grammar is inherently too difficult to teach, nor because it is obviously not worth teaching. For centuries it was one of the core subjects in English-speaking schools, to the extent that some UK schools are still called ‘Grammar Schools'; and there are many countries where it is still an important part of the school curriculum across the entire spectrum of academic abilities. For example, the grammatical analysis of sentences is taught in every primary school in France and Russia, and in every junior high school in China (Hudson 1998a) I collected the information reported here via the Linguist list in September 1997. My summary can be found in the archive, http://linguistlist.org, in message 8.1330.. I can't say how good this teaching is, or how successful, but grammar teachers cost as much as any other, so at least those societies must consider their services worth paying for. 
	As far as the Anglo-Saxon countries are concerned, however, grammar teaching was judged and found seriously wanting in the revolutionary days of the 1960's. A UK government report on English teaching, the Bullock Report, concluded: ‘What has been shown is that the teaching of traditional analytic grammar does not appear to improve performance in writing.' (HMSO 1975:169). Similar worries were expressed in other countries. What was to be done? In the words of no less a commentator than Noam Chomsky (1969), should grammar teaching be ‘mended' or ‘ended'? 
	The Bullock Report sided with mending. It recommended explicit instruction in matters such as ‘punctuation, some aspects of usage, the way words are built and the company they keep, and ... the modest collection of technical terms useful for discussion of language' (ibid: 172). What must be avoided was ‘explicit instruction out of context'. However it turned out to be all too easy for mending to turn into ending. At the time of the Bullock report many English teachers had already stopped teaching grammar systematically in order to avoid ‘instruction out of context', with the result that the ‘right moment' hardly ever arose and grammar was simply not taught at all. (This point was made, interestingly, by a team of American observers in UK schools quoted in the Bullock Report, p. 172.) A generation later, the pupils of those days are the teachers of today, many of them with very little systematic knowledge of grammar and nothing to teach whether out of context or in context. 
	The world has moved on since those heady days and as far as the UK is concerned, I think it would be fair to say that most English teachers now accept the need for grammar teaching. However, they are extremely resistant to the idea of decontextualised grammar exercises, so we are not simply experiencing a swing of the pendulum back to where it was in 1950. ‘The overwhelming majority of teachers in the UK .. now willingly incorporate more formal knowledge about language into schemes of work which continue to stress the importance of audiences, purposes and social contexts of language use.' (Carter 1996:8) The USA scene seems somewhat different, with more resistance to grammar teaching of any kind. However even there we find an influential movement called ‘Whole Language' See Weaver (1990). The web site for Whole Language is at http://ericir.syr.edu/Eric. which supports grammar teaching of the mended, contextualised, variety. 

2  The problem: can grammar teaching be both contextual and systematic?
This historical survey leaves us with an urgent question about grammar teaching. How can we reconcile the desire to teach grammar ‘contextually' with the apparent need to teach it systematically? To leave it till ‘the right moment' is to leave it to chance - the right moment may never come (Barton 1998). And when the right moment does come, what then? Suppose the student needs some instruction on the use of tenses; is that the moment for a private lesson on the English tense system, with or without exercises? What about the rest of the lesson (and the other students)? The problem would disappear if the student already knew about tenses from some earlier lesson on that topic; but without systematic teaching how can we arrange this earlier lesson? In short, contextual teaching requires systematic teaching, but we are told that systematic teaching doesn't work because it is decontextualised.
	The key to resolving this paradox is the idea that grammar teaching can have a variety of goals, of which only one is the improvement of writing. Other goals can provide ‘contexts' within which students can study grammar systematically, acquiring ideas, facts and terminology which can then be used, as needed, in talking about their writing. There are plenty of other good educational reasons for looking explicitly at grammar: to increase self-awareness, to develop analytical thought patterns or scientific thinking, to prepare for parenthood, to prepare for learning other languages, to prepare for learning Standard English. Any of these focusses could provide a good context for a planned, systematic exploration of (say) tenses which could then be exploited, as needed, in discussions of students' writing.
	The rest of this paper is an attempt to make this suggestion more concrete. The next section reviews a number of recent initiatives in which grammar teaching has been both systematic and successful. The section after that summarises some ideas for systematic grammar lessons and the final section offers some general conclusions.

3  Some recent initiatives
One of the consequences of the interruption in the grammatical tradition has been that there has been scope for experimentation. Traditional grammar came with a package of aims and methods which tended to stifle new developments. Academic linguists have greatly improved the grammar itself, making its study into a highly sophisticated academic discipline; but at the same time, various groups of teachers and linguists have combined to try out new ideas about how grammar could be used in schools. All of these initiatives are small-scale projects which have produced important results at virtually no cost to the tax-payer, and those who are planning the future of grammar teaching will certainly pay attention to them. My collection of initiatives is certainly both incomplete and biased towards my local situation (in the UK), so the following survey should be read with this in mind. I have divided the survey into three broad areas: ‘Language awareness', ‘Literacy teaching' and ‘Science teaching'.
Language awareness 
This is the name given to a movement which originated in the work of Michael Halliday in the 1970's Apart from a large number of books and articles, Halliday was responsible for a very important set of materials for teaching language at secondary level, published as Doughty et al (1971). These materials are still regarded as among the best ever produced, but their uptake in schools was disappointing. The most likely explanation is that they required too sophisticated an understanding of language by the teachers; they were not `teacher-proof'. This is a recurrent theme in attempts to develop language teaching in schools: the best plans and materials can be thwarted by the lack of teachers who can put them into practice. If anything the demand for `decontextualised' grammar teaching makes the teacher's task even harder because it precludes preparation. and which now has its own international association and journal The journal is called Language Awareness, and is published by Multilingual Matters (multi@multi.demon.co.uk). The association is the Association for Language Awareness, whose membership details can be found in the journal or via the publisher. (Hawkins 1987, James and Garrett 1991). The main movers are school teachers and educationalists rather than linguists, but the driving force is the idea that school children should be taught things about their language partly for practical purposes, but partly because it is such an important part of their life and they have a right to understand it better. The scope of Language Awareness is very broad: dialects, accents and registers, history, the language of children, and grammar. Topics are chosen so as to be both accessible and interesting, but grammar qualifies as easily as any other topic either in its own right or in connection with some other topic.
	Different practicioners of Language Awareness are (of course) motivated in different ways, but one of the leading ideas is that explicit knowledge about the mother tongue helps in acquiring a foreign language. This seems rather obvious, but it flies against the practice in most schools. In an ‘LA' school, the teaching about English and about (say) French would reinforce each other: for instance, the English teacher would introduce the terms ‘subject' and ‘verb' and show how inverting the subject and verb distinguishes statements from questions in English (We are ready versus Are we ready?), then the French teacher would tell them that French works basically in the same way as English, except that any verb allows this inversion (Allons-nous? versus the ungrammatical Go we?), which gives the English teacher the cue to talk about auxiliary verbs, and so on. 
	The same idea applies, perhaps surprisingly, to Standard English. Most people in the UK - perhaps 90% - are native speakers of a non-standard dialect, and the proportion is likely to be similar in other English-speaking countries. One of the aims of public schooling is to ensure that everyone can write Standard English (and perhaps speak it, though this aim is more controversial). How should this be done? The philosophy of Language Awareness would suggest that the differences can be taught directly: ‘one of the most effective ways of learning Standard English is for pupils to compare and analyse differences between their own dialects and the dialect of Standard English, discussing explicitly how and when different forms are appropriate'. (Carter 1996:9)
Grammar-based literacy teaching 
This has the traditional aim of improving children's writing, but the examples discussed below avoid the problems mentioned earlier by concentrating on easily accessible areas of grammar - for example, very limited kinds of sentence analysis, or grammatical patterns in vocabulary. 
	In Australia, a number of teachers supported by Geoff Williams (a linguist at the University of Sydney) have found in controlled experiments that the simple quantity of what ten-year old children write increases dramatically after spending some time looking at one of the many ways in which sentences are structured (Williams 1995). In this project the children looked at the division of sentences into a topic (‘theme') and the rest - e.g. In England (topic) it often rains, but it may not matter much what they look at, as long as their attention is on sentence structure. In the UK, Geoff Barton, a secondary school teacher with training in linguistics, reports (1998) that some of his weakest students benefit ‘dramatically' from an exploration of simple, compound and complex sentence types. He supplies models and the students produce further examples (long, short, sensible or silly) without (apparently) worrying at all about the lack of ‘context' for the examples. 
	Most interesting of all, Mary Mason, another linguistically qualified teacher, designed a complete three-year course on ‘academic language' for 12-14 year olds which has now been taught over a number of years in several schools (Mason et al 1992). The course covered a general introduction to language, the formation of latinate vocabulary and the organisation of sentences into coherent discourse. The effects reported include a general overall improvement in examination results across all subjects as well as improvements specific to language performance: aptitude for learning a foreign language, comprehension and writing (Heap 1991). 
	In the light of these admittedly limited experiments it is hard to maintain that grammar teaching never has any effect on pupils' own writing (or other uses of language). On the other hand, it is still unclear what precisely it is that produces these beneficial effects. No doubt the content of what is taught matters in some cases, but it is possible that almost anything is better than nothing: all that matters is that the child's attention should be directed to the fine detail of word or sentence structure. If true, this is good news for teachers since it means that they can achieve something even by studying one small area of grammar (e.g. how words divide into stems and affixes). 
Grammar as science
The idea here is to use grammar itself as an area of scientific investigation where children can learn to formulate hypotheses and test them, just as in academic linguistics. This is an idea which has been pursued actively by a group of linguists in the United States based on the linguistics department at MIT (and largely motivated by the Chomskyan revolution in academic research on grammar). For linguists, grammar is a science in the sense that it tries to explain facts about usage by building and testing alternative theories. What makes linguistics different from other sciences, and more amenable to this treatment in schools, is that the data to be explained consist of our everyday behaviour. One advantage of theorizing about our own behaviour is that we are interested in it, and another is that it is freely available to inspection; but the method of working on these data is just ordinary scientific method, as applied in chemistry or physics. 
	The aim, then, is to teach children how to think scientifically by getting them to think about the grammatical patterns in their own language. For example, the teacher writes up the sentences I bought the book and I bought a book and asks whether they have the same meaning; and if not, what is the difference? The children try out any hypotheses that they can think of - maybe you only buy the book if you intend to buy that particular book? The teacher helps them to test their hypotheses (e.g. in this case by changing the verb to ‘lost' - you can lose the book even though you don't intend to do so), and guides them gradually to the (or at least a!) right answer. (Fabb 1985, Goodluck 1991, Honda and O'Neil 1993).
	The most sophisticated evaluation of the programme to date is a PhD thesis by Maya Honda (1994), reporting trials with mixed-ability 7th and 11th graders, which showed statistically significant improvements in two measures of the children's ability to reason scientifically. Perhaps the most impressive fact about this work is that the improvements followed just two weeks of work with each group. 
	What emerges from all these initiatives is that grammar teaching is not only good for children, but that when taught well children enjoy it and use words like fun and helpful in describing the experience.	

4  Some ideas for discovery learning in grammar
For the sake of concreteness I shall finish with a collection of specific ideas These ideas are spelled out in more detail in Hudson (1992). As for the details of sentence analysis, I suggest a new system in Hudson (1998b). This approach is a blend of modern linguistics with old-fashioned approaches which some students find easier to learn than other modern systems. for grammar-based lessons graded roughly according to age, starting with six-year olds and leading up to sixteen-year olds. The list is intended to illustrate the enormous range of things that can be done in the name of grammar, so the only unifying theme is the use of ‘discovery learning', in which children work out the rules for themselves (as in several of the other initiatives described in the previous section). As we all know, active learning is always more successful than passive, but the main point of this list is to show how grammar teaching can be systematic without being pointless. Each of these activities provides technical concepts and terminology which can later be used, as needed, in discussions of the children's own writing. 

P Inflections and dictionary-words. Get the children to work out the rules for plural nouns - how to segment dogs into dog + s, how the ending varies from word to word in spelling (e.g. church + es) and in pronunciation (cat + s). Consider the implications for the notion ‘word': are dog and dogs different words, or the same? How would a dictionary treat them? All these things can be done by discovery learning. 

P Ambiguity in jokes. Ask the children to explain a few jokes that turn on ambiguities, aiming at two broad classes of ambiguity: involving alternative meanings for one word (e.g. Q: How can you keep cool at a football match? A: Stand next to a fan.) and involving alternative relationships among words (Her: The police are looking for a man with one eye called Murphy. Him: What's his other eye called?). It doesn't matter how these relationships are described - e.g. one completely satisfactory answer would be that called Murphy describes the eye or the man; the main thing is to lay the foundations for the study of sentence-structure. A more general discussion of ambiguity could arise - is ambiguity restricted to jokes? Is it a problem for readers/listeners? How can it be avoided?

P Tense. Explore the meaning differences between pairs like I am little and I was little, leading to the terms ‘present' and ‘past'. You can have a look at the inflections involved, but the main point is to discuss the choice of tenses in a narrative extract in which the teacher has doctored the second paragraph by ‘de-tensing' all the verbs (e.g. am or was changed to BE), leaving the students to choose the tenses. The aim is for them to see how choice of tense affects the reader.
P Phrases and the apostrophe. This is about the difference between the plural ending -s and the possessive marker 's. Start with an example such as "We know every boy's name" and get them to insert words between boy and 's - e.g. We know every boy + in this room + 's name. Then do the same with We know all the boys, but not We know all the boy + in this room + s. In the process they're learning not only how to use the apostrophe, but also why correct use helps the reader. (The grammar behind this is that 's is added to noun phrases, but plural -s is added to nouns.) 

P Vocabulary and style. Look carefully at the wording of a short paragraph from a well-written narrative to see how it achieves its effect - e.g. how you know in each sentence or clause whose view it expresses. Pick out the particular words (or grammatical patterns) that act as clues, and explain their effect. For example, by changing went to came in She went to him we shift to seeing the scene from his point of view.

P Subjects, verbs and dialects. A careful, open-minded, exploration of the details of subject-verb agreement in both Standard English and the local non-Standard English, covering examples like His family are all away, We was talking and (maybe) She live here. This can lead into discussions of correctness, status and so on as well as grammatical details, while (incidentally) allowing some teaching of the details of Standard English.

P Purposes and indirectness. Why do teenage magazines wrap information up in so many words (Why: X is itching to spill the beans on Y? Why not: X wants to talk about Y?) Take an extract and translate it into the prosaic minimum of words; then consider what has been lost in terms of excitement, challenge, mystery and so on.

P Presuppositions. What is the meaning of yet in Have you got a car yet?? And why is it so hard to argue against the presupposition that yet carries? This can be extended into an exploration of advertisements and other persuasive texts.

P Passives. Collect some examples of passive verbs in a scientific text and a newspaper article, and compare the reasons (good and bad) for using passives rather than actives. The immediate point is to deepen their understanding of grammatical conventions but such activities also relate to general topics such as genre differences, and probably help children's own use. The ‘active/passive’ terminology is just a useful by-product.

P End-weight and readability. Present a sentence with a long subject and ask for alternative (and preferably better) ways of organising the same words without loss of meaning. For example, start with this pair:
(1)	aba	That we missed the bus upset me.
	b	It upset me that we missed the bus.
Ask them which they prefer, and why. Is their preferred one shorter or longer than the other? Then ask them to complete this pair:
(2)	aba	That the rabbit escaped when I left the hutch open is a nuisance.
	b	
To do this they must be able to recognise a subordinate clause (that the rabbit escaped when I left the hutch open) which is the subject of a higher clause and which itself contains a smaller subordinate clause (when I left the hutch open). Finally work out with them the rule for converting between the two patterns, using whatever terminology is helpful - ‘subject', ‘subordinate clause', even ‘extraposition' (the name for pattern b). Extraposition is an important item in any writer's tool-kit, so why not give it a name for future use in context? Moreover, it would be hard to discuss the pros and cons of extraposition without considering the needs of readers, which is perhaps the most important general topic in the training of any writer.

5  Conclusion
Grammar teaching seems to be on the way back after a period of absence, but we must make sure that it is free of the fatal weaknesses that almost killed it. I should like to highlight just three morals of the recent history:
P Grammar teaching must not be tied to the teaching of Standard English.
However much politicians and others may wish to make this connection, it should be resisted. In this article I have hardly mentioned Standard English, and I have assumed throughout that grammar applies just as well, and just as usefully, to non-standard words and constructions as to those of Standard English. Identifying ‘grammar' with Standard English alienates those students whose native language is rejected as simply wrong. This was one of the main weaknesses of the 1950's.
P Grammar teaching must focus on the facts and on the children.
In old-fashioned grammar teaching, grammar was defined by the tradition so there was no point in looking at actual usage, least of all the usage of the children; so the teacher was the expert and the children's role was to learn this expertise. In modern grammar, the facts are paramount, and the children are co-experts in studying the facts. The teacher's expertise lies in analysis and in knowledge of certain kinds of language (academic and Standard), but the children are experts on the language of their home and the local community. The teacher's role is to guide the pupils through the grammar they know already, providing established ideas and terminology as required. This is much harder for both teacher and pupil, but much more fun.
P Grammar teaching must have a clear purpose.
Old-fashioned grammar teaching was often decontextualised and pointless - the exercises led nowhere, the terminology was never used except in the exercises. The approach taken here is that grammar teaching has many purposes, all of which are educationally respectable. Teaching children to write better is one important use of grammar, but only one.

Grammar teaching really needs justifying - I don't think!
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