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This paper addresses a major issue rn foreign language learning,
namely lhe role and status of grammar within the context of
recent  po l i cy  and cur r i cu lum deve lopments .  An ana lys is  o f
National Curriculum and GCSE requirements and their impact
upon teachers and learners reveals the need for a signif icant
reassessment of the profi le of grammar, The stage is therefore
set for a reappraisal of this issue, and a consideration of i ts
compatibi l i ty with current communicative methods.

INTRODUCTION

Grammar has traditionally been a source of debate
in the teaching of foreign languages. Its status
has  been  l a rge l y  de te rm ined  by  p reva i l i ng
me thodo log ies ,  t hemse lves  the  p rey  o f
developments in research and shift ing fashions.
More significant than this, however, is the impact
of  pol icy change upon teaching and learn ing,
which can signal a radical reversal of classroom
practice, demanding swift and often inadequately
prepared implementation. There can be l itt le doubt
tha t  po l i cy  and  sy l l abus  requ i remen ts  shape
teacher perceptions, which in turn account for
chang ing  a t t i t udes  towards  g rammar  i n  t he
c lass room.  A  cons ide ra t i on  o f  t he  h i s to r i ca l
con tex t ,  cu r ren t  deve lopmen ts  i n  po l i cy  and
changes in examinations wil l clear the way for
rev i s i t i ng  t h i s  f undamen ta l  and  o f t en
misrepresented issue.

THE DECLINE OF GRAMMAR

It is a commonly held view in the foreign language
teaching community that the role of grammar has
suffered in favour of communicative approaches.
The  acknow ledged  de f i c i ency  i n  l i ngu i s t i c
accuracy is particularly apparent in post-GCSE
students (see Hurman, 1992), making teachers more
acutely aware of the need to establish grammatical
concepts at an earlier age. In his survey ofA level
French oral examiners' views Hurman found that
41%o had observed a decline in language form
(accuracy), while 56% commented on an increase
in  commun ica t i ve  sk i11 .  I n  t he i r  su rvey  o f
examiners' reports of French A level and GCSE

papers Metcalfe et al. (1995: 47) clearly highlight
the need for  accuracy to support  communicat ion
skil ls; an SEG examiner notes: "The inabil ity to
form verb tenses or to choose the correct tense
was the principal cause of failure to communicate
the required information." Examiners clearly feel
that "the move from accuracy has become too
pronounced" and state in a report of 1992 that
" t he  emphas i s  p laced  on  success fu l
commun ica t i on  seems  to  have  encou raged  a
neglect of accurate writ ing" (Metcalfe et al. 1995:
47).

On the other hand a WJEC examiners' report of
1992 drew attention to candidates' rote-learning
of grammar coupled with an inability to make any
sense out of it (cited in Metcalfe et al., 1995: 50),
who continue:

...Some candidates had fi l led their f irst page
w i th  t h ree  tense  con juga t i ons  o f  r egu la r
paradigms (plus avoir and €tre) and had listed
all the past participles, but were incapable of
writ ing one single verb correctly in the context
of a sentence.

This deficiency translates itself ult imately into a
wor ry ing  l ack  o f  l i ngu i s t i c  know ledge  and
grammatical awareness amongst those in Higher
Educat ion and those intending to teach.  Bloor
(1986) (c i ted in  Metcal fe et  a1. ,  1995:  47)  found
"se r i ous  gaps  i n  t he  l i ngu i s t i c  know ledge  o f
Eng l i sh  o f  h i s  Modern  Languages  un i ve rs i t y
students (58% of  whom could not  ident i fy  an
i n f i n i t i v e ) . "  R e s e a r c h  b y  W r a y  ( 1 9 9 3 )  a n d
Wi l l iamson and Hardman (1995) found s imi lar
def ic iencies in  l inguist ic  knowledge amongst
student teachers, and a QCA report on the teaching
of grammar in the National Curriculum (QCA, 1998:
55) noted:

Most young teachers have knowledge of some
parts of speech but little overall understanding
of syntax or its relation to the development of
writing and many lack a framework to assess
pupils' syntactic development.
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Reasons for this disconcerting trend are in part

attributable to prevail ing policy and practice and
thei r  development  over  the past  decade.  I t  is
therefore important to establish the role of grammar
w i th in  commun ica t i ve  l anguage  teach ing  by
analysing trends in the National Curriculum and
GCSE examinat ions against  the background of
relevant research over this period.

G R A M M A R  I N  T H E  N A T I O N A L
CURRICU LUM

The  teach ing  o f  g rammar  has  l ong  been  a
con ten t i ous  i ssue  and  o f t en  the  casua l t y  o f
changing methodologies. The final report of the
National Curriculum (DES/WO, 1990) contained
many  subs tan t i a l  and  fo rward - l ook ing
recommenda t i ons ,  t he  f o r ce  o f  wh i ch  was
subsequen t l y  much  d i l u ted .  On  the  i ssue  o f
grammar i t  recognised that  'modern language
teaching and learning has suffered in the past from
extremes of practice, and nowhere more than in
the treatment of grammar' (9.22). In fact, the
antithesis between'grammar' and'communication'
is in many senses a false one, as Pachler and Field
( 1 9 9 7 : 1 4 5 )  s u g g e s t :  ' t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  r e c o g n i s e
linguistic patterns and to make use of and apply
grammatical rules aids communication rather than
inhibits it. '

Success in learning a foreign language in the
per iod of  the grammar- t ranslat ion method was
largely determined by the abil ity of the learner to
understand and apply grammatical structures. This
was achieved through close analysis of language
pa t te rns ,  exp lana t i ons  and  ru les ,  and  i t  was
assessed predominantly by means of written tasks,
constructed to exemplify essential grammatical
features of the language, rather than to realise a
communicative purpose. Despite moves during the
1970s towards more communicative approaches,
and in i t ia t ives such as the Graded Object ives
movemen t ,  t he  p lace  o f  g rammar  was  no t
diminished because of the demand for grammatical
accuracy in the O level examination. It was not
unti l 1988 and the introduction of GCSE that the
swing away from grammar-translation began to
have a major impact. It would appear that the
increased emphasis on the four skil ls in the GCSE
was leading to a marginalisation of grammar.

Interestingly, however, in the final report for

the National Curriculum (DESiWO, 1990: 9.14) a
significant section of chapter 9 ("Sounds, words
and structures") is devoted to the importance of
grammar. The document stresses that grammar
constitutes "the skeleton of any language" and
goes on to state that "an increasing awareness of

Igrammar]  can be an important  ingredient  in
learners' progress towards a truly independent use
of language." Furthermore it places grammar firmly
at the centre of progress in the receptive, as well
as the productive, skil ls by claiming that "...a good
understandins of  s t ructures is  a lso centra l  to
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success in l istening and reading."(DES/WO, 1990:
9.21).

By  the  t ime  the  s ta tu to ry  ve rs ion  o f  t he
National Curriculum appeared (DES/WO, I 99 I ), the
role assigned to grammar became diluted amongst
a  p l e t h o r a  o f  o t h e r  m o r e  c o m m u n i c a t i v e
considerations like "comrriunicating in the target
l anguage" ,  "unde rs tand ing  and  respond ing " ,
"developing the abi l i ty  to  work wi th others" .
Grammar itself was subsumed in the sub-section
"deve lop ing  l anguage - l ea rn ing  sk i l l s  and
awareness of language"(DES/WO, 199l:25):

Pupils should have regular opportunities to:
use  know ledge  abou t  l anguage  ( l i ngu i s t i c
patterns, structures, grammatical features and
re la t i onsh ips  and  compound  words  and
phrases) to infer meaning and develop their
own use of language.

There are also references in the statements of
attainment which imply a knowledge of grammar,
(DES/WO, I 991), for example:

ask about, describe and narrate past, present
and future actions and events (AT2, Level 6b);

apply basic  e lements of  grammar to new
contexts and general ly  adopt  correct  word
order (AT4, Level 5);

r ed ra f t  w r i t i ng  t asks ,  ach iev ing  g rea te r
accuracy, precision and variety of expression
(AT4, Level 7) (our italics).

These references to grammar cont inue,  both
directly and indirectly, in the revised National
Curriculum Programme of Study Part I, (DFE/WO,

1995 :3 ) :
Pupils should be taught to:
2 i :  descr ibe and d iscuss past ,  present  and

future events;
2n: redraft their writing to improve its accuracy
and presentation;
3f: understand and apply patterns, rules and
exceptions in language forms and structures
(our italics).

Similarly, in the attainment targets, progress to the
higher levels can only be achieved through an
understanding and application of tense forms, for
example:

Pupils show understanding...of familiar material
from several topics, includingpast, present and

future events (AT1, Level 5)

They are beginning to apply basic elements of
grammar in new contexts... (AT4, Level 5) (our

italics).

As  pup i l s  p rog ress  th rough  the  l eve l s  more
emphasis is given to the importance of accuracy.
Thus, for example, AT2, Level 8 stipulates that
language should be "largely accurate with few
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" ln  the  1999
document . . .
there are
more direct
references to
the term
" g r a m m a r t t "

mistakes of any significance", and AT3, Level 6
re fe rs  t o  "us ing  con tex t  and  g rammat i ca l
understanding" to deduce meaning. AT 4 Level 8
requires that "spelling and grammar are generally
accurate"  and the use of  reference mater ia ls
shou ld  "ex tend  the i r  r ange  o f  l anguage  and
improve accuracy" (our italics).

In the 1999 document (DfEEiQCA, 1999) there
are more direct references to the term "grammar"

itself (which were absent from the 1995 document),
both in the margin summaries and in the programme
of study. The margin notes (DfEE/QCA, 1999:16)
which summarise the main points that pupils wil l
learn during a Key Stage state, at Key Stage 3,
that pupils should:

...become familiar with the sounds, written form
and grammar of the language, and use this
knowledge wi th increasing conf idence and
competence,  to  express themselves in  ro le-
plays, conversations and writ ing (our italics).

Although these margin references are condensed
in to  t he  " f ocus  s ta temen t "  i n  t he  Na t i ona l
Curriculum for MFL in Wales (ACCAC, 2000: 6)
and could in this form easily be overlooked, they
are none the less resonant as a statement of intent:
'They 

[pupils] should be taught to pay increasing
attention to accuracy, grammar and register' (our
italics). At Key Stage 4 (DfEE/QCA, 1999: l6) there
is a marked progression. Thus, pupils should 'begin

to  use  a  modern  fo re ign  l anguage  more
independently, drawing on a firmer grasp of
grammar, and a wider and more complex range of
expression' (our italics).

In  the addi t ional  note on us ing the target
language it is stated that:

Pupils are expected to use and respond to the
target language, and to use English only when
necessary ( for  example when d iscussing a
grammar poil41 or when comparing English and
the target language) (DfEE/QCA, 1999: 16) (our
italics).

The Programme of  Study i tse l f  again refers
explicitly to the term "grammar", for example in the
sec t i on  "acqu i r i ng  know ledge ,  sk i l l s  and
understanding of the target language"(DfEE/QCA,
1999: 16, lb) and "knowledge oflanguage": 'Pupils

should be taught . . .  the grammar of  the target
language and how to apply it '  (ACCAC, 2000: 6,
3.4) (our italics).

Other  references are equal ly  unambiguous:
' P u p i l s  s h o u l d  b e  t a u g h t . . .  h o w  t o  e x p r e s s
themselves us ing a range of  vocabulary and
structures' (DfEE/QCA, 1999: 16,1c) (our italics).

The sub-section "developing language skil ls"
s tates that  'pupi ls  should be taught . . .  how to
redraft their writing to improve its accuracy and
presentation, including the use of ICT' (DfEE/QCA,
1999: 16,2j) (our italics).

Similarly in the National Curriculum for MFL in

Wales Key Stage 3 Programme of Study (ACCAC,
2000:  7,5.8) :

Pupils should be given opportunities to:
produce a variety of types of writ ing, including
the use of ICT, redrafting where necessary, to
improve accuracy and presentation.

The At ta inment  Targets conta in references to
grammar similar to those in the 1995 document,
but these have become more substantial and overt.
The table below (Fig. l )  summarises these more
direct references in the 199912000 documents,
highlighting differences of emphasis and wording
be tween  the  Eng l i sh  and  We lsh  Na t i ona l
Curriculum versions.

Figure I

NC for England NC for MFL in Wales

AT1, Level 6 Pupils show that they
understand short
narrative and extracts
of spoken language,
which cover various
pasl, present and
fulure evenls and
include familiar
language in unfamiliar
c0ntexts

AT2, Level 4 They are beginning to
use their knowledge
of grannarto adapt
and substitute single
words and Dhrases
(our italics).

they apply their
knowledge of
grammar tn new
contexts (our italics).

AT 4, Level 4 They are beginning to
usethei knoiledge of
grammarlo adapt and
substitute individual
words and set ohrases
(our italics).

AT 4, Level 6 They apply grannar
in new contexts.
Although there may be
occasional mistakes, the
meaning is clear (our
italics).

(as in England)

They are beginning to
use their knowledge
of /anguage to adapl
and substitute single
words and phrases
(our i tal ics).

(Same as in 1995. i .e.
they adapt amodel by
substituting individual
words and phrases.)

They apply their
knowledge of grannar
in new contexts. Although
there may be a few
mistakes, the meaning
is usual ly clear (our
italics).

AT2, Level 6

AT 4,
Exceptional
performance

Pupils write coherently
and accuratelyabout a
wide range of factual
and imaginative topics.
(our i tal ics).

(as in England)

(as in England)

6 0 Longuoge Leorning Journol



As  can  be  seen ,  t he re fo re ,  t he re  i s  a  c l ea r l y
d iscern ib le progression f rom the 1995 rev ised
version of the National Curriculum for MFL to the
199912000 documents. Does the use of the actual
term "grammar" signal its reinstatement from its
marginalised status? The answer to this question
must surely l ie with the GCSE examination system,
which after all to a large extent determines and
def ines c lassroom pract ice.

GRAMMAR AND GCSE

The inf luence of  examinat ion sy l labuses and
spec i f i ca t i ons  on  c lass room me thodo logy  i s
indisputable and wil l inevitably govern practice
more than the National Curriculum at Key Stage 4.
As Norman (1998:  49)  suggests:

IGCSE] assumes the ro le of  methodological
i n te rmed ia ry  mak ing  exp l i c i t  na t i ona l l y
prescribed proposals (NC) in the development
of appropriate test forms, which in turn directly
determine classroom method.

The WJEC GCSE examinat ion sy l labus i tse l f
provides further evidence of the changed status
of grammar. In the 1996 syllabus there was no
reference to grammar in the assessment objectives,
but there was a l ist of grammatical requirements,
which indicated " i tem required for  recogni t ion
purposes only" and " item required for productive
use" (WJEC, 1996: l9). This was differentiated into
two lists: Basic and Higher. Included in the basic
level  sect ion on "verbs"  was product ive use of
t he  p resen t ,  impe r fec t ,  passd  compos6 ,  and ,
recogni t ion of  the future and the passive.  The
higher level requires recognition ofthe conditional
perfect, past historic and present subjunctive. The
who le  l i s t  r ep resen ts  a  f o rm idab le  se t  o f
grammatical challenges, interestingly not reflected
in the assessment  object ives.

With the in t roduct ion of  the rev ised GCSE
(WJEC, 1998) came noteworthy changes to the
status of grammar. Direct references to grammar
were made in the assessment obiectives:

3.3.2 Speaking. Candidates entered for Higher
Tier wil l... be expected to:
- use longer sequences of speech and a variety
of vocabulary, structure and, time references
3 .3 .4  Wr i t i ng .  Cand ida tes  en te red  fo r
Foundation Tier wil l be expected to:
- describe events in the past, present and future.
Candidates entered for Hieher Tier wil l... be
expected to:
-  wr i te  wi th increasing accuracy and an
increasingly wide range of language
(our italics).

In the 1998 syllabus, grammatical structures that
were previously differentiated at higher level have
been incorporated in to a requi rement  for  a l l
candidates. The distinction between "recosnition"

and "production" has disappeared. Instead there rs
a statement that "candidates entered for the Higher
Tier  should be able to use the more complex
structures with a high degree of accuracy" (WJEC,
1998 :13 ) .  I n  t he  examp le  g i ven  fo r  "o rde r  o f
p ronouns "  i n  t he  p re -199E  sy l l abus  (WJEC,
1996:19) the phrase "Il me I'a dit" was identif ied
for recognition only at basic level and production
at higher level. In the new syllabus, candidates
for both tiers should be able to recognise and use
the structure. Most noticeable are the increased
expectations in the area of verbs, including, for
examp le ,  f u tu re ,  cond i t i ona l  and  cond i t i ona l
perfect, again for recognition and use in both tiers!
A number of other syllabus changes reflect a move
towards ra is ing the academic standard of  the
foundation tier. The extent to which these changes
f ind expression in  quest ions in  the new GCSE
examination papers has not yet been investigated
and would be an interesting area of research.

Also the contexts of the newly merged topics
require more skilful manipulation of grammatical
structures in both foundation and higher tiers. Pre-
1998 there was differentiation of tasks within topic
areas for  the basic  and h igher  t iers,  but  th is
significantly changes after 1998. Thus, for example,
in the topic area of food all candidates are now
expected to be able to "comment on different types
of restaurant (e.g. national/vegetarian) and say
which they prefer and why, comment on food
quality, make complaints" (WJEC, 1998: 8). Topics
previously designated at higher level only have
been subsumed into other categories and required
by  a l l  cand ida tes  ( " commun ica t i ons  and  the
media", "emergencies", "health and welfare").

The rationale for this merging of topics and
structures is to allow for foundation tier candidates
to cope with the common questions that occur in
both t iers and therefore to be in  a posi t ion to
achieve a grade C. Hence the grade descriptions
for grade C (WJEC, 1998: 5) require candidates,
for  example,  to  be able to "express personal
opin ions and wr i te  about  a var iety  of  topics,
including past, present and future events" (our
i ta l ics) .

It is interesting that in the 1996 WJEC syllabus
there were no grade descriptions and therefore this
grammatical hurdle for a grade C was not apparent.
Their  subsequent  inc lus ion in  the 1998 WJEC
sy l l abus  l i nks  g rammar  spec i f i ca l l y  t o  t he
assessment process. All of these changes wil l have
an impact  d i rect ly  or  ind i rect ly  on the ro le of
grammar.

GRAMMAR AND COMMUNICATIVE
L A N G U A G E  T E A C H I N G :  A
CONFLICT?

I n  add i t i on  t o  t he  above  the re  a re  i ssues
concerning the nature of communicative language
teaching and its primary emphasis on functions
and notions, rather than grammatical objectives.
It is interesting that Canale, quoted by Mitchell
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" t h e

cons ign ing  o f
g rammar  and
communicat ion
to opposite
ends of the
methodological
spectrum, in
clear tension
with each
other,  has led
to the present
impasse in the
debate over
l a n g u a g e
teach ing
standards"

(1994), suggests that communicative competence
consists of four components:

l . G r a m m a t i c a l  c o m p e t e n c e  ( l i n g u i s t i c

compe tence ,  na r row ly  de f i ned
pronunciation, syntax and vocabulary)
2.Discourse competence (knowledge of  the
rules governing the structure of longer texts,
conversat ion etc. )
3 .Soc io l i ngu i s t i c  compe tence  ( con t ro l  o f
speech  and  wr i t i ng  s t y l es  app rop r i a te  t o
di f ferent  s i tuat ions,  knowledge of  ru les of
pol i teness etc. )
4.Strategic competence (knowledge of coping
strategies,  which can keep communicat ion
go ing  when  l anguage  know ledge  i s  s t i l l
imperfect - e.g. how to negotiate meaning or
repair misunderstandings).

But as Pachler, Norman and Field (1999:23) point
out ,  concept ions of  communicat ive competence
have changed and, in the British context at least,
have  become synonymous  w i th  no t i ona l -
funct ional  aspects,  i .e .  2,3 and 4 above,  to the
detr iment  of  grammat ica l  competence.  Surely
therefore there is a need to redress the balance
and reaffirm the status of grammar alongside the
other three competences. Grenfell ( 1996: 15) states:

Se t t i ng  g rammar  and  commun ica t i ve
app roaches  aga ins t  one  ano the r  i n  t he
c lass room does  a  d i sse rv i ce  t o  bo th . . . each
have their place in a balanced approach.

Pachler, Norman and Field (1999:23) corroborate
this and acknowledge its impact upon teaching
standards:

I t  seems  the  cons ign ing  o f  g rammar  and
commun ica t i on  t o  oppos i t e  ends  o f  t he
methodological spectrum, in clear tension with
each other, has led to the present impasse in
the debate over language teaching standards.

The risk of such claims, however, is the over-
simplif ication, which such a polarisation produces,
since it is neither useful nor practical to view these
issues so d iscrete ly .  We should be seeking to
integrate, rather than separate. The over-emphasis
on functions and notions that has led inexorably
to the stranglehold of the topic-based approach
has made such integration problematical and has
eroded the value of grammar in foreign language
teaching. (For a detailed discussion on teaching
grammar in the MFL classroom see Pachler, 1999,
Pachler, 2000 or Jones, 2000: 142-157).

Thus, for example, a unit which sets out to
teach "free time and hobbies" wil l concentrate on
a limited number of functions that wil l depend
upon a larger number of structures. In the sentence
"A re  you  p lay ing  chess  th i s  even ing? "  t he
communicat ive funct ion is  "enquir ing about
someone ' s  f u tu re  i n ten t i ons " .  The  g rammar
comprises present continuous, interrogative and

second  pe rson .  I t  i s  obv ious ,  t he re fo re ,  t ha t
t eache rs  wou ld  need  to  be  se lec t i ve  i n  t he r r
teaching of grammar points within the context of a
given function. To adopt a totally grammatical
approach would be functionally unviable, whilst
adop t i ng  a  commun ica t i ve  app roach  w i thou t
su f f i c i en t  g rammat i ca l  ana l ys i s  l eaves  an
incomplete grasp of structure and an inability to
t rans fe r  i t  t o  o the r  s i t ua t i ons  and  con tex t s .
Consider too a sentence that may occur early in
any French or  German course such as "Every

morning after breakfast he goes into the kitchen
to  do  the  wash ing  up . "  Th i s  may  be  s imp ly
acquired, rehearsed and practised as an example of
a topic on daily routine. Yet in French it contains
no fewer than five major grammatical points, and
in German as many as eight! Faced with this, there
is clearly something of a practical dilemma and the
danger is that the teacher, seeing the enormity of
the grammatical task, wil l choose to concentrate
on the message rather  than the medium. (For
fu r the r  d i scuss ion  see  the  sec t i on  be low
"selection of grammar within a topic.")

A research questionnaire aimed at establishing
professional  development  needs of  teachers in
par tnership schools involved in in i t ia l  teacher
training in South Wales was conducted during the
academic year 1997-98. 46 teacher responses from
22  schoo l s  i n  4  LEAs  were  ana l ysed .  These
indicated a perceived need for  t ra in ing in  the
teaching of  grammar,  but  more s igni f icant ly
provided the catalyst for a thorough reappraisal
of the whole issue.

The questionnaire established the proportion

of grammar taught in lessons at both Key Stages
and at three abil ity levels. This is summarised in
the table below (Table l).

Table I : What proportion of your lessons is spent
teaching grammar?

n=46 % of lesson Lower Abilitv Upper Abi l i ty
time % of teachers o/o ot

Middle Abi l i ty
% of teachers

25-30
50-75

11
z

nla
0-1 0
10-25
25-30
50-75

Teachers were not guided in their interpretation
of  the not ion of  " teaching grammar" ,  whether

covert or overt. For the purposes of this study,
therefore,  we are accept ing a broad and a l l -
embracing definit ion of the term. It emerged that
in the maiority of cases less than 50Yo of t ime is

nla
0-1 0
10-25

6  r  1 8
t o 0

54 28

8
74
1 6

, I A

z

24
43
12

24
4

30
4

37
1 9
??

8
0

37
o
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spent teaching grammar at any abiltly level and, any
Key Stage.  There is  a lso c lear ly  a corre lat ion
between abil ity level and the proportion of t ime
spent teaching grammar, which is an interesting
outcome in the l ight of research by Wright (1999:
36):

There are those who would claim - bearing
particularly in mind what Brumfit (1980) has
said about the burden placed on memory by
functional-notional approaches - that the less
able a learner is, the more he or she needs the
support of system and pattern, not the reverse.

This ra ises the possib i l i ty  that  the grammat ica l
baby has been thrown out with the communicative
bath waterl

GRAM MAR TEACHING : PRACTICAL
CONCERNS

Teaching grammar in the MFL context raises three
fundamental issues of concern to teachers:

. the abstract nature of technicsl terminology;

. the teaching of grammar through the medium
of the target language;

. the most appropriate selection of grammar
w i th in  any  g i ven  top i c .

Technical terminology

The majority of pupils who begin to learn a foreign
language  have  l i t t l e  o r  no  awareness  o f
grammatical concepts. In the learning of a foreign
language, therefore, a lack of understanding of
how words are connected in a sentence simply
resul ts  in  a meaningless st r ing of  vocabulary.
Rendal l  (1998:  46)  refers to Bodmer (1944;1987)
and h is  point  about  grammar:  "having l is ts  of
words you know the usual meaning of, wil l not get
you very far  ( in  a language) unless you have
knowledge of another kind."

Equally the existence of technical terminology
renders the teaching of grammar problematic. The
appearance of the National Literacy Strategy (DfEE,
1998) and the " l i teracy hour" ,  in t roduced into
Br i t i sh  p r imary  schoo l s  i n  Sep tember  1999 ,
a d d r e s s e s  t h i s  p r e c i s e  i s s u e ,  a n d  i t  w i l l  b e
interesting to track the impact this has upon the
teaching of MFL in the future. Thus in Year 3, Term
3, for  example "Pupi ls  should be taught . . .  to
identify pronouns and understand their functions
in sentences"(DfEE, 1998: 36), in Year 4, Term l,
they should be taught "to revise work on verbs
from Year l, Term 3 and to investigate verb tenses:
(past, present and future)" (DfEE, 1998: 38). This
reca l l s  E r i c  Hawk ins '  p roposed  l anguage
awareness programme for all pupils in the primary
s c h o o l  (  I  9 8 4 ) ,  w h i c h  i n  t u r n  e c h o e s
recommendat ions made in the Bul lock Reoort
/L9'75\.

In  the current  context  of  fore ign language

teaching it is important that judicious use is made
of technical terminology (metalanguage). This can
be done in two ways: f irstly by l imiting the amount
of metalanguage to essentials such as noun, verb,
adjective, article, preposition, pronoun, adverb,
and omitting such manifestly advanced concepts
as preterite, subjunctive, passive etc., which "wil l

appear pedant ic ,  and most  of  i t  wi l l  be ut ter
nonsense  to  s tuden ts  anyway"  (C ross ,  1991 ) .
Secondly,  i t  is  necessary to ensure that  such
metalanguage is  only  in t roduced af ter  ample
exposure to and practice of the language items
t h e m s e l v e s .  M o r e o v e r ,  p u p i l s  s h o u l d  b e
encouraged to induce rules of grammar themselves
from a plethora of examples and also to express
these rules in their own words, which the teacher
can  then  use  as  a  bas i s  f o r  a  more  fo rma l
explanation. Such an approach was recommended
to increase pupi ls '  responsib i l i ty  for  thei r  own
learning as far back as the National Curriculum
final report, which suggests that teachers might
'ask learners at appropriate intervals to summarise
thei r  understanding of  a s t ructure and to g ive
examples of  i ts  use '  (DES/WO, 1990:  9.19) .

Such ownership of grammar by means of self-
discovery and establishment of the learners' own
rules and terms should lead to an easier acceptance
of technical terminology when it is confronted
eventually.

Target language grammar teaching

From discussions wi th teachers in  par tnership
schoo l s ,  s t ruc tu red  teach ing  o f  g rammar ,
par t icu lar ly  through the target  language,  was
pe rce i ved  as  an  essen t i a l  p ro fess iona l
development need. This situation signals a sea-
change  i n  a t t i t udes  f rom those  reco rded  by
Franklin (1990: 2l), where 88% of teachers were
explaining grammar in English, and I lYo in French
but  "wi th d i f f icu l t ies" .  This  change can in a l l
p robab i l i t y  be  a t t r i bu ted  to  i nc reased
implementation of the National Curriculum and also
the requirements of the revised GCSE for rubrics
in the target language. In addition communicative
methodology has brought with it increased status
for the practical use of the target language, not
only for teaching content, but also for instructional
rou t i ne ,  managemen t ,  i nc iden ta l  c l ass room
interchanges - in short, meaningful interaction.
(For further detailed empirical evidence in relation
to target  language and grammar teaching see
Macaro 1997 and Macaro,2000:  177-181.)

Poss ib le  reasons  fo r  no t  us ing  the  ta rge t
language can be inferred from Franklin's research
(1990: 21), which states that 83%" of teachers did
not use the target language because of their own
lack of confidence. This must surely apply in even
greater  measure to the teaching of  grammar,
because of  the specia l ised nature of  language
required, for example, "endings", "form", "add"
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and "agreement." Yet these should not constitute
such a major problem for either teacher or learner
as they are of ten cognates,  and as such easi ly
recognisable. Also, and significantly, there is an
increasing fund of resource support for teachers
in the form of, for example, Macdonald's useful
"Exp lana t i ons  (g rammar ) "  i n  t he  sec t i on
"Language for classroom use" (Macdonald, 1993).
Simi lar ly  Id ies prat iques pour la  c lasse de

franqais, (MGB l99l) and Praktische ldeen fi lr
den  Deu tschun te r r i ch t  (MGP,  1991 )  p resen t
grammar in the target language.

The conventions of course-book practice have

not  been conducive e i ther  to consistent  target
language teaching of grammar. Presentation of
grammar points in the majority of post-National

Curriculum course-books tends to take the form
of "learning tips", where morphological features
are highlighted but frequently not explained, or
short explanations are given in English. There is a
me thodo log i ca l  m isma tch  be tween  the
presentation of grammar in reference sections at
the back of the book and their treatment, usually
in the form of these pattern boxes, in the teaching
uni ts  themselves.  The g lossar ies are commonly
wr i t t en  i n  Eng l i sh ,  us ing  o f t en  p rev ious l y

unexplained technical terms and do little to develop
independent learning, precisely in an area where
autonomy is  of  the essence.  The tendency to
relegate grammar to a summary at the back of the
book,  where deta i led explanat ions are g iven tn
English and technical terminology is used, is at
variance with the target language methodology
used in the teaching units. New generation sixth
form materials such as Objectif Bac 1 (Pillette and
Clark, 1999) and Aufgeschlossen (Esser, Spencer
and  Wesson ,  1999 )  adop t  a  t a rge t  l anguage
g rammar  t each ing  app roach  w i th in  t he  un i t s
themse lves ,  a l t hough  they  s t i l l  have  the i r
glossaries in English.

However, the use of English to teach grammar

may have far-reaching pedagogical implications
because i t  re legates grammar to a d i f ferent ,
"special" and diff icult category. This in turn wil l
i nev i t ab l y  i n f l uence  pup i l s '  pe rcep t i ons ,

i n t im ida t i ng  t hem and  imped ing  p rog ress  i n

learn ing.  I f  teaching in  the target  language is
perceived as too demanding and threatening, the

explanat ions g iven should ar ise d i rect ly  f rom

examples met in context, rather than being a set of

abstract rules that wil l be unhelpful and in any
case not always true. Equally valid is the approach
recommended above for technical terminology, that
is, that learners extrapolate rules themselves from

their own practice and research. Such an approach

is recognised as developing the key skil ls for the

National Curriculum in England (DfEE/QCA, 1999:
8) and common requirements in Wales (ACCAC,
2000: 5), namely "improving own learning and
performance" and "problem solving"(DfEE/QCA)
and  "p rob lem so l v i ng " (ACCAC) .  As  Pach le r

suggests (2000:  28) :
We need to provide more opportunities for
learners to analyse the discourse features and
discourse markers of texts, i.e. how texts are

structured, with a view to learners modell ing
the i r  own  l anguage  p roduc t i on  on  i t  by

ex t rac t i ng  and  recomb in ing  re levan t
information than is currently the case in many
FL classrooms.

Once again one can t race the or ig ins of  th is

thinking back to the National Curriculum final

report which states that 'the twin approaches of

exploring and being shown rather than being told

and of involving learners actively in the process

are most l ikely to lead to success'(DES/WO, 1990:

9.22).

Se/ecfion of grammar within a topic

As  GCSE sy l l abuses  a re  des igned  a round
communicative goals, e.g. how to ask the way, buy
an ice cream, the grammar cannot be restricted to
a  manageab le ,  sys tema t i sed  p rog ress ion .  Fo r
example our sentence used earlier "Every day after

breakfast  He goes into the k i tchen to do the
washing up" becomes in German "Jeden Morgen
nach dem Friihsti ick geht er in die Ktiche, um

abzuwaschen."
Although German is acknowledged to have a

highly complex, inflected structure, the sentence
"l would l ike to buy a kilo of apples at the market"
in  French s imi lar ly  conta ins f ive grammat ica l
points. The challenges for the teacher of moving
beyond  a  pu re l y  "ph rase -book "  app roach  to
teaching chunks of language are immense - s/he
is forced to make a selection!

Brumfit ( 1980, cited by Wright, 1999) sees the

burden on the learner's memory and the imposed
div is ion between grammat ica l  sub-systems and
communicat ive funct ions as uneconomical .  He
suggests that the most efficient solution is to place
g rammar  a t  t he  co re ,  and  to  have  no t i ona l -
functional material spirall ing around it. Turner
(1996:  18)  i l lust rates th is  as a 'sp i ra l  s ta i rcase'
allowing learners to build up their knowledge of
t he  g rammat i ca l  sys tem g radua l l y ,  t h rough
revisit ing and extending what has been covered
in  t he  pas t .  Hence  pa r t i a l  know ledge  w i l l  be
extended later  and grammat ica l  i tems recycled
through different topic areas, encouraging learners
to see that language is transferable across topics.
As Turner  (1996:  l6)  notes:  " in  the absence ofa
'National Syllabus' teachers turn to a coursebook
for their syllabus", and these are "semantically

o rgan i sed  i n  t e rms  o f  t op i cs ,  s i t ua t i ons  o r
func t i ons " .  I n  he r  app ra i sa l  o f  t h ree  recen t
coursebooks she concludes that  the approach
taken  "mys t i f i es ,  r a the r  t han  c la r i f i es ,  t he
underlying grammatical system for learners." The
teacher then must  decide upon a select ion of
specific grammatical points and view them in a
larger framework of grammatical progression. Thus,
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for example, the construction "Je voudrais" can
justifiably initially be taught as lexis. At a later stage
of learning it must be included in a structured
analysis, which moves from uninformed use of
i so la ted  vocabu la ry  t o  deepe r  concep tua l
understanding. The danger here is that grammar
may  become decon tex tua l i sed  and  taugh t
discretely, rather than within a communicative
context.

Coursebooks play their part in dictating the
sequence of grammar to be taught and learnt. In
the l ight of this a more crit ical and selective use of
course-books by teachers is  necessary.  In  the
matter of good practice, the National Curriculum
final report proposals recommended the selective
use of course materials, highlighting that "there is
no expectation...that everything in a course-book
must be used or that what it contains wil l by itself
satisfy all the needs of the group which is using
i f '  (DfE/wO, 1990:  10.15) .

Such  se lec t i ve  use  o f  ma te r i a l s  shou ld
concen t ra te  more  upon  the  poss ib i l i t i es  f o r
extension and recycling at later stages, rather than
presenting a piecemeal and disconnected treatment
of a collection of phrases - a sort of l inguistic
survival kit!

GRAMMAR REVISITED: FOREIGN
LANGUAGE LEARNING AND KEY
S KI LLS

It is significant that a section of the final report
for  the Nat ional  Curr icu lum (DES/WO, 1990,
chapter  9:  "Sounds,  words and st ructures")  is
devoted to the importance of  grammar.  The
document stresses that grammar constitutes "the

skeleton of any language" (9.14) and goes on to
state that "an increasing awareness of [it] can be
an important  ingredient  in  learners '  progress
towards a truly independent use of language."
(9 .14 )  The re  a re  a l so  some ve ry  use fu l
methodological principles, which neatly summarise
the essentials of good practice. These advocate a
presentat ion of  grammat ica l  s t ructures "not

th rough  fo rma l  expos i t i on ,  bu t  t h rough
demonstrations which make a strong visual or oral
impression, and require an active response" (9.17).

The essential feature of this process is the
concret isat ion of  concepts,  arr ived at  through
visual resource support (for example, t imelines to
illustrate tense, colour coding for gender). The clear
note sounded here in favour of the pedagogical
importance of grammar is not reflected, however,
in the National Curriculum (DES/WO, 1991) or in
the revised version (DES/WO, 1995.) The revision
of 2000 signals a notable shift of emphasis in the
status of  grammar which would appear to be
particularly opportune in the light ofthe increased
demands for accuracy and the time constraints of
the new AS specifications (WJEC, 2001102), as well
as the increased emphasis on srammar at GCSE

level. The introduction of key skil ls at AS level and
Nat ional  Curr icu lum (199912000),  par t icu lar ly
"improving own learning and performance", and the
language- learn ing sk i l ls  that  form par t  of  the
programme of study of the National Curriculum
will surely answer some bf the challenges faced
by the teacher in promoting cognitive skills such
as problem-solv ing and independent  learn ing.
What we are advocating therefore is the beginning
o f  a  p r o c e s s  l e a d i n g  t o  p u p i l s  d i s c o v e r i n g
language patterns themselves, rather than being
instructed in them, and to eventually "cracking

the code" of technical terminology, which presents
such an obstacle to effective learning for so many
learners.

P rac t i ce  ac t i v i t i es  such  as  ro le -p lay  and
information gap tasks then become less random,
topic-bound and dependent solely on memory, and
more an exercise in the application of a structure
duly understood.

CONCLUSION

There is no doubt that the preoccupation with
standards in teaching and learning signals the
re instatement  of  grammar as a fundamental
component of communication in foreign language
teaching. As we have attempted to show, this is
reflected in perceptions of teachers and in the
changing character  of  sy l labuses.  The recent
emphasis on the development of key skills surely
provides a platform for a fresh approach to the
issue of grammar and the age-old dilemma of how
and when to incorporate it meaningfully. In other
words, the case is established and the stage is set
for revisit ing.
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