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Chapter 1
What Is Grammar?!

Stacey L. Katz, University of Utah
Carl S. Blyth, University of Texas at Austin

Grammar is like sex. It’s a basic fact of life for both language teacher
and language learner. It casts a huge shadow over both teacher and
learner, often dominating the relationship.And it has become taboo.
(Robin, 2004)

The Problem with Grammar

[The] claim that the teaching of grammar is of limited use (or even
counter-productive) in teaching communicative competence is the
cause of considerable uneasiness in the field today . ..“Grammar” is
clearly a thorny issue. (Garrett, 1986, p. 134)

What is it about the topic of grammar that ruffles so many feathers? Ask certain
language instructors if they “teach grammar” in their language classes, and one may
be met with a condescending glare and a response along the lines of “No, of course,
I don’t feach grammar. We use the communicative approach in our program, where
students learn grammar through task-based activities.” For some, admitting to
“teaching grammar” is paramount to acknowledging being old-fashioned, tradi-
tional, or passé.

Others, when responding to the same question, may explain that they do,
indeed, teach grammar in their classes: “I have to explain the grammar to my
students, because they don’t understand the descriptions in the book.” These
individuals sometimes add, however, that they wish that they could make their
grammar explanations and activities more communicative.

Teaching assistants and new instructors want and need to know how they
are supposed to present and teach grammar to their students, yet they seem to
get mixed messages from supervisors, colleagues, and researchers. Should they
assume that students can master a given grammar point by studying at home and
then launching into the book’s activities in class, or should instructors provide
students with metalinguistic explanations of the target structures? What should
instructors do if students come to class claiming that they simply did not under-
stand the book’s explanation of a difficult grammar point? What if the instructors
themselves do not completely understand the book’s grammar descriptions?
Where should they turn for help?

Beginning instructors are often advised to try to convince their students
not to focus too much on grammar. Many language instructors remember being
told by their supervisors to discourage students from asking questions about
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grammar in class: “If they insist on wanting you to explain grammar to them,
tell them to come to your office hours for extra help.” As Robin points out, how-
ever, many students—especially adults—do want to acquire an understanding
of the rules of grammar:

Ten-year olds don’t want the big picture, but college students are
more likely to demand an analytical treatment of the morphological
system of the target language. It behooves instructors to play to the
best styles of each learner. A few charts and basic manipulation
drills on each point does take away from valuable time that might oth-
erwise be spent in communicative activities. But this kind of basic
structural handholding appeals to many learners, especially older
ones, who find more chaos than solace in a less structured environ-
ment. (2004)

It may be a battle trying to get students to assimilate grammar rules entirely
through input/communicative activities, but many instructors are not convinced
that students should receive more explicit instruction when it comes to studying
certain, more complicated, grammar points.2

To make matters even more challenging, colleagues who teach upper-level
courses often exert pressure on directors of first- and second-year language
courses to prepare students better for more advanced courses. Complaints abound
that students arrive in upper-level classes ill prepared: “They can’t write!” “They
can’t spell!” “Their grammar is atrocious!” The list goes on and on.? At many
universities one can usually find a camp of faculty members, often those who
began their careers using more traditional, grammar-based methods, that feels
that the communicative approach is a sham. They complain that students cannot
express themselves with accuracy or precision. “Students don’t even know what a
preposition or a pronoun is!” they lament. They claim that students come out of
the lower-division program ready to reserve a hotel room or order a glass of wine,
but unable to write grammatically-correct sentences. “Why don’t we teach them
grammar anymore?” they ask.

What these colleagues do not realize is that within the communicative ap-
proach, grammar instruction is often accomplished using implicit—not explicit—
techniques. One such technique is Lee and VanPatten’s (2003) structured input.
In brief, structured input activities are designed to help students focus on and
subsequently internalize a particular grammatical structure, without their receiv-
ing a long grammatical explanation to accompany the activities. Those for whom
teaching grammar must include explicit presentations followed by mechanical
drills and metalinguistic commentary may not see structured input activities as a
legitimate way to teach grammar. We strongly disagree. It may not be the only way
to teach grammar, but it is indeed a valid technique. There are others as well. The
real issue is not whether grammar should be taught, but 2ow (Lee & VanPatten,
2003; Nassaji & Fotos, 2004). Instructors must first acquire an understanding
of what grammar is and then determine what it means to teach grammar. Most
important, instructors need to have an open mind as to what constitutes “grammar
instruction.”
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Types of Grammar

What, exactly, is grammar? It is perplexing that the term “grammar” means dif-
ferent things to different people depending on their perspectives and back-
grounds. In other words, students, instructors, teacher trainers, and linguists
all use the word “grammar,” but they usually are referring to a range of concepts
and constructs. Linguists even use the term differently among themselves,
depending on whether they consider their research to be theoretical or applied
and whether their approaches and analyses are based in cognitive/psychological
or syntactic/pragmatic frameworks. As a consequence, people often end up talk-
ing about dissimilar issues using comparable terminology, thus dooming dis-
cussions about grammar from the onset. In this section we have two goals: to
present the various types of “grammars” that exist and to elucidate the debate
about the teaching of grammar over the last three decades.

Prescriptive grammars (also known as normative grammars) describe what one
should and should not say to speak and write a language “correctly.” In French, for
example, such grammars have been around almost as long as there has been a dis-
cernible French language. The Académie Francaise fulfills the modern-day role of
deciding what is correct and acceptable in the French language. Other respected
grammars of the French language are more descriptive than “normative.” Grevisse’s
(1993) Le Bon Usage, for example, includes grammar that is conventional, even
though it may not be prescriptively “proper.”

Linguists have their own academic grammars, which tend to be technical in
their discussions of particular aspects of the language (i.e., syntax or phonology).
These books are usually inaccessible to those who have not mastered linguis-
tic terminology, as they focus on such syntactic notions as argument structure,
adjuncts, and copulas, or phonological notions as codas, metathesis and elision.

Grammar books written for students are called pedagogical grammars. These
books concentrate not only on the structure of the language, but also on the inter-
action between the language (in the form of explanations, examples, and exercises)
and the learners’ “developing system.” These kinds of grammars select and se-
quence grammar points according to a predetermined pedagogical agendum, the
so-called grammatical syllabus. There is no attempt to give exhaustive detail. In
other words, the aim of pedagogical grammars is to be practical and to provide
rules of thumb that seem to work reasonably well as long as one does not pay too
much attention to the exceptions. Unfortunately, determining how much detail is
enough for a given lesson is a daunting challenge, because the users of pedagogical
grammars—that is, the learners—typically constitute a heterogeneous group.
Pedagogical grammars also differ markedly from other grammars in their empha-
sis on exercises, activities, or tasks. The ultimate goal of a pedagogical grammar
is not so much to help students understand the grammar point, but rather to
encourage them to practice using a given structure, develop a feel for it, and use it
when communicating.

Modern textbooks all contain grammatical explanations of some sort as well
as activities to practice the target grammar point. Grammatical paradigms and
brief descriptions appear throughout textbooks, but less apparent is the presence
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of any consistent method of instruction. There is no consensus among linguists
and instructors as to how grammar should be taught or learned in the commu-
nicative classroom, and this uncertainty has been passed along to the textbook
authors and the instructors. New and experienced instructors alike often struggle
with the dilemma of whether to explain grammatical rules to their classes.

Supervisors and language trainers are often surprised and disappointed to
come across teaching assistants who have been trained to teach using the com-
municative method, yet who completely disregard what they have learned in
their methods courses when teaching their own classes. A teaching assistant
might even present a grammatical item using a long, complicated description
reminiscent of the grammar-translation method. Some offenses are even more
flagrant. One supervisor who wished to remain anonymous reported, “I observed
a TA today who decided it would just be easier to open the book and read the Eng-
lish explanation [very quickly and with no examples] of demonstrative adjectives,
rather than present them in any other way.” Unfortunately, many supervisors tell
similar stories.

Why does this type of situation occur? Some of the blame can be placed on
the grammar descriptions found in textbooks. Despite writers’ and publishers’ in-
sistence that their books reflect the tenets of the “communicative” approach (and
many of the books are, indeed, communicative when it comes to teaching topics
other than grammar), there is a general tendency to teach grammar in an out-
dated manner. Such a presentation encourages an ineffective type of classroom
pedagogy, consisting of dry, traditional, and tedious explanations.

The presentation of grammar in textbooks has evolved very little over the
years. The main difference between what one finds today and what was included
twenty-five years ago is the amount of detail that authors employ to explain gram-
matical phenomena. Often under pressure from the publishers, today’s textbook
writers try to keep explanations “concise.” Their rationale is that they should
stress communication and not get bogged down in lengthy discussions about
grammar. This justification, however, is merely an excuse for superficial and in-
complete work. (For criticisms of traditional textbook grammar, see Cirko, 2002;
Di Vito O’Connor, 1991; Giessing, 2005; Glisan & Dreschler, 1993; Herschensohn,
1988; Walz, 1986.) As can be seen in many cases, textbook writers provide expla-
nations of grammatical topics that are overly simplified and at times linguistically
unsound. Often students ask their instructors to fill in the gaps, forcing instruc-
tors to come up with ad hoc explanations. New instructors sometimes panic and
convey incorrect information when they find themselves in this kind of situation
(Fox, 1993).

Equally problematic are the exercises following modern textbook grammar ex-
planations, which sometimes are not only uninspiring and monotonous, but also
pedagogically flawed. Mechanical exercises, such as drills or “fill in the blank”—type
activities, are common, despite a general consensus among researchers that such
tasks are ineffective—not to mention boring and incompatible with the “commu-
nicative approach” pedagogy. Despite the numerous studies that have been con-
ducted on teaching grammar, little of this research has been incorporated into
textbooks. Why is there such a disparity between the findings in second-language
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acquisition and applied linguistics research and their application to the classroom?
The answer is not clear.

An anonymous reviewer has pointed out to us that the issue of how French
textbooks in particular teach grammar goes deeper than the preferences of the
individual textbook writers:

[TThere is a sort of complicity between textbook publishers and lan-
guage teachers; some innovations that textbook publishers would like to
introduce would not be supported by the market. So unless a critical
mass of potential adopters reveals a desire for materials that incorporate
more research from SLA, textbook publishers will not take that risk . ..
The point remains that French teachers as a group are very conservative.
Their attachment to prescriptive grammar comes only in part from
the textbook tradition. Rather, they are influenced by a prescriptivist
culture that fetishes correct language. I do think this “pedagogical cul-
ture” is another important explanation as to why more SLA research isn’t
incorporated into pedagogical materials. SLA’s research methods and
findings are not consonant with the idealized, written language that
French teachers call correct French.

Van Patten illustrates this “complicity” between publishers and language teachers
with a personal anecdote:

Once I was engaged in a conversation with a publisher over the sales
of a French version of a very popular Spanish textbook based on the
Natural Approach. During the conversation I found out that the French
sales were “disappointing” and that, in general, the French teaching pro-
fession was slower to adopt innovations than was the Spanish teaching
profession. (1996, p. 4)

Some researchers and instructors feel ambivalent about advocating that more atten-
tion be paid to grammar. Few want to run the risk of being labeled “elitist” or too
“traditional” if they express the desire to focus on grammatical forms. Lee and Van-
Patten (2003) ask, “[W]hat then of all our treasured notions of teaching language, es-
pecially our insistence that people have to ‘master the grammar’? One possible
conclusion is that our ideas about language teaching, especially the teaching of
grammar as a necessary part of language acquisition, may be artifacts of the culture
of institutionalized education” (p. 117). Nassaji and Fotos (2004), however, cite
research that reaches the opposite conclusion: “A recent meta-analysis of 49 studies
on the effectiveness of L2 instruction (Norris & Ortega, 2000) concludes that explicit
instruction (presenting the structure, describing and exemplifying it, and giving
rules for its use) results in substantial gains in the learning of target structures in
comparison to implicit instruction (usually consisting of communicative exposure to
the target form) alone, and that these gains are durable over time” (p. 129).

The issue of how much “explicit” instruction to provide when teaching gram-
mar is one of the most controversial topics in the field today. In contrast to Norris
and Ortega, Lee and VanPatten insist that instructors should not teach grammar ex-
plicitly: “Aside from the knowledge of abstract rules that we all develop without any
explicit instruction, research on nontraditional approaches to grammar strongly
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suggests that explicit information (explanation of forms and rules) is not necessary”
(p. 125). Like Krashen (1982), whose influence on today’s communicative language
instruction has been tremendous, some believe that if students are given enough
input in the target language, and if the input is structured properly, students will
acquire the grammatical forms in question along the way. But do they?

The truth is that many students who are products of today’s communicative
classrooms appear to have great difficulty mastering certain grammatical struc-
tures. Studies have suggested that communicative, entirely input-based programs
may not provide enough guidance for students to acquire problematic elements
of grammar. This research has justified the persistent conviction of many foreign
language practitioners—both experienced instructors and neophytes—that it is
beneficial to provide students with explicit instruction for certain grammatical
structures and concepts. Ellis (1998) explains that “how best to teach grammar is
a question that many teachers feel the need to address. Investigating different op-
tions is a better way of tackling the problem of grammar teaching than simply
abandoning it in favor of communicative language teaching, as some have sug-
gested (for example, Krashen, 1982).” Williams (1995) points out that “the cur-
rent research suggests ways in which a focus on form can be incorporated into
communicative activities. However, research findings do not provide a basis for
proclaiming solutions to practical problems” (p. 55).

Ellis’s call to explore options for teaching grammar is also an appeal to bring
people with various perspectives together and find some common ground. In The
Language Teaching Matrix, published in 1990, Richards observes that the lan-
guage teaching profession at that time was divided into two rather distinct camps:
the direct camp versus the indirect camp. At the risk of oversimplifying Richards’
discussion, the direct camp (also called the traditional camp) favored the teaching
of an explicit grammar rule accompanied by decontextualized example sentences,
followed by a sequence of mechanical drills. In contrast, the indirect (nontradi-
tional) camp largely spurned explicit grammar instruction as irrelevant to acqui-
sition and emphasized the importance of comprehensible input.

Richards generally classifies advocates of communicative language teaching
(CLT) as belonging to the indirect camp. Celce-Murcia et al. (1997) describe the
CLT methodology in the following manner: “The typical teaching practice
for CLT in the late 1970s and 1980s involved setting up and managing lifelike
communicative situations in the language classroom (for example, role plays,
problem-solving tasks, or information-gap activities) and leading learners to
acquire communicative skills incidentally by seeking situational meaning”
(p. 141). Teachers who favored the direct approach largely ignored CLT’s innova-
tion and continued to rely on the “three P’s” of the structural syllabus: present
grammar explicitly, practice grammar via drills, and produce targeted grammar
in a relatively open-ended activity.

Even as the role and importance of communication gained widespread ac-
ceptance in the profession, research in the 1990s began uncovering a disturbing
trend: entirely meaning-based approaches that dispensed with a traditional focus
on linguistic forms led to less than perfect grammatical accuracy. Perhaps the
best example of this line of research was a study conducted by Harley (1992), who
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provided a detailed description of a French immersion program in Canada. Harley
noted that the program’s more than 6000 hours of meaningful input resulted in
impressive communicative gains. Nevertheless, despite their enhanced commu-
nicative ability, students exhibited surprising difficulty with common elements of
French morphosyntax such as articles, past tenses, and gender agreement.

Such findings might have led to a pendulum swing back to traditional meth-
ods emphasizing grammatical accuracy had it not been for a group of researchers
that articulated a sensible middle ground between the two extremes. Following an
influential article in 1991 by Michael Long, this middle ground—referred to as fo-
cus on form—sought to focus learners’ attention on grammatical form during
communication. Proponents of focus on form were adamant that this approach
did not represent a return to traditional methods of grammar instruction despite
its emphasis on drawing attention to structural regularities and formal properties
of the target language. Basically, the focus on form approach attempts to create
ideal conditions for grammar learning by drawing students’ attention to a linguis-
tic form in a real communicative context. In other words, students who engage
in communication invariably experience moments when they need a particular
form or construction to express their message. The teachable moment arises
whenever a student realizes the gap between his or her communicative need and
his or her limited linguistic repertoire. It is at this “ah ha” moment that a linguis-
tic form becomes cognitively salient.

Although the direct and indirect approaches are opposites in many ways, they
share one important commonality: both are based on an either/or conception of
the teachability of grammar—either grammar can or cannot be taught. The focus
on form approach, the so-called middle ground between these two extremes, is
based on a more realistic conception of grammar as heterogeneous—that is, as
consisting of qualitatively different phenomena. The real problem, in our view, is
that grammar instruction in most approaches is limited to a small set of pedagog-
ical practices. In contrast, we advocate a pedagogy that profitably mixes explicit
and implicit techniques depending on the grammar item and the communicative
task. In short, the kind of pedagogy we support requires the instructor to think
about the nature of each grammatical item and ask some difficult questions:

¢ Is this form amenable to instruction?

¢ Can this form be learned without pedagogical intervention?

e Which combination of implicit and explicit techniques gives the best
results?

It is only then that the instructor can choose the appropriate tools to teach the
grammar point in question.

What Instructors Need to Know about Grammar

There is no natural end to [the] grammar education process ...The
best language teacher is one who remains a student of language and
languages. (Leech, 1994, p. 29)
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With the exception of Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman’s Grammar Book (1999)
for ESL, grammar books designed for teachers have had limited success over the
years. Leech claims that the real problem with most grammar books written for
instructors is that they are either too academic or too pedagogical; that is, they
are better suited either for practicing linguists or for language students:

Although there are some grammatical books and materials written specif-
ically for teachers, all too often, I suggest, it is assumed that grammar for
teachers is a variant either of academic grammar on the one hand or of
pedagogical grammar (grammar for learners) on the other . ...I suppose
it could be argued that teachers should ideally be well versed in both
[academic grammar] and [pedagogical grammar]; that they should have a
sound, detailed academic knowledge of the language; and that they
should also be thoroughly skilled in the methodologies of mediating
grammar to learners at different stages. But perhaps, in the real world, this
is too much to hope for; and in any case, it does not solve the problem of
the necessarily indirect relation between academic knowledge and the
way it can be put to use in the classroom. (1994, p.17)

Leech’s comments raise the following question: What kind of grammar knowl-
edge does the language instructor need or want? Following Leech, we suggest
that, to be most effective, a teacher should have a mature communicative
knowledge of grammar. In addition to knowledge of the correct grammatical
forms of the target language, a teacher who possesses a mature communicative
knowledge of grammar should have a keen understanding of the following
elements:

¢ The basic components of syntax, including the terms used to designate
various word-, phrase- and sentence-level phenomena

¢ The concepts of register and sociolinguistic variation

¢ The many differences between the grammars of the spoken and written
forms of the target language

e The various types of structures that are used in specific pragmatic
situations.

This kind of knowledge far surpasses the traditional way of understanding gram-
mar, which usually includes only a general mastery of rules of word and sentence
formation (morphology and syntax).

Problematic Structures

It is often puzzling to language instructors why students have such difficulty mas-
tering certain grammar points but not others. On the one hand, students tend to
learn adjectival endings or verb conjugations (or at least understand the need to
make these correspondences, even if they have not memorized the exact forms).
On the other hand, topics such as the use of determiners, the selection between
various tenses in narration, and the choice of the most felicitous interrogative
structure or word order construction remain troublesome for instructors to teach
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and for students to learn. These grammar points are qualitatively different from
other grammar points because they are first and foremost about usage rather than
formation. Formation rules are axiomatic; they are simple to describe and easy to
apply. Usage, however, is anything but simple. To explain grammatical usage to
students requires an in-depth understanding of language as a communicative sys-
tem. Such a sophisticated approach to language goes beyond what beginning text-
books typically provide.

Herschensohn (1988) calls for changes in the types of grammar presenta-
tions that are found in textbooks. She explains that “a linguistically informed
revision of language text grammars is desirable both for its clarity and for the
communicative benefits it would afford. Linguistic insight is compatible with
a functional approach to language teaching, and can enrich it by providing
accurate grammatical information and a more efficient pedagogical grammar”
(p. 412). Most textbooks, however, ignore discussion of the function of these
grammatical constructions in discourse. Unfortunately, many beginning in-
structors (particularly, TAs) are frequently not well acquainted with the notions
of language as discourse or discourse competence. TA trainers thus need to
provide them with strategies to discover this level of grammatical usage.

Discourse Competence

Using a language entails the ability to both interpret and produce dis-
course in context in spoken and written communicative interaction,
which is why we assign such a central role to discourse in our discussion
of frameworks that should inform language teaching. (Celce-Murcia &
Olshtain, 2000, p. 4)

Even though most language instructors believe that they teach using the commu-
nicative approach (which is an approach that we do not advocate eliminating), there
is some disagreement about the definition of “communicative competence” and
about the procedures one should use to help one’s students become “communica-
tively competent.” In Canale and Swain’s (1980) and Canale’s (1983) seminal articles,
“communicative competence” is divided into four categories (Canale, 1983, pp. 7-9):

¢ Grammatical competence: the mastery of the language code (vocabu-
lary, word formation, sentence formation, pronunciation, spelling and
linguistic semantics)

¢ Sociolinguistic competence: the extent to which utterances are produced
and understood appropriately in different sociolinguistic contexts de-
pending on contextual factors such as the status of the participants, the
purposes of the interaction, and the norms or conventions of interaction

e Strategic competence: the mastery of verbal and nonverbal communi-
cation strategies that may be called into action for two main reasons:
to compensate for breakdowns in communication due to limiting
conditions/insufficient competence (for example, if one cannot think
of a word and needs to use circumlocution) or to enhance effective-
ness of communication (for rhetorical purposes)
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¢ Discourse competence: the mastery of combining grammatical forms and
meanings to achieve a unified spoken or written text in different genres

Canale explains that all four types of competence are vital:

The primary goal of a communicative approach must be to facilitate the
integration of these types of competence for the learner, an outcome that
is not likely to result from over-emphasis on one area of competence over
the others throughout a second language programme. (1983, p. 18)

According to Celce-Murcia and Olshtain (2000), discourse competence is the
core or central competence in the Canale and Swain (1980) framework, because it is
the place where everything else comes together. They explain that “it is in discourse
and through discourse that all of the other competencies are realized. And it is in
discourse and through discourse that the manifestation of the other competencies
can best be observed, researched, and assessed” (p. 16). Unfortunately, most peda-
gogical grammars have not incorporated the concept of discourse competence, with
the exception of materials created for the ESL classroom (Celce-Murcia & Olshtain,
2000; McCarthy, 1991; McCarthy & Carter, 1994; Riggenbach, 1999).

Understanding Discourse as a Distinct Level
of Grammatical Organization

More than a decade ago, applied linguist Cynthia Fox (1993) published a cogent
article in the Modern Language Journal based on a large-scale survey examining
the language beliefs of graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) in French. According
to her survey, GTAs are adept at explaining sentential-level phenomena (so-called
formation rules), but they are at a loss when it comes to explaining language use
in discourse (e.g., speaker choice of determiners, tenses, moods, etc.). Fox asserts
that, “besides pointing to a serious inability to provide articulate explanations for
how French works, these survey responses indicate that ‘discourse competence’
is not understood as a distinct level of organization” (p. 318). As a language pro-
gram director, Fox questioned the wisdom of adopting a communicative ap-
proach to language teaching when so many of her instructors were largely
unaware of Canale and Swain’s theoretical model of communicative competence,
which forms the basis of such an approach. Fox explains that “the results indi-
cate that the TA conception of language differs from the Canale and Swain model
in several important ways. They also suggest that these differences have the po-
tential to interfere seriously with a TA’s ability to teach in a manner consistent
with communicative goals” (p. 314).

A year after Fox’s article appeared, Dornyei and Thurrell (1994) outlined what
they believed to be the major trends occurring in the language teaching profession
as a whole:

¢ Adding specific language input to communicative tasks
¢ Raising learners’ awareness of the organizational principles of language
use within and beyond the sentence level
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e Sequencing communicative tasks more systematically in accordance
with a theory of discourse-level grammar (p. 41)

Taken together, these two articles point to a serious divergence between profes-
sional realities and pedagogical trends. Currently, instructors are not able to par-
ticipate in the shifts that Dornyei and Thurrell describe without receiving proper
training to fill the gaps in their knowledge. In addition, instructors need textbooks
and other materials that describe the foreign language in terms of discourse. As
0’Connor Di Vito posits, only through understanding the importance of the dis-
course setting in which linguistic forms are used can students even begin to
approach true mastery of the target language:

Even if one knows every grammatical structure and rule, native-like mas-
tery of a second language is impossible unless one knows the discourse
and social norms governing their use.To help our students understand
not only what is grammatically possible but what is appropriate in a
given discourse context, we must distinguish among those contexts in
our explanations, in our examples, and in our spoken and written class-
room exercises. (1991, p.393).

Valdman (1997) explains that envisioning language as discourse may lead students to
a more sophisticated understanding of the target language, which will be reflected in
their use of the language. In addition, he believes that a focus on discourse grammar
in intermediate and advanced courses would be a welcome change from the sentential
grammatical syllabus so common in beginning foreign language courses.

We believe that discourse-level grammar should be integrated into language
programs from the very beginning, and TAs should be trained to think about gram-
mar beyond the sentence level. To teach grammar at the discourse level, they should
be willing to look at grammar in an entirely new way. For example, they must begin
to examine various pragmatic notions that rarely appear in current textbooks. When
analyzing grammatical form, they should consider linguistic issues such as:

e Whether the speaker assumes that his or her addressee can identify a
particular object or notion

e What the speaker presupposes his or her addressee already knows and
what should be considered new information

e Whether the speaker is referring to an entire proposition or to a partic-
ular noun when using a pronoun or article

e Whether a particular narrative event is considered mainline or collat-
eral material

e What attitude/epistemic stance the speaker has toward a particular topic

Among the TA trainer’s goals should be leading TAs to

¢ Discover the underlying pragmatic properties of difficult grammatical
constructions in discourse

¢ Frame explanations to students in terms of context

¢ Create activities that lead students to discover important discourse-
based phenomena

e
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e Acquire a metalanguage for explaining grammatical usage

¢ Distinguish when a grammar item requires a sentential versus discourse
frame, and consequently develop different types of treatment for each

¢ Develop their own discourse activities as needed

¢ Adapt sentential textbook activities in textbooks to focus on discourse

e Lead their students to discover on their own discourse patterns and
properties, and allow students to work as “language researchers”
(Riggenbach, 1999)

¢ Gain confidence in their ability to explain grammatical usage

Even if one makes relatively few grammatical errors when speaking the tar-
get language, to understand and be able to explain its grammar in context is an-
other skill entirely. Native speakers, for example, rarely reflect on their native
grammar and often have not developed the ability to verbalize their tacit gram-
matical knowledge. Thus being a native speaker is no guarantee that one knows
all the “right” answers to students’ questions about grammar. For the many non-
native speakers among us, as well as for the native speakers, there is always more
to discover. And as most of us come to realize at some point in our careers, sim-
ply knowing how to use grammar correctly is not enough to be effective in the
classroom.

Notes

1. Reprinted with permission. Katz, S., & Blyth, C. (2007). Teaching French grammar
in context: Theory and practice. New Haven: Yale University Press.

2. There is a parallel here with the philosophy that one should not translate vocabulary
items for students, the rationale being that it is better for learners to associate the tar-
get word with its referent, not with its English translation.Teachers sometimes realize
the absurdity of spending thirty seconds trying to act out a particular noun (often un-
successfully) while students guess what it means, when it would probably have been
more efficient and effective simply to provide a two-second, one-word translation of
the expression in question.

3. It is worth pointing out here that instructors of English (as a first language!) some-
times have the same complaints about their students’ writing skills.
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