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	Grammar in the spotlight


Does learning grammar really have to be dull and difficult? Can we help our young learners and teens really get to grips with grammar in a motivating way? Should there be an explicit grammar focus in the lesson anyway? In my experience, students do quite enjoy classroom activities with a language-awareness focus – as long as those activities are meaningful, useful and fun. Using a range of practical activities based on Oxford Grammar for Schools, this talk will attempt to show that your students will not be frozen in the headlights when you put the spotlight on grammar.  
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How do learners learn grammar in the classroom?
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Things to avoid

Make sure it is *not*

« confusing

« complicated

« abstract




Notice the item when it is being used, in texts, in stories, in conversation. It’s very hard to learn a ‘new’ item  the first time you are exposed to it. The more times you meet an item, the more likely it is to make sense to you. Plan for learners to be exposed to a grammar item a number of times as well as explicitly teaching it.
Understand the form of an item, i.e. how it’s made, how the pieces fit together, the endings, etc., its meaning, and its use, i.e. the typical situations, conversations, contexts in which it might be used.
Try things out in a safe environment. Learners need a lot of opportunities to practise new language. They probably won’t even get the sounds or the words in the right order at the start. They might use it with a wrong meaning. Don’t worry. That seems to be how humans learn. Learners probably need to get things wrong quite a few times before they get them right. 

Use the new language when speaking and writing. Even after a lot of practice, it may still take a log time for newly studied language to become part of a learner’s own language. Learners need opportunities to use the language in different situations, and they need to feel encouraged to take risks – sometimes getting things wrong and sometimes getting things right.
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Things to avoid

Confusing Explanations should be as clear and as simple as possible. They don’t understand it yet? Don’t worry. Remember the saying: When you’re in a hole, stop digging. There is plenty of time for students. Leave it for the time being. Come back to it.

Complicated We are the ones who make grammar complicated. Student perceptions of difficulty are only partly connected to the materials themselves; they are also caused by teachers over-explaining or overcomplicating matters. Less is sometimes more.

Abstract At this age, children’s cognition skills are just beginning to expand; thinking about things in an abstract way is still very difficult for them, however. Two things are going on that we need to be aware of: 1) students are ready to think about the language; 2) they will only benefit from thinking about the language if it is done in a concrete, meaningful, contextualised way.

Getting a positive reaction
Students tend to enjoy grammar lessons which are:

· meaningful

· useful

· fun
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'Grammar only makes sense if you can use it.’





Jim Scrivener Teaching Grammar  (Oxford basics series)
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