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This is the first article in a two-part series on the teaching of grammar. In this article, I will briefly explain why some grammar needs to be taught. I will then present four different techniques that can be used to help students understand how the language works (i.e., information about grammar: the immediate goal of any explicit teaching intervention). Finally, I will present a model activity with suggestions for adaptations for different ages and proficiency levels. 


Why Should We Teach Grammar?

In the late twentieth century, it was believed that grammar did not need to be taught in the classroom as it is best learnt through language use. Despite this being largely true, it became apparent that not ALL grammar was picked up through language use. Thus, there has been a renewed interest in understanding how to include grammar instruction within classrooms that focus (and should focus) on language use. Both researchers and the Ministry programme agree that corrective feedback whilst students are engaged in meaningful language tasks is imperative. However, some grammar may also need to be taught in a planned grammar lesson for a number of reasons (see the box).

	1.) It is infrequent in the types of activities used in the classroom. 
2.) Students do not perceive it in the input as it is does not need to be processed to understand the content of a message (e.g., the lack of an article before a noun for general reference – shoes must be removed.
3.) Students have difficulty hearing it (e.g., past ed).



These planned lessons can either draw learner attention to grammar explicitly or implicitly (next issue’s article). When grammar is taught explicitly, students know they are in a situation to learn grammar. However, explicit grammar teaching can be done in a number of different ways with the students’ attention being more or less focused on the grammar.

There are a number of explicit teaching techniques that have received research support, which will be introduced here alongside information for further reading. The teacher’s goal with any explicit technique should be to help the learners create explicit knowledge about the language. This knowledge should then be helpful for planned output (e.g., writing a letter or preparing for an interview). It should also, in the long-term, help the student become an accurate and fluent  user.

Explicit grammar teaching, just like any grammar teaching, should be done when the learners are ready. This can be conceptualised loosely as when learner output starts to include the grammar, albeit incorrectly, naturally	. Furthermore, it is important to provide the students with opportunities to work with the grammar in context and in a natural fashion (similar to how it is used by language users). The students’ level will dictate how natural the activity is, but even at low levels, we should strive to use materials that use language naturally as this should be the quickest route to language development.
 



Different Techniques

Processing Instruction aims to help learners create effective   processing strategies. Processing here refers to how a person naturally interacts with language sub-consciously and it is linked to our past language experiences. For example, verbal negation in English occurs prior to the lexical verb (She did not go); whereas in French, the best cue for negation is likely pas, which is post-verbal and obligatory (as the ne is frequently deleted, pas is a better cue for negation). Discussing this with students and asking them to complete activities in which they distinguish between negative and affirmative sentences by concentrating on the negation pre-verbally may positively impact how they process negation in the future, which ultimately will help in the development of the English negation system.

Dictogloss activities aim to raise learners’ explicit understanding of specific grammar points. The procedure can be varied although the collaborative part is essential as it is these interactions that help learners construct explicit knowledge and reject their incorrect hypotheses). Usually, a text is read aloud three times. The first time, learners are told to listen and possibly respond to some comprehension questions. The second and third times, learners are allowed to take notes concerning the content of the text. The text must be read at a speed which excludes word-for-word copying as this reduces collaboration. After the third listen, the students work in pairs to recreate the text. Depending on the grammar point which you are teaching (and the length of the text, level of the students etc.), you may ask for a copy in which only the content needs to be faithful, or a copy as close to the original as possible.


Consciousness-Raising activities come in many shapes and sizes (a dictogloss can also work as a consciousness-raising activity), but their goal is to help learners create explicit knowledge about how a grammar point is used. Students may be provided with correct and incorrect examples of the grammar point in use (e.g., sentences). From these examples, they need to work out the regularities governing the grammar point. It is also possible to use a text with examples of the language form. Students find the examples in the text and then try to work out the regularity that you wish to elicit. It is important for these activities to take some time – a two-minute inductive activity to elicit a language regularity is likely no different to the teacher providing the regularity. 

Focused Tasks are activities that require the use of target grammar (or attempts at its use) whilst students focus on an overall task goal that is not language-related. For example, a Spot the Difference task could practice yes/no questions in the present tense through the chunk does your picture have ……..? Or a map drawing task could help students to practise prepositions of location (or names of stores or there are vs. there is…). As focused tasks do not necessarily require an explicit focus on language as students may not realise they are completing the task with a grammatical goal, to ensure these tasks are explicit (the goal of the current article), the teacher may have to present/elicit information about the target grammar.

Presenting/Eliciting Information About Grammar

All of the above techniques involve the creation of explicit knowledge about the target grammar. Regardless of the approach used, the teacher will likely provide the information at some point (when elicited, the teacher usually summarises to ensure all students have the same information). To ensure the information is accessible as possible, the following should be borne in mind: 
· Use simple language with examples to help students understand. If you know terms used in the  classroom, this can be helpful.
· Only include what is absolutely necessary as even small amounts of information about language require a lot of cognitive resources to understand. If the activity aims to introduce something for the first time, they do not need information on exceptions and spelling irregularities, for example.
· Draw their attention to the grammar’s meaning and not just its form if this is a problem. For example, if the focus is the passive voice, help them understand when it should be used and when the by-clause can be omitted (Coca-Cola is made in Atlanta *by people – this by-clause would likely only be acceptable if the text is focusing on products being made by machines rather than people).

Conclusion

I   hope this article has provided you with some innovative ideas to be used in the classroom. Regardless of the explicit technique you decide to use, bear the following in mind:
· Focus their attention on the actual challenge rather than on the grammar point in general. If students are making errors such as *I was knowing him, the issue is not the past progressive, but the distinction in terms of meaning between the past progressive and the past simple. This error does not mean the students need to practise conjugating verbs in the past progressive.
· Ultimately, for language development to occur, students need to have ample opportunities to use language to make meaning (i.e., how language is used outside of a language classroom). Try to provide situations where the target grammar needs to be used spontaneously as it is in these uncontrolled, non-language focused situations that the majority of development takes place. 

I   look forward to writing in the next issue on implicit grammar teaching.

  
A model activity:
Targeted grammar: the use of articles (generic/non-generic and specific/nonspecific reference).
Instructions:
· Tell your students they are going to listen to a story; they need to listen and try to understand it. Tell them, they will listen to it more than once so that could relax and enjoy listening. Read at your normal pace.
· Read for the second time. 
· Ask your students to answer comprehensive questions (if you feel it is not easy for them to follow the events in the story). In the questions, make sure you use the targeted grammar:
· What was the old woman’s pet?
· What did Linda buy in a cafe?
· Was the dog dangerous? (according to the old woman)
· What was Linda afraid of?
· What was the dog afraid of?
· What did Linda give to the dog?
· What did the dog do? Why?
· Ask your students to write down the key words while they are listening for the third time.
· In groups of two, ask your students to reconstruct the story as accurate as possible. 
· When they finished, ask them to reproduce the story on the board sentence by sentence (one person writes one sentence). While writing, discuss the use of articles.

Linda and the Dog
One day Linda went into a cafe. There was an old woman in the cafe. At her feet, under the table, there was a dog. Linda bought a glass of lemonade and some cookies. She sat down next to the old woman and asked her: “Does your dog like people.” The woman answered, “Oh! Yes! He loves people.” Linda wanted to give the dog a cookie. So she asked, “Does your dog like cookies?” The woman answered, “Oh! Yes! He loves cookies.” Linda was afraid of dogs so she asked, “Does your dog bite?” The old woman smiled and said, “NO! He does not bite. He is even afraid of cats!” Linda took a cookie in her hand and gave it to the dog. But the dog bit her hand! Linda jumped up and screamed, “I thought your dog doesn’t bite.” The old woman looked at Linda and then at the dog. Then she said, “THAT’S NOT MY DOG!

Ideas for adaptations:
1.	For weaker students, provide your students with sheets that include the beginnings of each sentence. For example:
One day ________________________________________________________. There was _______________________. At her feet______________________________. Linda bought_____________________________. 
2. For stronger students, you can photocopy and distribute the original text to make your students compare it with the one they produced and find out the differences.



