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In a book which aims to reach a broad international readership, it wasn’t appropriate to include details of the way individual countries have handled the question of how to teach grammar. In any case, in order to provide a balanced account of the pedagogical political history of a school subject in a country, a writer needs to know the educational system of that country intimately, from the inside, or at least to have spent a fair amount of time exploring that county’s government reports and recommendations – the sort of thing that Laurence Walker did for his informative 200 Years of Grammar: a History of Grammar Teaching in Canada, New Zealand, and Australia, 1800-2000 (iUniverse, 2011). In my case, the only system I know intimately is the British one, having worked in various ways with teachers, schools, inspectors, and government bodies since the 1970s, and collaborated with teachers several times in publishing materials (see the references in the book). The following remarks are my interpretation of events (with thanks to Dick Hudson, who has added his recollections to mine in a few places).
Language in Use

I explained in Chapter 27 of Making Sense the reasons for the gradual disappearance of traditional English grammar teaching in schools in the first half of the twentieth century. Once it had gone, the time made available in the curriculum as a result was eagerly taken up by the teaching of other subjects. ‘History,’ said an inspector at the time of the Newbolt Report (1921), ‘is slowly taking the place of English’. And not just history. One who gave evidence to Newbolt suggested that grammar ‘takes up time which could much more profitably be devoted to the study of literature’.


Children have only so many hours in their school day, and there is always competition between subjects for more time in the curriculum. With the hours devoted to grammar gone, and the time given over to more popular subjects, it’s easy to see that it would have been difficult for grammar to reclaim them. Apart from the natural reluctance of the teachers of these other subjects to lose their new-found hours, there was the problem that, in most schools, there was nobody to argue the case for a new kind of grammar, as no teacher had been trained in it. 


In Chapter 28 of Making Sense I explained some of the reasons for the delay in introducing a new linguistically informed approach to the teaching of formal sentence analysis and its associated terminology. An additional factor was that in the UK there was a great deal of excitement surrounding the alternative vision of language that had been initiated by Michael Halliday, professor of linguistics at University College London, who in 1964 took direction of the Nuffield Programme in Linguistics and English Teaching. For the first time, teachers and linguists came together to work on ways of making English teaching more effective in schools. It entered a development stage under the Schools Council in 1967, and the outcome was a 286-page ring-binder of ideas and lesson-plans called Language in Use, published in 1971 under the authorship of Peter Doughty, John Pearce, and Geoffrey Thornton.


The influence of this project was enormous, all over the English-teaching world. It consisted of over a hundred units grouped into ten themes each of which addressed a particular area of language functioning. So, for example, the theme of ‘Language and culture’, included units on English in religion, weather forecasting, and regional speech. ‘Using language to convey information’ included units on language and the law, reporting parliament, and sports commentary. These all focused on the kind of English that would be used in these settings, and contained practical suggestions for classroom work. 


The extensive trialling ensured that the units realistically reflected everday experiences and needs. There were practical topics such as ‘making an abstract’, ‘talking on the telephone’, and ‘applying for a job’. Communicative dangers were addressed, such as ‘ambiguity and ambivalence’ and ‘slanting the news’. A few of the more technical aspects of language were included, such as slang, accent, and intonation. But nowhere in the list of contents do we see the word grammar, or any grammatical metalanguage. Technical terms were deliberately avoided.


This was quite deliberate. Here are the opening words of their theme ‘Pattern in Language’ – the one section where we might expect grammar to be prominent:

The aim of this theme is to make the exploration of the internal organization of language possible without requiring of teacher or pupil a technically descriptive vocabulary or an explicitly linguistic mode of analysis. The pupil’s objective is to discover that language is patterned, ordered, and predictable; that reasons for doing one thing rather than another stem from the structure of language itself and are not an arbitrary requirement set up by teachers or examiners.

So: no grammatical metalanguage at all? It was an impossible aim to achieve. And the authors found they couldn’t do without some technical terms. The unit on ‘The language of religion’ included a task where the class was asked to note ‘the way in which pronouns are used to indicate a relationship with the user’. The unit on ‘Order in sentences’ included one in which the class had to explore ‘how some features, like a plural subject, a past tense, or a comparative adjective, will immediately determine others’. The terms crept in, but there was no explanation given of what they meant, and none were listed in the glossary at the back of the book.


Language in Use wasn’t as successful as it might have been at school level, therefore, because it went too far in the direction of avoiding structure. A metaphor from the time summed it up: the grammatical baby had been thrown out with the bathwater. The teachers were left to fend for themelves in finding a metalanguage – not just for grammar, of course, but for other aspects of language too, such as pronunciation and vocabulary. They needed a kind of help that the ‘use’ approach didn’t provide. But it took a while – nearly twenty years – for the dissatisfaction to be articulated and a viable alternative found. 

Looking for solutions

Fending for themselves. The problem was that teachers who realized they needed to supplement their work on use by work on structure were unsure where to look for a solution. There was a general feeling that they would find it in linguistics, which by the mid-70s had established itself firmly in universities. However, without advice from educationally aware linguists, the contact there often proved to be off-putting.


 In the 1970s, the preeminent approach to linguistics was the one initiated by Noam Chomsky some years earlier – transformational or generative grammar. Teachers who found themselves having a close encounter with this approach were left reeling. They had not expected to be faced with such an abstract system, where the rules seemed to have more in common with logic and mathematics than with language in everyday use. They did not realize that Chomsky’s aims were totally different from those espoused by teachers of English. 


Generative grammar was a programme aimed at explaining the nature of human language, how it is acquired, and how it is represented in the brain. Its rules would be formulated in such a way that they would apply to all languages, not just English. And these rules went well beyond the world of syntax, to include pronunciation (phonology) and meaning (semantics). Teachers who bit the bullet and followed a course in generative grammar were (I hope) fascinated by the intellectual exercise, and learned a great deal about the way language worked; but they learned nothing about how language should be taught. In an interview in 1987 for Reading Instruction Journal, Chomsky was asked how his work might help teachers, and his reply was noteworthy:

I’m hesitant even to suggest an answer to this question. Practitioners have to decide for themselves what is useful in the sciences, and what is not. As a linguist, I have no particular qualifications or knowledge that enables or entitles me to prescribe methods of language instruction.

Fend for yourselves again. This didn’t stop some teachers, especially in the USA, adopting transformational grammar as a platform for their English language work; but the results were unimpressive. The writers of the Bullock Report (1975) considered the evidence and concluded:

the majority of American teachers to whom we talked felt there was no useful place for this kind of work. Many had tried it and found it to be no more successful in improving their students’ English than the grammar teaching it had replaced. In our view linguistics has a great contribution to make to the teaching of English, but not in this form.

So, what form should that be? The Bullock Committee left that totally unclear. One of its recommendations went well beyond Chomsky’s approach in its view of grammar. Recommendation 133 begins promisingly:

Linguistics and other specialist studies of language have a considerable contribution to make to the teaching of English, and they should be used to emphasise the inseparability of language and the human situation. 

and ends disastrously:

Linguistics should not enter schools in the form of the teaching of descriptive grammar.

There was no representative of linguistics on the Bullock Committee. If there had been, perhaps this remarkable contradiction would have been avoided. As it was, this recommendation left teachers confused, as some way of using descriptive grammar was the only option that was around. The 1980s was thus a decade of great uncertainty.


Clearly, the ideal solution was to find a way of bringing together the excitement and interest inherent in the Language in Use approach and the fascination and satisfaction that comes from mastering a realistic structural description. That is the solution that informs much of my argument in Chapter 17 of Making Sense: structure and use together. But it took much longer than expected to introduce this approach in schools. It proved difficult to facilitate the required collaboration between linguists and teachers and between different kinds of teachers. The cuts in education during the Thatcher administration of the early 1980s had placed an extra administrative and teaching load on those linguists who had not opted for early retirement, so that, with the best will in the world, hardly anyone had the time to run in-service courses, even if local authorities had had the money to put them on and teachers had been able to get the cover to attend them. 


The amount of time and commitment it takes to carry out good collaborative classroom-based research should never be underestimated. There has to be a meeting of minds between linguists and teachers, which can itself be a drawn-out process. The ideas that come from joint discussion have to be tried out in schools and evaluated. A publisher has to be found. Writing up the project takes a lot of time, and involves several stages of revision. In 1970 I asked to see the preliminary edition of the Language in Use project. Peter Doughty sent it to me with an accompanying letter explaining that ‘this was a trial edition, we have learnt a great deal, and the public edition will look very different. In particular, we have completely revised the theme structure...’ The published version appeared in 1971. It had taken them seven years.


My recollection of the 1980s, in relation to the teaching of grammar, is that this was a period of frustration. From an academic point of view, things were settling down. Descriptive grammars had begun to appear, aimed at various levels. Members of the team that had written A Grammar of Contemporary English (1972), the first major publication from the Survey of English Usage at University College London, had reworked their material to take account of current trends. Two of them had produced an abridged version as A University Grammar of English (Randolph Quirk and Sidney Greenbaum, 1973). The two others had collaborated on A Communicative Grammar of English (Geoffrey Leech and Jan Svartvik, 1975), an early attempt to integrate structure and use. All four collaborated again to produce A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language (1985), a project that I indexed. Quirk and Greenbaum went on to write an abridged version, A Student’s Grammar of the English Language (1990), and my introductory account, Rediscover Grammar, appeared in 1988. So there was plenty of descriptive exposition, within the Quirk approach, and that was from just one perspective on the subject. 


It’s important to appreciate that the British authors were arriving rather late upon the grammatical scene. Following the lead of Otto Jespersen, Dutch grammarians had been writing textbooks on English grammar throughout the century, and the names of E Kruisinga, H Poutsma, R W Zandvoort, and G Scheurweghs were standard references for me when I explored the subject as an undergraduate in the early 1960s. American grammarians were there much earlier too. Also on my undergraduate reading list were such seminal works as Charles Carpenter Fries’ The Structure of English (1952) and Paul Roberts’ Patterns of English (1956). By the 1970s, what had been a trickle of textbooks had become a flood, with a desire for pedagogical application newly prominent among the titles. I look at my bookshelves, and see such works as (from the US) Modern English Grammar for Teachers (J N Hook and M G Crowell, 1970). I seem to have accumulated over 40 textbooks on grammar from around the English-speaking world that appeared after 1970 – and they’re just the ones I happen to own. I have no idea what the total figure would be, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it were over a hundred. Not since the Victorian era, when prescriptive grammar was at its height, had there been such a grammatical outpouring.


But, in the UK world I was working in, notwithstanding all the publications, there had been negligible progress in getting this approach into mother-tongue teacher training, and thus little sign of its presence in classrooms. A schools inspectorate survey in 1987 on the initial training of teachers concluded that ‘There was little evidence anywhere of the study of the structure of language’. I had spent many hours discussing grammatical issues at conferences organized by HMIs (Her Majesty’s Inspectors of Schools) during the 1970s and 80s, as had several of my linguistic colleagues. It seemed as if none of it had borne fruit. But the situation was about to change.

Professionalism
If I had to choose one word to sum up the situation in those decades facing teachers who were wondering what to do about grammar, it would be the need for professionalism. It is a word that has many connotations, such as training, qualifications, experience, confidence, and knowledge – of what is known about one’s subject, of what is not known, and, especially, awareness of what the pitfalls and controversies are. The notion became increasingly prominent in the widespread public debate of the time about the claimed ‘lower standards’ of language skills in school-leavers, which led to the two main UK government reports of the period: the Bullock Report of 1975 and the Kingman Report of 1988. They were full of statements pointing in the direction of the need for a new professionalism, such as:

all teachers should acquire a more complete understanding of language in education than has ever been required of them in the past. 

That was Bullock (section 23.24). And Kingman (p. 62) stressed the urgent need for ‘the professional improvement of the teaching force’ through an increased knowledge about language.


I italicise the expression because it was one of two catch-phrases that came to colour educational linguistic discussion; it was often abbreviated to KAL. The other was awareness of language, a phrase that had become popular after the emphasis in the Bullock Report on the need for language awareness ‘across the curriculum’. Eric Hawkins wrote an influential book in 1984: Awareness of language: an introduction (1984), and over a dozen language books were published during the following decade with ‘awareness’ in the title. Exactly ten years later, an Association for Language Awareness was instituted, which has met regularly ever since, and has its own journal.


As the phrase ‘language across the curriculum’ suggests, the concern about linguistic standards wasn’t restricted to English departments, but was manifesting itself in all school subjects. The Bullock report, rather cleverly, opened its text with quotations from employers saying that ‘young people joining them from school cannot write grammatically, are poor spellers, and generally express themselves badly’. For example:

From Lever Bros Ltd: ‘our young employees are so hopelessly deficient in their command of English’.

From Vickers Ltd: ‘great difficulty in obtaining junior clerks who can speak and write English clearly and correctly’.

They were comments not from the 1970s, but from the Newbolt Report of 1921 – though, as Bullock wryly added, they ‘might almost have been taken from evidence submitted to us’. The Committee could have gone back further: remarks about the poor English of pupils can be traced back through the nineteenth century and into the eighteenth. To take just one example: Goold Brown’s Institutes of English Grammar, first published in 1823, gives an impressive list of deficiencies. Pupils should be able to speak, he says,

without drawling, omitting, stopping, hesitating, faltering, miscalling, reiterating, stuttering, hurrying, slurring, mouthing, misquoting, mispronouncing, or any of the thousand faults which render utterance disagreeable and inelegant.

Clearly, there has never been a ‘golden age’ of excellence in the use of school-children’s English, so it is not especially surprising to find employers and others in 2017 continuing to bemoan the low level of ability in school-leavers and asking what can be done about it.


The Bullock Report was very clear about what needed to be done, and made a list of 333 recommendations that ranged from better teacher training courses to a national centre for language in education. Schools were advised to introduce a language policy and to appoint a specialist teacher to develop it; local authorities were recommended likewise to appoint specialist English advisers, and expand in-service courses. Little did the Committee know that, within five years, the Thatcher government would introduce such a severe round of cuts in higher education that it would prove impossible to train the cadre of specialists that was needed to implement the recommendations.


Although little happened in a practical way during the 1980s, the language awareness movement had one positive effect: it increased the demand for change, which would eventually create new thinking about grammar. This was language in the broadest sense, of course, including such topics as pronunciation, spelling, punctuation, and vocabulary. It also included everything that was going on in the educational linguistic world – not just mother-tongue teaching, but the teaching of modern languages, the teaching of English as a foreign language, remedial language teaching in special schools, and speech and language therapy in clinics. Changes in society added to the demand: the growth in immigration trends had led to a new multicultural climate in which bilingualism was a focus of study. Linguistic issues were also achieving an important presence in other disciplines, such as philosophy, theology, anthropology, psychology, and sociology, giving rise to debates that often made the headlines, as when sociologist Basil Bernstein claimed (using a distinction between what he called ‘restricted’ and ‘elaborated codes’) that the quality of some children’s language was a major factor in their educational failure. It was a decade, too, in which it was recognized that English had definitely become a global language, thus increasing the demand for teachers and courses in all parts of the world. 


Those with language responsibilities had of course long realized the need to develop new standards of professionalism. A battery of organizations had emerged in the late 1960s to bring practitioners together. The National Association for the Teaching of English (NATE) began in 1964; the International Association for the Teaching of English (IATEFL) in 1965; the UK Centre for Information on Language Teaching (CILT) and the US-initiated Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) in 1966. At around the same time, applied linguistics emerged as a separate academic domain: the International Association of Applied Linguistics began in 1964, and the British Association of Applied Linguistics in 1967. 


The next two decades saw this process continue, with organizations becoming increasingly specialized, such as (in the UK) the National Association for the Teaching of English as a Second Language to Adults in 1978 (becoming NATECLA, the National Association for Teaching English and other Community Languages to Adults in 1985) and the National Association of Professionals concerned with Language Impaired Children (NAPLIC) in 1986. Although the constituencies of each organization differed, there was a universal recognition of the importance of language in the individual and the community, and a general acknowledgement that approaches to language teaching should bring together the two dimensions of structure and use. 


The study of grammar in schools also began to benefit from the sharing of experience among language-teaching professionals. Long before the structure vs use issue had surfaced in relation to grammar in mother-tongue teaching, it had been a core topic in the teaching of English as a foreign language, where methods that focused on structure (such as the so-called grammar-translation method) were seen as being in opposition to those which focused on the ability of students to interact in real-life situations (such as the communicative method). The former would drill the tense-forms of the verb; the latter would present situations where the dialogue demanded the use of particular tense forms. As a rapprochment between these two grammatical perspectives slowly emerged, some involved in teaching the mother-tongue began to realize that they could learn a great deal from the foreign-language teaching tradition. They didn’t have to rediscover the wheel. The mutual interest was sporadic – and is still nowhere near as widespread as it should be – but the value of collaboration was beginning to be seen. When in the 1970s I was involved in developing grammatical intervention procedures for speech therapists, I found that several of the teaching strategies used in the foreign-language-teaching classrom translated easily into the clinic.
New strategies
English grammar had never attracted so much intellectual linguistic energy as it received during the 1970s and 80s. Although little seemed to be happening at grass-roots level, the time was not wasted, as it helped form a climate and a body of knowledge that would enable things to happen when the political time was right. The situation was no longer the one that had faced the Newbolt Committee, when there was uncertainty about the teaching of grammar because ‘no one knows exactly what it is’. The question was no longer ‘what to teach’ but ‘how to teach it’.


And ‘when’. It would take a major government initiative to introduce schools to a new way of exploring grammar, in which the strengths of the three major approaches (prescriptive, descriptive, and communicative) would be respected. Prescriptions there would have to be, if children were to master standard English, but these would need to be based on the realities of educated usage as encountered in the many regional, social, and occupational varieties of speech and writing. It would be a major enterprise. Integrating all this into a coherent national pedagogy was not something that could be undertaken ‘bottom up’ by individual researchers, textbook writers, and teachers. It needed a ‘top down’ approach.


There was a related problem. Only a top-level strategy would be able to resolve the tensions that had emerged in schools arising out of the way grammatical issues had previously been addressed. The strategy of ‘English across the curriculum’ recommended in the Bullock Report, initially attractive, had proved to be controversial, with many English teachers worried that their subject might end up being reduced to a mere service discipline, and subject specialists worried that they were being extra-burdened with content that (in their view) should already have been dealt with by the English department. As one science teacher said to me at the time: ‘I want to talk about atoms and elements, not actives and passives’. Within English, there was additionally the long-running contretemps between those who were proponents of an approach to creative writing in which grammatical errors were disregarded if they didn’t interfere with literary meaning and effect, and those who thought any ignoring of mistakes would be harmful to a child’s growing mastery of standard English.


A top-level strategy? In a democracy, nothing is higher than an act of parliament. And in 1988, in the UK, that’s what happened: the Education Reform Act, introduced in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, which established a National Curriculum and a new frame of reference whose terminology quickly became part of everyday British educational vocabulary. Four Key Stages in child development were recognized: KS 1 for ages 5-7, KS 2 for ages 8-11; KS 3 for ages 12-14; and KS 4 for ages 15-16. A series of attainment targets was defined, representing the knowledge that children would be expected to achieve by the end of each key stage. English was recognized as one of three core subjects in the new curriculum (along with maths and science). 

Kingman

The central role of English had been anticipated a year earlier, with the publication of the Kingman Report into the teaching of English. This once again emphasized the importance of ‘knowing about language’, recognized the four main dimensions of language study (listening, speaking, reading, writing), formulated guidelines for assessment and attainment, and stressed the need for teachers to receive appropriate linguistic training. In relation to grammar, it reaffirmed the importance of bringing structure and use together. Paragraph 11 of the report states firmly that the Committee does not wish ‘to plead for a return to old-fashioned grammar teaching and learning by rote’, and it goes on:

We have been impressed by the evidence we have received that this gave an inadequate account of the English language by treating it virtually as a branch of Latin, and constructing a rigid prescriptive code rather than a dynamic description of language in use.

On the other hand:

Equally, at the other extreme, we reject the belief that any notion of correct or incorrect use of language is an affront to personal liberty. We also reject the belief that knowing how to use terminology in which to speak of language is undesirable.

And the paragraph concludes:

Language is, as a matter of observable fact, plainly governed by a series of conventions related to the varying audiences, contexts and purposes of its use. Successful communication depends on a recognition and accurate use of the rules and conventions. Command of these rules and conventions is more likely to increase the freedom of the individual than to diminish it.

Great words. I sense, from the phrasing here and there, the influence of the two linguists on the Committee (Henry Widdowson and Gillian Brown). But Widdowson, at least, wasn’t entirely happy.


In Chapter 4 of its report, the Kingman Committee got to grips with the crucial question of how these general notions could be implemented in the classroom. The chapter was headed: ‘Teacher and pupil: The model in use’, and contained several examples of classroom activities that would bring structure and use into a closer relationship. But would these activities actually help bridge the gap between, on the one hand, the knowledge about language that the children were acquiring in school and, on the other hand, the linguistic demands which would be placed on these children when they left school and entered the world of work, where the anxiety of employers had long been noted? Henry Widdowson’s ‘Note of Reservation’ appeared as Appendix 3, and it made a crucial point:

Two kinds of purpose for English are recognised in the report, but their relationship is not made explicit. One kind has to do with the functioning of language in adult life and this is dealt with summarily in seven paragraphs of introduction. The other kind, which is given primary focus, has to do with the functioning of the language in four different aspects of child development in schooling: intellectual, social, personal and asesthetic. It seems to me that a crucial question arises here, namely: how do these kinds of purpose relate? How do these different aspects of development nurtured in school actually prepare the pupils for the uses of language in the adult world?

It was a salutary observation. The debate hitherto had been almost exclusively focused on the relevance of language (and thus grammar) to the learning of English, and less on its relevance in relation to the purposes of education as a whole. Kingman began by quoting an inspectorate report, English from 5 to 16, that summed up the aims of a ‘knowledge about language’ curriculum in this way:

to teach pupils about language, so that they achieve a working knowledge of its structure and of the variety of ways in which meaning is made, so that they have a vocabulary for discussing it, so that they can use it for greater awareness, and because it is interesting.

I imagine Henry Widdowson would add: and also so that they can avoid criticism of their language skills when they eventually apply for a job.


His ‘how’ questions supplemented the many others that were being asked at the time, especially in relation to grammar. How exactly does one relate structure and use to achieve these aims? It can’t be the job of government reports to go into such detail, but it was notable that the examples of classroom activities in the Kingman report focused on issues of diagnosis and assessment, in relation to grammar, and gave little practical advice about the way improvements might be made in actual teaching. A gap remained.


For example, in relation to the teaching of writing, three brief case-studies are provided. One is an analysis of a piece of writing from a 7-year-old. The commentary points out its strengths and weaknesses, and concludes: ‘Building on what the child already grasps, the teacher will help her forward, perhaps initially by encouraging a second draft with some restructuring of her narrative’. But how exactly?


Another case illustrates a 6-year-old’s story. Once again, there’s an accurate account of the child’s strengths, and a similar conclusion: ‘a knowledge both of forms of language and of language acquisition can enable the teacher to recognise and appreciate Christine’s remarkable achievements and to encourage her to make further progress’. But how exactly?


The third case-study is of a 15-year-old’s writing. Again, it’s given a detailed analysis, in which several grammatical weaknesses are highlighted, such as ‘use of pronouns’ and ‘structure of phrase and sentence, including choice of verb tenses and choice of adverbial expressions’. The aim is to show ‘the various aspects of linguistic knowledge required of the teacher’, and it does that well enough. But how exactly is this knowledge to be turned into actual teaching strategies? 


To choose between adverbial expressions, as in this last example, assumes that the teacher knows the options that English grammar offers, and is in a position to make a choice that offers the child easier options before more difficult ones. From language acquisition, we know that some adverbials (eg when, where, expressing time and place) appear earlier than others (eg since, unless, expressing various kinds of causality and contingency). It’s likely that this knowledge would be useful to help the teacher decide on a sequence. With grammar, as with any subject, the important questions are those of selection, ordering, timing, and presentation: ‘what to teach’, ‘what to teach next’, ‘when to teach it’, and ‘how to teach it’. The accumulated wisdom and experience of years has informed the teaching of many subject areas, so that, for example, teachers of maths ‘know’ how the content of their subject should be presented. In the 1980s, no such store of practical knowledge existed in relation to grammar. It is only beginning to be accumulated today.

Cox

The Kingman Committee was of course aware of the proposed National Curriculum, and anticipated the setting up of another committee to advise on its content in English – a group that would ‘for part of its deliberations be relying on our Committee’s recommendations as to the knowledge pupils need about language’. This turned out to be the National Curriculum English Working Group, chaired by Professor Brian Cox, whose report English for Ages 5 to 16, was published in 1989. Cox had been a member of the Kingman Committee, and a continuity with that report is evident throughout. In particular, the need for ‘knowledge about language’ remained a key principle.


The expectation was that the Cox Report would answer the question of how the earlier recommendations about attainment targets should be achieved through the various programmes of study. It was certainly an important step in that direction, but the gap between theoretical models and daily classroom practice still remained. In a letter to the secretary of state for education, published along with the report, Cox observed:

We also emphasize that our recommendations have to be proved in the classroom, and may in due course need to be revised following careful evaluation of the results. We have not had time to compile a collection of examples which would illustrate the achievements expected for the levels of attainment...

and he recommended that other organizations be commissioned to undertake this task.


It would not happen. The report proved to be politically contentious, and in a 1991 book (Cox on Cox) he drew attention to one of its most bizarre features: Chapters 15 to 17 were placed first, before Chapter 1. He explains:

There was some question about whether the Report should be published in its entirety, for Mr Baker [Kenneth Baker, the Secretary of State for Education and Science] and Mrs Rumbold [Angela Rumbold, his deputy] were worried that there were sections which the Prime Minister [Margaret Thatcher] would not like. On the other hand, if they refused to publish the whole Report this would anger the teaching profession and provide the journalists with a sensational story. A compromise was agreed. They were reasonably satisfied with Chapters 15 to 17, which included the attainment targets and programmes of study, and so... it was decided to print these first. I decided not to protest, because at least the whole Report would be published, and teachers would be able to read the total rationale.

What on earth might have upset Mrs Thatcher so much? Above all, it seemed, the sections on grammar.


These were part of the chapter headed ‘Teaching standard English’, where (doutbless influenced by the two linguists on his committee, Michael Stubbs and Katharine Perera), the report adopted the broad-minded position that had been evolving over the previous two decades. The middle-road was seen most clearly in its condemnation of those who parody the two established positions:

Prescriptivists are seen as blind adherents to outdated norms of formal usage. Descriptivists are seen as advocating an “anything goes” position and as condemning all forms of linguistic correction. Such parodies are inaccurate and unhelpful. It is necessary, rather, to recognise that we need both accurate descriptions of language that are related to situation, purpose and mode (ie whether the language is spoken or written), and prescriptions that take account of context, appropriateness and the expression of meaning. 

It rejected a return to old-style analysis:

Over the last 20 years or so grammatical drills and sentence parsing have come to be recognised as being mostly mechanical and uninteresting. They were based on poor models of linguistic structure, which had been long abandoned by linguists, and they were often based on methods of analysing written texts in classical languages, so they ignored variable features of spoken language in use.

But it recognized a concern which – as it turned out – was being articulated by some members of Margaret Thatcher’s government:

However, many people feel that with the rejection of grammar teaching much of value was lost. 

The report valiantly tried to maintain a balance:

We would agree that a certain analytic competence has been lost, and with it the valuable ability to talk and write explicitly about linguistic patterns, relations and organisation. We recognise also the fear among some teachers that teaching grammar, under whatever name, will mean abandoning the study of real language in use and a neglect of the subjective, creative, personal and expressive. We firmly believe that the teaching of English should cover all these aspects of the use of language. There are, however, more useful ways of teaching grammar than those which have been the cause of so much misunderstanding and criticism.

It stressed the importance of standard English:

Standard English is an international language used throughout the world and essential for many purposes. If pupils do not have access to Standard English, then many important opportunities are closed to them, in cultural activities, in further and higher education, and in industry, commerce and the professions. 

But when it drew attention to the rule-governed nature of non-standard English dialects, and treated them with respect, evidently many in government felt things were getting completely out of hand. The report contained illustrations like this:

For example, Standard English does not distinguish between do as a main verb and as an auxiliary verb: He did it, did he? Many non-standard dialects do make this distinction, which is not available in Standard English: He done it, did he? The non-standard dialect is not a haphazard variant, since no speakers of non-standard dialects would say He done it, done he? or He did it, done he?

To show how dialect differences are rule-governed, the Cox report also included an example of British vs American English: the distinction between got and gotten. It was a good choice, as most people were aware that Americans said gotten, and there had been expressions of concern that – because of the popularity of The Simpsons, Friends, and other television series – it was influencing the way British youngsters spoke. But they weren’t using it correctly. Cox explains: 

These sentences are grammatical:


I’ve gotten a new car recently. 


We’ve gotten off at the wrong stop. 


They’ve gotten into trouble.

while these are not:


She gotten very wet last night. 


He’s gotten blue eyes.

The (grammatical) rules are that gotten is used only after the auxiliary verb have and it cannot be used in the sense of ‘possess’, as in the last example above. Such rules may not be easily learnt by speakers of British English.

This would indeed have been an ear-opener for most British people, who would have been totally unaware of the existence of such a rule. But simply by using it as an example, the Report opened itself to misinterpretation. Media reports claimed that Cox was now recommending that children use American English.


The thought that such nonstandard forms should be valued, and that pupils should be allowed to explore their own linguistic resources, where such forms would be common, was evidently far too radical for the Tory government to accept. And when the government saw the way the Kingman and Cox recommendations were being interpreted at teacher-training level, it hit the roof.


LINC

The roof-hitting was the result of the famous – though Tories would call it infamous – LINC project, short for Language in the National Curriculum, funded by the Department of Education and Science, and directed by Professor Ronald Carter of the University of Nottingham. Its aim was to provide materials that would acquaint teachers with the Kingman model of language and give them specific examples of teacher-pupil intervention. The in-service training involved teachers in almost every primary and secondary school in England and Wales during the period from 1989 to 1992. In its final year, nearly 400 training courses involved around 10,000 teachers. It was an expensive project, costing almost £21 million – the largest teacher-training programme the country had ever seen. And when it was finished, and ready for publication, the government banned it.


To be specific: the government banned official publication of the LINC training materials by Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, and at the same time refused to waive Crown copyright, so that no other publisher could publish them. In an introduction to the (privately circulated) materials, Carter explained the political context:

Debates about the state and status of the English language are rarely about language alone. The terms of the debate are also terms for defining social behaviour. ‘English’ is synonymous with Englishness, that is, with an understanding of who the proper English are. A view of one English with a single set of rules accords with a monolingual, monocultural version of society content on preserving an existing order in which everyone knows their place. A view which recognises Englishes as well as English and which stresses variable rules acccords with a multilingual, culturally diverse version of society.

And then, in a daring characterization:

Both positions include politically extreme versions. These range from a view that standard English is correct English and must be uniformly enforced in all contexts of use (with dialects extirpated) and that children not drilled in the rules of standard grammar are both deviant and disempowered (strong right wing position) to a view that Standard English is a badge of upper class power and that to require children to learn it is a form of social enslavement (strong left wing position I) to a view that Standard English must be taught to working class children so that they can wrest linguistic power from those more privileged than themselves (strong left wing position II).

LINC explicitly took up the middle ground, recognizing that ‘the overwhelming majority of teachers occupy a position between these two extremes’:

They recognise and support the balanced view of language and learning provided by the Kingman and Cox Committees. They are saddened that this determination to take a balanced and informed view of language learning should be constructed by some sections of the press and by some politicians as a form of left-wing extremism.

Carter’s defence was in vain. Despite the fact that 97 per cent of the examples in the LINC materials were of pupils speaking, reading and writing in Standard English, it was described in some newspapers as a ‘dialect project’. He perceptively identified the central problem:

The very vocabulary currently available to talk about language variation – the essence of National Curriculum English – offers only apparently negative or oppositional terms which play neatly into the hands of those with the most simplistic notions of language and education. Thus, to talk about ‘non-standard’ English is seen as a departure from standards; to talk about the dangers of absolute rules of correctness is seen as an endorsement of incorrect English or as a failure to ‘correct’ pupils’ work; to suggest that proper English is relative to contexts of use is itself improper.

He cited other opposites, popular in the media of the time (and still encountered today): ‘traditional’ vs ‘trendy’; ‘national’ vs ‘unpatriotic’; ‘basic’ vs ‘progressive’; ‘simple ‘vs’ complex’, and concluded: 

it is easy to trace how the generally moderate and balanced English teacher is constructed as an offender against order, decency and common sense.


The ban stayed. The result, of course,was the opposite of what the government intended. A huge amount of media interest was generated, and over 20,000 copies of the training package were circulated in Britain and overseas, reminiscent of the samizdat (‘self-publishing’) copies of texts circulated among dissidents in the Soviet era. The materials were integrated into teacher-training programmes in the USA, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and other English-speaking countries. Carter ended his introduction in ironic vein:

debates about language and education have always been between those who have the power but do not have the knowledge and those who have the knowledge but do not have the power. The LINC project has taught everyone to read that particular lesson from the story so far. It has also shown that in spite of a government ban, and probably because of a government ban, thousands of teachers, both in this country and overseas, are able to develop more informed, balanced, and progressive work in support of children’s language development. From the initial investment to the final ban there is much to thank the government for.

And, with a final dig, in a short article for the Times Education Supplement (21 June §1991), headlined ‘Caught out on a point of grammar’, he reported on the ban, and wryly remarked:

some politicians cannot endorse anything which is different from their own memories of grammar in the Forties and Fifties: ‘simple’ grammar exercises based on naming parts of speech, in which the content and functions of the text are irrelevant.

Is this excursus purely of historical interest in the story of grammar? Not in the least. It could easily have been written in 2014, when grammar once again became a focus of ministerial attention.


The political furore overshadowed the steady progress Cox and LINC were making in relation to grammar. Their combined efforts addressed several of the issues that Kingman had left open. For example, Henry Widdowson’s reservation that I mentioned above received explicit recognition: in addition to a focus on personal growth, cross-curriculum, literary heritage, and cultural understanding, Cox added ‘adult needs’ – a focus on communication outside the school ‘to prepare children for the language demands of adult life, including the workplace, in a fast-changing world.’ It was certainly the most comprehensive statement of the factors affecting the content of an English language curriculum. But there was still a gap which they recognized had yet to be bridged.


Cox had noted that his recommendations had ‘to be proved in the classroom’. Carter made a similar point:

LINC materials need to be adapted in three main ways. First materials on reading should be developed to exemplify in greater detail what a mixed methods approach to reading entails. .... Second, supplements to existing units are needed on differences between spoken and written English, particularly in relation to the teaching of punctuation... Third, more examples are needed to show how literary texts can stimulate enhanced knowledge about language, especially the history of the language, and how greater linguistic knowledge underpins literary appreciation.

In short, the approaches still lacked methodological detail. The ‘how’ question had not gone away, and it would regularly surface in subsequent writing. For example, Richard Hudson ends his insightful Teaching Grammar (1992, subtitle: A Guide for the National Curriculum) with the words:

What will be... important in deciding the success or failure of the National Curriculum is how it is implemented: how individual teachers interpret general phrases such as ‘show in discussion an awareness of grammatical differences between spoken Standard English and a non-standard variety’.

In an appendix, he reports the results of a trawl through the curriculum to identify places in the levels of attainment where some mention is made of knowledge about language. There were forty – only. And only a small number of these refer to grammatical issues. Bearing in mind that there are around 3500 points of grammar identified in the index to the Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language, and allowing for the need for simplification, this is nonetheless a disturbingly small fraction. Something more systematic was needed.
A systematic approach

In Making Sense, I talk about grammar as a ‘system of systems’, but there was no sense of systematicness in the curriculum references to grammar, as these extracts show:

· Pupils working towards level 3 (median ages 9-10) ‘should be taught, in the context of discussion about their own writing, grammatical terms such as sentence, verb, tense, noun, pronoun’, and to look for instances where ‘tenses or pronouns have been used incorrectly or inconsistently’.

· At level 4 (median ages 11-12) ‘pupils should begin to use the structures of written Standard English and begin to use some sentence structures different from those in speech, e.g. begin to use subordinate clauses and expanded noun phrases.’
In each case, the natural response of a teacher (or a linguist) is: which? Which tenses and pronouns are being used inconsistently? And what have tenses and pronouns got to do with each other? Which subordinate clauses? Which kinds of noun phrase expansion? And what have these got to do with each other? 


By the time children get to level 9 (ages 15-16), the examples have proliferated to the extent that they resemble a contents page of a rather incoherent grammar:

· Pupils should be able to ‘make an assured and selective use of a wide range of grammatical constructions... e.g. vary sentence beginnings; alter word order; use lexical or structural repetition, passive constructions, adverbial connectives, elliptical constructions, non-finite subordinate clauses...’
Grammatical topics pop up and down serendipitously. Some levels of attainment make no reference to grammar at all, focusing instead on other aspects of language such as vocabulary or spelling. Try teaching maths or science like that. 


What is missing is any sense of a grammatical system or of an ordered progression through that system. How is it possible to talk sensibly about non-finite clauses, for example, if finite clauses haven’t been introduced? Passive sentences are mentioned a couple of times, but no mention is made of their active counterparts. The assumption is that teachers will somehow have introduced the correlative notions, but no guidance is given as to when and how. 


There is a wholesale reliance on ‘e.g.’, but an example only makes sense if we know the system from which it is taken. If I say to you, ‘Would you buy some vegetables, e.g. cabbages’, you will know the sort of thing I am intending you to include and what to exclude. In the same way, if I say to you ‘Use some adverbial connectives’, I expect you to know what range of grammatical things come under that heading and what things do not (such as conjunctions). But was that a fair assumption to make about the average teachers’s knowledge of grammr?


The impression of randomness was compounded by lists such as ‘sentence, verb, tense, noun, pronoun’, which mix up general syntactic notions (sentence), word classes (verb, noun, pronoun), and features of a word class (tense). Once again, it was being left to the teacher (or teacher-trainer) to find a solution, but in a climate where teachers were being seen as curriculum deliverers rather than curriculum innovators, this was virtually impossible. Nor was there any likelihood that the way in which Teacher A would fill the gaps and order material would be the same as Teacher B. ‘Why does grammar remain such a perplexing subject?’ I asked at the end of Chapter 27. One reason is that the new curriculum didn’t present grammar in a systematic way, and left it up to individuals to sort things out. The consequences of that lack of thinking are still with us.
Testing
If you teach, you have to test – that’s the world we live in. And the grammar wheel of fortune, to echo Fluellen in Henry 5, rolls and rolls and rolls. Judging by the ages of some of the characters in the Victorian readers, children as young as five or six were expected to recognize the parts of speech and do simple sentence analysis, though without any real sense of what the exercise was all about. Older children did more complicated – but just as artificial – kinds of parsing. The result of this approach I outlined in Making Sense: a period of growing antagonism which led to a ‘dark age’, from the 1960s to the 1990s, when no grammar was taught in schools at all. The wheel then rolled, producing a renaissance in which fresh approaches to grammar were explored, and pupils, through their teachers, came to realize that grammar could, after all, be exciting, inspiring, and relevant – glamorous. Then, in several countries, it rolled again.


What happened in the UK provides an interesting illustration of how the story of grammar continually evolves. The developments there related specifically to the teaching of the National Curriculum, and involved other subjects than English, but the kind of decision-making that was made in relation to grammar has its parallels all over the English-speaking world, both in mother-tongue and in foreign-language classrooms, where testing plays a large part in language-teaching methodology. In 2013, a new set of tests, designed for children at Key Stage 2 (ages from 7-11) was introduced by the Conservative government under the education minister of the time, Michael Gove. They were called the ‘Spelling, Punctuation, and Grammar’ tests, and the SPaG acronym quickly caught on.


This is not the place – and I am not the person – to discuss the general question of the desirability and politics of testing, which is part of a much broader debate about the aims and methods of education. But for anyone wanting to understand how grammar fares, in an educational climate where testing is given a central role, the SPaG tests provide a convenient and contemporary illustration. Those who have experience of educational systems outside the UK will see all kinds of parallels, for as soon as grammatical testing is introduced, whatever the curriculum, two obvious questions arise: what bits of grammar to test? and how to test them?

My initial impression of the SPaG tests was that they turned the grammatical clock back fifty years. The questions were very like the ones that had been in place before the 1960s, when all that pupils were expected to do was identify a grammatical point – not explain it. ‘Circle all the adjectives in the sentence’. As I report in Making Sense (Chapter 17), school inspectors in the 1990s had been rightly dismissive of such questions as ‘Circle all the passives in the passage’, demanding an explanatory perspective: why are they there? I therefore never expected to see such a naive question re-appearing in government tests; but in Question 3 of Paper 2, in the 2013 test, there it was: ‘Which sentence is the passive form of the sentence above?’ And many others besides.

The new tests were strongly criticised by English teachers, who had expected something better. The criticisms were, to my mind, an expression of disappointment, as a great deal of fruitful, insightful classroom work on grammar had been taking place during the previous decade. Teachers who had taken on board the recommendations of the government enquiries (such as those involved in the Buckinghamshire grammar project described in the Teaching Appendix in Making Sense) had devised exciting and involving classroom activities that gave the lie, once and for all, to the myth that knowledge about language has no effect on children’s linguistic performance. The academic research may have been lacking, but it had become a routine classroom experience, in many schools, to find that a motivating lesson on, say, ‘how adjectives work’, resulted in a noticeable improvement in pupils’ awareness of adjectives in listening and reading, and their active use of adjectives in speaking and writing. The evidence that transfer had taken place lay in the increased frequency of appropriate and striking adjectives in speech and in written work. The tests, in the view of these teachers, were not capturing the genuine grammatical progress that the children were making. There was a huge gap between SPaG and classroom practice, especially in primary schools, and it wasn’t clear how this was to be bridged.


Much of the criticism that was directed at the first versions of the grammar component of the UK SPaG tests arose because some of the actual test sentences presented the children (and their teachers) with problems that the testers hadn’t anticipated. By focusing on these cases, I mean to draw attention to the kinds of difficulty that face anyone trying to test grammar. I don’t want to suggest that all grammar questions are in principle contentious: most of the SPaG questions were in fact easily and accurately answerable by any child who had obtained a grasp of basic terminology. But there were many awkward cases. I give examples in the Teaching Appendix to Making Sense, and here’s an additional instance.

The devil always lies in the detail. Even a simple instruction can cause a problem if a sentence is casually chosen, as happened in another sample paper, this time aimed at 5-7-year-olds. Pupils were given the following sentence, and told to ‘circle the verbs’:

Yesterday was the school sports day and Jo wore her new running shoes.

This seems simple enough: the correct answers were was and wore. But from the point of view of a young child, running feels semantically to be a verb, because that is how they will most often have encountered the word previously, so they are very likely to circle it. The guidance notes for markers drew attention to the danger: ‘Do not accept responses in which running is circled, since it acts as an adjective in this sentence’. But the awkwardness hidden in this sentence is then immediately clear, for running isn’t an adjective, in fact, but the first part of a compound noun, running shoes. (If Jo had worn her new red shoes, that would have been an adjective: the shoes are red. Running isn’t an adjective: the shoes aren’t running.) The error of judgement was to include in a test sentence a usage that was presumably included to see if the pupils were aware that a word expressing an action isn’t always being used grammatically as a verb. This is in fact quite a tricky insight – so much so that the testers themselves got it wrong – and one that I would say was inappropriate at the earliest stages of learning about grammar. There would have been no distraction if running had been avoided: ...and Jo wore her new shoes. 


This task was part of a test aimed at children in their earliest years of schooling. Those who support language testing at this age point to the fact that at last children are being given credit for having some linguistic knowledge. Those who criticise it point to the gap between this kind of content and the realities of language use. Either way, tests of this kind present us with new questions. At what ages should we expect children to be able to handle the various kinds of grammatical terminology? Which grammatical notions should be taught first in any curriculum? Which should be left till later? How should grammatical notions be distributed throughout a curriculum that will take them from age 5 to age 15 or older? Are there any guidelines? A perspective from child language acquisition, I suggest in my Teaching Appendix, can be of some help in answering these questions.

Four problems and a solution
Four problems face anyone wanting to develop a curriculum in English grammar, and then to teach it and test it. First, as we’ve seen, there’s rather a lot of grammar to deal with – several thousand points to be taken into account, from very general principles of sentence construction and word order (such as the rule that turns an active into a passive) to very idiosyncratic forms and patterns (such as the unique forms of the verb to be – am, is, are, was, were, been...). Some express very basic notions, such as naming and comparing; some express much more complex notions, such as causality and concession. How might a selection from all this be introduced in a classroom or textbook in such a way that there is some sort of recognizable progression from easy to difficult?


Second, as the earlier chapters of Making Sense show, talking about these points involves a great deal of abstract thinking, and it’s not a simple matter to arrive at definitions of grammatical terms that satisfy everyone. I illustrated some of the problems in the book. What is it exactly that makes a sentence ‘complete’ (Chapter 1)? What is left out of a definition of noun as ‘the name of a person, place or thing’ (Chapter 2)? What function do verbs perform apart from ‘doing’ (Chapter 2)? What exactly is a ‘command’ (Chapter 7)? How and when should points like these be handled within a school curriculum?


Third, the rules aren’t always universally followed, because of the effects of language diversity and change. Most of the arguments that litter the history of grammar, as the early chapters in Making Sense showed, revolve around differences of opinion over what is considered to be ‘correct’. Identifying the circumstances that condition alternative usages involves taking into account the way language varies in speech and writing, and according to age, gender, social class, and stylistic genre – and not forgetting individual differences, such as the precocity of the young Lord Macaulay (in the Interlude following Chapter 8). How and when should grammatical variation be handled within a curriculum?


Fourth, there are often differences of opinion among professional grammarians about the best way of describing a particular point of grammar. Indeed, it’s the hidden complexity within many areas of English grammar that has motivated a vast field of research, and led to the publication of research journals whose primary aim is to explore ‘how grammar works’. To outsiders, it can seem incomprehensible that a field like English grammar should, after several centuries of study, still have facts to be discovered. The reality, as every issue of a journal shows, is that there are many aspects of the subject about which we know very little, or where the topic is so complex that it allows for several conflicting interpretations. To linguists, of course, this is ‘the best bit’; it’s why they became grammarians in the first place. To teachers and testers, the challenge is to organize the curriculum in such a way that students don’t become confused by linguistic uncertainties and controversies – ‘avoiding the awkward bits’, as I mentioned above.


These are the issues that make the story of English grammar an ongoing focus of attention – and not only in schools, for they come to the fore whenever grammar surfaces as a topic in everyday life. Where have people been looking for the solutions?

Applied linguistics
Know your enemy, as army generals say. If grammar is the enemy, then we need to understand it. One of the contributions of linguistics, over the past fifty years, has been to provide models of language, in all its formal and functional complexity, that help us to understand what grammar is and how it works. Each model – whether it has stemmed from general linguists such as Noam Chomsky and Michael Halliday, or English specialists such as Charles Carpenter Fries and Randolph Quirk – has given us an insight into the nature of the grammatical beast. But not everything is equally and immediately applicable to the teaching situation.


In the field of ‘general linguistics’, as the adjective in the name suggests, the aim is to identify the grammatical features that occur in all the world’s languages, and to explain how it is that there are so many differences between their grammars. How did it come to be that in one language the adjective goes before the noun and in another it goes after? Or in one language the verb goes at the beginning of a clause whereas in others it goes in the middle or at the end? Why do some languages have definite articles and others don’t? Or is it the case that all languages do actually have the same basic notion of ‘definiteness’ that just happens to manifest itself in different forms in different languages? And if all languages have such features as sentences, nouns, adjectives, and verbs, and express such notions as definiteness, does it mean that these are all part of our DNA, innately present in our brains at birth, or do children have to learn them from the linguistic culture into which they are born? 


These are just some of the fascinating questions that have occupied linguists over the past half a century. But they are of limited help to teachers and students of English grammar, as the focus is not primarily on the properties of the English language, but on providing an account of the language faculty in human beings. Many linguists of course use English as their chief language of illustration, but they could make their points equally well by illustrating from Chinese, or Swahili, or any of the other languages of the world. And all general linguistic studies gain in cogency from including a comparative dimension, in which examples are analysed from as many languages as the authors can manage. Any of these comparisons can be illuminating for an understanding of English. As George Steiner once put it, in relation to literary criticism:

Is it not the duty of the critic to avail himself, in some imperfect measure at least, of another language – if only to experience the defining contours of our own. 

The principle is even more apposite for the English grammarian, and the linguistically informed descriptions of English referred to earlier in this book often show such a perspective. However, as the quotation from Noam Chomsky suggests, the aim of these descriptive grammars is not to produce an English-teaching curriculum or to give advice to teachers about how the subject might best be taught.


To provide the necessary focus, we need to turn to a different branch of the subject: applied linguistics. Applied linguists are in the business of problem-solving in real-life situations – such as the teaching of grammar. Their aim is to take the theories, methods, and findings of general linguistics, and the descriptions of individual languages, and work out ways in which this frame of reference can actually help people carry out the language-related tasks that occur in everyday life, such as translating and interpreting, Internet search, working with language-handicapped children, or teaching English as a first or foreign language. Grammar has been a major focus of all these enterprises, and in some areas a great deal of experience has accumulated. For example, in that branch of foreign-language teaching generally known as ELT (English language teaching), linguistically informed approaches to grammar have been routine since the 1950s. In the treatment of language disability in children and adults, speech and language therapists (pathologists, in the USA) have had half a century of experience in grading grammatical difficulty and devising methods of presenting grammatical topics to patients. And both of these domains have been informed by a further half-century of research into child language acquisition, which (as my first few chapters illustrated) has shown a developmental sequence in the way grammar is learned.


So, from a time when people were largely unaware of the nature of the challenges they faced, in trying to teach grammar, we are now in an era where these challenges are well understood. There is today no shortage of textbooks snd introductions to grammar to help teachers who find themselves in a position of having to implement government recommendations about teaching and testing. Projects such as the one from Buckinghamshire show the existence of a substantial body of knowledge about how grammar can be taught in mother-tongue situations. If there is a problem, it is that the different professions who engage in this grammar-related work rarely have opportunities to share experience. Few teachers have the chance to find out what goes on in clinics; and few clinicians get into classrooms. Observation of teaching techniques is a time-consuming business, as are the practicalities of arranging meetings. A start comes with shared-experience journals (such as Child Language Teaching and Therapy) and multi-professional bodies (such as NAPLIC in the UK – the National Association of Professionals concerned with Language Impaired Children). 

Sharing experience

Applying a perspective from child language acquisition is valuable, in the study of grammar, as it draws attention to those aspects of the subject that are more basic than others. But it won’t solve all the problems of ‘what to teach first... and what next’, because many areas of child language have received little or no research, so all the facts aren’t known. Similarly, applied linguists can advise on which types of construction are going to be difficult to teach (and which might be best avoided in testing) and explain the basis of the difficulty; but there is as yet no comprehensive developmental model of grammatical metalanguage. Where else, then, might a teacher look for help?


The various government reports could be one place. After all, they do set attainment targets at various age levels. However, when we look closely at the grammatical features mentioned, as I did above, it’s clear that they haven’t been chosen systematically, and that the sequencing isn’t based on any body of educational linguistic research. Often, in fact, grammatical notions of different levels of difficulty are brought together into a single age-frame.


Consider, for instance, the set of grammatical features tested in one sample paper for the earliest stage of testing in the UK (age 5--7). They include: 

nouns with or without a capital letter

direct vs indirect speech

sentence functions: statement, question, command, exclamation

the punctuation marks associated with these functions

past vs present tense

singular vs plural

full vs contracted forms (eg have not vs haven’t)

It’s a disparate collection. One grammatical point relies on spelling (the capitalization of proper nouns); another relies on punctuation (to show the difference between direct vs indirect speech). The four sentence functions are introduced simultaneously, though they aren’t the same in terms of acquisition order, syntactic complexity, or frequency of use. The constructions recognized as exclamations are actually quite advanced – those beginning with what or how (What a lovely day it is! How nice to see you!). 


The contrasts between singular and plural or past and present tense are certainly basic grammatical notions. But the task of turning indirect into direct speech is far more complex. Pupils were given the test sentence Joe asked his mum if Gran would like flowers, and told to write the direct speech equivalent in a speech bubble. One answer could be: Joe asked his mum, ‘Will Gran like flowers?’ However, to answer this the child has to do three things at once: change word order, understand a conditional meaning, and add new punctuation – as well as decide on whether the examiners want the direct form to be will or would (both being possible), and whether they are going to recognize only a comma after the first clause (as opposed to a colon). Is all this achievable (or desirable) before age 7? Similarly, the choice between full and contracted forms is a stylistic option that children need to understand when they reach a reading/writing stage where this distinction is important, but again, is that a pre-7 necessity?


The items in this set of grammatical features place hugely different cognitive and linguistic demands on young children – and on their teachers. The effects are long-lasting. When grammatical notions are introduced in an apparently unprincipled way, it proves difficult to teach the subject up through the age range. Teachers of older children in a junior school find it difficult to establish what grammatical knowledge a child who arrives in their class has previously been taught or managed to acquire. The uncertainty is even more noticeable after the transition to senior school. Many teachers have told me of having to spend inordinate amounts of time reviewing topics in case their new pupils have never been taught them before – or where the learning has not been as successful as it should have been. That contrast between direct and indirect speech is a good example of one that keeps being retaught, even into the teenage years. The problem would disappear in any national curriculum that presented grammar in a comprehensive and systematic way. 


Faced with an unsystematic selection of grammatical features, and a lack of data from language acquisition and applied linguistic studies, teachers have no alternative but to rely on general pedagogical experience – either their own or from others – of ‘what works’. This is where shared professional knowledge comes into its own. An experienced grammar teacher knows that, for a class of a certain age, pupils find it easier if topic A is introduced before topic B, rather than the other way round. For the inexperienced, a huge amount of practical teaching material on grammar can now be found in the various educational catalogues. I give some examples in my Teaching Appendix. The problem is one of access: how do people manage to share their experiences?

A number of local authorities have carried out experience-sharing exercises similar to the Buckinghamshire one, on varying time scales, with the amount of teacher involvement constrained only by practical considerations of cost and cover (enabling teachers to take time out from school to attend in-service courses). On the other hand, some parts of the country seem to have done little or nothing, in relation to grammar training, and – going outside the UK – a similar patchiness of coverage seems to be the norm everywhere. But enough work has now taken place to provide models of good practice that teachers in grammatically deprived areas can adopt and adapt when opportunities permit. It is no longer necessary to rediscover the (grammatical) wheel. The Internet should be of great help here, making it much easier to share experience, show case studies, and discuss problems.

The impact of the SPaG tests in the UK was mainly felt at primary-school level, because the political belief – as in earlier eras – was that the earlier grammar (and spelling and punctuation) was taught in school, the better. I imagine secondary-school teachers breathed a collective sigh of relief at that point: it was someone else’s problem. In fact it is everyone’s problem. Just as judgements are made about the appropriateness and distribution of literary texts throughout the school age range, so judgements need to be made about the appropriateness and distribution of knowledge of grammar (and other aspects of language) throughout the curriculum. Grammar learning doesn’t stop at Key Stage 3 (around age 14) – nor, for that matter, at Key Stage 4 or any other older level. It is a steadily ongoing process – not as noticeable as in the development of vocabulary, but there nonetheless. Nor does it stop when it’s time to leave school – as anyone knows who has tried to get to grips with the syntax of a difficult set of written instructions, encountered the older grammar of a Shakespeare play, or had a conversation with people from other parts of the English-speaking world. New grammatical experiences are always waiting in the wings. And the more we know about what grammar is and how it has evolved, the more we will be able to handle them with understanding, confidence, and pleasure. That is why I wrote Making Sense.
