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“Funny things happen to grammar in the 
classroom”  

              

                       Donald  Freeman (IATEFL 2015) 



 

 

Funny things happen to grammar on its way 
to the classroom 

              

                        



Pedagogic grammar 
In course-books and pedagogic grammars we have 
classic descriptions which are often abstract, hard to 
apply or contradict examples in texts and activities 

 
 

• a longer past action interrupted by a shorter one 
 

• when a prediction is based on strong evidence 
 

• to add extra information about a noun 
 

• the doer is not known or not important 

 

 

 

 



Pedagogic grammar 

Rules are often qualified in some way 

 

 

• states or activities that happened in the past 
but not usually now 

 

• aren’t usually used with the present continuous 

 

 

 

 

 



Pedagogic grammar 
Rules are often presented as facts – something for 
all users at all times 

 
 

“We use the ______________ to talk about 
something that is always true” 

 

• frequent use of the present simple or imperatives 

 

• frequent use of the pronouns ‘we’ and ‘you’ 

 



But in the classroom….. 

• We have a clash between what we read about 
language and what proficient speakers and 
writers do with language 
 

• We can find ourselves presenting rules that 
contradict what learners then notice in texts and 
activities 

 

• “Often an inexperienced teacher’s metalinguistic 
knowledge is simply a reflection of the 
textbook’s grammatical explanations” Blyth, C. 
(1997:54) 

 



 

 

Funny things happen to grammar on its way 
to the classroom 

              

                        



 

 

   “They (the rules) provide a modicum of security 
to language learners – they give them something 
to hold onto in the vast rush of noise that is the 
new language” 

 

 

Larsen-Freeman, D. (2003:49) 
 



But…. 

 

“Our learners are thinking human beings. Why not 
tap into their cognitive powers and help them 
engage with the language they encounter; help 
them cultivate an attitude of enquiry?” 

 

 

         Larsen-Freeman, D. (2003:50) 
 



The grammar of Jade from 
‘Speak out Upper-intermediate’ 
 

 

 



Task 1 

 

•What problem does Jade have? 

 

•Why did she marry him? 
 



Task 2 

“He used to play computer games quite a 
lot” 

 

“I soon got used to talking to his back” 

 

 

• Jade is using ‘used to’….. 

• Jade is using ‘got used to’… 



Student descriptions 
 

• Jade is using ‘used to’ to describe Sam’s 
habits when she met him 

 

• Jade is using ‘used to’ to describe Sam’s 
habits before they got married 

 

• Jade is using ‘got used to’ to describe 
strange before but now it’s normal for 
Jade. 



The rule in the book 



What happens next? 

 

   “Surely what the adult learner needs is 
not another set of grammar rules followed 
by manipulative slot and filler written 
exercises, but the opportunity to put into 
practice what he/she is in the process of 
learning”  

 

              Field, J. (2014:17)  



Task 3 

 

 

 

• “When I first met Jade…..” 



Examples from their writing 
• “I used to play computer games before we got 

married so I don’t know what her problem is”” 
 

• “She used to call me everyday so I got a lot of 
stress” 
 

• “She would come to my home and she’d be sitting 
behind me when I was playing games” 
 

• “I soon got used to her strange behaviour” 
 

• “Unfortunately we got married” 



“Contextualised practice is still controlled, 
but involves an attempt to encourage 
learners to relate form to meaning by 
showing how structures are used in real life 
situations”  

 

           Ellis, R. (2002:168)  



“Learners should produce their own 
meanings rather than regurgitating or 
repeating something that they have 
been told” 

          Skehen, P. (1998) 



Task 4: The grammar of Glen 
Campbell 

What is Glen up to and why? 



Task 5 

“By the time I get to phoenix she’ll be 
rising” 

 

“She’ll find the note I left hanging on the 
door” 

 

• Glen Campbell is using ‘will + verb + ing’… 

 

• Glen using ‘will + base form’… 



Student descriptions 
• because he feels certain about the action 

because it usually happens 
 

• he feels certain because she always does 
this at this time 
 

• he knows before what is going to happen 
because he bases on the old situation 
 

• he is imagining that it will happen because 
he knows her 

 

 



Task 6 

 

 

 

Write a 4th verse.  

 

By the time I get to Pittsburg…… 

 

By the time he gets to Pittsburg….. 



Student 4th verses 
By the time I get to Pittsburg she’ll be partying 

She’ll (hear) our song and start to cry     
 

By the time I get to Pittsburg, she’ll still be crying 

She’ll take my clothes out of the closet and burn them 

She’ll cut up all my pictures and letters 
 

I’ll forget his name and our life before. Also, I’ll move 
to the Caribbean with my new man. We’ll be 
sunbathing, eating lobster and drinking ice-cold 
champagne with strawberries. 



a standard procedure 
 • engage students in the topic 

 

• process the text for meaning 
 

• identify the speaker/writer and the genre 
 

• encourage students to notice the language 
 

• students create rules (or reasons) from the stem “the 
writer/speaker is using xxx to…” 
 

• students re-create the text (summarise, reconstruct, 
replicate, reimagine, transpose) 
 

• students record the description with the text  

 

 



An alternative approach 

The writer is using the passive to describe…… 

 

Jade is using used to to describe…… 

 

Glen is using the will + base form to… 

 

We used would today to… 

 

 

 



Principles in task design 

• use open ended questions for reading and 
listening 

 

• use text replication tasks for follow-up 
tasks 



Task 7: The grammar in the news 

 



What I did 

 

 

• What has the man done? 

 

• What punishment do you think he should 
get? 



 

“A 50 year old man has been arrested for 
bring animal bones into the country” 

 

“The suspect, who cannot be named until 
the investigation is complete…” 

 

• The journalist is using the passive… 

 





Student descriptions 

 

• “He wants to focus on the man” 

 

• “Because I’m reading about the man 
so it’s the man, the man, the man” 

 

• “Can we write about the police?” 
 



Some particular favourites 

• Claudia is using past simple for one visit to 
the restaurant and present simple for 
every visit (Low intermediate) 

 

“We used ‘would’ a lot today because we 
pretended to be queens”(Mid-intermediate) 

 

 

 
 



Rationale behind the approach 

• moves from meaning/use to form 
 

•  encourages noticing & consciousness-raising 
 

• learning and use are aligned (Larsen-Freeman 2015) 
 

• encourages meaningful repetition (Swain & Lapkin 
2008) 
 

• learners own the ‘rules’ (Larsen-Freeman 2000) 
 

• can be done with tasks and with emerging language 
 

• allows for differentiation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



authenticity 

• in processing texts 

 

• in communicative  and purposeful follow-up tasks  

 

• in descriptions of language use. We have reasons, 
not rules (Larsen-Freeman 2015) 

 

• it answers the questions the students are asking 
about language (Swan 2015) 

 

 

 

 



creativity 
 

• creative descriptions rather than rules 
 

• creativity in speaking and writing tasks 
 

• creating new personas 
 

• creative use of course-book texts 
 

• encourages minimal input for maximum output  
(Maley et al 2014) 
 

• tasks are open-ended 

 

 

 



Learner training 

 

• the framework can be used at any time with any 
text – in any language 

 

• descriptions can be recorded with texts 

 

• develops awareness of different genres 

 

• encourages critical evaluation of rules 

 



The rationale for new teachers 
 

• teachers go into class knowing what things mean 

 

• moves from a teacher’s understanding of meaning 
to an understanding of rules 

 

• stops new teachers seeing grammar as a science 

 

• encourages critical evaluation of rules and course-
books 

 
 

 



Pedagogic grammar 

   “As long as textbooks remain unchanged, 
teachers will have a hard time changing 
how they teach grammar” 

             Blyth, C (1997:63) 
 

 

 

   “yet we need to be able to identify and 
compensate for deficits in the materials 
we use to teach with” 

            Bolitho, R (2015:5) 

 



 

danny.norrington-davies@ihlondon.com 
 
http://thecreativitygroup.weebly.com 
 
http://www.hltmag.co.uk/apr15/index.htm 
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