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Introduction 

 

 

 According to A Practical Guide to Teaching Foreign Languages in the Secondary 

School (Pachler, Redondo, 2013), grammar is ‘the mortar which provides the disconnected 

bricks (the words) with meaning and purpose’. It is the flesh that holds bones together. 

Grammar is a set of rules that we need in order to communicate effectively, to ‘help us speak 

the language properly’. (Driscoll, Macaro, Swarbrick, 2014: 108). But grammar is not only 

what links words together in order to produce language; it is also the language used categorise 

words: nouns, verbs, adverbs and so on. Grammar is the rules as well as the concept. This is 

one of the main issues of teaching grammar in English as well as in Modern Languages 

(MFL) lessons: do we teach grammar included in a topic, or as a concept and in isolation to 

communicative purposes? 

 

1) Approach to grammar in the National Curriculum for MFL and English in 

historical, social and political context for each subject 

 

In England until the late 1970s, the grammar-translation method prevailed in MFL 

classes. Students were asked to learn the grammar rules and to apply them to translate texts 

from English to the foreign language. In Learning to Teach Foreign Languages in the 

Secondary School, the authors analyse the previous predominance of the method and argue 

that teachers wanted their subject to be equally important with ‘main’ subjects such as English 

or Maths (2014: 252). Grammar was studied in a context (the texts) and as a set of rules: 

students knew the metalanguage and how to manipulate written sentences from one idiom to 

the other. Teachers thought that MFL classes would gain more importance due to the added 
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‘analytical thinking’ skills (Evans et al., 2014: 252). But students lacked communicative 

skills. They were not asked to generate language, which is in my opinion one of the aims that 

MFL teachers should aspire to. 

 

In the mid-1980s, the General Certificate of Secondary Education ‘emphasised 

communication’ (Evans et al., 2014: 253). Teaching languages went from one extreme to the 

other. Students were asked to learn sentences and dialogues by heart and to use them in role-

plays. But by mostly abandoning grammar teaching, students were unable to step out of the 

dialogues learnt by heart. They could only use the foreign language in a given context. There 

too, students’ own language making was not possible: they did not know the rules that could 

have helped them readjust to another communicative situation.  

 

As for as today, attitudes towards grammar teaching have changed. There seems to be 

a return to the prevalence of grammar, but ‘as part of a coherent framework’ (Evans et al., 

2014: 255). I have interviewed the English PGCE student in my SE1. She said that before, 

‘grammar was not formally studied’ (Appendix 1), whereas today there is an increased focus 

on grammar. PGCE students are asked to teach it ‘from a technical perspective’. In the 

National English Curriculum of 2013, although grammar is learnt ‘naturally and implicitly’, 

there needs to be an added emphasis put on ‘explicit knowledge of grammar’ as a means to 

create ‘sophisticated writing’. Grammar rules and conceptual grammar are not taught 

separately but studied as a whole in order to communicate more effectively in both speaking 

and writing. 

 

This shift in grammar teaching in English classes has also reached MFL classes. In the 

National Modern Languages Curriculum of 2013, students are asked to ‘use and manipulate a 

variety of key grammatical structures’ and to ‘identify and use tenses’. However, no mention 

is made of the use of metalanguage. Where it is written ‘use and manipulate’, it does not 

mean ‘know the terminologies and the rules’. It is more a question of competences than an 

expertise, which can be seen less dreadful for students. The aim is that pupils should be able 

to communicate meaning and ‘take part in discussions’. But I am wondering if students would 

speak and use the language properly if they do not really know how it works. Of course 

meaning might occur at some point, but fluency and confidence might be thwarted by the lack 

of knowledge about how the language operates. Also, the corrective feedback might not be as 

efficient as if it were supported by rules.  
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But this return of grammar teaching takes time. During my SE1, I have observed an 

English lesson and the only references made to ‘grammar’ (the term is broaden here) were 

metaphors and comparisons: there were references to literateness rather than on how language 

is built. Is there a link between the lack of grammar studying in English lessons and in MFL 

lessons? I have seen in my SE1 that students are often confused when MFL teachers use 

metalanguage. I remembered that I had put ‘Les verbes modaux’ as a title and a teacher 

advised me to change it because Year 9 students would not understand the grammatical 

concept. There is also some resistance from teachers because they consider grammar as being 

too difficult for the students. What I have seen is that teachers often do not know how to teach 

it so as to make it as relevant as possible. When Jones says that the question of teaching 

grammar is not pertinent today, but that it is more a question ‘of how, why and furthermore 

where it fits into the broader curricular landscape of literacy and language’ (2000), I could not 

agree more. Even though grammar is mentioned in the MFL National Curriculum, it appears 

too vague to help build lessons. I think that if the English Department and the MFL 

Department worked closely together, if English grammar knowledge were to be more porous 

then maybe there would be less confusion in MFL lessons. To my mind, English is not only 

the studying of pieces of work and how they are shaped, it is also the exploration of the 

language itself. Is it not one of the same aims as to learning languages? 

 

 However, in spite of this, there is a change. The English PGCE student at my SE1 had 

to work on how MFL teachers tackled grammar in lessons and how French native speakers 

were taught grammar. Not only there is a growing interest on creating bridges between native 

and foreign language teaching, but also on how other countries teach grammar. Efforts made 

in trying to understand other countries’ practices convey answers to questions such as: what 

do we want our country to be? Open to others or closed? Language learning spurns 

geographical and political barriers away. When efforts are made to promote it there is a 

political view lying behind even though in the light of recent events it does not appear so. 
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2) Different approaches to and different aspects of the teaching of grammar in MFL 

 

 In this second part, I will examine the extent to which theories relate to real-life MFL 

lessons. One of the key issues in teaching foreign language grammar is to know whether to 

provide the students with a rule and ask them to work on exercises afterwards (deductive 

approach), or to give them a recurring grammatical structure and to ask them to work out the 

rule (inductive approach).  

The deductive approach objectifies the language: it becomes linguistics. Students have 

the opportunity to deeply study the rule. When the deductive approach is employed, the 

teacher can also study the exceptions because students can understand why and how they are 

different. But according to Erlam (2003) in Debates in Modern Languages Education (2014: 

117), explicit teaching is more effective but only in the short term. I remember that I taught 

the French past to a class of Year 9 in November and made them study the verbs that take 

‘être’. When I asked them in January to write a small paragraph on ‘Mes vacances’, the vast 

majority of the class wrote mistakes such as ‘j’ai allé’.  

 With the inductive approach, the emphasis is put on what Rutherford (1987 in Evans 

et al., 2014: 264) calls the process of ‘consciousness raising’: given a bunch of examples, 

students are asked to identify language patterns and to work out a suitable grammar rule. 

What I like with this approach is that students work out the rule on their own. They create 

personal connections between what they see and what they have encountered before. The 

teacher steps out and let students work alone: they are encouraged to become more 

independent in their learning and it creates habits for when they will grow up. For instance, I 

asked my Year 8 students to work out a rule from this table. 
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Plus, I think that students learn better when they have struggled to find out a rule. The 

problem is, with the inductive approach the teacher has to use contradiction-free examples in 

order to prevent confusion. Furthermore, there could be issues with students suffering from 

dyslexia: they might not see any difference between the examples given. Maybe giving to 

them a sheet with coloured structures would be helpful.  

  

Furthermore, there is the importance of the target language and the impact of its input 

on grammar learning. According to Krashen’s Comprehensible Input Hypothesis (1985 in 

Driscoll, Macaro, Swarbrick, 2014: 111), students would unconsciously pick up grammatical 

structures contained in the teacher’s TL use. I think that it is verifiable but with difficulty. If a 

student has understood grammatical structures, will it inevitably lead to personal reuse? Plus, 

the input comes throughout oral utterances. It would be difficult in French because a lot of 

grammar rules relate to spelling and some of it is silent. When teaching Year 7, I used 

‘J’aime’ and asked for the translation. A student said, ‘I have’. I did not understand why he 

would translate it that way. But she was hearing ‘J’ai’ instead of ‘J’aime’. As she had never 

encountered ‘J’aime’ before, she brought this structure closer to what she already knew: 

‘J’ai’. Thus oral input can sometimes lead to misunderstandings. However, I agree with 

Heafford (1995: 12 in Evans et al., 2014: 260) when he says that language learning requires 

‘exposure, and more exposure’. A lot of student progress comes from the TL input. 

 

 The third theory to grammar teaching would be the use (or not) of metalanguage and 

specific terminology in the classroom. It is often scarcely used because teachers consider it to 

make language learning more difficult. Indeed, students would struggle to understand the 

grammatical concept in itself (what is studied), but also the terminology used to describe it. 

However, according to the authors of A Practical Guide, ‘the knowledge of technical terms 

has the potential to enable pupils to categorise new language, which will facilitate future 
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retrieval’ (2013: 69). In my opinion, the issue is not whether the metalanguage should be used 

or not, but the appropriate point at which it should be used. For example, at KS3, students 

would be expected to know what a verb, a noun and an adjective are. Plus, when a concept is 

not easy to apprehend, the teacher could use strategies or metaphors to get round it before 

using the metalanguage. I remember seeing a teacher reminding her Year 10 about the 

infinitive. She called it ‘the naked verb’, which ‘talked’ more to students than if she had only 

used the specific terminology. Of course, she made a connection between her metaphor and 

the infinitive, to progressively ease the way to metalanguage use.  

 

 Overall, these grammar-teaching theories have qualities and drawbacks, but one 

common point they have is that they would be useless if there is no revisiting of the structures 

afterwards. There, I would follow Turner’s ‘spiral staircase’ (1995: 18 in Pachler, Redondo, 

2013: 71) and try not to abandon previously taught structures but to reinforce them throughout 

the year in different ways to demonstrate their versatility. 

 

3) Personal opinion on the role of grammar in MFL classrooms  

 

I have studied both national requirements and theories on grammar teaching. I do think 

‘pupils need a grammatical base in order to be able to generate language of their own’ (Evans 

et al., 2014: 255). In France, ‘grammar’ only constitutes a section in the overall subject that 

we call ‘français’. The subject ‘literature’ is studied apart. ‘Français’ contains grammar, 

spelling and conjugation, where ‘grammar’ is the sentence-building part: students study word 

categorisation and how to properly form sentences but not from real literary texts. I noticed 

that in England, ‘English’ has more to do with literature and creative writing. Grammar is 

taught more globally: it contains the three French categories. I have also noticed that in Spain, 

students were studying grammar the same way as the French do. I have taken a picture of one 

of the Year 8 Spanish lessons to show that they also use metalanguage to understand sentence 

building: ‘det’ (= determinante), ‘suj’ (=sujeto), ‘adj’ (=adjetivo), ‘cn’ (=complemente de 

nombre) etc. 
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It makes grammar teaching in English MFL lessons difficult for me, because I naturally 

expect students to know metalanguage. Plus, it is tough for me to adapt the lessons because I 

do not know how to get round the metalanguage. Also, I realised that many students have 

trouble adapting the English grammar to the foreign language grammar. For example, I 

created an activity for my Year 8 in Spanish where they had to find the verbs in a text. I 

quickly realised that even though they knew what a word meant (for example, “me levanto”), 

they did not have the reflex to transpose it into a category: a verb. In my opinion, grammar 

should be an important part of the curriculum because it gives students the bases upon which 

they will build up their knowledge of the idiom. Grammar is the root of the idiomatic tree if I 

can say so. Above all, I think that students should know how are words put into categories and 

why: what is their function in a sentence? Thus when students will learn another language, 

they will be able to identify patterns in the language that at first could have appeared opaque. 

It would lead, I think, to a more independent learning. 

 

 One of the grammatical concept that is very difficult for English speakers is gender: 

why are some words masculine or feminine? I read in Colloquial French, The Complete 

Course for Beginners that MFL teachers could draw a link between ‘brother/sister’ (which 

have gender too) and with gender in French, Spanish or German (2006: 23). It would show 

students that they are already familiar with the concept. Visual aids are more and more used 

in lessons to help students in the process of labelling concepts. One idea that I would like to 

use is the ‘mirroring technique’ from Butzkamm and Caldwell (2009 in 2013: 68). This 

technique uses literal translation to underline patterns in the two languages and to ‘render the 
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structure transparent’ (2013: 68). For example, ‘Je m’appelle’ would be translated first as ‘My 

name is’ then literaly ‘*I myself call’. I think that this method would clarify the differences 

between English and French and would develop grammatical awareness. Plus, I join the 

PGCE student of my SE1 who said, ‘teaching grammar through practical examples is always 

better to help students’ understanding’. I remember that when I was learning English, every 

time that I would go tell my mother that I had learnt a new word, she would tell me: ‘Good, 

try to use it in a sentence’: learners need to be able to transfer the element learnt to another 

context. 

 

 To answer Jones’ quote, I would say that even though grammar has become more and 

more important in the curriculum, it still needs to reach the inside of the classrooms. I think 

that teachers need more support on how to teach it as part of the curriculum and how to build 

bridges with their colleagues from the English department. I am glad that PGCE English 

students are studying how grammar is taught in MFL classes: it shows that there is a growing 

interest in teaching practices. Overall, in learning grammar, learners develop a certain 

intuition about the idiom. I want my students to get what Heafford calls ‘to get a feel for a 

language’ (1995: 12 in 2014: 268): the utmost goal when ‘language forms ‘sound’ or ‘feel’ 

right or wrong’ (2014: 268). 
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Appendix 1 
 

Email exchange with SE1 PGCE English student 

 

Louise: I was wondering if you could tell me – very briefly – why you were asked to research 

on grammar teaching in Modern Languages whereas you study English? Was it part of your 

PGCE course? Did you study grammar this year? Do you teach it a bit? And what is 

“grammar” in England according to you PGCE course? Thank you! 

 

M*****: Hello Louise  

 

So in answer to your questions... 

 

I was asked to find out about how you teach grammar in MFL so I could think of how it is 

similar/different to teaching grammar in English. One point you made was how teaching by rote 

was effective, and this is not something we do in English (or at least, I don't). But other things, 

like conjugation, is something that is a bit similar. In English (as far as I know) teaching grammar 

through practical examples is always better to help students' understanding. 

 

It was a part of my PGCE course. There has been an increased focus on grammar in English in 

recent years, and teaching it from a very technical perspective. In my personal experience of 

schooling, we never focused very much on grammar... you just learned to apply it properly. We 

never had lessons where we were taught about how sentences were structured; those focuses were 

always in the context of a larger lesson on a piece of literature, or a text, and formed the basis for 

analysis (so, answering questions like, "why has the author chosen to write in this way?"). 

 

So far, I have not formally studied grammar. We have only discussed how we might consider 

teaching it as part of English, and one conclusion I have drawn is that teaching grammar will be 

easiest when it is taught with reference to a piece of writing. During my time at SE1, I did teach 

some grammar - both as part of lessons that focused on a text, and in isolation. For example, when 

I tried teaching some grammar in isolation, I focused on complex and compound sentences. I gave 

my students examples of each (without reference to a piece of literature) and then asked them to 

write some of their own. But in teaching grammar in relation to a piece of writing, I found it better 

to ask students to identify word classes, and how these might change based on the word's context 
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and how it is conjugated. (eg. I wrote a letter anonymously* (*adverb) vs. The letter was 

anonymous** (**adjective)). 

 

According to my PGCE course, grammar is a set of rules that we need in order to communicate 

effectively. However, grammar is something that is fluid; it can change, and it is different between 

languages. Particularly for bilingual/pluralingual students, they will have a knowledge of two or 

more grammars, and sometimes, if a student's fist language is not English, their understanding of 

their mother tongue's grammar may influence how they learn the English grammar. These are 

some thoughts we came up with in our seminars, but the course leaders themselves suggested that 

grammar isn't an easy thing to define, nor is it something we can rigidly stick by. 

 

I hope this helps you! 
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