Down with Grammar
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A Summary of the fielded discussion “Down with Grammar!” which took place on the YLSIG list from May 12th.  – May 21st. 2006 (Fielder: Dennis Newson).

I found it surprisingly difficult to summarise this discussion and think some of the reasons lie in its nature - it was wide-ranging, including accounts of classroom practice, lists of recommended books as well as extended theoretical discussions. Ideally, this summary will be read as an introduction and guide to the whole discussion which is saved at: 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/younglearners/
The papers by Ellis and Swan (including a pdf file of the discussion between Swan and Thornbury, IATEFL, Harrogate, 2006) can be found in the files section under:

Files/down with grammar

Michael Swan

Seven Bad Reasons for Teaching Grammar – and Two Good reasons for Teaching Some.

What is Happening in English?

Design Criteria for Pedagogic Language Rules.

Scott Thornbury, Michael Swann, Harrogate, ITEFL, 2006 (pdf) – “Sorry, but you’ve got to have a grammar syllabus.”

Legislation by Hypothesis – The Case of Task-Based Instruction.

Rod Ellis

Current Issues in the Teaching of Grammar: An SLA Perspective.

Willis’s main (substantial) contributions to the discussion are to be found in messages:

6155, 6162, 6169, 6187, 6188, 6192, 6195, 6197, 6225, 6233.

Stephen Krashen’s main postings are at:

6245, 6259, 6261

Andrew Wright posted Scott Thornbury’s message to the list at: 6200

The main discussion is to be found under the normal messages, beginning at roughly 5972   and ending at approximately 6281. That was 10 days, from May 12 th. – May 21st. and 

309 posted messages.

When the discussion was almost officially over, through the good offices of Andrew Wright we were joined by Dave Willis. Rod Ellis, also through Andrew, sent a comment that it was quite wrong to claim that there was no research supporting the use of grammar in foreign language teaching , and a 40-paged article, Scott Thornbury made a couple of reading recommendations, 

Earlier, Krashen wrote twice and Wendy made numerous contributions, both commenting as head of discussions and in her own right. Jason Renshaw made a colossal contribution on all areas and topics that were covered. 

The discussion began with a theoretical discussion on the meaning of grammar, broadened out into an exchange of classroom practices and materials and returned to general issues when Willis contributed a number of substantial postings.  (See above).

The following, more or less in order of appearance, took part in the discussion:  Dennis Newson, Wendy Arnold, Jason Renshaw, Alexander Sokol, Janice Bland, Alison Miyaka, Kristina Peachey, Stephen Krashen, Megan Roderick, Jake Kimball, Naomi Gardiner, Jackie Emery, Andrew Wright, Dave Willis, Bennitt Jen, Claudia Richardson, Janet Bayen,Caroline Linse.

The essence of my claim, as briefly as I can manage, was that it is language not ‘grammar’ that should be taught, that learning a language is about learning to mean  and that there was no evidence that concentrating on form increased the ability to communicate.

The first part of the discussion was chiefly between my self and Jason Renshaw, with some contributions from Wendy. As the discussion went on – there were roughly 309   messages in all  - we were joined by others. The names of those who sent messages have been listed above.

In the first part of the discussion Jason, supported by Wendy , argued  that grammar was necessary. In South Korea, for example, a pro-drop language where personal pronouns tended to be dropped, it was necessary to teach them specifically in English. I answered that I would prefer a notional approach – How to ask questions, How to ask the way etc. Jason complained that I was asking grammar to be discussed but complaining if anyone used the word grammar. 

He definitely felt that “we can certainly benefit the learners with both explicit and implicit grammar instruction in key areas at key times.”

Wendy in Hong Kong felt the pull between enabling learners to communicate, despite inaccuracies, and the pressure from the authorities to assess and measure. Wendy went on: “I'm fed up with the focus on the content of language rather than the use of it ... it drives me nuts ... because at the end of 6 years and about 1,200 hours (5 hours/week x about 40 weeks/year x 6 years) of input, the output is cringworthy awful! The YL do communicate with me in English because they know I don't speak Cantonese but I have to drive them into a corner to do so and create situations where they are absolutely forced to use it ... they are afraid to use it as a 'tool' to communicate ... they are afraid to make errors because 'others' berate them.”

Jason provided fascinating descriptions of how he had learned 4 modern languages, Japanese, Swedish, German and Korean,. Nothing decisive emerged from this exposition about the importance of grammar, but the usefulness of learning systems like the verb system – and the demotivation of over correction was clear.

As a moderator, I was particularly pleased to read:

“So all the years after 5 years exposure to

English at school or even after 5 sememsters at ELT

departments students are afraid of talking in English.

I can see clearer now, since the rain has gone.... We

for years were not able to see the forest because of

the trees... or am I wrong?

Many thanks to all contributors for sharing their

views and precious time with us silent readers..”

Barun Simsek 5997

At message 6007 Alexander Sokol from Latvia joined and gave details of his specialised institute devoted to a creative approach to language teaching www.thinking-approach.org
Janice, message 6010, came up with a neat example of using a story to model tricky grammar.

In message 6011 Alison Miyake, like Jason earlier, gave personal examples of learning several languages where, perhaps, the importance of learning patterns once again emerged.

6031, Kristine Peachey, teaching in Lao PDR, reported a situation where “… many of our students are confident, communicative speakers. Their speaking and writing, however, are riddled with errors.”

Kristine’s question prompted a typically succinct comment from Stephen Krashen, who has been a member of the list since he was a guest fielder. “Do they do any pleasure reading in English?”

Kris replied that that in Lao: ”….there is a common notion too much reading like too much thinking makes you crazy.” (6020)

In a summary (2022) Wendy wrote “The YL have 5 hours of English/week most of which is spent in memorising form….without a doubt it undermines language learning.”

6035 Jason Renshaw strongly recommended D. Willis’ latest book: “Rules Patterns and Words – Grammar and Lexis in ELT. Cambridge Language Teaching Library, CUP (2003). David Willis, spontaneously invited by Andrew Wright, later joined the discussion.
In answer to a couple of statements implying that it was important for learners to master certain grammar rules I quoted the theoretician Rens Bod:

"It means that the knowledge of a speaker/hearer cannot be understood as a grammar, but as a statistical ensemble of language experiences that change slightly every time a new utterance is processed." 

(Beyond Grammar, Introduction pxii  See pre-reading materials in Files  for full bibliographical details.)

At a later point in the discussion, again answering Jason Renshaw, I quoted Scott Thornbury’s point made at the IATEFL 2006 Harrogate public discussion with Swan:

By implying that language acquisition is rule-driven, a grammar syllabus 

ignores the fact that language is acquired through the piecemeal but massive 

exposure to instances of language in use: "Language learning is exemplar 

based…. the knowledge underlying fluent use of language is not grammar in the 

sense of abstract rules or structure but a huge collection of memories of 

previously experienced utterances" (Nick Ellis, 2002, p. 166).

At this point Jason, I believe, wrote:

“There are about 415 of us on this list. How exciting it would be to find out how we all teach, what books we use, what activities always work, what recommendations we would like to pass on to our colleagues, what pitfalls to avoid.”

At 6095 Andrew Wright joined the discussion and was later to convey messages from Scott Thornbury, and Rod Ellis

In 6155 Willis outlined the method he and his wife Jane have recommended for 25 years – get learners to solve a task and then let them hear natives use to do the same task.

In subsequent postings he had more to say about TBL (tasked based learning) – (.See messages numbers above).

In answer to a request for articles and references which dealt with the efficacy of grammar in the teaching of foreign languages, Krashen suggested Krashen 2003 Explorations in Language Acquisition and Use The Tapei Lectures , Portsmouth NH, Heineman.

6186  Andrew Wright passed on a paper from Rod Ellis, which has been deposited in the files section of the list: Rod Ellis Controversies in Grammar Teaching
6253 I posted a summary of Ellis’ paper: “Current Issues in the Teaching of Grammar.”  to facilitate the discussion.

6271. When the discussion was finally supposed to be over – Andrew Wright forwarded 5 stimulating articles from Michael Swan. (For details – see above).

It was a fascinating 10 days and we  were delighted to have the discussion acknowledged by such eminent colleagues.

Dennis Newson

