Teaching Grammar: Tips and Pitfalls

1.  Grammar is there to convey meaning, it is not an end in itself.

2. Grammar arises from a situation. Link grammatical forms with typical settings and situations. Practice the language and forms typically used in this context. Use strong pictures, personal associations as memory hooks. (An owl was hooting...)

3. Practice these situations both orally and in writing. Find lots of similar, typical situations. Understanding grammatical notions takes time and repetition. Students must build strong links between situation and form. It's a bit like learning to drive.

4. Teach one grammatical NOTION at a time. Do not mix notions. Most grammar books do this and only cause confusion. 

E.g.: 
Structural grammar: The present perfect tense is used for...a b c d ...

Notional grammar: To express General Experience we use the pres. perf. form.

5. Always practice grammar in context. Avoid single sentences, translation, transformations, contrasting.

6. See grammatical errors as a chance to teach notions in context. Personal error cards/ grammar cards can be used like vocab cards. Encourage students to make personal associations: 
NEWNESS: My English is really improving.  Anna is walking!
HABIT: I get up at 6 o'clock (I hate it.)

NOW: (Present Activity) I can't! I am preparing my grammar lesson.

EXPERIENCE: I have tried out many grammar books and I've come to the conclusion that the Newby grammar works best. It has the clearest labels.

7. Always stick to the same labels and keywords in your explanations and marking.  For example:

HABIT:  to express habitual activities in the present simple

BACKGROUND: to describe background events and settings in the past progressive

PAST EVENT: I was born on ....

8. Choose one or two good notional grammar books and throw away all your old structural exercise books. You might be tempted to use them again. Try to forget all the old rules: you might confuse your students by using words like "events" indiscriminately. 

e.g: 
David Newby, Grammar for Communication, Bundesverlag



David Newby, Exercises and Creative Activities, Bundesverlag



Penny Ur, Grammar Practice Activities, A practical guide for teachers, CUP



Christine Frank and Mario Rinvolucri, Grammar in Action, Pergamon Press



Mario Rinvolucri, Grammar Games, CUP



Ruth Wajnryb, Grammar Dictation, Resource Books for Teachers, OUP



Michael Swann, Basic English Usage, Exercises, OUP


Michael Swann, Practical English Usage, OUP (good reference grammar for all kinds of little problems, not helpful for teaching tenses)

9. Test grammar in context. Don't use fill-in or transformation tasks to test grammar. Find a typical situation. Beginners and lower-intermediate students should be reminded of  the grammar focus in longer writing tasks. (e.g. Don't forget to use the past progressive form to describe the background of your spooky story and the simple past to describe events.) Teaching and testing tasks should be fairly similar.
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