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In this chapter, we ask the following questions: 
What is communicative grammar? 

What are the main differences between traditional and communicative grammar? 

How can grammatical objectives be defined? 

What criteria can we apply to evaluate, adapt and design grammatical activities? 

 

Theoretical perspectives and the Austrian context 
As in many European countries, grammar exercises and activities found in Austrian 
schoolbooks and widely-used classroom practices tend to follow a fairly traditional 
approach to the teaching of grammar. Teachers looking for guidance from the latest 
version of the Austrian school curriculum on how to teach grammar may be disap-
pointed; whereas previous versions of the curriculum provided a discussion of prin-
ciples of communicative grammar and specified grammatical objectives in terms 
of grammatical notions (see discussion below), recent versions have been domi-
nated by specifications of learning content in terms of skill-based learning out-
comes without making specific references to grammatical categories. Nor will 
teachers find much support from international manuals on foreign language meth-
odology: grammar is the one area of language teaching which has been neglected 
by many methodologists who find it difficult to incorporate into communicative ap-
proaches. Indeed, both among teachers and among methodologists, grammar is of-
ten seen as a ‘problem’. In this chapter, we illustrate how grammar, if taught ac-
cording to certain principles, is wholly compatible with modern approaches and 
theories of learning. These principles and the categories and terms discussed in this 
chapter are dealt with in more detail in Newby (2017). 
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Tasks of the (grammar) teacher  
When teaching grammar, teachers have to carry out several pedagogical tasks. The 
most important are:  

▪ Setting grammatical objectives so that teachers know exactly what they are 
teaching, and learners know what they are learning. As we shall see, 
whether objectives are specified by means of grammatical meaning or by 
grammatical form will have important consequences. 

▪ Dealing with grammar rules. The most common way of ‘transmitting’ rules 
to the learner is by teacher/textbook explanation; other ways are picking 
up rules ‘implicitly’ by using grammar or discovery of rules in the course of 
activities. 

▪ Selecting or designing grammar activities. This entails recognising the 
learning aim of a specific activity and evaluating how well this activity 
might support this aim. 

▪ Providing or designing a sequence of grammar activities which leads 
learners from initial awareness of a grammar rule to a stage where they can 
use grammar automatically. 

▪ Testing grammar. Assessing how well grammar has been acquired by 
learners. This task must be carried out by taking into consideration the 
overall aims of learning. A fill-in-the-gap test does not necessarily provide 
information about whether learners are able to use grammar for commu-
nication. 

Reasons for learning grammar 
Before considering aspects of pedagogy, we need to begin with a statement of why 
our learners learn grammar and what the overall outcome of our teaching should 
be. This statement might run as follows: the overall purpose of learning grammar 
is to be able to express your own ideas in real situations in language that is as cor-
rect, meaningful and appropriate as possible. Let’s look at each of these in turn: 

It follows from the phrase ‘own ideas in real situations’ that if our grammar exer-
cises consist solely of fill-in-the-gap, transformation, translation exercises etc., they 
do not provide learners with the opportunity to personalise grammar – that is to 
say, to use grammar to say what they think or feel – and to rehearse grammar in 
actual contexts. Teachers regularly complain that students are able to fill in the cor-
rect forms in gapped tests, but they do not use the same forms in their free produc-
tion. If our goal is performance in real-life situations, we must make sure that the 
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students practice grammar in such contexts. For this purpose, we need specific 
types of ‘communicative’ activities – see, for example, Ur (2009).  

‘…correct, meaningful …’ The main purpose of all language use is to express mean-
ings. Clearly, there is a close relationship between formal correctness and gram-
matical meaning. Some grammatical mistakes may even obscure the message or 
lead to misunderstandings. While traditional grammar has always paid attention to 
grammatical meaning, it has not given it the prominence that it is assigned in a 
communicative grammar approach, where grammatical meaning is at the centre of 
objective setting and activity design.  

‘Appropriate’ grammar is an aspect which is often ignored in grammar teaching 
and refers to register or style. When teaching vocabulary or speaking skills, teach-
ers often distinguish between formal and informal language – e.g., get/receive, good 
morning/hi etc. This distinction also applies to grammar usage: My colleague and I 
attended a conference (formal) vs. Philip and me went to a football match (informal). 

Grammar and grammar rules: what are they?  
One way of defining language is that it is a system for providing information about 
the things and events in the world and for expressing what we think and what we 
experience in our daily lives. Different aspects of language play different roles in 
this ‘information’ process. Vocabulary expresses the various concepts we talk about 
– things (nouns), properties (adjectives, adverbs), actions (verbs etc.) – and gram-
mar provides more detailed information about how the speaker perceives these 
things, properties and events. For example, whether the things are general or spe-
cific (articles), how we can compare properties (e.g., comparative/superlative), 
when an event occurred/will occur (tenses etc.). It follows from this view that a 
communicative approach sees grammar as a meaning-carrying system which pro-
vides important information.  

As far as grammar rules are concerned, rules simply mean ‘regularities’. The term 
should not be confused with the ‘you must/mustn’t do this!’ meaning of rules in gen-
eral English. Acquiring grammar rules means internalising a systematic relation-
ship between meanings and forms of grammar - in short, learning grammar means 
making meaning-form connections. 

Differences between traditional and communicative grammar  
It should be stressed that many practices commonly applied in grammar teaching 
are not based on specific theories of language or language acquisition. Rather, they 
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have established themselves over centuries and in many cases have not been ques-
tioned or put under the microscope to examine how effectively they support the 
learning of grammar. That is to say, teaching grammar tends to be the result of tra-
dition rather than of any coherent theories. Added to this is the problem that very 
few researchers and methodologists have come up with plausible alternatives to 
traditional grammar teaching practices which can be implemented in everyday 
classroom teaching. The main differences between traditional and communicative 
approaches to teaching grammar are listed in figure 1.  

Category Traditional grammar Communicative grammar 
Objectives Formal teaching objectives Meaning-based objectives 
Rules Teaching through explana-

tion → Learning by under-
standing 

Teaching through activities → 
Learning by using, discovery etc. 

Exercises Exercises which test 
knowledge 

Exercises which support learning 

Exercises which restrict use 
(fill-in-the-gap etc.) 

Exercises which encourage use 
(open-ended, games etc.) 

Aims Grammar is an end in itself Grammar is a means to an end 

Figure 1: Traditional and communicative grammar 

The purpose in comparing the two grammatical orientations is not to reject tradi-
tional teaching entirely but to recognise its shortcomings. For example, we are not 
suggesting that ‘teaching through explanation’ or fill-in-the-gap exercises have no 
place in grammar teaching. Rather, such practices need to be evaluated by teachers 
according to specific criteria and replaced or supplemented by communicative ped-
agogical practices when it is felt that these will provide better support for learning.  

Notional grammar: setting objectives 
In teaching an area of grammar such as tenses, traditional approaches have de-
signed curricula and specified teaching objectives in terms of grammatical forms – 
present simple, past progressive, going to future etc. The problem here is that these 
forms express quite different meanings so that it is often not clear to teachers and 
learners what exactly it is that is being taught and learnt. Placing meaning rather 
than form at the centre of grammar enables us to take a notional approach to spec-
ifying objectives. A grammatical notion can be defined as a single meaning of a 
grammatical form. Examples of grammatical notions can be found in figure 2.  
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Notional objective Utterance Formal objective 
[referring to a present ac-
tivity] 

You’re being stupid! present progressive 

[arranged activity] I'm playing tennis tonight. present progressive 
[expressing intention] I’m going to use my new 

racket. 
‘going to’ future 

[interpreting signs] It’s going to be a tough 
match. 

‘going to’ future 

[reporting experiences] Have you ever been to 
France? 

present perfect 

[expressing duration] She’s been away for hours. present perfect 
[making an assumption] I think they must be Irish. modal - ‘must’ 
[expressing compulsion] You must go to bed now. modal - ‘must’ 
[reporting compulsion] I have to do my home-

work. 
modal – ‘have to’ 

Figure 2: Notional objectives 

It can be seen that the notional objectives are far more specific and informative 
since they express what a speaker wants to communicate, whereas the formal ob-
jectives merely relate to a grammatical category that is often abstract and difficult 
to grasp for learners. In school textbooks it is gradually becoming more common to 
adopt notional specifications of objectives; for example, several Austrian course-
books formulate grammatical objectives as ‘intentions and plans’ rather than ‘the 
will future’.  

A further objectives-related consideration is how teaching/learning objectives can 
be made as transparent as possible to learners: it is important that learners know, 
on the one hand, what they are learning and on the other, whether they have 
achieved their learning aim. One big advantage of a communicative/notional ap-
proach is that notional objectives can be expressed in terms of ‘I can’ descriptors to 
be found in the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of 
Europe, 2001) and in the various versions of the European Language Portfolio (Coun-
cil of Europe, 2001):  

✓ I can express an intention using ‘going to’ 

✓ I can talk about an arranged activity using the present + -ing  

✓ I can talk about my experiences using the present perfect. 
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Notional grammar: dealing with grammar rules 
There are two general issues relating to grammar rules:  

a) How should they be formulated? This relates to the explanation of how a piece of 
grammar works; rules are expressed in metalanguage by the teacher, coursebook 
or grammar reference book, or by the learners themselves if discovery approaches 
are applied. 

b) How are rules best acquired by learners? The question of whether grammar rules 
should be made explicit at all is a matter of controversy among methodologists. 
However, most teachers – and the authors of this chapter – believe that explana-
tions of grammar can serve a useful purpose as part of a framework of pedagogical 
activities.  

As far as a) is concerned, the meaning-based formulations of notional grammar 
will provide more specific and simpler rules than the complex and highly abstract 
rules often found in reference books based on grammatical forms. The rules of no-
tional grammar describe clear meaning-form connections. In the following two ex-
amples, the form is the same, but the notion is different.   

Notion: Experience, Form: Present perfect 

Utterances: 

A: What’s the most dangerous thing you’ve done in your life? 

B: Oh, that’s hard to say. I’ve done lots of dangerous things. I’ve climbed several moun-
tains. I’ve ridden on a tiger. I’ve held poisonous snakes in my hands. 

Rule: I am relating what I have done or experienced at some point in my life. I’m 
only interested in whether something has happened, not when it happened.  

Notion: Changes and completion, Form: Present perfect 

Utterances: 

A: Hello, Lizzie. My goodness! I hardly recognised you. You have grown! Your hair’s dif-
ferent too! 

B: Yes, I’ve had it cut short. 

A: How are your parents? 

B: Dad’s in hospital. He’s broken his leg. 

Rule: I am reporting on a new or changed situation. 

(adapted from Newby, 1989, pp. 84-85) 
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Concerning b), of course, simply being told the rule is only one element of acquiring 
a rule. An explanation also needs to be embedded in clear contextualised examples 
of use, as in the above dialogues. In addition, the process of acquisition needs to be 
supported by various types of activities. And this leads us to the next issue: what 
types of grammatical exercises best support grammar acquisition? 

Learning stages 
Virtually all learning theories see learning as taking place in a series of stages, 
which will guide learners from initial awareness of a new item of grammar through 
to the skill of using grammar freely in oral and written use. Traditional grammar, 
which sees stages largely in terms of the teacher, is based on a so-called PPP ap-
proach: Presentation-Practice-Production. According to this, the teacher first pre-
sents the new grammar and gives a rule; the grammar point is then practised and 
finally the learner should be able to produce, or use, grammar. There are various 
problems with this model: it neither specifies what form this ‘practice’ should take, 
nor does it explain how practice will lead to production.  

If the quality of learning is to be improved, a stage model that is focused not on 
teaching, as is PPP, but on learning is required. Moreover, this model needs to be 
rooted in valid learning theory. The model presented in this section is based on the-
ories deriving from so-called Cognitive Linguistics and related learning theories 
(see Newby, 2015, for full version). It is closely linked to theories of memory and 
skill acquisition and aims to help teachers to understand how learners register new 
information and store it in long-term memory so that it is available for use. This 
stage model includes the following four stages: 

▪ Awareness – learners notice, make sense of and register new grammar  
▪ Conceptualisation – learners understand or ‘internalise’ the rule and begin 

to store it in their minds 
▪ Proceduralisation – learners rehearse the use of grammar so that it is grad-

ually transformed from knowledge into a skill 
▪ Performance – learners are able to use grammar automatically without a 

conscious focus 

The following activities represent the four stages.  
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Example 1:  

 
 

Example 1 represents the awareness stage. Its aim is to make learners aware of the 
3rd person -s that is used to talk about another person. At this level and age, hardly 
any grammatical meta-knowledge can be expected from learners. Adding an -s in 
the third person would not be a problem if learners had a concept of the ‘third per-
son’. By exploring the speech bubble and the text in the box, learners realize that 
talking about themselves is different from talking about someone else and a differ-
ent form is needed. This may seem very basic to adults, but children need to develop 
such basic concepts of meaning in order to form reliable meaning-form connec-
tions that will lead to automatic use of correct language. 
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Example 2:  

 
Example 2 takes this exploration a step further. Learners produce two short text 
samples based on the given models: one about themselves and one about a class-
mate. This stage of conceptualisation is scaffolded by two factors: formatting 
(speech bubble versus box) helps the learners understand the idea of ‘self’ versus 
‘other’. In addition, the exercise is strongly personalized and allows learners to talk 
about their real self and a classmate, representing the ‘other’. This links these ab-
stract concepts to learners’ personal experiences and thus makes them more tangi-
ble. 

Example 3: 
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Present a classmate: 

Work with a partner. Record a short video where you present your classmate. Tell 
us everything that you know about your  friend. 

In example 3, learners practice the new language. At the proceduralisation stage, 
the meaning-form connections become stronger and more automatic. Ideally, this 
activity consists of several short tasks where learners speak or write about people 
or animals around them. They might be asked to present a classmate, a family 
member and/or a pet. Both speaking and writing activities should be included in 
this stage. 

Example 4: 

 
 

Example 4 represents the performance stage, during which learners use the new 
rule in order to write about a fictitious person. This is slightly more abstract than 
talking about someone they really know. The differences between the task(s) in ex-
amples 3 and 4 are minimal and the activities could be used interchangeably. At this 
stage, the learners are ready to use the new language in unrehearsed situations. 
This last example would therefore be suitable for an exam. 
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Advantages of a stage model 
A stage model has important applications for teaching grammar. First, we can lo-
cate a specific exercise or activity within a particular learning stage; thus, when giv-
ing students a grammar activity, we can be clear about which learning stage or 
stages this activity supports. Second, we can analyse sequences of exercises in a 
school coursebook or grammar practice book that deal with an area of grammar to 
determine if there are exercises that lead the learner from initial awareness 
through internalisation and proceduralisation to the stage of performance. Many 
coursebooks and reference grammars provide few exercises which go beyond the 
conceptualisation stage. If this is the case, the teacher will need to look for or design 
additional grammar activities to cover other learning stages. 

Designing an effective grammar exercise 
In order to make optimum use of the learning stage model to analyse grammar ac-
tivities, teachers should apply two additional categories. In a previous section, we 
discussed the importance of identifying grammatical objectives; in addition, we 
also need to identify the learning aim of an activity – that is to say, what we expect 
the activity to achieve in terms of learning outcomes. For example, the central 
learning aim of a fill-in-the-gap exercise is to test the learner’s understanding of a 
rule; whereas learning aims of more open-ended proceduralisation stage activities 
will be to gain confidence in using grammar and to rehearse using an item of gram-
mar to generate ideas. Having established the learning aim, we then need to find 
criteria to judge how well an activity supports this aim. These will be of a cognitive, 
affective and communicative nature. Cognitive criteria will be concerned with how 
well learners make use of their innate mental resources; affective criteria will be 
concerned with how willing learners are to engage with activities; and communi-
cative criteria will be concerned with how closely grammar activities correspond 
to real-life language use. By applying these criteria, we can evaluate the quality and 
effectiveness of exercises. The following list focuses on some of the principal fac-
tors which optimise learning: 

1. Repetition. Learners need multiple opportunities to engage with the new gram-
mar. However, quantity alone is not a sufficient criterion: the quality of the contact 
is a crucial factor.  

2. Depth of processing. The extent to which grammar becomes internalised is 
partly dependent on how mentally active learners are and how intensively they 
make use of their cognitive resources. In a nutshell, more intense brain activity 
means more learning. 
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3. Commitment filter. Learners are more likely to engage with the grammar being 
learnt if they have positive feelings towards the activities they are carrying out. 
Problem solving, enjoyment, success, having fun, being creative and humour will 
all positively influence their degree of engagement, and higher engagement leads 
to stronger connections in the neural networks of the brain. 

4. Personalisation. Learners have the opportunity to draw on their personal expe-
riences and express their own thoughts, wishes and ideas. These personal connec-
tions will have two main effects: firstly, they will make the learning of a new gram-
matical item more meaningful and relevant and will thus raise learners’ engage-
ment level. Secondly, personalized activities allow learners to make strong links 
between existing concepts and memories in their brains and the new grammar.  

5. Peer interaction. In pair- and groupwork oral activities, learners share ideas and 
cooperate on performing tasks. This provides learning support in a relaxed envi-
ronment and gives them feedback on their and their peers’ language. Oral activities 
have the extra advantage of using several senses (hearing, speaking, movement) 
and thus lead to activity in several parts of the brain.  

6. Contextualisation. This means that grammar is embedded in a clear context, or 
learners can easily imagine a context. Similar to personalisation, contextualisation 
plays an important role in linking the new language to existing networks in learn-
ers’ brains. By recalling and visualizing typical situations where the new language 
naturally occurs, learners make multidimensional meaning-form connections. 

7. Authenticity of process. Learners use grammar in natural, ‘language-like’ ways, 
rather than just manipulating forms. Inauthentic exercises (e.g., put active into pas-
sive) do not lock into natural language acquisition processes. 

8. Task-based. When using grammar, learners also fulfil a purposeful task that will 
have an outcome or end product. Task-based activities tend to be more engaging, 
and the results or products are often perceived as achievements by the learners. 

Conclusion 
In this chapter, we have discussed and illustrated how grammar materials and prac-
tices can, on the one hand, be embedded within principles of the communicative 
approach and, on the other, support the learning of grammar by following insights 
into language learning provided by cognitive linguists and learning psychologists. 
This combination of insights from language description and learning theory pro-
vides clear guidelines for teachers in selecting and designing grammar materials. 
Taking a communicative approach to grammar requires teachers to take a critical 
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view of traditional grammar practices and to be willing to explore and experiment 
with new ways of teaching. At the same time, teachers need to monitor their learn-
ers’ affective and cognitive development and to understand the learning processes 
that support this development. In this way, they can assess the efficiency of their 
grammar teaching. 

Practical applications and questions for reflection 
Analyse the following activities according to the above criteria. How efficient do 
you think they are? Which of the learning stages do they support? What pedagogical 
considerations are involved? 

Example 1 Example 2 
Complete the sentences. Use the go-
ing to future. 
 
1. He ………………... a letter to his 
friend. (to write) 
2. We ………….……..pizza tonight. 
(have) 
3. Our neighbors ………………..away. 
(move) 
4. Thomas …………………… football 
in the afternoon. (play) 

Complete the text.  
 
I have lots of plans for the upcoming 
weekend. On Saturday I ……………… my 
grandparents in Vienna. We 
…………………. to the Prater. There we 
…………………. on all the cool roller-
coasters and we ………………… in my fa-
vourite restaurant. I ………………….. a 
big Cheeseburger with fries. It 
……………………… a great weekend. 

 

 

Example 4 Solve the puzzle 

1. Match the pictures and 
the sentences. 
2. Now it’s your turn: Draw 
your own puzzle.  
Choose an animal or a per-
son and a thing that they 
own.  
Draw 5 pictures and write 5 
sentences. Write your sen-
tences in the wrong order. 
Ask your teacher to check. 
Then ask a friend to solve 
your puzzle.  

Example 3 Survey: What are your plans for the upcoming weekend?  

Ask your classmates what they are going to do on the weekend. 
Who is going to do the most exciting things? Make a list, then present the three 
most interesting plans to the class. 
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Example 5 Experiences 
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Commentary on practical applications and reflection 
questions 
 

Examples 1 & 2 

Learning stages: example 1, conceptualisation; example 2, proceduralisation 

Pedagogical principles: 

The two examples look fairly similar at first sight. Both are gap filling activities. 
However, example 1 uses decontextualized sentences where learners only have to 
put the given verbs in the correct form. Hardly any mental processing is needed to 
fulfil this task. 
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Example 2 offers a coherent text, and learners have to process the meaning and fill 
in a fitting verb and its correct form. For beginners, whose active vocabulary is still 
very limited, the teacher might provide a box of verbs to choose from. This makes 
it easier for the learners, but still demands some active processing of meaning. 

Neither of the examples is personalized or highly engaging and they do not involve 
any peer interaction. Filling in given words in a sentence is not an authentic pro-
cess; filling gaps in a coherent text comes a little closer, since it involves recon-
structing a meaningful story. 

Example 3 

Learning stage: proceduralisation or performance 

Pedagogical principles:  

The example is authentic and engaging, learners interact with their peers and find 
out about each other’s real personal plans. They process language actively; moreo-
ver, several senses are involved. When speaking, learners will not only show in-
creased brain activity in the areas that are typically responsible for language, but 
also in the parts of the brain responsible for hearing and movement of the mouth 
and tongue. This increased brain activity leads to more intensive learning, since 
wider neural networks are involved. For further information, see Herrmann (2009) 
and Macedonia et al. (2011). 

Example 4 

Learning stage: conceptualisation 

Pedagogical principles: 

The task in example 4 can be very demanding for learners. In order to match the 
sentences and the pictures they need to understand that the different forms (spell-
ings) refer to singular and plural meanings and thus tell them whether there is one 
owner and one object or several owners and objects. For most students this is a ma-
jor new realisation that makes them aware of the different meanings that the letter 
‘s’ can have in the English language. 

The matching task demands deep processing on the meaning level. Creating a puz-
zle of their own demands a high degree of processing. Solving and creating a puzzle 
are engaging activities and language is used in authentic ways, even if no wider con-
text is given. In step two learners interact with a peer who must solve their puzzle. 
This is usually followed by some peer discussion or explanations of the correct so-
lutions. 
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Example 5 

Learning stage: proceduralisation 

Pedagogical principles: 

In example 5, the learners write about their own experiences and have to distin-
guish between the two concepts of [general experience] and [specific events / de-
tails]. Peer and social learning are not yet included here but can be easily imple-
mented in a follow-up activity, e.g., Find the person who has done the coolest, 
most interesting things. 


