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There is no doubt that knowledge of grammatical rules is essential for the mastery of a language: you cannot use words unless you know how they should be put to-gether. In ‘natural learning’- such as the learning of a first language by a child – the ammount of time and motivation devoted to learning is so great that there is no ne-cessity for conscious planning of the learning process: sooner or later the material is absorbed. However, in a formal course of study, there is very much less time avai-lable, and often less motivation, which means that learning time has to be organized for optimum efficiency.

Any grammar practice activity should be based on a task that entails active use of the structure being practised; and it should maintain students’ interest and motiva-tion through careful choice of topic, use of information-gap procedures, role play and so on. But much of the effect of all this may be lost on a large proportion of the class if we do not do something to ensure maximum, balanced participation of its members.

Any generalization about the ‘best’ way to teach grammar – what kinds of teaching procedures should be used, and in what order – will have to take into account both the wide range of knowledge and skills that need to be taught, and the variety of different kinds of structures subsumed under the heading ‘grammar’.

Most authors suggest four stages into which a very wide variety of teaching techniques will fit:

· Presentation

· Isolation and explanation

· Practice

· Test

Presentation

We usually begin by presenting the class with a text in which the grammatical struc-ture appears. The aim of the presentation is to get the learners to perceive the struc-ture – its form and meaning – in both speech and writing and to take it into short-term memory. Often a story or a short dialogue is used, which appears in written form in the students’ books, and it is also read aloud by the teacher or students. As a follow up, students may be asked to read aloud, repeat, reproduce from memory, or copy out examples of the use of the structure within the text.

 


Isolation and explanation

At this stage we temporarily move away from the context and focus on the gram-matical items themselves; what they sound and look like; what they mean; how they function – in short, what rules govern them. The aim of it is that the learners should understand these various aspects of the structure. In some classes we may need to use our native language to explain, translate, make generalizations and so on.

Practice

The practice stage consists of a series of exercises done both in the classroom and for home assignments, in which the aim is to cause the learners to absorb the struc-ture thoroughly, or, to put it another way, to transfer what they know from short-term to long-term memory. It comes after the initial presentation and explanation, when the student is assumed to have perceived the material and taken it into short-term memory, but cannot be said to have really mastered it yet.

     The function of a practice procedure is to familiarize students with the material, not to introduce it; students should not be asked to practise material they have not yet been taught. It sounds obvious, but it is surprising how often teachers do in fact launch into practice activities in the classroom without sufficient initial presentation of the material. If the material has not been clearly perceived and taken into short-term memory by the students – then much time will be wasted on incomprehension or unacceptable responses, forcing the teacher to interrupt the procedure for expla-nations and corrections, and lessening the time available for real practice.

     There are apparent exceptions to the principle of pre-learning: when you intro-duce a structure for the first time in a brief sentence and then go straight into a well-functioning practice procedure. This happens where the structure’s form consists of a simple variation of something already learnt. We want to design procedures that will induce the students to engage with the items to be learnt as many times as pos-sible. It means repeated reception and production, in speech and writing, of different examples of the structure’s form and meaning. In a brief exercise, the procedure will probably function as an informal test rather than as a practice. This would seem to be a perfect recipe for boredom. However, the two features of interest and repe-tition, though not easily combined, are by no means mutually exclusive.

     So, we shall need to use a series of varied exercises which will complement each other. With a structure whose formal rules are difficult to grasp, we might start by devoting some time to manipulation of the written and spoken forms, without rela-ting particularly to meaning. Such practice is usually given through exercises based on ‘discrete items’ (a series of words, phrases or sentences with no particular con-nection between them). Commonly found exercises of this type are:

· Slot-fillers (insert the appropriate item)

For example: It is____ ball. She has____ apple. (a, an)   

· Transformation (change the structure in prescribed manner)

For example: This is a goose. (Put into plural)

The function of such exercises is simply to help make the rules of form clearer and learn them more thoroughly. But because they give no practice in making meanings with the structure, these exercises have limited usefulness; so, we should move on to meaning-based practice as soon as we feel our students have a fundamental grasp of the rules of form and their application.

     Another category of practice procedures still stresses the production or percep-tion of correct forms, but involves meanings as well:

· Translation ( to or from the native language)

· Slot-filling or multiple-choice, based on meaning

For example: She (paints, is painting, painted) now.

- Slot-filling, with choice of answers not provided

For example: Last week we ___ to the Zoo.

-Matching

For example: She   ! is  ! a painter

                      He    ! are! a doctor

  

  I       ! am! artists



  They!      ! a student

Probably, the most productive and interesting type of exercise is that in which the stress is on the production or comprehension of meanings for some non-linguistic purpose. Such practice may be obtained through activities based on the production of entertaining ideas or through information – or opinion-gap communication tech-niques. For instance, the students might discuss or write about the possibilities ari -sing out of a dilemma situation using the modals, or make up stories to practise the past tense.

     We may in the course of a communicative activity find that the students are making consistent mistakes in a certain structure and decide to return temporily to an exercise that focuses on correct forms. Most coursebooks and grammar practice books provide plenty of examples of these types.

     Because most classes are in fact composed of mixed-ability groups it will be too difficult for weaker students to compete with stronger ones. It is desirable to design practice tasks that can be interpreted and performed at whatever level the individual student feels appropriate, so that some will be able to do more than the others. An example of this type of exercise could be multiple-choice questions:

My son___ help me with the washing-up.

1.don’t

2.isn’t

3.doesn’t

4.aren’t

Such an item can only be done by students above a certain level of proficiency, but, on the other hand, gives no opportunity for the really advanced ones to exercise their capabilities. You can ask students to contribute further examples:

My son doesn’t help me with the washing-up. What else doesn’t he do?

In this way, the slower learners can succeed at the same time as the brighter ones stretch themselves to the limits of their ability. Also, the quicker ones simply make more sentences, as well as more difficult ones. The use of such exercises has a posi-tive effect on students’ attitudes and motivation. Response at many different levels  gives slower or less confident students the approval and encouragement they need.






Test

     Learners do tests in order to demonstrate – to themselves and to the teacher – how well they have mastered the material they have been learning. The main objective of tests within a taught course is to provide feedback, without which neither teacher nor learner would be able to progress very far. We have to know where we are in order to know where to go next.

     Teaching is an art, not a profession – this is the root of teaching. To try a lot of methods and to choose your own; to look through a lot of books and not to rely only on others – this is the only way of active teaching. A real professional is also an artist.
