Comments from the Committee for Linguistics in Education on English (to be read in conjunction with the CLIE response to the entire questionnaire)

NC Consultation, Q 9 a) English
What?

Our main concern is with the Knowledge about Language (KaL) discussed in 6a and 6b. Although this is part of the current (2007) NC Programme of Study for English, it needs to be taught and assessed much more effectively. KaL is the analytical study of language (as opposed to the acquisition of skills in using language), and its aim is an understanding of how language ‘works’. At its core is the study of a language’s structure - its grammar, its vocabulary, its meanings, its sound-system and its writing system. This core study can be extended to include how the language varies (with region, social class, style and so on), how it has changed over time, how children learn it and how we use it; but without the basic core, none of these extensions can be pursued successfully.

We would, of course, argue that all the core areas of language structure deserve a much larger place in the school curriculum. For instance, the sound system is central to the synthetic phonics which the Government so strongly recommends, where children learn how the sound-system relates to the writing system. But phonics presupposes some awareness of the children’s own local sound system (which varies considerably from place to place), an awareness that should grow through the school years, but which the current curriculum ignores, leaving a serious gap in the phonics programme.  A strong case could also be made for much more focussed study of English vocabulary, and in particular of semantic relations among words.
However, the most important gap in teaching is grammatical analysis, so this is what the following comments will concentrate on. We present evidence below of the educational benefits of grammatical analysis, and then further evidence that in spite of the existing curriculum, pupils are learning very little about grammar. We conclude that this area of the curriculum should be considerably strengthened, and suggest strategies for achieving this. 

Grammatical analysis applies a systematic analytical apparatus to words or sentences in order to understand how the parts fit together and how they convey the meaning that they do. For instance, grammatical analysis recognises Books as the subject in Books are fun, and fun as the complement, which explains why fun is a description of books; and inside books it recognises -s as the plural suffix. 
Grammatical analysis is different from teaching ‘correct’ grammar, which consists of a rather arbitrary list of do’s and don’ts. We accept the need for children to learn Standard English and the ‘etiquette’ of formal writing and speaking, but this is only a small part of the language development that takes place during the school years. ‘Teaching grammar’, in our sense, is not about split infinitives and double negatives, but about the structure of words and sentences. Grammatical analysis is as relevant to casual non-standard speech as it is to formal standard writing: I ain’t saying nothing has just as much grammatical structure as I am not saying anything, and exploring the differences should be an important part of education.
Grammatical analysis is the modern counterpart to the traditional parsing and analysis exercises that took place until the 1960s, but we are not, of course, arguing for a simple return to the pedagogy of traditional grammar teaching. Although this had strengths, and even decontextualised parsing and analysis exercises had some benefits, too often it was boring, led nowhere and contained serious intellectual weaknesses. Fifty years later, after a revolution in the scientific study of English grammar (an area, incidentally, where UK universities lead the world), we can offer much better analyses. Indeed, in this submission we speak on behalf of world experts in this area. Moreover pedagogy has also moved on, so we understand much better how to integrate grammatical analysis with curriculum goals and with other areas of study, and to convey this knowledge in ways that will engage learners’ interest. 
When?
Grammatical analysis can be taught, in some form, at any age, and should be taught through all the school years, as indeed is already required by the National Curriculum. For instance under ‘writing’ the Curriculum already requires KS1-2 pupils to be taught to consider:

1. ‘how word choice and order are crucial to meaning

2. the nature and use of nouns, verbs and pronouns

3. how ideas may be linked in sentences and how sequences of sentences fit together.’
Our concern is that this curriculum has not translated into the solid understanding of language structure that is achieved in many European countries, where such analysis is regularly taught throughout the primary years. In many of the school systems that peformed better than us in the 2009 PISA survey of reading, grammatical analysis of the mother tongue is a central part of the primary curriculum and provides a firm foundation for secondary work both on the mother tongue and on foreign languages.

Why?

Grammatical analysis was deeply unfashionable in the UK during the last half of the twentieth century, but since about 1980 the pendulum has swung back to a more favourable view. This shift is reflected in official documents such as the various curriculum statements for English and the supporting documentation produced by the Strategies and by QCA/QCDA (e.g. ‘Grammar teaching: Not whether but how’, 1999). However, it has met some resistance among secondary English teachers, most of whom nowadays have themselves learned very little grammar at school. This history of resistance to grammar teaching makes it especially important to understand, and to present, the arguments for teaching grammatical analysis.

Grammatical analysis is an essential foundation for fundamental elements of the curriculum. Some of these are listed below, with research evidence indented.
· The more advanced level of morphology-based spelling, where the spelling relates not to sounds but to more abstract word parts (as in the suffix -s, which represents different sounds in "dogs" and "cats"; or as in the contrast between the suffix -ful and the word "full"). 

· Peter Bryant and Terezinha Nunes (Oxford) have shown how a few lessons in morphology can improve children’s spelling (Nunes and Bryant 2006).
· Growth in syntax, where non-conversational constructions have to be learned (e.g. "difficult though this may be to accept"), and most children have to learn at least some standard alternatives to their native non-standard syntax (e.g. "we were" for "we was"). 

· Debra Myhill (Exeter) has recently shown how a carefully focused programme of teaching about syntax can improve children’s writing in selected genres. (This work is so recent that the main source are still unpublished; they can be found at http://education.exeter.ac.uk/projects.php?id=419.) 

· Ngoni Chipere (then at Cambridge) showed that instruction in grammatical analysis improved students’ ability to understand complex written language 
(Chipere 2003)
· The learning of foreign languages, where we believe it is important to be able to build on an understanding of how the first language works, and to have a metalanguage for talking about structures. 
· This claim is controversial in anglophone FL circles, where the ‘communicative’ philosophy still dominates and discourages teaching about grammar, but it is becoming increasingly widely accepted even in those circles (e.g. Norris and Ortega 2000, Hu 2010, Scheffler and Cinciala 2011).
· The development of general analytical thinking (for which the preferred training used to be the study of Greek and Latin). 

· Maya Honda and Wayne O’Neil (MIT) have shown that grammatical analysis improves children’s ability to think scientifically (Honda and O'Neil 1993).

· We have seen a draft of the submission on the National Curriculm by the British Logic Colloquium and the London Mathematical Society, and are encouraged by their support for this view. 

· Most imporantly, perhaps, we have recently launched the UK’s first Linguistic Olympiad for school children (www.uklo.org) where problems in grammatical analysis stretch competitors’ reasoning abilities to their limit. We are encouraged by the enthusiasm of children as well as teachers for this kind of challenge.
· Vocabulary growth, where 'word families' are so important and the ability to guess either meanings or spelling depends on being able to recognise word parts (e.g. re-ceive, se-par-ate).
· Although this claim strikes us as plausible, and indeed it underlies the current curriculum’s emphasis on ‘word families’ as a guide to understanding and spelling words, we have not been able to find any research evidence to support it. 
We were pleased to see the prominence that last year’s White Paper gave to all these goals - basic literacy, more advanced literacy, foreign-language learning and a rigorous and demanding curriculum; and we share the Government’s concern at the UK’s poor levels of performance in all these areas.
How?
Since grammatical analysis is already required by the existing National Curriculum, we must emphasise that we are not simply asking for more of the same; we do not believe that curriculum requirements on their own can solve the problem. Unfortunately, we have evidence of a mismatch between what the existing Curriculum requires in this area and what schools are actually achieving; and since we have not seen this mismatch discussed elsewhere, we should like to draw it to your attention. 
For both English and Foreign Languages, the curriculum already gives a prominent place to understanding how language works under rubrics such as 'Language structure and variation', 'Knowledge About Language' and 'Language Awareness'. We applaud these statements (and indeed, we helped in formulating them). However, there has always been a serious structural problem in implementing these curriculum requirements: teachers' own lack of technical subject knowledge. This problem was recognised when the National Curriculum was first introduced in 1990, so the then Government provided generous funding for the LINC (Language in the National Curriculum) programme. Although this programme achieved a great deal in some areas of English teaching, and led to progressive developments such as the inclusion of spoken language in GCSE English Language, it did not solve the core problem of teachers’ lack of confidence in grammatical analysis. We assume that it is this gap in the teachers' own knowledge that is responsible for the following findings:

· that a large sample of school-leavers in 2009 performed LESS well on a test of traditional grammatical terminology than similar samples did in 1986, before the National Curriculum was introduced. (See http://www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/dick/ec/ba-kal/ba-kal.htm.)

· that grammar is one of the two main areas (alongside poetry) where trainee English teachers feel least well prepared for their future teaching role. (This research is reported at http://www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/dick/ec/CLIE/pgce2010.htm.)

We have no systematic evidence which would explain this decline since 1986, though it may be relevant that many of the teachers who had taught grammar before it ceased to be an assessed part of the curriculum in the early 1960s were still teaching in 1986. Whatever the reason, the teaching of grammar that happens now seems  much less successful than the parsing and analysis exercises of the pre-1960s, which (as noted earlier) had some educational benefits as well as major weaknesses. At least in state schools, it seems that although some grammar teaching takes place at both primary and secondary levels, there is no cumulative increase in pupils’ grammatical knowledge.
Unfortunately, we also have evidence for a significant gap in the ability to think analytically about grammar and other areas of language between independent and state schools: in the Linguistics Olympiad (mentioned above), pupils from independent schools out-perform those from state schools. (In 2010, for example, 170 of 400 entrants were from state schools, but only one was among the twelve selected for the second round; and in 2011, the figures were 280 out 830 entrants to round 1 and just two out of sixteen at round 2.)    

The fact is that most practising primary and English teachers, however able and well qualified they may be in other areas, did not learn to do grammatical analysis either when they were at school or when they were undergraduates. They may have picked up some terminology, but have never learned it systematically and are unsure of its meaning. Even more importantly, they are not used to using it purposefully, so they are often skeptical about its value; we still sometimes hear grumbles that grammar is ‘just about the naming of parts’, a pointless exercise in classification. Such criticisms are especially common among specialist secondary teachers of English who may have heard on their PGCE courses similar views based on research done in the 1960s and 1970s which has been overtaken by more recent research mentioned above. On the other hand, there are also many teachers who are highly aware of the usefulness of grammar, and of the gaps in their own background. Grammar sessions at dedicated events offered by universities such as Lancaster, Reading and UCL attract dozens of teachers who are very keen to redress the shortcomings in their training, and evaluations of the sessions in question are by and large very positive. Note, however, that such events are the initiative of academics who happen to take an interest in schools. The Government should provide a great deal more professional development for serving teachers. 

How, then, can the National Curriculum help?  We suggest the following measures:

· Distinguish grammatical analysis, as a curriculum subject, clearly from grammatical skills; for example, the ability to recognise that a word is a noun or to recognise a relative clause is quite different from the ability to use a noun or a relative clause in writing or speaking. 

· Recognise ‘grammatical analysis’ as a separate strand of subject knowledge at all key stages, which needs to be taught systematically. The Curriculum should recognise this strand in broad outline, but should not spell out either the fine details of what should be taught or how grammatical concepts should be used in teaching other parts of the English curriculum. 

· Set up a working group to identify the content and terminology recommended for each key stage, with examples of how the analysis can be applied in classroom activities and how it relates to other teaching objectives. At present there is too much confusion over both terminology and ideas, which is an unnecessary source of frustration for teachers who are already struggling with the content. The Literacy Strategy included a rather poor glossary (which we helped to revise in a second edition), but this has now been withdrawn so there is no official guidance at all for teachers on either terms or ideas, which means that teachers within the same school may be teaching different terms and ideas. Moreover, examples of a more evidence-based approach to the study of grammar would give teachers a basis for developing their own materials. We would be happy to suggest names for this working group.
· Provide professional development for teachers, including guidance on available training materials (such as the KS3 grammar site at http://www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/dick/tta/KS3.htm and the Internet Grammar of English at http://www.ucl.ac.uk/english-usage/resources/ige/index.htm); and possibly commission more such material with a specifically pedagogical focus.

· Commission research on why grammar teaching is currently so unsuccessful.

· Commission a report on how grammatical analysis is handled in countries where it is more successful, including countries such as The Netherlands where it is separately assessed.
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�I think Ewa Dabrowska’s work might be worth citing here too. I will look for appropriate refs, but much of it is on-going research. I’ll add that to the next version.





