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Abstract 

A STUDY OF TEACHING ENGLISH GRAMMAR IN CONTEXT 

Li Shuqiong (Surecharm Lee) 

Under the Supervision of Dennis Ciesielski, PhD 

 

English grammar teaching is an essential part in English language teaching. As a college 
English teacher, the researcher has the opportunities to observe and reflect the English grammar 
teaching. A serious problem was brought about when the researcher was observing the college 
English classroom. This paper analyzes the causes of the problem and makes a study of 
improving English grammar teaching by teaching English grammar in context. This paper first 
reviews studies on English grammar teaching, such as the definition of English grammar, 
approaches to English grammar. And then the paper draws implications for teaching grammar. 
And next some recommendations are made, such as the principles of setting language context in 
grammar teaching, ways of setting the language context in teaching grammar. Finally some 
conclusions are made. The results of the research suggest that grammar should be taught and 
learnt in a communicative way and in context. Meanwhile, great efforts should also be invested 
into research on English grammar teaching to make it more standard, systematic and practical 
English grammar teaching methodology. 
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Chapter I Introduction 
 

English grammar is the core of English language. Without grammar English language 

cannot be well constructed. 

There is naturally Chinese grammar in the minds of Chinese, and it’s not easy to take in the 

grammar of a foreign language. But this difficulty must be overcome. If you cannot solve this 

difficulty, the foreign language you write, though it may be understandable, will be Chinese type 

foreign language. 

The importance of grammar cannot be denied. Grammatical competence is essential for 

communication. There is a positive role of instruction for grammar learning. Grammar teaching 

can enhance learner proficiency and accuracy and facilitate the internalization of its syntactic 

system. 

However, traditional studies in grammar are based upon language form, prescription and 

“correctness”. “Traditional grammar is prescriptive because it focus on the distinction between 

what some people do with language and what they ought to do with it, according to a 

pre-established standard….The chief goal of traditional grammar, therefore, is perpetuating a 

historical model of what supposedly constitutes proper language" (J. D. Williams, The Teacher’s 

Grammar Book. Routledge, 2005). In traditional English grammar teaching in China, from a 

grammatical perspective, many English grammar programs and grammar teaching materials are 

based on a linear model of language acquisition. This model operates on the premise that learners 

acquire one target grammar item at a time, in a sequential, step-by-step fashion. However, such a 

model is inconsistent with what is observed as learners go about the process of acquiring another 

language. Too often grammar is viewed as a boring explanation, repetition and mechanical drill 

of grammatical rules and grammatical standards that few of us in our everyday and professional 
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lives can ever satisfy.  

Some educators argue that punctuation, verb tenses and clauses should be learned through 

memorizing definitions and practicing isolated rules. Teaching grammar in context is an 

educational practice that opposes that idea. Proponents of teaching grammar in context argue that 

connecting grammar to writing and reading can increase student engagement and learning. 

The rationale for this study is mainly attributable to the incompatibility of a traditional 

English grammar teaching approach.  

 

Statement of the Problem 
 

In traditional English grammar teaching in China, from a grammatical perspective, many 

English grammar programs and grammar teaching materials are based on a linear model of 

language acquisition. This model operates on the premise that learners acquire one target 

grammar item at a time, in a sequential, step-by-step fashion. However, such a model is 

inconsistent with what is observed as learners go about the process of acquiring another 

language. Too often grammar is viewed as a boring explanation, repetition and mechanical drill 

of grammatical rules and grammatical standards that few of us in our everyday and professional 

lives can ever satisfy.  

The problem to be addressed is, “Can we find a more effective way of teaching English 

grammar? Is teaching Grammar in context effective in improving English grammar teaching?” 

 

 

Definition of Terms 

Grammar. According to Richards, Platt and Web (2003), grammar is a description of the 

structure of a language and the way in which units such as words and phrases are combined to 
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produce sentences in the language. 

Language Context. the language context means the situational context, which includes 

setting，role, function, notion, style, stress and intonation，grammar，vocabulary and language 

aids． 

Transformational-generative grammar. Transformational grammarians see language as a 

psychological phenomenon. They seek to describe language in terms of the mental rules that 

enable us to generate grammatically correct sentences. 

Systemic-functional grammar. Functional grammarians emphasize the social nature of 

language. They seek to show how the communicative purposes and functions of language are 

reflected in grammar (David Nunan, 2007).  

The deductive approach. In a deductive approach, the teacher presents and explain the 

grammar rule first and then give students exercises in which they apply and practice the grammar 

rule (David Nunan, 2007). 

The inductive approach. In an inductive approach, the teacher presents samples of the 

language, that is, students are given the structure in context (authentic or near authentic) and are 

asked to work out the rule for themselves (Gu Yueguo, 1993). The students have to come to an 

understanding of the grammatical rule. They are given guidance from the teacher in using 

evidence from the context to work out the usage of the structure. 

The guided discovery approach. The guided discovery approach is similar to the inductive 

approach in that the students are induced to discover rules by themselves but different in that the 

process of the discovery is carefully guided and assisted by the teacher and the rules are then 

elicited and taught explicitly (Wangqiang, 2000). 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to prove the possibility and efficiency of English grammar 

teaching in context. 

Significance of the Study 

The paper aims at researching into teaching English grammar in context, which will 

provide an opportunity to explore the relationship between grammar and the context at the 

discourse level in various contexts and enhance the ability to communicate in a genuine 

situation. 

Delimitation of the Study 

The research will be conducted in and through the Karrmann Library at the University of 

Wisconsin-Platteville, over ninety (90) days. Primary searches will be conducted via the Internet 

through EBSCO host with ERIC, Academic Search Elite and Google/Google Scholar as the 

primary sources. Key search topics included “grammar”, “grammar teaching”, and “context”, 

“teaching grammar in context”. 

 

 

Methodology 

A brief review of literature on the studies of teaching grammar in context will be conducted. 

The findings will be summarized and recommendations made. 
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Chapter II Review of Literature 

These days there is a lot of research going on into English grammar and grammar teaching, 

not on its origin or “correctness”, but on the way it is actually used by its native speakers. 

2.1 Grammar  

What is grammar? Grammar may be roughly defined as the way language manipulates and 

combines words (or bits of words) in order to form longer units of meaning (Ur, 1988). 

According to Richards, Platt and Web (2003), grammar is a description of the structure of a 

language and the way in which units such as words and phrases are combined to produce 

sentences in the language. 

2.2 Approaches to Grammar 

As far as several contrasting approaches to grammar are concerned, some grammarians 

distinguish between prescriptive grammars and descriptive grammars. Here are two definitions 

of grammar. One is the systematic study and description of a language. The other is a set of rules 

and examples dealing with the syntax and word structures of a language, usually intended as an 

aid to the learning of that language. A prescriptive grammarian specifies what we should use in 

order to produce accurate utterances and correct forms of the language. A descriptive 

grammarian tries to avoid making judgments about correctness, and concentrates on describing 

and explaining how the language is used rather than prescribing how it should be used.  

The present-day researchers put forward two most influential approaches to grammar: 

transformational-generative grammar and systemic-functional grammar. Transformational 

grammarians see language as a psychological phenomenon. They seek to describe language in 

terms of the mental rules that enable us to generate grammatically correct sentences. Functional 
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grammarians, on the other hand, emphasize the social nature of language. They seek to show 

how the communicative purposes and functions of language are reflected in grammar (David 

Nunan, 2007). 

As for the grammar teaching, there are different ways of presenting grammar such as the 

deductive approach, the inductive approach, and the guided discovery approach in the classroom. 

In a deductive approach, the teacher presents and explains the grammar rule first and then gives 

students exercises in which they apply and practice the grammar rule (David Nunan, 2007). In an 

inductive approach, the teacher presents samples of the language, that is, students are given the 

structure in context (authentic or near authentic) and are asked to work out the rule for 

themselves (Gu Yueguo, 1993). The students have to come to an understanding of the 

grammatical rule. They are given guidance from the teacher in using evidence from the context 

to work out the usage of the structure. The guided discovery approach is similar to the inductive 

approach in that the students are induced to discover rules by themselves but different in that the 

process of the discovery is carefully guided and assisted by the teacher and the rules are then 

elicited and taught explicitly (Wangqiang, 2000). 

2.3 Summary: Implications for Teaching Grammar 

Based on the literature review above-mentioned, some implications can be drawn as 

follows: 

First, on the one hand, knowledge of the language system: grammatical knowledge in other 

words, is of great importance. On the other hand, in real life language is used by people. 

Language is used for communication. Language is used to perform certain communicative 

function, e.g. to ask the way, to give directions, to apologize, to make a complaint, to exchange 

information, etc. However, in a traditional language classroom, the grammar teaching focus is 
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often on forms rather than functions. As a result, students have learned varieties of grammatical 

rules such as structures or patterns without knowing how they should function in social contexts. 

Thus they are unable to use the language appropriately in real situations. 

Second, prescriptive grammarians try to enforce rules about what they believe to be the 

correct uses of language. In contrast, specialists in descriptive grammar examine the rules or 

patterns that underlie our use of words, phrases, clauses, and sentences. Traditional pedagogy 

like prescriptive approach tends to isolate language from its context. Grammatical rules can 

sometimes be best explained by means of a single sentence and a rule, which can be applied to 

other examples. Sometimes it contributes learners for the sentence to being invented or for the 

authentic language to being modified in order to illustrate the rules. However, the problem is that 

many of these prescriptive grammars are based on what was correct many years ago, when 

grammars of English were first written. Some of those correct rules may not be used by the 

majority of the population. The descriptive grammar will attempt to describe the way the 

language is presently being used in context. 

Third, both the deductive approach and inductive approach have their advantages and 

disadvantages. The deductive approach gets straight to the point and can save time, allowing 

more time for practice and application. The deductive approach is often criticized because it 

teaches grammar in an isolated way rather than in context and little attention is paid to meaning 

and practice is often mechanical. In the inductive approach and the guided discovery approach, 

in spite of the fact that the time spent in working out a rule may be at the expense of time spent 

putting the rule into productive practice, grammar learners are more actively involved in the 

learning process and are therefore likely to be more attentive and motivated. Grammar rules are 

more likely to fit their existing mental structures, making them more meaningful and serviceable. 
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Chapter III Recommendations and Conclusions  

Based on the review of existing literature related to teaching English grammar in context, 

the following recommendations and conclusions can be drawn.  

3.1 Language Context 

Generally speaking，the language context can be divided into two major types：situational 

context and sociocultural context． 

In a narrow sense，the language context means the situational context, which includes 

setting，role, function, notion, style, stress and intonation，grammar，vocabulary and language 

aids． The situational context and sociocultural context affect each other and are complementary 

to each other．In certain sociocultural context，people must obey the particular social 

communication rules when they use a certain language．And in a certain situational context，

people should not only pay attention to the social communicative context but also adjust 

themselves according to the factors of the situational context． 

3.2 The Language Context and the Communicative Competence 

“Competence” is a central issue in linguistics，whether in terms of abstract syntactic theory

（as with Noam Chomsky）or in terms of social interaction（as with Dell 

Hymes）．Communicative competence refers to the ability not only to apply the grammatical 

rules of a language in order to form grammatically correct sentences but also to know when and 

where to use these sentences and to whom. In other words, communicative competence refers to 

not only the knowledge of the language but also the knowledge of how to use the language 

appropriately in communicative situations. When someone wishes to communicate with others, 

they must know how to use language appropriately, know how to use and respond to different 
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types of speech acts, such as requests, apologies, thanks, and invitations. They must recognize 

the social setting, their relationship to the other person(s), and the types of language that can be 

used for a particular occasion. They must also be able to interpret written or spoken sentences 

within the total context in which they are used.  

According to Hedge the components of communicative competence are as follows: 

linguistic competence, pragmatic competence, discourse competence, strategic competence and 

fluency. Linguistic competence is concerned with knowledge of the language itself, its form and 

its meaning. More specifically, it involves spelling, pronunciation, vocabulary, word formation, 

grammatical structure, sentence structure. Pragmatic competence is concerned with the 

appropriate use of the language in social context. That is to say, the choice of the vocabulary and 

structure depends on the setting, the relative status of the speakers and their relationships. 

Discourse competence refers to one’s ability to create coherent written text or conversation and 

the ability to understand them. Strategic competence refers to the ability of speakers to use verbal 

and non-verbal communication strategies to compensate for breakdowns in communication or 

improve the effectiveness of communication. For example, a learner may lack a particular word 

or structure and have to use a paraphrase to compensate. Fluency refers to the features which 

give speech the qualities of being natural and normal. 

In Hymes’ view, the communicative competence should include four types：language 

competence，sociolinguistic competence，strategic competence，and context 

competence．Sociolinguistic competence is necessary to language study. A knowledge of our 

society will enable us to predict with some degree of accuracy the probability of certain kind of 

language being used in any particular situation，and conversely give a sketch of language we can 

predict with some reliability．By observing the social context，you learn the meaning of the．So 
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one can’t be said to know fully the meaning of any language without knowing the social context 

in which it may or does occur．English teaching involves an understanding of the communicative 

value of linguistic elements in context and this is based on a knowledge of how these elements 

may serve as clues which can be interpreted by reference to share conventions of 

communication．So in English teaching，the teachers should train the students’ sensitivity to 

judge which language form is right in certain language context．Context competence enables us 

to predict with some degree of accuracy and the probability of certain kind of language being 

used in any particular situation. One can’t fully understand the meaning of any language if he 

doesn’t know the social language context. The context competence and strategic competence can 

be realized in certain language context and have their effects on communication．In a normal 

language context，we often communicate in discourse，not in a single phrase or sentence．A 

learner who can communicate with the correct language forms has a strong context competence 

and knows how to use the signals to convey the information and conform it to the meaning．And 

according to these signals，they can understand each other better．In different language contexts，

we can also make use of the strategic competence to start，end，maintain or extend a 

conversation． 

3. 3 The Principles of Setting Language Context in Grammar Teaching 

Context competence is of great importance in grammar teaching. How to set the language 

context correctly and flexibly becomes a problem which teachers are concerned about. Here are 

some principles of setting language context such as being real, being relevant and being definite.  

• In grammar teaching, the language context must be real. Grammar teaching should be 

situational and meaningful, so the teaching materials should be those normal utterance 



 
 

11 
 

made in real-life and be practiced in authentic everyday situations．  

• In grammar teaching, the language context must be relevant. Situations set for grammar 

presentation and practice should be those which the students are likely to encounter in 

their present and future communication．  

• In grammar teaching, the language context must be clear and definite. When we set a 

language context，we should take all the factors of language context into account．For 

example，when we start a conversation, we should consider the objective of the 

conversation, the language form which can be used in the language context．  

• In grammar teaching, the language context must be helpful in developing the students’ 

creativity.  

• In the process of English teaching，teachers should not remain satisfied with the 

memorization of the language，but should extend the development of language skills 

through language study and proceed from the manipulated practice to the communicative 

use of the language.  

In addition to the above-mentioned principles, grammar teaching should be collocational, 

constructive, contextual and contrastive. 

Collocational: Grammar should be built on collocational relations between individual 

lexical items. More teaching time should be devoted to semantic structure of the lexicon and of 

the connected discourse.  

Constructive: one’s knowledge of grammar is built bit by bit. Language use would be 

instructed as a problem-solving activity carried out in time, with communicative decisions at one 

moment linked to those that precede and follow.  
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Contextual: elements and structures are taught in relation to their context. Syntactic and 

lexical choices are explicitly related to pragmatic ones, and to social and cultural contexts.  

Contrastive: grammar involves drawing attention to contrast the differences between the 

target language and other languages, and between sets of similar features and items of the target 

language. 

3. 4 Ways of Setting the Language Context in Teaching Grammar 

According to the principles of setting the language context in teaching grammar, some ways 

of teaching grammar in context are suggested as follows.  

A. Using varieties of teaching aids and verbal demonstration to present grammar 

In the grammar teaching classroom，students should be provided with a chance to 

experience the grammar in meaningful ways and try out their skills，so the teachers should try to 

use varieties of teaching aids and verbal demonstration to set the language context for the 

students．Teachers should try to provide a visual or physical context whenever possible, using 

pictures, photos, video clips, realia, mime or gestures to demonstrate grammar.  

For example, in teaching the ‘too…to…’ structure, the teacher holds a picture of a heavy box 

labeled 200 kg and asks the class to look at the picture (Wangqiang, 2000). 

T: What can you see in the picture, class? 

Ss: We can see a box, a big box. 

T: Is it heavy? 

Ss: Yes, it’s very heavy. It is 200 kg. 

T: Can I carry it? 

Ss: Now, you can’t.  

T: You are right. I can’t carry it. Why? Because it is too heavy to carry. 
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B．．．．Designing varieties of communicative activities to present grammar 

Once we accept the need to teach language as communication, we can obviously no longer 

think of language in terms only of sentences. We must consider the nature of discourse, and how 

best to teach it. It is urgent that foreign language teachers should incorporate text and discourse 

into their grammar teaching. In this way, the teachers can teach their students to use the foreign 

language to define, classify, generalize, promise, predict, report and so on; to make them aware 

of how the language is used for the particular of communication they are concerned with. 

The role of the teacher in a communicative classroom is not only an informer or a supervisor but 

also a facilitator of students’ learning, a manager of classroom activities and an advisor of 

students’ questions．The teachers should try to design all kinds of activities to help the students 

perform or interact among themselves as much as possible．But designing varieties of 

communicative activities which prepares students to interact in specific roles in real-life 

situations requires that the activity designer first discovers that what part is played in these 

activities by the language of different kinds． 

Teachers should make grammar teaching communicative. As a matter of fact, grammar 

knowledge can possibly be taught in a communicative way, not necessarily by lecturing, which 

creates no information gaps to make communication available. In grammar teaching class, the 

teachers should try to attract the students to participate in the communicative activities, offering 

each student an equal chance to join in the classroom activities and ensuring each of them to 

experience the joy of successful communication. Besides, the grammar teaching should not be 

isolated from the context, grammar teaching can be communicative. Teachers processes 

grammar teaching by creating enough communicative opportunities in different contexts. And 

only in this way can teachers stimulate students’ interest of studying English grammar. 
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Generally, presenting new grammatical items does not have to start with the teacher presenting 

and explaining. It can also start by providing a reading text or a listening text. Grammar teaching 

can be penetrated into all meaningful fields in a communicative way, including listening, 

speaking, reading and writing. 

Teachers, when presenting new language, remain firmly in control of the language that the 

learners use. When practicing the new language, teachers are supposed to relax control gradually, 

until finally learners are using the language they know more or less freely and normally, to 

complete some tasks or solve some tasks or solve some problems in the classroom. The students 

become far more active in class. They find more cooperative with each other when having the 

new grammar class. 

C．．．．Using the inductive approach to present grammar  

Inductive learning: learners are not taught grammatical or other types of rules directly but 

are left to discover or induce rules from their experience of using the language. Language 

teaching methods which emphasize use of the language rather than presentation of information 

about the language (for example the Direct Method, Communicative Approach) make use of the 

principle of inductive learning.  

In the inductive method, the teacher induces the learners to realize grammar rules without 

any form of explicit (clear) explanation. It is believed that the rules will become evident if the 

students are given enough appropriate examples. 

It is believed the inductive method is more effective in that students discover the grammar 

rules themselves while engaged in language use. This is especially true with grammatical 

regularities which are easily perceived, understood and applied. 
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D. Determine meaningful grammatical contexts for students 

One goal of teaching grammar is having students develop sentence sense through wide 

reading. Therefore, selecting books that are age-appropriate and interesting to students, or having 

students select these books themselves, is crucial. If students are frequently reading effective 

grammar in novels, magazines, newspapers or on the Internet, they are more likely to recognize 

effective grammar in other novels, magazines, newspapers or on the Internet. Exposure to 

effective grammar provides a model for students’ writing. Asking students to read the free online 

readings on the Internet, which includes online exercises and listening activities, to check out an 

assortment of non-fiction and fiction books from the library and look at the way different writers 

use words and sentences in different genres, to review a variety of magazine articles to see how 

the vocabulary, sentence length and organization vary in different types of magazines will show 

them how to explore more grammar in different contexts on their own. 

Another way of exploring more grammar in different contexts is to ask students to record 

television shows with different themes and topics so that they can replay and analyze the speech 

choices and patterns used in conversation by participants in vastly different areas, and listen to 

talk radio programs on radio stations. Focus on intonations, word stress patterns and speech rate 

to hear how speakers are able to change the grammatical meaning of words and sentences with 

vocal features.  

An effective way of teaching grammar in context is to ask students to write their own 

stories. Using paper and pen, students can create their own resources for practicing grammar. 

Grammar teaching promotes grammar growth by promoting understanding, knowledge, noticing 

things, discussing them and exploring them. Writing performance is also affected by motivation, 

creativity and insight, which may also be improved by grammar learning and grammar teaching.  
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Exploring grammar in context makes learning about grammar a more fascinating experience than 

learning from traditional textbook readings and exercises. Linguistically, grammar is about more 

than just rules; it is about the way words and sentences are formed by language users in various 

situations of everyday life. Exploring grammar in context means looking at the use of language 

in collections of both written and verbal data. 

3.5 Conclusions 

Generally speaking, when we learn English as a foreign language, we need a certain degree 

of mastery of English grammar. However, we realize that learning grammar is not the ultimate 

goal of learning English. The ultimate goal of learning English is to communicate with others. So 

it is suggested that grammar should be taught and learnt in a communicative way and in context. 

English grammar teaching in context requires the students to consciously pay attention to what 

they are learning in order to notice the relationship between the target grammar and context. 

English grammar teaching in context aims at enhancing the ability to communicate in a genuine 

situation provides an opportunity to explore the relationship between grammar and the context at 

the discourse level in various contexts. The discourse level refers to the presentation of the target 

grammar in several relating sentences on a particular subject in situational and social context. 
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