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Accessing grammar in senior secondary English: A Victorian exemplar

Introduction

As both locally and across the globe calls to renew the teaching of grammar in schools continue to be
made, this paper addresses how this might be achieved. In Section 1, we argue that renewal should
not be taken as simply a return to a traditional grammar approach. Instead, in rethinking the way
grammar is being taught, we contend that it is important not to ‘chuck-out’ present approaches with
their emphasis on language as communication, but to combine the explicit teaching of grammar with
the actual real world study of language. Each grammatical concept needs to be introduced within the
context of a particular aspect of language use. In Section 2, we show that VCE English Language,
part of the senior secondary English syllabus in Victoria, provides an example of how grammar can be
taught meaningfully. Using worked examples, we illustrate how this VCE level subject bridges the
study of grammar and the study of English texts. Then, in Section 3, we evaluate the success of the
subject through preliminary interview data from former students, teachers and educational decision
makers, along with statistics on the growth in student numbers and number of schools offering the
subject since it was first introduced in 2001. We conclude in Section 4 that VCE English Language
appears to be successful in bringing the study of grammar into Victorian schools at the senior school

level.

1. Conceptualising grammar

One of the central reasons motivating calls for a renewal of teaching grammar in schools is the
perception that it will directly support students in being better able to write and speak clearly,
effectively and without grammatical errors. Unfortunately, despite the appeal of this rationale, the
assumption that the study of grammar will improve language use has not been established in the
research literature. Indeed, the lack of positive research support was a major factor in the widespread
abandonment of traditional school grammar from the English curriculum throughout the US, the UK,
Australia and New Zealand in the 1960s and 1970s (see, for example, Elley et al, 1975; Hudson &
Walmsley 2005).

It can be argued, however, that the failure of the formal study of grammar to produce improved
performance in language use can be at least partially attributed to the conceptualisation of grammar
and the grammar teaching practices that were in place. Firstly, in a traditional or classical grammar
approach, grammar is typically taken to mean the correct usage of language as specified in a set of
prescriptive rules. While potentially helpful when considering formal written texts, such a view has little

to offer when approaching a wider range of spoken and written texts with varying levels of formality.
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Secondly, with this conceptualisation of grammar, learning grammar has typically been seen as a
matter of mastering a set of rules. This has created an emphasis on rote learning in an environment
devoid of context rather than on applying grammatical understanding to actual instances of language
use across a range of situations of use. What students are left with is a sense that grammar is
alienated from their experiences of language use.

Clearly, any renewal of grammar teaching must address these issues, with the challenge being to
come up with an educationally appropriate approach to grammar. From the perspective of English in
schools and the English syllabus, this means viewing language as a vehicle for expressing meaning
with a focus on the close study of texts from a communicative and functional standpoint. Building on
this orientation, the teaching of grammar becomes centred on the analysis of actually occurring texts.
A result of taking texts as providing the frame of reference within which the elements of grammatical
analysis are identified and interpreted is that the study of grammar becomes meaningful as it is always
set within the context of actual language use.

From the perspective of modern linguistics, coming up with an educationally appropriate approach
to grammar means moving beyond the notion of the correct usage of grammar and incorporating a
diverse range of awareness about language that can support the acquisition of skilled language use. It
involves viewing grammar as a description of language as a system. With this stance grammar, and
more broadly language description, provide a rich framework for taking texts apart in order to see the
ways in which we can communicate effectively in a range of situations and for a range of purposes. In
turn this requires a richer metalanguage for talking about language and about communication in
general than is found in traditional school grammar. At the same time, though, wherever appropriate
we need to build upon rather than replace the metalanguage of traditional grammar, as studies by
Huddleston (1989), Collins et al. (1997) and Horan (2003) have found, and our own experiences have
corroborated, that it is this traditional metalanguage used in describing English that is almost
universally held by teachers.

It is important to note that systemic functional grammarians have gone some way to providing a
educationally meaningful approach to grammar, particularly in New South Wales, and this approach to
grammar has a number of useful insights on which to draw, particularly in the area of genre analysis.
Equally, however, there are approaches to other areas of language awareness that offer important
insights to be incorporated as well.

In the next section we present an overview of VCE English Language (henceforth EngLg), which is
the result of university-based linguists and secondary English teachers working from the top down to
introduce a new subject into the senior secondary English syllabus in Victoria (see Mulder, 2007, to
appear; Thomas & Wawer, to appear). This subject, which takes the development of linguistic
knowledge about the English language and the development of language literacy as complementary
outcomes, provides one example of how the meaningful study of grammar and, more broadly,
language awareness can be embedded within the English syllabus. Important features of the vision of

grammar and grammar teaching underpinning this subject include:



e minimising the use of the term grammar, given the range of attitudes and understandings
within the general populace about what the study of grammar should and shouldn’t
encompass;

e conceptualising the study of language as consisting of knowledge about language and
language awareness, where knowledge about language includes specific knowledge about
language as a system and a metalanguage for talking about it, whilst language awareness
includes the explicit study of the nature of language in human thought and communication;
and

® recognising that for the study of knowledge about language, and grammar in particular, to be
meaningful it must always be done within the context of actual language use.

This has led to:

e centring the subject around real-world texts and their use for identifying and interpreting
linguistic and grammatical understandings;

e introducing each metalinguistic term and linguistic and grammatical concept within the context
of a particular aspect of language use; and

e making language use rather than language description the focal point in the study of
language.

Whether or not such a reconceptualisation of grammar can be determined as leading to increased

written and spoken competence remains a matter for formal educational testing and evaluation.
However, in Section 3, we do touch on this question from the standpoint of student and teacher

perceptions.

2. The Subject VCE English Language

VCE English Language, which became a fully accredited part of the senior secondary English syllabus
in Victoria in 2001, is informed by the discipline of linguistics and provides an example of how
grammar can be taught meaningfully. It bridges the study of grammar and the study of English texts by
combining a systematic exploration of the English language with the development of skills in the
linguistic description and analysis of a diverse range of spoken and written English texts ranging from
spontaneous informal conversation to established written literature.

As one of four subjects in the English area of the VCE, EngLg shares with English/English as a
Second Language (ESL), Literature and Foundation English a general focus on developing language
literacy through a variety of contexts in which language is used. However, EnglLg has a distinctive
focus on the development of knowledge about the English language. Students learn a metalanguage
and a range of analytic and descriptive tools for studying language. This enables them to explore
language in a variety of contexts, such as investigating language variation, the link between language
and identity, distinctive characteristics of English in Australia, and the ways in which writers and
speakers adapt language and structure according to their purpose.

As set out in the current English Language Victoria Certificate of Education Study Design (VCAA
2005), EngLg consists of four one-semester units. Each unit focuses on two areas of study together

with particular aspects of Language Description, language description being taken up in all four units.
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In this framework, the metalanguage and linguistic and grammatical understandings about the
structure of language (that is, the knowledge about language) are identified in the content of Language
description, whilst the topics to be covered in the study of language (that is, the linguistic subject
matter or language awareness content) are laid out in the areas of study of the four units. In particular,
Unit 1. Language and communication focuses on the functions and differing nature of written and
spoken language, the ways in which language encodes social and cultural understandings, convention
and creativity in language, the nature and developmental stages of child language acquisition, and
language prescription versus appropriateness of language use. Unit 2. Language change explores the
historical development of English, the nature and effects of language change, attitudes to language
change, the globalisation of English, the development of pidgins and creoles, and the decline and
death of languages as a result of the worldwide spread of English. Unit 3. Language in society
investigates language variation according to both the user and its occasion of use, attitudes to
different varieties, language as a means of inclusion or of exclusion and discrimination, and the use of
language to reflect and construct identity. Unit 4. Texts in their Australian contexts gives students a
framework for describing the interrelationship between words, sentences and text and the distinctive
stylistic features of a range of spoken and written varieties of English, including conversational maxims
and textual cohesion and coherence.

Language description, which as we noted is where the explicit grammatical understandings about
the structure of language are located, is purposefully spread across all four units, enabling students to
be introduced to the elements of linguistic and grammatical analysis within the context of the study of
language. In this approach, students are first introduced to the concept that the sounds, words and
sentences used in communicating a message are different aspects of language that work together in
order to communicate meaning. Thus, language is presented as a system composed of subsystems
with students gaining explicit understandings of each of the subsystems, their conventions and the
relationship between the different subsystems. In particular, the sounds and sound patterns of spoken
language are investigated by means of the subsystem of phonetics and phonology; the words of a
language are investigated by means of the subsystem of morphology and lexicology; the phrases and
sentences of a language are investigated by means of the subsystem of syntax; the organization and
structure of sequences of sentences within larger texts is investigated by means of the subsystem of
discourse; and meaning and how it is constructed through features of each of the other subsystems is
investigated by means of the subsystem of semantics.

To get a feel for how the specific study of grammar is embedded in the study of language use in
EngLg, let's consider two examples. In the first from early in Unit 1, students have been introduced to
the grammatical concepts of noun phrases and reference marking. Students then explore these
concepts through the following activity from Mulder et al. (2001: 59). Here, not only do students
identify noun phrases, but they also consider the effects of the choice of language in the noun

phrases. Finally, they actively seek out and examine another text of a similar nature.



In the passage at dentify and list

ases referring to

you notice about the forms

un phrases take across the

how to refer to
the choices this writer has made affec
eaders’ perceptions ¢ f the Li-’)l. as
hey re ad th ough the ;:-,'1&\‘3[".'."7
. Find a text of a similar type and
le 1 and track one of the
ticipants through the te
1otes about the form of the noun

nhrases and what the choices made

Pe

by the author reflect about the

participant

As a second example, in Unit 3, one of the key skills students are expected to be able to
demonstrate is the ability to “explain and analyse how identity is expressed in a text” (VCAA 2005: 21).
In working toward this, the following text extract is provided as a sample analysis in Mulder & Thomas
(forthcoming):

Text Extract

A major function of language is the expression of identity — through defining distinctive
characteristics, marking group boundaries and creating a sense of unity and solidarity. The
relationship between language and the construction of identity can be explored by considering the
poem ‘My Country’ by Dorothea Mackellar which is well-known to many Australians. Here the first two

and final two stanzas have been given:

My Country
by Dorothea Mackellar

The love of field and coppice,

Of green and shaded lanes,

Of ordered woods and gardens

Is running in your veins.

Strong love of grey-blue distance,
Brown streams and soft, dim skies —

| know, but cannot share it,



My love is otherwise.

| love a sunburnt country,

A land of sweeping plains,

Of ragged mountain ranges,
Of droughts and flooding rains.
I love her far horizons,

I love her jewel-sea,

Her beauty and her terror —

The wide brown land for me!

Core of my heart, my country!
Land of the rainbow gold,

For flood and fire and famine
She pays us back threefold.
Over the thirsty paddocks,
Watch, after many days,

The filmy veil of greenness

That thickens as we gaze...

An opal-hearted country,

A wilful, lavish land —

All you who have not loved her,

You will not understand —

Though Earth holds many splendours,
Wherever | may die,

| know to what brown country

My homing thoughts will fly.

In this poem, the author has purposefully used language to mark the group boundaries of those
who love Australia, thus generating a sense of national unity. The poem is both inclusive and
exclusive in its audience as is highlighted by the pronouns — it is inclusive of Australians (She pays us
back threefold) but exclusive to others (All you who have not loved her, you will not understand), with
the inference being that those who don’t identify themselves as Australian can’t understand. This
creates an in-group for those who have a sense of belonging — that is, those who have a personal
identification with Australia.

Mackellar clearly identifies herself as a member of the group defined by this national identity.
Through her use of first person (I and my) versus second person (your) pronouns in the first stanza,
for example, she states her personal identification as being with Australia over that of her ancestral
home, England. Mackellar also personifies Australia by giving it a female gender. The effect is to
create an inference of a close bond. Overall, the emotive nature of the lexical choice conveys her
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sense of passion and depth of love for her country. By extension this creates a strong sense of
identification of other Australians with the author’s image of Australia.

Mackellar constructs a national identity for Australia by defining what she loves about her country.
The author’s use of language reflects much about the social and cultural understandings that are part
of Australia’s national identity as well as her personal understanding of what it means to be Australian.
In terms of lexical choice, for example, she focuses on the broad semantic field of land, including
geography (ragged mountain ranges, far horizons, sweeping plains) and climatic features (sunburnt
country, droughts and flooding rains).

In her descriptions, Mackellar uses numerous adjectives as in the noun phrases sapphire-misted
mountains, hot gold hush of noon, and opal-hearted country. Descriptive noun phrases such as these
can be interpreted on two levels: the physical features of the land and the social and cultural
understanding about these features. The focus on land creates a sense of belonging for Australian
readers by recalling familiar features of the land whilst the semantic inferences about these features
are of harshness (sunburnt country, flooding rains, and a wilful, lavish land) balanced by beauty (in the
third verse orchids deck the tree-tops and ferns the warm dark soil) and richness (jewel-sea, land of
the rainbow gold and opal-hearted country). Similarly, the three unmodified nouns in the phrase flood
and fire and famine convey a harsh existence which is then offset by the clause she pays back
threefold. The structuring of identity is further reinforced through the repetition of the sentence pattern
I love ... and the repetition of noun phrases such as my heart, my country in several of the stanzas.

Finally, the discourse structure of the text also adds force to the definition of identity. In the first
stanza, Mackellar sets out the two countries that vie for her personal identification. She acknowledges
her English ancestry and that it may be the love of some readers, but she rejects it for herself: | know,
but cannot share it, My love is otherwise. In the second and subsequent stanzas she defines her love,
my country, as that of Australia. In the final stanza she returns to contrasting her love for the two
countries by stating that her identity will always be with Australia: Wherever | may die, | know to what

brown country, My homing thoughts will fly.



As we see here, by taking texts as the frame of reference for the study of language and within
which the elements of Language description are identified and interpreted, the central focus is
on language in use. The upshot is that students develop descriptive, analytical and critical

skills in dealing with a diverse range of texts.

3. Evaluating VCE English Language: Does it work?
In this section we seek to evaluate VCE English Language in terms of its effectiveness in
allowing access to those students who would like an alternative or an addition to the standard
English course, in meaningfully teaching grammar within the context of the study of language
in use and in linking studies to real world experience. The approach we take is twofold: first,
we demonstrate the growth in student numbers and schools offering the subject; and second,
we consider assessments by former students, teachers and an educational decision maker
that we have interviewed as part of a more formal research evaluation project of EngLg that
we are currently carrying out. At this point the sample size is still relatively small with five
former students, two teachers and one educational decision maker. Each interview was about
Y2 hour in length, recorded and transcribed. (Note that in the quotes below unless a full name
is given, a pseudonym has been used).

To begin, as is summarised in Table 1, there have been steady yearly increases in student

enrolments and numbers of schools offering the subject since it was first introduced in 2001.

Table 1. VCE English Language Unit 4 Statistics

Year Students Providers
2001 686 30
2002 900 46
2003 1117 48
2004 1362 51
2005 1430 49
2006 1553 59
2007 1717 70
2008 2013 80

(source: VCAA, http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/ )

Against a backdrop of stable numbers of VCE students over this time period, the figures in
Table 1. can be taken as direct evidence that EnglLg is an increasingly popular option with
students and teachers.

Statistics, however, do not really reveal the impact of the subject on those who teach and
learn it.
Turning to the interviews, the first questions concerned why schools offered EngLg and why
students chose to study it. Teachers report that schools chose to introduce the subject in
order to offer a wider range of choice and to offer an alternative to students. At a large

Catholic boys’ college choice was a major factor:



And | did actually contact the head of English at the time because | wasn'’t
involved in that decision making. So she said to me that she was keen when she
was head of English to try to allow the boys to have more choice in their

Englishes. (Alison)
By contrast, at an adult provider other factors were more decisive:

| think that the CAE decided to offer English Language because they have a
really different cohort of students and recognise the fact that a lot of the students
really don’t read a lot. And also that there was the possibility that some of them
would have known some grammar and so would have felt that was a bit more
familiar for them and it would have enabled them to be able cope with the

subject. (Sara Wawer)

The one decision maker interviewed also spoke of the process of introducing the subject into
the VCE Curriculum and the motivation for it being a desire to offer an alternative that would

broaden choices for students:

Well, the key thing at the time was that there was a desire to review the common

study... They wanted students to have more choice. (Mark Durie)

In addition, it was observed that the subject is not exclusive and offers a different approach so

is also suited to students of many different abilities:

So if we look at the other end of the spectrum, not the excited students, but the
ones for which let's face it English is a bit of a burden... at least it's giving some
of those kids another choice and it's a choice that a lot of them really respond to
in a positive way. (Alison)

As one student sums it up:

I’'m really grateful that it's around and that people can choose it because, yeah, |
think it's important to have a selection of English rather than just a straight, you
know, one cut, because not everyone is the same and we do need the variety in

English to suit different people, so | think it's important. (Neill)

Therefore, it's not surprising that students chose EnglLg for a number of reasons. From the
interviews, a clear picture emerged. In particular it appeals to students who like to take a
more analytical approach to a subject, who like to deal with communication as it applies to the
real world and to those who have an interest in language and how it works. Here several
students give reasons for choosing EngLg. For one student it was the prospect of doing

better:

From what | had heard, it was more analytical; suited to a scientific mind than
normal English. As a student that wasn't that great at English yet enjoyed
maths/science subjects, | felt that | could achieve a better score in English

Language rather than mainstream English. (Ross)



Another wanted to add to his expertise:

| was a bit of an English nerd the whole way through school and it was a mixture
of wanting to do more- more English as well as not really wanting to do a lot of
the other subjects that were being offered. And | already did the standard English
— mainstream — so | did both of them in Year 12. And, yeah, it was just a choice

to do more of that sort of stuff that | would like to. (Lachlan)
While an enthusiastic language student had a number of reasons for selecting EngLg:

Firstly, it was the novelty of the subject. English Language has never been
previously introduced in junior high school and hence, | was drawn to it because
it offered something different. | was particularly interested in studying English
from an analytical and scientific perspective for we have never been taught to
explore language in that way before. Another reason why | chose to study
English Language in Year 12 was because the subject complemented my
interest in studying languages. Through the detailed study of grammar, parts of
speech, the language subsystems, | believed that the subject would help me
develop increased analytical language skills, understanding and at the same

time, gain an even greater appreciation for language. (Sarah)
A teacher’s perspective reinforces the notion that it appeals to the more analytical student:

The sorts of students who are inquisitive about lots of different other little things

and love fiddling with little details. (Sara Wawer)

But I'd say it tends to appeal to students who like having a body of knowledge,
like content, that they can actually hang on to and grasp and learn and then

apply it through, whether it's the short answers or the essay. (Alison)

As a very student-centred subject it has a focus on participation in discovery activities linking

studies to real world experience:

Like, we did about apostrophes and one of the things | asked them to do is to go
around and look and find incorrect apostrophes... They just went down into
Degraves Street and looked at the billboards. They all came back with a whole

lot. (Sara Wawer)
Discussions in Sara’s adult education class are lively:

And in my situation, people will talk about: “Well, in my work, this is what people
do.” And then someone will say: “Oh well, you know, | work in a different sort of
area.” Yesterday somebody was talking about being polite at the call centre.

(Sara Wawer)

Teachers try to engage students with current examples of language by seeking out relevant
newspaper articles, TV or radio programmes and communications through electronic media

like SMS, email and Facebook to use as illustrations of language concepts. Engagement with



real life issues of communication and the transfer of skills learnt comes out clearly as being

what students and their teachers find rewarding about the subject:

So that's what | really love about the subject is the fact that I'm not actually
teaching them anything new under the sun as far as examples go... | might
introduce the concept and I'll go: “You know when you do this or when you say
that or when you write that.” And you can see that there’s actual recognition... It's
actually something they can relate to. (Sara Wawer)

Once the students’ attention is captured, linguistic concepts can be introduced and fruitful

learning occurs:

Once they grasp the thing. | think they really enjoy the structure: the exercises;
doing grammatical exercises. | am astounded that, you know, in the side of it that
could be considered far more dry than other aspects of the course, that that’s

quite often what the students really respond to. (Alison)

And even Grice’s Maxims or, you know, the principles of turn taking and all those
sorts of things they’ll- you'll see this light bulb go on as to: “Ha, that's how that
worked.” And there’s the satisfaction in the understanding of what is actually

going on. (Sara Wawer)
Both teachers and students describe the benefits of doing this subject as being long term.

It's something that will make your students think about what it is they are doing.
That will help them for the rest of their lives... | think it's really important to be
able to express yourself clearly. And so hopefully we’re giving them a gift. (Sara
Wawer)

When asked how the subject has benefitted them since finishing Year 12, all students
interviewed responded positively and discussed how their studies in EngLg were applicable to

their lives:

...understanding why people use the words they do when we meet, doing
speeches in everyday life. And, yeabh, it kind of just gave me a deeper insight into

language which is always- yeah, which has helped me since | finished. (Neill)

| feel | have a better grasp on grammar. Secondly, there are many concepts that
| encounter every day and now understand and unconsciously analyse. (Ross)

It makes you a lot more aware of how people use language and, maybe just for
me, but it made me a lot- pay a lot more attention to how people use language
within different groups like between family, or whatever. Yeah, it basically makes
you pay a lot more attention to how things are being said and not just the

information which is being given. (Jason)

As one teacher observed:



The vast majority of kids will have to know how to write business emails and
they’ll have to know how to conduct an interview and they’ll have to know how to
discuss certain things on the telephone and they’ll have to know how to fill in
forms and give- all sorts of- The whole gamut of written and spoken language
that we focus on is a life skill and so | think that the need to have a subject that
accounts for that at the higher- at a higher level, not in terms of a Foundation
English level, but that higher level, | think, is absolutely crucial. (Alison)

In addition, students observe that skills learnt in English Language are transferrable to their

studies and particularly in the area of communication:

It's made me become more aware of my own writing. Like | mentioned before,
you- unlike the mainstream English, the English Language kind of- Well, more so
for me taught me how- who | should be writing for and how to approach different
audiences and the different functions of certain types of, you know, texts and

whatever. (Lachlan)

So definitely in speech writing and essay writing as well. It's a huge help to kind
of know when you’re dropping in a euphemism or when you’re dropping in some
antithesis to try and kind of bring out a point or something like that. (Neil)

Teachers often talk about the enthusiasm of past students as being one of the most surprising

aspects of teaching English language:

...at the end of the year or a year later when I've seen the student, it doesn'’t
matter whether they got [a study score of] 50 or 20, they all tell me how much
they enjoyed it. (Sara Wawer)

The following anecdote also illustrates the enthusiasm of students:

You know, a number of my past students have contacted me... One of them was
in an O-week lecture where they were talking about writing an academic essay
for university... and the lecturer said: “Oh well, what do you need for this sort of
thing?” And he put up his hand and said: “Oh you need coherence and cohesion
and you need to do dit-ter-der in language.” And apparently the lecturer said: “Oh
my gosh, how did you know that?” And he said it worked out really well, he said:
“| felt- | was so excited because | was using my English Language.” So | think a

lot of them think that: that they actually can apply it. (Alison)

Alison also noted that even parents engage and that it helps form a connection for the parents

with what their children are studying:

A lot of parents have said to me: “My son has never spoken about what he’s
doing in English before and all of a sudden he’s bringing us all in and we’re

talking about language.” (Alison)

In sum, the initial interview experiences and assessments of those who have been

involved with EngLg along with the statistics on the growth of the subject presented here
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indicate that the subject is well received and provides an appropriate bridge between the

explicit study of grammar, and more broadly knowledge about language, and the real world.

4. Conclusion

In this paper we have argued that an educationally meaningful approach to the teaching and
learning of grammar within English involves both incorporating a diverse range of knowledge
and awareness about language and contextualising it within actual language use and real-
world texts. We have presented one example where the study of grammar and, more broadly,
the study of knowledge about language and language awareness have been integrated into
the English syllabus. Using preliminary interview data from former students, teachers and a
educational decision maker and statistics on the growth in student numbers and number of
schools offering the subject since it was first introduced in 2001, we have shown that this
subject not only allows access to those students who would like an alternative or an addition
to the standard English course, but that it successfully bridges the study of grammar and the

study of spoken and written English texts.
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