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Grammar Manifesto 

Grammar is for everyone.  

 Grammar is not optional. While not all students require explicit knowledge of grammar 

terminology for standardized tests or other academic uses, all students need to know grammar in 

use, which means all teachers need to incorporate grammar into their lessons. Grammar is a 

necessary resource for expressing meaning, and without it, students will not be able to progress 

past the novice low level. Grammar has a place in every English class. 

Grammar must be taught. 

 Since grammar is an integral part of communication, that means that we, as teachers, 

need to actually teach it. While it is possible for students to acquire grammatical skills through 

immersion and induction, it’s inefficient, and I believe that it is our job to help our students learn 

more effectively in our classrooms than they could on their own. Native speakers take years to 

master articles, prepositions and more complicated tenses, but our students don’t have that much 

time. We should help them accelerate their learning by providing them with shortcuts. As a 

language learner, I like experimenting, figuring things out for myself and playing with words like 

puzzles, but at the end of the day I need confirmation that the hypothesis I’ve come to is correct 

and I need help when I get stuck. I expect that my teachers will help me, and often the best way 

for them to do that is with explicit instruction and grammar discussion.  

Grammar isn’t parallel across languages.  

 The most important reason for teaching grammar explicitly is to help students notice 



differences between structures in the target language as compared to others they know. 

Grammatical structures rarely map perfectly across languages, and without guidance to help 

notice the conceptual differences, students are likely to make erroneous assumptions. If not, the 

likelihood of interference increases. 

Grammar is easier to teach when you can talk about it. 

 If a class is going to talk about grammar, they need shared language. But for English 

learners much linguistic terminology is unfamiliar and often not worth the cognitive effort that is 

necessary to learn it. At the levels I’ve taught, I’ve used familiar words to express grammatical 

concepts in a way that was clear and understandable to my students. If they’re not going to be 

tested on the terminology, do they need to know the words “auxiliary” or “copula” at beginning 

or low intermediate levels? Probably not. “Helping verb” works just fine. But for necessary 

metalanguage (like “verb” in the previous example), it’s crucial that everyone’s on the same 

page. Socially constructed metalanguage, where students work together to create their own 

definitions for the terminology that will be used as a shared resource by the class, encourages 

ownership over the concepts and keeps it level-appropriate. 

Grammar is not scary. 

 Students and teachers often find grammar intimidating, but it doesn’t need to be. In 

addition to being cognizant of our use of metalanguage, it can be helpful to think of grammar as 

a range of patterns than as set of rules. This allows students the opportunity to experiment rather 

than forcing them to conform to some pre-conceived ideal. However, given that grammatical 

conventions are necessary to convey meaning in an understandable way, we do need some 

parameters. But asking “does it work?” rather than “is it right?” can shift the focus towards 



communication and away from conformity. And as teachers, we can model this for our students 

by letting go of the desire to have all the answers ourselves. While we should always strive to be 

knowledgeable, we needn’t be perfect. 

Grammar is a practice. 

 Grammaring is the idea that grammar is something we do, not a body of knowledge. 

While it’s useful to relax our teacherly perfectionism, it is even more important to extend this 

kindness to our students. If we see grammar as a tool, it’s only natural that it takes time to 

develop precise ways of using it. Interlanguage is a sign of progress that tells us about our 

students’ ways of thinking. Studies of the natural acquisition order of language clearly show that 

some aspects of language take more time to master than others. Therefore interlanguage should 

be embraced, not stigmatized.  

Grammar requires scaffolding. 

 The development of any skill requires guidance from more knowledgeable others. It is 

the role of the teacher to structure the presentation of material in a way that builds a strong 

foundation, moving from core to peripheral grammar, that helps students meet their 

communicative needs. The teacher should provide structure, security and support to help students 

develop their confidence. While material can be presented in an inductive or deductive way 

initially (depending on the structure in question and the expectations of the students), it is the 

teacher’s responsibility to prove clarity and to guide student exploration. We should manage 

students’ cognitive load and build their confidence by ensuring that challenges are attainable. 

Grammar must be internalized. 

 After being exposed to a structure, it is unrealistic to expect that students will be able to 



utilize it correctly right away. Developing grammatical fluency takes time and lots and lots and 

lots of practice. As a language learner, developing productive comfort with a new structure 

always takes me much longer than the time my teachers allot for practice, so I want to give my 

students as many opportunities as possible. 

Grammar requires context. 

 Grammar doesn’t exist in a void, which means that structural drills are of limited use in 

helping students become comfortable using new structures productively. Use and meaning are 

inextricably linked, and must be practiced alongside the form. Being able to craft an accurate 

sentence isn’t enough. Students need to know what it means and when to use it at the discourse 

level as well. For this reason, it is best to present structures in communicative contexts where 

they would be used authentically. Grammar serves communication. 

Grammar supports nuanced thought. 

 As students master the basics, they will want to do more with the language. As they reach 

higher and higher levels, it’s important that their understanding of grammar expands to meet 

their communicative needs as much as possible. The goal is for them to be able to express any 

thought, no matter how complex, in a way that conveys their intended meaning precisely. In 

order to do this, they must know the different meanings inherent in their grammatical choices. It 

is also crucial that teachers understand the student’s intended message before correcting errors, in 

order to avoid misrepresenting the student’s thoughts. 

Grammar is flexible, but prestige isn’t. 

 Grammar is important because it allows for the communication of meaning. Therefore I 

am more concerned with the fluent expression of intelligible thought than I am with perfect 



grammatical accuracy. There are always choices in how to say what you want to say, and some 

unconventional choices can be beautifully expressive. However, it’s important that students 

know the expectations of the gatekeepers they will encounter. While it’s crucial for educators to 

be sympathetic readers and listeners, students must understand that many others they encounter 

will be less kind. They will be judged on the accuracy of their grammar, according to the local 

norms of the community they are speaking in, and they should know which choices conform to 

the prevailing conventions. With this knowledge, their choices can be responsible and informed. 

Grammar is fascinating. 

 The way languages work fascinates me, and much is illuminated through grammar. I 

want my students to have the same sense of accomplishment, delight and discovery when they’re 

playing with English as I do when I have those “aha!” moments with other languages. As a 

teacher, I am working towards allowing this sense of play in my classroom. One way I’m doing 

this is by incorporating a more inductive, exploratory presentation of new material, although I 

am also careful to give support to my deductive students. Using a whole-part-whole lesson 

structure is one way of doing this that I want to learn more about. I also want resist doing for my 

students what they can do for themselves. Instead, I’m striving to grant them what they bring. 

 I’m also curious to explore the line between errors, innovations and creativity, and the 

ways race and identity influence perceptions of correctness. Nonstandard dialects, whether 

native, like African American Vernacular English, or nonnative, like English as a Lingua Franca, 

use grammar to display identity in a way that’s super interesting to me. While I believe in the 

value of deemphasizing the unrealistic native speaker ideal, I’m still in the process of figuring 

out what this can look like in my classroom, beyond the first step of awareness raising.


