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Abstract 

 

Grammar teaching is an essential part of language teaching to assist students’ to comprehend 

and apply the correct language structure of a language. However, grammar teaching has 

become very unpopular in ESL or EFL language classrooms in many decades. This scenario is 

frequently caused by traditional or prescriptive approaches used by the language teachers and 

by the students’ misconceptions towards grammar subject. Drawing on the traditional and 

contemporary literature related to grammar pedagogy, this article discusses the importance of 

grammar theoretical knowledge among preservice teachers to upgrade comprehension and 

pedagogical skills. Grammar theoretical knowledge emphasizes grammar theories from different 

eras of grammar revolution in which the theories evolve from the prescriptive to the functional 

grammar approach to fulfill the different linguistic categories. This theoretical grammar 

knowledge also offers preservice teachers the overview of grammar revolution to add value into 

the teaching of grammar. As an addition, the grammar theories offers different pedagogical 

approaches to help preservice teachers as well as new teachers to strengthen their teaching 

skills in helping students to improve their overall language proficiency.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The role of grammar teaching has been a contentious issue in ESL and foreign language 

pedagogies for decades (Hossein Nassaji & Sandra Fotos, 2011). The controversy has always 

been whether grammar should be taught explicitly or implicitly in the language classrooms. 

According to Kelly (1969), this controversy has existed since the beginning of language 

teaching. The controversy on the way grammar should be taught shows the inconsistency on 

grammar perspectives by both teachers and linguists on how learners learn and acquire the 

structure of language. This scenario has led to confusions and negative perspectives by both 

teachers and learners towards the teaching and learning of grammar.   

 

A consideration of L2 teaching over the past few decades also reveals a fundamental shift in the 

teaching of grammar from one in which grammar instruction was central, to one in which 

grammar instruction was absent (Hossein Nassaji & Sandra Fotos, 2011). This has led grammar 

instruction to become an integrated content in language teaching and is always treated with 

prescriptive approach in language teaching methodology. This scenario is explained by Stern 

(1992), in which he describes the selection of grammar instruction in any language classrooms is 

bound to be influenced by the recent history of grammar teaching.  

 

With the discovery of recent research in second language acquisition (SLA), the role of grammar 

teaching has been reconsidered, since many researchers believe that grammar teaching should 

not be ignored in a second language classroom (Hossein Nassaji & Sandra Fotos, 2011). As an 
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addition, many language teaching professionals have also become increasingly aware of the 

importance of grammar instruction in language teaching and learning process. 

 

Despite the increasing awareness of grammar teaching, the reality faced by many preservice and 

new teachers in teaching language and specifically grammar has shown several challenges before 

and after they step into a language classroom as according to Williams (2005). Preservice or new 

teachers are expected to be well versed in the target language and must know grammar structure 

exceptionally well. Furthermore, they face several challenges in developing and synchronizing 

content knowledge and pedagogical skills since most grammar content or the syllabus used may 

not be current. This has made the preservice and new teachers feel unprepared and resort to 

teachers’ manual and stick to traditional teaching method in teaching grammar. 

This situation has a negative impact towards teachers’ capability and students’ language 

acquisition and development. Therefore this paper tends to stress on theoretical knowledge as a 

basic content knowledge as preparation for preservice teachers or prospective teachers before 

entering a classroom and starting teaching grammar content to students of a second language. 

 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF GRAMMAR TEACHING 

 

In this 21st century where communicative language teaching has been the highlight of English 

lesson, the necessity of grammar teaching has always been abandoned due to the belief that 

being fluent will lead a better accuracy in learning English. It has been mentioned by (Kao, n.d.) 

that the role of grammar instruction in the classroom had moved from a position of central 

importance to that of an “outcast,” and is now being brought back into the classroom to aid 

students’ communicative competence. However, in fact, in any case, no one should dismiss 

grammar instruction altogether, because there is no empirical evidence that to do so is ultimately 

more beneficial to second or foreign language learning.  

 

Zhang (2009) gave a simple analogy that grammar is the product and also the process. In 

knowing how exactly to get the product, the learners need to understand the process on how to 

get the product. In order to accomplish communicative competence (product) grammar teaching 

is essential and necessary in learning English. Thus, grammar teaching is definitely relevance in 

learning English. Knowledge of grammar helps the student in the correction of mistakes and 

improvement of not only in communication but written work as well. Debata, Phil, & Ph, (2013) 

stated that a person cannot learn a second or foreign language accurately only through a process 

of unconscious assimilation. This also has led to the discovery that grammar is not acquired 

naturally; it needs be taught especially those for the second language learners who do not 

condone English-speaking surroundings. Research suggests that learners who receive no 

instruction seem to be at risk of fossilizing sooner than those who do receive instruction.  

 

Correspondingly, the awareness of the need for grammar teaching should be the emphasis in 

English learning especially among the teachers who give grammar instruction in the language 

classrooms. According to Savage (2010), there are three main roles that underlie the importance 

of grammar in second language learning. Firstly, grammar is seen as an enabling skill which 

enables competence to develop in the areas of listening, speaking, reading, and writing. When 

grammar is used incorrectly or misunderstood in any of these areas, communication may be 

disrupted. Secondly, grammar is seen as a motivator, in which both students and teachers need to 

be motivated to learn and study grammar to assist teaching and learning process effectively. 

Thirdly, grammar is seen as a means to self-sufficiency, in which the most practical goal is for 

the students to learn to correct their own mistakes. This is supported by Fotos (2001) who stated 
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that grammar instruction assists English learners in becoming aware of a structure and then 

continuing to notice it in subsequent encounters.  

 

These views have clearly stressed the important role of grammar in language teaching to assist 

students of second and foreign language to better understand the language structures and 

simultaneously enhance their fluency and proficiency level to become effective speakers. 

 

 

THE UNDERSTANDING OF DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES ON GRAMMAR 

DEFINITIONS 

 

To aid preservice teachers’ grammar knowledge, it is crucial to comprehend the different 

concepts of grammar as to give an overview of the importance of grammar in language 

acquisition and grammar teaching. 

 

Generally, it is difficult to capture the central role played by grammar in the structure of 

language, other than by using a metaphor such as "framework" or "skeleton" (Williams, 2005). 

Grammar is also perceived as a "device of some sort for producing the sentences of the language 

under analysis" (Noam Chomsky, 1957). 

 

In helping preservice or new teachers to comprehend the main concepts of grammar, it is also 

best to note two different perspectives of grammar (Yin, 1990). The first perspective sees 

grammar in a global sense under the framework of descriptive grammar, in which sometimes 

grammar is used to stand all the knowledge that a native speaker has about his or her language. 

This knowledge includes phonological facts, facts about the structure of words and sentences, 

facts about the meanings of words and sentences, and facts about the organization of the whole 

text or discourse. While the second perspective of grammar sees grammar in a more narrow 

sense in which, grammar is often used to refer to a particular body of information about a 

language specifically on structure of words and sentences. Grammar is understood in this manner 

is composed of morphology and syntax.  

These two perspectives of grammar may lead to a better understanding on the role of grammar in 

the language teaching and learning process particularly in planning teaching goals to suit with 

the students’ needs and curriculum standards. 

 

 

THE THEORIES ON GRAMMAR REVOLUTION 

 

Along the process of acquiring a new language, individuals have to bear in mind that language is 

controlled by a structured and systematic system that is known as grammar. Grammar is defined 

by Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2010) as the rules in a language for changing the 

form of words and joining them into sentences. This means that a language is governed by 

certain set of rules that determine whether or not the sentences or utterances are correctly used. 

Due to that, in order for individuals to understand a language, they must first understand the 

grammar of that language (Fromkin, Rodman & Hyams, 2007). Grammar of English has gone 

under three stages of development namely traditional grammar, structuralism and functionalism. 

 

Traditional Grammar 

 

Traditional grammar is described by Yin (1990) as having two concepts which are narrow and 

broad. Narrowly speaking, traditional grammar refers to the grammar theories originated from 
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ancient Greece and Rome, which became popular in the end of the 18th century before the birth 

of historical comparative grammar and dominated the research of grammar and language 

teaching for a long time in Europe. It values the old language model, emphasizes written 

language, neglect oral language. It tries to purify and settle language. So it is called as 

prescriptive grammar, which was and is still being adopted by most schools for their language 

classrooms. In this case, it is also called as school grammar. Broadly speaking, traditional 

grammar includes the scholarly traditional grammar that originated from the end the 19th 

century. This kind of grammar mostly emphasizes on the principal of historical comparative 

study of language, while some emphasizes on contemporary language phenomena. Generally, 

both of them take the attitude of descriptivism, trying to describe the change of language and the 

use of language objectively (Yin, 1990). 

 

Traditional grammar is specifically prescriptive in nature. The traditional grammarians wished to 

prescribe rather than to describe the grammar rules (Fromkin, Rodman & Hyams, 2007). This 

grammar theory had structured the grammar rules that the language learners should follow. The 

views on traditional grammar started to revolutionize towards the end of 19th century due to 

problems of describing languages by using the concept of linguistic universals. This led to the 

assumption that the objective of traditional grammar was insufficient. 

 

Structuralism 

 

The team of linguists led by Boas, who called themselves as structuralists, had developed a new 

type of grammar. One of the differences of this grammar with traditional grammar was 

traditional grammar subordinated many of the notions of linguistic universals and opted instead 

to advocate the idea that every language is unique, with its own structure and its own grammar. 

Universals were considered in a relatively abstract way, in which all languages have subjects, 

ways of counting and making plurals, and so on (Williams, 2005). They started to see the 

acceptability of forms on the basis of context and not usage conventions. The grammar, which 

was also known as phrase-structure grammar, aimed at illustrating the way people use languages. 

In phrase-structure grammar, individuals should be able to look at a string of words and describe 

it using grammar concept. 

 

The theory was then challenged by Noam Chomsky. He then formulated new theory of 

structuralism in 1957 as he found many constraints in the classification of language structure 

through distribution and arrangement. He later established Transformational-generative grammar 

which has been one of the most influential linguistic theories. One of the assumptions of this 

theory is that language should reflect a theory of mind. Based on this assumption, Chomsky 

came out with innate hypotheses and language acquisition device (LAD). This new structuralism 

theory was not intended to analyze sentences but to investigate generations of sentences in a 

language (Altunbaşak, 2010), by analysing the deep and surface structure of sentences.  

 

Functionalism 

 

The theory invented by Chomsky had caused controversial discussion among the linguists and 

scholars as some of them disagreed with him. Dell Hymes was one of the scholars who rejected 

Chomsky’s theory and came out with the theory of communicative competence. It was later 

being enriched by Canale and Swain followed by Bachman and the latest by WEN Qiu-Fang 

(Xia, 2014). The latest aspects involved in communicative competence are linguistics 

competence, sociolinguistics competence, discourse competence and strategic competence. 
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Under the aspects of strategic competence, Qiu Fang further expand four components namely 

assessment, goal-setting, planning and execution. 

 

Although these theories seemed to look complete and broad enough to describe the grammar of a 

language, it seemed to Halliday that what more important is the association and connection with 

meaning (Xia, 2014). Due to his view, he proposed systemic-functional linguistics. The main 

concept of this theory is the “context situation” which can be achieved “through a systematic 

relationship between the social environment on one hand, and the functional organization of 

language on the other” (Halliday & Hassan, 1985).  

 

The theories on grammar revolution could give an insight to the development of grammar 

revolution and to assist teachers to justify and give meanings to the issues and challenges faced 

in language teaching and learning process. This is crucial since teachers need to understand the 

background and justifications of the content to be taught to students to overcome future issues 

and problems in language learning and to effectively select suitable strategy for the teaching and 

learning process through careful consideration. 

 

 

TYPES OF GRAMMAR THEORIES TO ENHANCE TEACHERS’ UNDERSTANDING 

AND APPROACHES 

 

Many linguists have analyzed and compared a few main types of grammar to show the 

relationship and development of grammar structures and theories. The knowledge on these types 

of theories of grammar could equip preservice or new teachers on useful and practical 

knowledge to comprehend the time frame of grammar development as well as to give a notion of 

suggestion on the approaches to be applied or integrated in language teaching instruction. 

Derived from Williams (2005), four main types of grammar types and theories have been put 

forward as the focus of theoretical knowledge to be taught and exposed to preservice or new 

teachers before entering a language classroom. The theories are prescriptive grammar, 

descriptive grammar, generative grammar and functional grammar which can be directly linked 

to the three stages of grammar revolution. 

 

Prescriptive Grammar  

 

According to Rothman (2010), Prescriptive grammar is a set of grammatical rules that are 

created on the basis of some idealized (and arbitrary) norm, usually the “standard” or “educated 

version” of the language. This means prescriptive grammar is what we are told we should do 

with the language and is determined by some notion of authority. The rules of grammar should 

be explicitly learned and taught formally in school as the framework of the language. Although, 

prescriptive grammar is considered by many modern linguists as “old fashion” and not valid 

cross linguistically and is always under strong arguments, this theory can still be taken into 

consideration by teachers in exposing rules or structures of language for second language 

learners. This is to prepare the learners with sufficient knowledge for them to realize and study 

the differences between their L1 and L2 to enhance proficiency and understanding towards the 

language. 

 

Descriptive Grammar 

 

Descriptive grammar is focusing on how people use language in everyday speech and how our 

language works. This is the grammar to which linguists subscribe, that is, linguists are charged 
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with describing what native speakers know about their grammar and language in general 

(Rothman, 2010). Descriptive grammar do not tell people what is acceptable like prescriptive 

grammar, it studies how people actually speak and use their internal grammar. In this sense, 

according to Rothman (2010), the linguist tries to uncover the internal regularities of the 

language and explain what every native speaker knows implicitly in an explicit way. Teachers 

can use the objective of this type of grammar to make students aware of how the target language 

works and make comparisons. This is also supported by Rothman (2010), in which this approach 

can lead to the understanding of the unconscious knowledge as similar as the native speakers.  

 

Generative Grammar 

 

Generative grammar is a notion that was developed in 1950s by Noam Chomsky. This grammar 

considers language to be a species-specific property which is a part of the human mind (William, 

2005). Chomsky’s studies focused on the Internal-language or a mental faculty for language. He 

also wanted to account for the linguistic competence of native speakers and the linguistic 

knowledge of language present in language users’ minds. The popular arguments from this 

theory evolve on how people know which sentences are grammatically well formed in their 

native language and the fact that the speakers have this knowledge and ability to use of 

previously unheard sentences correctly. Therefore, Chomsky argued that the speakers must rely 

on mentally represented rules and not only on memory. This understanding on human natural 

biological qualities, innate linguistic knowledge and language faculty as suggested by Chomsky 

can be useful input to language teachers in analyzing students’ unique ability and needs in the 

teaching and learning settings. As a consequence, teachers can be well prepared for any 

circumstances and challenges they may be facing in a language classroom. 

 

Functional Grammar 

 

Functional Grammar (FG) is a general theory of the organization of natural language as 

developed by Simon C. Dik and others, which sees the fundamental roles of different levels of 

grammatical organization (Williams, 2005). The theory is based on data and descriptions of 

many languages. Functional grammar has a number of features which make it suitable for 

studying language variation that focuses on the discourse and pragmatic level. This theory 

stresses on the notion of choice - it models grammar as a set of options (a repertoire or resource), 

the construction of texts in their context of use - it is concerned in other words with real language 

not just with the made up examples of language that can be found in many language tests, 

exercises, work sheets or traditional grammar books and the way in which grammar is organized 

to make meaning. Overall, functional grammar which concerns are focusing on meanings can be 

related directly to the concerns of teachers and students in all subject areas. Teachers can use this 

approach to suit the objectives of teaching to fulfill the needs of the curriculum and students to 

deliver meaning effectively in different settings as to help students to communicate effectively 

using different discourses. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

All in all, preservice and new teachers need to be given ample grammar theoretical knowledge as 

to prepare them for the challenges they are expected to overcome once they enter a real language 

classroom. Although, grammar theoretical content is full of historical summary on language 

development and revolution, it also offers approaches and useful knowledge to be transformed to 

pedagogical skills and knowledge for teachers to manipulate in a language classroom. Teachers 
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may be more confident and creative in making choices in lesson planning and teaching in a 

second language classroom. 

The grammar revolution gives an overview on the overall development of grammar theories and 

researches done by linguists all over the world and leaves a grave impact to the direction and 

approaches of language learning. The knowledge on prescriptive, descriptive, generative and 

functional grammar could equip teachers with useful knowledge as guidelines and tools to be 

applied in the language classroom as a self-preparation tool or a suitable approach to enhance 

students’ understanding of the language and overall language proficiency. 

 

Therefore, grammar theoretical knowledge can be deemed as a crucial input for teachers’ 

education to enhance and refocus on the central role of grammar instruction in language learning. 
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