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LEARNING GRAMMAR

A PLACE FOR GRAMMAR (FROM THE LEARNERS’ PERSPECTIVE) 5.1
GRAMMAR IS NOT SIMPLY THE LISTS OF LABELS AND  RULES FOUND IN GRAMMAR BOOKS, BUT IT IS CONNECTED WITH THE MEANING AND USE OF LANGUAGE (READ PAG.96 “TYRANNOSAURUS REX”)

…IT WAS VERY BIG!
THE PICTURE MAKES THE TOPIC CLEAR, BUT THE GESTURE GIVES THE RIGHT SIZE OF THE ANIMAL AND CLARIFIES THE MEANING.
THE WORD ‘VERY’ SHOULD BE USED SEVERAL TIMES IN ORDER TO OFFER THE STUDENT THE OPPORTUNITY TO HEAR THE SOUND AND USE ‘VERY’ WITH OTHER WORDS.  

‘VERY’: VOCABULARY OR GRAMMAR?

‘VERY’ BY ITSELF HAS LITTLE OR NO MEANING, BUT IT CREATES MEANING THROUGH ITS USE, INTENSIFYING THE MEANING OF ANY ADJECTIVE PLACED IN FRONT OF IT. THEN LEARNING HOW TO USE ‘VERY’ ADDS NOT JUST A SINGLE WORD TO THE PUPIL’S LANGUAGE , BUT A WHOLE NEW RESOURCE FOR INTENSIFYING THAT COULD BE APPLIED TO PREVIUOSLY LEARNT LANGUAGE TO PRODUCE NEW FORMS, SUCH AS VERY HOT OR VERY HUNGRY.
PRE-FABRICATED PHRASES= CHUNK

IT IS POSSIBLE THE CHILD DID NOT NOTICE THE GRAMMAR OF THE SENTENCE, BUT MAY HAVE COUGHT THE HOLE PHRASE, AS A CHUNK. THIS IS VERY IMPORTANT IN THE EARLY STAGES.
THE CHUNK CAN BE USED AS A WHOLE, BUT CAN BE BROKEN DOWN AND PARTS RE-USED WITH OTHER WORDS, e.g. IT WAS VERY DANGEROUS.

BREAKING DOWN AND RECOMBINING OF PREVIUOSLY LEARNT CHUNKS OF LANGUAGE IS A PROCESS OF GRAMMAR CONSTRUCTION, AND IS A USEFUL PART OF LANGUAGE LEARNING.
GRAMMAR AND YOUNG LEARNERS
· GRAMMAR IS NECESSARY TO EXPRESS PRECISE MEANING IN DISCOURSE;
· GRAMMAR TIES CLOSELY INTO VOCABULARY IN LEARNING AND USING THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE;
· GRAMMAR LEARNING CAN EVOLVE  FROM THE LEARNING OF CHUNKS OF LANGUAGE;
· TALKING ABOUT SOMETHING MEANINGFUL WITH THE CHILD CAN BE A USEFUL WAY TO INTRODUCE NEW GRAMMAR;

· GRAMMAR CAN BE TAUGHT WITHOUT TECHNICAL LABELS (e.g. INTENSIFYING ADVERBS).

DIFFERENT MEANINGS OF GRAMMAR 5.2

THE GRAMMAR OF A        INTERNAL                      THEORETICAL AND                       

LANGUAGE                       GRAMMARS                    PEDAGOGIG GRAMMARS                
· GRAMMAR CAN REFER TO AN ASPECT OF HOW A LANGUAGE IS CONVENTIONALLY USED (TO THE STRUCTURE OR SYSTEM OF A PARTICULAR LANGUAGE).
· GRAMMAR CAN REFER TO THE WAY THE LINGUISTS DECRIBE IT, AS IN ‘CHOMSKYAN GRAMMAR’; ‘SYSTEMIC FUNCTIONAL GRAMMAR’.

· GRAMMAR CAN REFER TO INTERNAL MENTAL REPRESENTATION OF THE LANGUAGE BUILT UP BY AN INDIVIDUAL, AS IN ‘LEARNER’S GRAMMAR’.

THE GRAMMAR OF A LANGUAGE
A ‘LANGUAGE’ DOES NOT REALLY EXISTS AS AN OBJECT OR ENTITY, SEPARATE FROM PEOPLE; IT IS A COLLECTION OF ALL  ITS USES.
IT IS DYNAMIC (CONSTANTLY CHANGING).

THE LANGUAGE OF TEENAGERS IS AN EXAMPLE OF HOW LANGUAGE CHANGES:

TEEN SLANG                                           STANDARD ENGLISH

COOL!                                                       FANTASTIC!

WHAT A PRO!                                          WHAT A PROFESSIONAL!
WHAT A NERD!                                        WHAT A STUPID PERSON!

THEY ARE AWESOME!                            THEY ARE FANTASTIC!

THEY ARE REALLY BAD!                        THEY ARE VERY GOOD!

WHEN WE TEACH A LANGUAGE TO  NON-NATIVE SPEAKERS, WE NEED TO STOP IT, TO FIX IT TO HAVE A MORE STATIC SET OF WAYS OF TALKING. THEN WE BREAK IT INTO BITS TO OFFER TO LEARNERS.
BREAKING A LANGUAGE INTO WORD-SIZED BITS PRODUCES VOCABULARY.

FINDING PATTERNS IN HOW WORDS ARE PUT TOGETHER PRODUCES GRAMMAR.

EVERYTIME WE PUT ‘VERY’ IN FRONT OF ADJECTIVES WE UNDERSTAND THE PATTERN TO INTENSIFY THE WORDS.

WE CALL THE PATTERNS ‘RULES’, BUT THEY DECRIBE WHAT PEOPLE USUALLY DO AND SHOULD NOT BE CONFUSED WITH COMMON RULES, SUCH AS ‘SCHOOL RULES’, ‘FOOTBALL RULES’ THAT REQUIRE OBEDIENCE.

THEORETICAL AND PEDAGOGIC GRAMMARS

THEORETICAL LINGUISTS’  AIM IS TO FIND AND DESCRIBE THE PATTERNS IN THE USE OF A LANGUAGE.

CHOMSKYAN LINGUISTS DESCRIBE THE LANGUAGE AS IT IS INTERNALISED IN THE MIND/BRAIN AND NOT AS IT IS PRODUCED BY THE SPEAKERS. THEIR MAIN GOAL IS TO EXPLORE AND UNIFY, ON A THEORETICAL LEVEL, SIMILARITIES IN SYNTAX ACROSS ALL LANGUAGES.  (QUITE DIFFICULT TO APPLY IN THE LANGUAGE CLASSROOM).
ACCORDING  TO   HALLIDAYAN LINGUISTS , THE LANGUAGE IS A TOOL FOR EXPRESSING  MEANING, SO THEY CATEGORISE LANGUAGE IN TERMS OF HOW MEANING IS EXPRESSED , AND PRODUCE ‘FUNCTIONAL GRAMMARS’.

WITH THE COMPUTERS A NEW GENERATION OF ‘CORPUS LINGUISTS’ ARE PRODUCING GRAMMARS BASED ON REAL DATA ABOUT FREQUENCY AND PATTERNS OF USE, RATHER THAN ON THE INTUITIONS OF NATIVE SPEAKERS.
PEDAGOGICAL GRAMMARS ARE CLEAR DESCRIPTIONS OF PATTERNS, OR RULES, IN A LANGUAGE, PRESENTED IN WAYS THAT ARE HELPFUL TO TEACHERS AND LEARNERS. TEACHERS HAVE TO  MASTER THE WHOLE OF THE LANGUAGE TO BE TOUGHT, BUT LEARNERS WILL ENCOUNTER THE PEDAGOGICAL GRAMMAR BIT BY BIT (SEE TEXT BOOK UNITS).

INTERNAL GRAMMAR

INTERNAL GRAMMAR REFERS TO INTERLANGUAGE OR LINGUISTIC COMPETENCE. EVERY LEARNER’S INTERNAL GRAMMAR IS DIFFERENT FROM EVERY OTHER’S BECAUSE EACH HAS A UNIQUE LEARNING EXPERIENCE.
WHY A STUDENT IS NOT ABLE TO USE A GRAMMATICAL FORM IN TALKING AND WRITING AFTER A LANGUAGE LESSON, IN WHICH A PIECE OF GRAMMAR HAS BEEN INTRODUCED?

IT’S NECESSARY TO DISTINGUISH EXTERNAL THEORETICAL OR PEDAGOGIG GRAMMARS FROM INTERNAL GRAMMARS TO UNDERSTAND THE QUESTION.

 THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN TEACHING AND LEARNING MUST BE POINTED OUT  IN ORDER TO MAKE LEARNING CENTRAL TO TEACHING.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE INTERNAL GRAMMAR 5.3
FROM WORDS TO GRAMMAR

IN THE BEGINNING STAGES, LEARNERS SEEM TO USE WORDS OR CHUNKS STRUNG TOGETHER TO COMMUNICATE THEIR MEANING. IN THIS PHASE LITTLE ATTENTION IS GIVEN TO GRAMMAR.
ACCORDING TO COGNITIVE PSYCHOLOGY WHEN WE WORK OUR MENTAL ATTENTION IS QUITE LIMITED, SO WE CAN CONCENTRATE ON GETTING A TASK ACHIEVED. IF THE TASK IS COMMUNICATING AN IDEA OR  MESSAGE USING A FOREIGN LANGUAGE, IT SEEMS THAT THE FIRST ATTENTION IS FINDING THE RIGHT WORDS, BUT WHEN THOSE WORDS OR CHUNKS ARE WELL KNOWN, USING THEM REQUIRES LESS CAPACITY, AND ATTENTION IS FREED FOR  GRAMMAR.
AS LANGUAGE RESOURCES GRADUALLY ENHANCE, THE REPEATING PROCESS FROM LEXIS TO GRAMMAR BECOMES USEFUL.
PAYING ATTENTION  TO GRAMMATICAL FEATURES OF A LANGUAGE IS NOT SOMETHING THAT HAPPENS AUTOMATICALLY IN COMMUNICATING.
LEARNT CHUNKS PROVIDE A VALUABLE  RESOURCE FOR DEVELOPING OF GRAMMAR, AS THEY ARE BROKEN DOWN AND RE-CONSTITUTED.

LEARNERS CAN BE ALSO HELPED WITH THE DEVELOPMENT OF GRAMMAR WHEN TEACHERS LEAD THEM TO NOTICE WORDS INSIDE CHUNKS THAT CAN BE SUBSTITUTED WITH OTHER ONES.
THIS IS A BIG DOG. CAT, GOLDFISH, HAMSTER,… (PETS)

LEARNING THROUGH HYPOTHESIS TESTING

HYPOTHESIS TESTING = MENTAL PROCESSES EVIDENCED FROM A VERY EARLY AGE.
EXAMPLE:

A BABY DROPS HIS SPOON.

HE WATCHES SOMEONE PICK IT UP FOR HIM.

THEN HE DROPS IT AGAIN SO THAT IT WILL BE PICKED UP AGAIN.

WHAT HAPPENS?

IT SEEMS THE BABY HAS CONSTRUCTED A HYPOTHESIS ‘IF I DROP MY SPOON, IT WILL PICKED UP FOR ME’, AND HE REPEATS THE SAME ACTION IN ORDER TO TEST THE RESULT.

OF COURSE THE BABY LEARNS THAT THE HYPOPTHESIS WAS RIGHT, BUT ONLY FOR A LIMITED NUMBER OF DROPS, BECAUSE PROBABLY THE SPOON DISAPPEARS.

SOMETHING SIMILAR HAPPENS WHEN CHILDREN LEARN THE GRAMMAR OF THEIR FIRST LANGUAGE.

THEY NOT JUST PRODUCE RANDOM WORD ORDERINGS AND FORMS, BUT THEY UNDERSTAND AND FIND HOW TO USE THE LANGUAGE AND THEN TRY OUT THEIR HYPOTHESIS IN SAYNG THINGS, CORRECTING  THEM WHEN THEY HEAR ALTERNATIVE VERSIONS. IT IS AS IF THE CHILD HAS WORKED OUT A ‘GRAMMAR RULE’ AND IS TESTING IT OUT.

SUCH REFINING OF LANGUAGE AND OF IDEAS IS TYPICAL OF MENTAL DEVELOPMENT, AND IT OCCURS ALSO IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING. IN FACT CHILDREN BUILD HYPOTHESIS ABOUT HOW THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE WORKS  FROM THE DATA THEY HAVE RECEIVED FROM THEIR LIMITED EXPERIENCE WITH THE LANGUAGE.

AS THEY GET MORE INPUT THE HYPOTHESIS WILL CHANGE. 

CHANGES CAN BE GRADUAL AND CONTINUOUS, OR  CAN INVOLVE DRAMATIC SHIFTS WHEN SECTIONS ARE RE-ORGANISED THANKS TO NEW INFORMATION.

THESE DRAMATIC CHANGES ARE CALLED ‘RESTRUCTURING’.

(SEE EXAMPLE IN THE BOOK P.103)
TWO 12-YEAR-OLD NORWEGIAN CHILDREN ARE RETELLING  A STORY TITLED ‘THE PLAYROOM’ READ PREVIOUSLY. THE NARRATIVE PART OF THE STORY WAS WRITTEN IN PAST TENSE. GIVING A LOOK TO THE PAST TENSE USED BY THE CHILDREN IT CAN BE NOTICED THAT THEIR  USE IS SOMETIMES WRONG SOMETIMES RIGHT. ANYWAY THEIR ERRORS SHOW THEIR USE OF THE RULES:
Pupil 1

1.  grandfather show Joe around in the house and they come to the playroom

2. Joe gasped when she saw the playroom (learning in progress)
3. it looked more like a toy shop… (learning in progress)
4. in the far corner of the room there was a toy castle
5. this castle my father maked with me when was in your age (child’s internal grammar is working)
6. I made up stories about knights and dragons (memorised as a chunk)

INFLUENCE OF THE FIRST LANGUAGE

CONSTRUCTING  HYPOTHESES ABOUT THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE IS MUCH MORE DIFFICULT THEN FOR THE FIRST LANGUAGE, BECAUSE THE LEARNER HAS LITTLE AMOUNT OF DATA TO WORK ON.
WHEN DATA ARE LIMITED , LEARNERS ARE MORE LIKELY TO USE THE FIRST LANGUAGE TO FILL THE GAPS.

THE SENSITIVITY TO HOW THE FIRST LANGUAGE WORKS THAT CHILDREN DEVELOP IN EARLY INFANCY  EXPLAINS THE TRANSFER OF FIRST LANGUAGE COMPREHENSION AND PRODUCTION STRATEGIES TO FOREIGN AND SECOND

LANGUAGE. (COMPARE ITALIAN OR SPANISH TO ENGLISH ( WORD ORDER))
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