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How to Teach Grammar Scott Thornbury is a topic that resonates with many educators
in the field of language teaching. Scott Thornbury, a prominent figure in ELT (English
Language Teaching), has contributed significantly to the understanding of grammar
instruction. His approaches emphasize the importance of context, interaction, and learner
engagement in teaching grammar effectively. This article will explore Thornbury's insights
and practical strategies for teaching grammar, along with the rationale behind his methods.

Understanding Scott Thornbury's Approach to
Grammar

Scott Thornbury's philosophy on grammar teaching is characterized by a communicative
approach, which prioritizes meaning and use over rote memorization of rules. He believes
that grammar should not be taught in isolation but integrated into meaningful
communication. This perspective aligns with the broader trends in language teaching that
focus on fluency and communicative competence.

The Role of Context in Grammar Teaching

One of Thornbury's key tenets is the necessity of teaching grammar within context. He
argues that grammar is not just a set of rules but a tool for communication. This means that
learners should be exposed to grammar in real-life situations where it is used naturally.

- Contextualization of Grammar:

- Use authentic materials such as articles, podcasts, and videos that reflect real
communication.

- Create scenarios that allow students to practice grammar in context, such as role-plays,
debates, or storytelling.

- Encourage students to reflect on how grammar functions in different contexts to enhance
their understanding.

Interaction and Engagement

Thornbury emphasizes the importance of interaction in the language learning process. He
believes that grammar should be taught through activities that promote communication
and collaboration among learners.

- Promoting Interaction:

- Incorporate pair and group work where students can negotiate meaning and use grammar
structures in conversation.

- Use tasks that require students to solve problems together, thus practicing grammatical
forms in a meaningful way.



- Implement games and activities that encourage spontaneous use of grammar, making the
learning process enjoyable and engaging.

Practical Strategies for Teaching Grammar

To apply Thornbury’s principles in the classroom, teachers can adopt various strategies that
promote understanding and application of grammar.

Focus on Form, Meaning, and Use

Thornbury suggests a three-dimensional approach to grammar: focusing on form, meaning,
and use. This method helps learners connect grammatical structures with their functions in
communication.

1. Focus on Form:
- Introduce grammatical structures explicitly, using clear examples that highlight their form.
- Use visual aids and charts to illustrate grammatical rules and their exceptions.

2. Focus on Meaning:

- Discuss the meaning that different grammatical forms convey and how they can change
the message.

- Encourage students to explore synonyms and antonyms, as well as different contexts
where a structure might be appropriate.

3. Focus on Use:

- Provide opportunities for students to practice using grammar in speaking and writing.

- Encourage self-correction and peer feedback to foster a deeper understanding of grammar
in use.

Task-Based Learning

Task-based learning (TBL) is a central component of Thornbury's methodology. In TBL,
grammar is taught through tasks that have real-world relevance, allowing students to
practice language as they would in everyday situations.

- Implementing TBL:

- Design tasks that require the use of specific grammatical structures, such as writing a
letter, making a presentation, or conducting an interview.

- Ensure that tasks are meaningful and promote the use of language rather than just
focusing on accuracy.

- Allow for reflection after tasks, where students can discuss what grammar they used and
how it affected their communication.



Awareness-Raising Activities

Thornbury advocates for activities that raise learners' awareness of grammar without
overwhelming them with rules. These activities can help students notice patterns and rules
naturally.

- Types of Awareness-Raising Activities:

- Gap-fill exercises where students must deduce the correct grammatical form based on
context.

- Error correction tasks where students identify and correct mistakes in sentences or texts.
- "Noticing" tasks where students analyze sentences to discover grammatical patterns on
their own.

Feedback and Correction in Grammar Instruction

Effective feedback is crucial in grammar teaching. Thornbury emphasizes that feedback
should be timely, constructive, and focused on helping learners improve their grammatical
accuracy without discouraging them.

Types of Feedback

1. Immediate Feedback:

- Provide instant corrections during speaking activities to help students recognize errors as
they occur.

- Use prompts to guide students toward the correct form rather than providing the answer
outright.

2. Delayed Feedback:

- Review written work and provide feedback after students have had time to express their
ideas fully.

- Highlight common errors in a group setting, allowing students to learn from one another’s
mistakes.

3. Peer Feedback:

- Encourage students to give feedback to each other, fostering a collaborative learning
environment.

- Train students on how to provide constructive feedback that focuses on grammar while
also considering content and communication.

Creating a Grammar-Positive Classroom
Environment

Finally, creating a classroom atmosphere that encourages exploration and experimentation



with grammar is vital. Thornbury believes that students should feel safe to make mistakes
and learn from them.

Strategies for a Positive Learning Environment

- Encouragement and Support:

- Acknowledge students' efforts in using new grammatical structures, even if they make
mistakes.

- Celebrate progress and improvements in grammatical accuracy.

- Fostering Curiosity:

- Encourage students to ask questions about grammar and explore different ways to
express similar ideas.

- Create an environment where students feel comfortable sharing their thoughts on
language use and grammar.

- Integrating Technology:

- Utilize language-learning apps and online resources that provide interactive grammar
practice.

- Encourage students to engage with online communities where they can practice grammar
in a supportive setting.

Conclusion

Teaching grammar effectively, as Scott Thornbury advocates, involves a shift from
traditional methods to more communicative, context-based approaches. By integrating
grammar instruction into meaningful interactions, focusing on form, meaning, and use, and
fostering a supportive learning environment, educators can help their students become
more confident and competent users of the language. Thornbury's insights provide a
valuable framework for teachers seeking to enhance their grammar instruction and
promote a deeper understanding of language among their learners.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Scott Thornbury's approach to teaching
grammar?

Scott Thornbury emphasizes a communicative approach to teaching grammar, focusing on
the context in which grammar is used rather than isolated rules. He advocates for teaching
grammar through meaningful interaction and real-life contexts.

How can teachers incorporate Thornbury's techniques



in their grammar lessons?

Teachers can incorporate Thornbury's techniques by using authentic materials, engaging
students in discussions that require grammatical structures, and providing opportunities for
students to notice and practice grammar in context.

What role does error correction play in Thornbury's
grammar teaching philosophy?

Thornbury believes that error correction should be handled sensitively and contextually. He
advocates for a focus on the communicative intent of the speaker, encouraging self-
correction and peer feedback rather than solely focusing on grammatical accuracy.

Can Thornbury's principles be applied to teaching
grammar in online environments?

Yes, Thornbury's principles can be effectively adapted to online environments by utilizing
interactive tools, engaging students in virtual discussions, and using multimedia resources
that promote contextual grammar learning.

What are some practical activities inspired by
Thornbury for teaching grammar?

Practical activities include role-plays, information gap exercises, and collaborative writing
tasks that require the use of specific grammatical structures. These activities encourage
students to apply grammar in a meaningful way.

How can teachers assess students' understanding of
grammar according to Thornbury's methods?

Teachers can assess students' understanding through performance-based assessments,
such as observing students during speaking activities or analyzing their written work, rather
than relying solely on traditional grammar tests.
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