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Young Learners & Grammar:
How can we make it work? Grammar is…

How were you taught English
grammar at school?
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“ Grammar is a concept which 
children do not understand 

until they are about ten years 
old.”

Piaget

Can we actually teach 
grammar to young 

learners? 

“Children see a 
foreign language 
from the inside…”

Cameron 2001

Children are not capable yet of abstract 
thinking.

This means they have trouble understanding 
grammar explanations. 

Rather than explaining rules to the children 
teach it to them through meaningful  and 
engaging contexts.

If a child can’t
learn the way 

we teach, 
maybe we 

should teach 
the way they 

learn.” Estrada 
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Developmentally Appropriate Grammar Teaching

-

The M&Ms of Teaching
Grammar to Young 

Learners

M_____ new language -
meaningful context.

M_________ language in a 
multisensory & memorable 
way.

M_____ the language their 
own using motivating 
activities.

University of Nottingham ITE Team

Meeting new 
language in a 
meaningful 

context.

Meaningful Contexts

games & 
activities

Images

stories, 
poems, 
drama

songs, 
chants

Action, 
situations, 

realia

dialogues
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” Meaning comes first. If 
children do not understand it, 

they will not learn it.”

Adapted fromCameron (2002:36)
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‘The most important single factor 
influencing learning is what the 
learner already knows. Ascertain 
this and teach him accordingly.’

Ausubel (1968)

Highlight meaningful 
chunks

Manipulating 
language in a 
multisensory &
memorable 

way.
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Multi-sensory input Beep Dictation

She played the guitar

They listened to a story

She played the drum.

They listened to music.

She play music.She played music.

Silly Sentences Use emotions

Lizard

Compared with the complexity of a modern
human brain, the reptilian brain is an unsophis-
ticated and simple structure that is poor at
responding to novel situations (MacLean, 1972;
1985). Lizards have only a few behaviours that
they do lots of times (I know this bears similarity
to many humans, but, believe me, the human
brain is actually capable of more!). The corpus
striatum (the centre of Figure 7) can store a
small number of behavioural responses related to
self-preservation and survival of the species, i.e.
it is a neural repository for genetically deter-
mined forms of behaviour as well as learned
behaviours (MacLean, 1972). The actual number
of behaviours it can store in lizards is about 27 –
not really very many if you think of the number
of behaviours we can perform as humans; even
words can be seen as a form of behaviour (and
there aren’t many speaking lizards – outside of
politics, that is).

Interestingly, there are strong parallels to these
behaviours in all animals and these behaviours

are also stored in the corpus striatum despite the
existence of other phylogenetically younger and
more complex higher structures. In humans, it is
the reptilian brain that is said to be responsible
for ‘obsessive compulsive behaviours; personal
day-to-day rituals and superstitious acts; slavish
conformity to old ways of doing things; ceremo-
nial re-enactments; obeisance to precedent, as in
legal and other matters; responding to partial
representations, whether alive or inanimate; and
all manner of deception’ (MacLean, 1970) (as I
said, politicians).

The corpus striatum and related structures send
their instructions to the body through the brain
stem and spinal cord. These two structures act as
a signal conduit to and from higher centres in the
brain and contain things called motor effector
structures and the main tracts of the activating
systems such as the reticular activating system
(Garcia-Rill and Skinner, 1987; Reese, Garcia-Rill
and Skinner, 1995; Vincent, 2000). These struc-
tures do various things. The motor effector nuclei
are concerned primarily with giving instructions
to the spinal cord so that we can do things such
as walking or scratching. The activating systems
(of which five have been described) are responsi-
ble for the level of arousal of the brain as a
whole, i.e. at higher levels of energy, we wake up;
at lower levels, we go to sleep. They get their
energy from signals that flow into them from the
whole body, so both internal and external envi-
ronments are important. How many times have
you felt more awake and aware by standing up
and walking around a bit or by doing some ‘brain
gym’? These activities feed energy directly into
the activating systems and from there into the
whole brain.

Mammals

The next major step in the development of the
brain occurred about 180 million years ago, when
the paleomammalian brain started to appear (see
Figure 7) (Holden, 1979; MacLean, 1973). This
was a huge leap forward in terms of the sophisti-
cation of the brain and essentially involved the
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Did you …..?
Yes, I ……

Provide plenty of 
opportunities to play

with the language
Making the 

language their 
own using 
motivating 
activities.

Body grammar

yesterday

we

my birthday

celebrated

Body grammar

• Activate/ build prior knowledge 
• Make thinking visible 
• Use visuals, body language, realia
• Break the task down into small steps
• Use familiar activities; develop confidence
• Provide plenty of opportunities for practice
• Monitor; support & extend

to scaffold learning



3/19/19

8

Give time to experiment
using the language

The M&Ms

Meeting new language –
m________ context.

Manipulating language in 
a m________ & m_______ 
way.

Making the language their 
own using m_______ 
activities.

University of Nottingham ITE Team

Effective learning heavily depends 
on the level of engagement in 
classroom learning activities.

Adapted from Reyes, 2012, 
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Teachers do not create 
learning, learners create 

learning…

William (2010)

Questions? 
Thank you for your active 

participation J
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