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Preface



This book is a story of grammatical ideas and attitudes, of grammarians, grammars and grammar teaching and how they have evolved over many centuries. It is a personal account, from two perspectives, first from my career as an English language teacher and teacher-trainer, and second as a university academic teaching courses on grammar over the past 30 years. It is not an attempt to be comprehensive; it is not an encyclopaedia of grammar. It dips in and out of theoretical streams, weaves its way through grammars and grammar-teaching questions and pauses now and then for autobiographical musings. It aims to paint a picture of great variation in thinking, of the challenges that successive generations of grammarians have confronted and innovations in thought, technologies and practice over the centuries that have kept the study of grammar firmly on the front page of language study and language teaching.

The first chapters of the book embark on a historical journey, going as far back as we have any reliable knowledge of, as regards grammar. So much of modern applied linguistics is preoccupied with the very recent past at the expense of an understanding of how much we owe to history. Well-worn metaphors of standing on the shoulders of giants and reinventing the wheel seem apt when we deal with grammatical thinking. Some of the earliest grammars are organised around categories that are still with us today. That is not to say that there is nothing new under the grammatical sun. Nonetheless, when we examine the dusty books on library shelves it is apparent that many of the ideas underpinning present-day grammatical thinking are centuries – even millennia – old, although sometimes they could just be sketched out and not fully developed by our grammarian ancestors.

Another reason for looking at the grammars of the past is the fascination of an encounter with history and the pleasure of reading through volumes whose well-thumbed pages have yellowed, which brings you into intimate dialogue with some impressive intellects. I am fortunate in having the Cambridge University Library on my doorstep, with its vast collections of old and new books and the unfailing atmosphere of scholarship in its reading room and at the quiet desks among the book stacks. There have I spent many hours chasing up references, settling into calm and unhurried reading of grammars old and new and books and articles about grammar and experiencing the joy of serendipity, discovering new sources of information and scholarship on the open shelves.

One dilemma facing me as I wrote this book was that grammar exists in all languages, but I know just a few, and only one at a native-speaker level. I do have enough French, Spanish, Swedish and Welsh and a smattering of Bahasa Malaysia to provide me with some understanding of their grammars. Nonetheless, I am trapped in an Anglocentric sphere that limits my ability to make generalisations in relation to other ways of wording the world, as well as having as my mother tongue a language that is over-supplied with scholarship. There is inevitably a whiff of linguistic hegemony in a book such as this one, written in English by an English-speaker and underpinned by English examples. The dominance of English globally has served the study of its grammar in ways unevenly advantageous to it. This is true, not least, in the area of corpus linguistics, where available software often facilitates the analysis of English while making it difficult to carry out grammatical analyses on other languages. My association with and supervision over the years of projects involving Welsh, Irish, Turkish and Burmese have led me to admire the undaunted spirits who have overcome technical obstacles when using software that breezes through English data only to stumble over the grammar of languages where phenomena such as mutations and particles play a significant role.

Another thread that I attempt to maintain in this book is the duty we have as applied linguists not to lock ourselves away in the echo-chambers of introverted academic discussion. Grammar belongs to everyone, and everyone seems to have an opinion about it. Sources of information on grammar range from complex, heavyweight academic tomes, which are largely inaccessible to the general public, through to popular usage manuals, course books and self-improvement books, as well as blogs, teaching videos and other forms of online communication. Then there are the grammatical moral panics that surface occasionally in the mass media of newspapers and broadcasting. None of these should be ignored in any applied linguistic account of grammar, and so I have tried to bring them in where appropriate and where I feel that they make a contribution to our understanding of public attitudes as opposed to what academics think about grammar. You, the reader, will judge whether this mix of ingredients amounts to a viable recipe for making sense of the world of grammar.

Every book has echoes of many voices, even though a single author’s name might appear below the title. I have the luxury of more than 50 years of teaching grammar, thinking about it, reading up on it, getting research time to pursue projects and writing about it. But all this is worth little alongside the decades of discussions and exchanges with students, language teachers, colleagues and other academics and teachers in the 46 countries where I have been privileged either to live and work or to make professional visits since the mid-1960s. Recently, I have joined the circuit of speakers giving talks to local societies on issues concerning language and have the pleasure (and occasional pain) of hearing opinions on grammar from across the broad spectra of age, social class and geographical, ethnic, educational and cultural background. I try to listen to and respect people’s points of view, even if I sometimes disagree with them. After all, grammar belongs to everyone.

Among the people to whom I owe a great debt as regards the long-term genesis of this book, I would like to thank Carolina Amador Moreno, Graham Burton, Paula Buttery, Andrew Caines, Angela Chambers, Brian Clancy, David and Rachel Clark, Jane Evison, Fiona Farr, Miguel Fuster, Carmen Gregori-Signes, Michael Handford, Kieran Harrington, John Hawkins, Michael Hoey, Rebecca Hughes, Almut Koester, James Lantolf, Elena Malyuga, Geraldine Mark, Jeanne McCarten, Anne O’Keeffe, Randi Reppen, Antonia Sánchez Macarro, Helen Sandiford, Nick Saville, Hongyin Tao, Scott Thornbury, Elaine Vaughan, Mary Vaughn, Steve Walsh and all the members of the Facebook ® Language Observatory Group (LOG).

Four scholars – all sadly passed away – stand out as major influences on my thinking about language, my debt to whom is immeasurable: John Sinclair, David Brazil, Amorey Gethin and my colleague and co-author of more than 30 years, Ron Carter. This book is affectionately dedicated to Ron and his enduring memory.

Cambridge, 2020
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PART I

Where we came from







1

Introduction



1.1 The first challenge: defining grammar

It is usually a good idea to consider what the general public or non-specialist understands by technical terms that enjoy currency in the non-technical world. Such applies to the word grammar. Not only is this a prudent starting point for a book like this one; it also helps us to keep the non-technical public in mind, for grammar belongs to them, not just to academics, and they know it. The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) gives its primary definition of grammar as the area of language study concerned with ‘… inflectional forms or other means of indicating the relations of words in the sentence, and with the rules for employing these in accordance with established usage’ (OED: 2018). Inflectional forms – the ways that words change to show various types of meaning (e.g. a past tense ending of a verb, the number, gender and person of a pronoun) – is familiar territory occupied for centuries by accounts of grammar in reference books, textbooks and pedagogy, even though the precise terminology could have changed. The OED definition also refers to things being aligned with established usage – another term with which linguists, applied linguists and language educators are familiar – slippery and somewhat circular though it turns out to be. In addition, the longer OED definition of grammar refers to syntax – the rules for the arrangements of words to create well-formed sentences – which is another familiar domain. However, many non-specialists will go to popular websites for their understanding of technical terms and areas of study, and there they will find grammar helpfully defined as ‘the study of words, how they are used in sentences, and how they change in different situations’ (Wikipedia, 2019). Halliday adds a couple of twists that complicate the term grammar:

‘the name of the phenomenon (as in the grammar of English), slides over to become the name of the study of the phenomenon (as in a grammar of English). This was already confusion enough; it was made worse by the popular use of the term to mean rules of linguistic etiquette (e.g. bad grammar)’.

(Halliday 1996: 2)

Grammar for the ancient Greek grammarians was a much broader field than the study of inflection and syntax and meant ‘… in its full and complete sense … knowledge of literary compositions’ (Pagani, 2011: 17). Over the many centuries since then, grammar has included the schemes of poetry, rhetoric, etymology and phonetics; indeed, Mitchell (2001: 1) refers to the ‘riotous diversity’ of definitions of grammar in the 17th and 18th centuries. However, our present-day conception of grammar has undergone a narrowing of purview; we no longer think of poetry and rhetoric as being essential to the teaching and learning of the grammar of a language, and for most people, the term grammar is associated purely with the rules and conventions of everyday language. In this book, we shall confine ourselves to this common view of linguistic grammar. Nonetheless, neither the confines of the area of study (i.e. whether grammar consists of more than the study of inflectional forms and the syntax of sentences) or the raw material for the study of grammar (established usage) is at all straightforward, and both areas have lacked a universal consensus since time immemorial.

What scholars think grammar is and how its objects of study are classified have evolved over the course of at least two millennia. For this reason, a historical perspective is an indispensable means of understanding the different ways we think of it today. There never has been one, straightforward definition of grammar. Dykema (1961), for example, distinguished four key meanings of the term grammar in contemporary understanding which still seem valid today: firstly, the complete structure of a language as learned by a child acquiring their native tongue; secondly, descriptive grammar, i.e. attempts to describe that structure; thirdly, prescriptive grammar, i.e. statements on what correct usage is, based on purist notions and often found in pedagogy; and finally, a belief in the authority of a book called a grammar, which will contain answers to questions and difficulties. Yet another way of approaching grammar is to seek universal principles underlying all languages regardless of their differences in forms and rules and conventions. All of these perspectives will be touched upon at various points in this book.

Applied linguists are not always good at historical perspectives. Perhaps this is a reaction to what is often seen as the stuffy academic discipline of philology (the study of the historical development of languages and the relationship between languages and language families). Present-day applied linguistics, it has been argued, lacks a historiography, so our past is a bit murky anyway. Historical research in applied linguistics is, in the words of Smith (2016), ‘a pursuit without a pedigree, without an obvious mandate, and without commonly recognized or followed methodological procedures’. And, as a purely personal impression, many applied linguistics articles in journals and student dissertations, especially those concerned with language teaching, often shy away from references to any works more than 20–30 years old. This book rests unapologetically on a historical perspective to support one of its main arguments: that grammar rests and will always rest on the shifting quicksand of scientific, political, social, economic and cultural change. The quicksand affects how grammar is defined, where its boundaries lie, as well as how it evolves and is regarded by its users.

1.2 The challenge of a historical perspective

Several chapters of this book examine the historical evolution of grammar, starting with the very distant past. There have always been various distinct understandings of what grammar is, and different schools and models have vied for dominance over many centuries. Fashion and the dead hand of orthodoxy have also played their part. Thus, one of the first challenges of this book will be to trace the history of understandings of grammar, what it should include, where it comes from and on whose authority it rests, to investigate whether grammatical ‘rules’ are fixed and immutable and to expose some of the forces that mould and change ‘established usage’.

These challenges carry within them other challenges of varying magnitude. Questions to address include: Can we separate grammar from the other features of the language system, for example, the vocabulary or is it more fruitful to acknowledge and embrace the polyphonic character of grammar and all the other elements of the system playing together like an orchestra to create discourse (Halliday, 1978: 56; Halliday, 2007: 44)? Why are there such strikingly different notions and models of grammar? Are they (in)compatible? Which one or ones fit(s) best the needs of applied linguists if we assume that applied linguists address real-world problems through the lens of language? And which one(s) might make most sense and be useful to non-specialists? If ‘established usage’ is not fixed but a set of norms or social conventions in constant flux, how can we persuade professionals and the general public that this is a positive observation of a natural human phenomenon rather than a threat to civilised behaviour?

1.3 The lay perspective

Grammar is a word that has wide currency both as a specialised academic term and as an everyday term used by ordinary people. As such, it is quite unusual, in that it straddles two markedly different worlds, a privileged position that not many terms within linguistics/applied linguistics have achieved. Compare, for example, terms such as fluent, spelling and accent, which, like grammar, have a foot in both worlds, and phonology, collocation and anaphora, which are rarely heard outside of academic contexts. Because grammar exists in these two separated worlds, it is, par excellence, an area in which applied linguists should try to build bridges, where we should speak in plain language to the public but where, at the same time, we face a significantly wide and challenging gulf to reach across. This applies also to grammar teaching: Stern (1983: 75) wisely asserts that a theory of language teaching must be founded on, among other things, ‘what people in our milieu think and say about languages, language learning, and speakers of other languages’. We cannot be sure when we as professionals use the term grammar that we are using it in the same way that the general public does.

In my experience, the lay perception of grammar is based on the idea that there exists somewhere a set of rules. These rules are usually thought to be based on logic and coherent thought, the record of which is to be found in big, inaccessible books, the reliability of which is confirmed in the usage of great writers and orators, the stability of which should be sought after, and an understanding of which is generally (if you are lucky) provided by school-teachers but then frequently forgotten. I have lost count of the times that family, friends and acquaintances have reacted to my telling them I write grammar books and articles about grammar by saying, ‘Oh, my grammar is terrible’ or ‘People’s grammar nowadays is atrocious’, frequently laying the blame for the latter on text-messaging and social media (for an interesting discussion on the grammar of Tweets, see Crystal, 2011: 45–48, and on grammar in text messaging, Crystal, 2008). Gentle questioning of such responses often reveals that people include in their notion of grammar spelling, irritating habits of speech and writing such as saying less instead of fewer before a plural noun, frequent use of like by younger speakers, media interviewees starting every answer with so, alongside criticism of what is perceived as poor or no teaching of grammar in schools. These types of lay perceptions simmer on social media and occasionally boil over into controversy that catches the eye of the mainstream press and broadcasting media on the lookout for a story, resulting in short-lived moral panic. Cameron (1995) looks at what was commonly perceived in the United Kingdom from the 1980s onwards as a wholesale neglect of grammar in public education, leading to such a moral panic. Moral could seem to be a word that has no place in the study of grammar, but in fact morality and ‘goodness’ are spectres that have haunted grammar over centuries and are still with us, and applied linguists ignore such perceptions and debates at their peril. We should not lock ourselves in the cosy offices and echo-chambers of seminar rooms in universities and pretend that we fully understand what grammar is and how it operates if we fail to confront and understand the place, status and perceptions of grammar in wider society.

1.4 English grammar and the ELT perspective

The English language will inevitably dominate this book. This is partly because it is my mother tongue, partly because I am not clever enough to write anything profound or original about the grammar of other languages, partly because English is a dominant, global language and partly because it has been the basis of my teaching career. However, I shall try, where possible and appropriate, to refer to my imperfect knowledge of the grammar of other languages.

In the English-language teaching and learning world, grammar has had a chequered history. When I began my career as an teacher of English as a foreign language in 1966, grammar was a taken-for-granted, core element of the syllabus, albeit my first job strapped me into the structuralist slot-and-filler oral drilling method of that time (see chapter 4). My second job, in the early 1970s, mostly involved the dissection of texts in which ‘grammar points’ were the material for discussion, practice and learning at a more advanced level. Thereafter, in the mid-1970s and 1980s there was a great upheaval in syllabuses and methods, with the communicative movement and notional-functional syllabuses sweeping in (Wilkins, 1976). In their strongest versions, communicative-based syllabuses pushed explicit grammar teaching to the margins, based on the observation that grammatical form and communicative function did not exist in a one-to-one relationship (see Howatt, 2004: chapter 20; Littlewood, 2011). The main tenet of the strong versions was that successful acts of communication would be a sufficient achievement and that any loose grammatical threads could be tied up as and where necessary or not, as the case may be. This was despite the fact that Wilkins – one of the prime movers of the notional-functional approach – never advocated the wholesale ditching of grammar and believed that notional and functional elements of the syllabus should be regarded as offering an extra dimension to existing grammatical frameworks (Wilkins, 1979). The idea of a more communicatively oriented pedagogical reference grammar was taken up by Leech and Svartvik, whose grammar was first published in 1975. By the time that it reached its second edition in 1994, its authors commented that the communicative approach had become ‘an efficient and popular method for learning foreign languages’ (Leech and Savrtvik, 1994: xi).

The communicative movement in English-language teaching turned out to be a pendulum that swung a long way away from seeing grammar at the centre of things, leaving an enduring mark, but which then swung at least some of the way back. And in many parts of the world it swung out of sync with its momentum in Europe and other first-world centres of English teaching or hardly swung at all, with older structural approaches to grammar maintaining their position in locally constrained teaching contexts in many countries, as well as reflecting an attachment to traditional educational values (e.g. Battistella, 1999; Yu, 2001; Hu, 2003; Hayes, 2009). The so-called grammar-translation method, where the focus was on translating written texts and their grammar and vocabulary, continued to enjoy its longevity of many centuries and remained resistant to change for a long time in the late 20th century in classrooms around the world. In the United Kingdom, a parallel debate has played out concerning the place of grammar in foreign modern languages education (Dobson, 2018). What emerges is that it cannot be taken for granted that grammar must always occupy a central place in language teaching syllabuses. I argued in the early 1980s for a resurrection of vocabulary and making it central in second-language teaching, as it too had suffered from being unfashionable (McCarthy, 1984). Grammar has to compete for attention with other possible dominant threads in the pedagogical process and has to fight for space on the all-bells-and-whistles modern course book or online programme.

Grammar has, however, enjoyed something of a privileged position in the study of second-language acquisition (SLA), where a great many studies have looked at how items of grammar are acquired and whether their acquisition follows some universal, innate principle, or whether a multitude of other factors bear upon it (Lightbown and Spada, 2006). SLA in its positivist, experimental form takes us to the heart of a core distinction between the study of language as a property of the human mind and the study of language in its external, social manifestations, reflected in the paradigm shift in English-language teaching away from cognitive-oriented structural approaches to language in favour of communicative approaches, with the already mentioned consequences for the place of grammar in the syllabus.

One persistent but largely impenetrable feature of language pedagogy is the ‘grammatical canon’ (Burton, 2018; 2019). The grammatical canon is an enduring compact among a variety of stakeholders, which has a core set of grammatical features considered to be indispensable in language teaching and the right ones to teach. But, as Biber et al. (1994: 171) remind us: ‘Consensus does not necessarily reflect validity’. Yet the evolution of the English language teaching (ELT) canon is surprisingly resistant to historiographical analysis. Well-worn examples from English-language syllabuses are the tenses, articles, conditional sentences, reported speech, pronouns and so on, which are all deemed to be compulsory ingredients of any syllabuses, materials or grammatical assessment – ingredients best served up in progressive sequences in teaching. But if we ask the question where the consensus about such features originated and where the items that compose the consensus, their sequence of presentation and their theoretical justification are written down for all to follow, the canon becomes a phantasm detectable only in its realisations in individual course books, syllabuses, exams and piecemeal discussions of individual language features in articles in professional journals. The ELT grammatical canon, when considered against the backdrop of many centuries of pedagogy, is a relatively recent phenomenon, but it enjoys a largely untroubled and unchallenged position in the world of materials publishing and publishers’ sales pitches. It has become an orthodoxy which reveals itself to be a chimera when prodded. It is a genuine grammatical challenge in the sense undertaken in this book and will be addressed more closely in chapter 8.

1.5 Innovation in grammar

There are many arguments to say that the hangover of past debates has faded and gone, and that grammar is alive and in a healthy state in various new guises which are explored in the second part of this book. Yet even in the 21st-century era of technological and scholastic advances in language pedagogy, some of the long shadows cast by previous centuries of grammar teaching and the different ideologies, orthodoxies and fashions that have surrounded it can still be traced, not least in the canon mentioned in the previous section. Nonetheless, positive developments in theory have reinvigorated its status and have successfully meshed in with parallel developments in language study, language teaching, the study of second-language acquisition and the role of technology.

With regard to how grammar is defined and where it starts and where it ends, in the past 30 years or so there have been different areas of language study incorporating grammatical considerations into their academic purview, and vice-versa. For example, discourse analysis – the relationship between language and its contexts of use – or, equally, the study of language ‘beyond/above the sentence’, seems now largely to be comfortable working with labels such as the grammar of discourse, discourse grammar or grammar in discourse. Language ‘above/beyond the sentence’ is based on the premise that the reach of grammar runs out once the sentence is described, and such matters as paragraphs or essays in writing, conversations, story-telling events or turn-taking conventions in speaking can be tackled only at the level of discourse. Indeed, it is possible to devise models for larger language events, such as lessons in a classroom, with little or no mention of the conventional terminology of grammar – an achievement of the seminal work on discourse by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975), where smaller structural elements (e.g. pupils’ responses) fit together to form larger units such as teacher–pupil exchanges, strings of which may form teaching sequences, and on up to the whole lesson. All this structure-building can be accounted for and described without recourse to conventional grammatical terminology. However, much recent work has probed the role of grammar in the creation of key features of discourse such as textual organisation and the sequence of conversational utterances. At the same time, grammar has been explored in relation to its role in pragmatics, the study of meanings in context (such as how politeness is achieved, how one delivers an appropriate apology or what speakers mean by words such as here and we). And in the field of interactional linguistics, grammar occupies an important space in explicating the unfolding of interaction. These interdisciplinary connections mean that grammar no longer remains in a black box wherein are locked inflection and syntax, with the only key that will unlock it having a large ‘S’ on its fob, meaning ‘sentence’. Grammar of a different sort gains visibility in areas where the idea of the well-formed written sentence cannot adequately describe the grammatical phenomena in the data, as we shall see in chapters 6 and 7.

1.6 Corpus linguistics

Foremost among the developments that have revived applied linguistic interest in grammar since the 1990s was the advent of corpus linguistics. Although corpus research initially affected language pedagogy via dictionaries (e.g. COBUILD, 1987), it was not long before it also began to work its way into grammar reference (e.g. COBUILD, 1990) and, ultimately, into teaching materials. Corpora had a four-fold effect on perceptions and understandings of grammar that have influenced the English-language teaching context. In the first place, they showed that corpus analysis of large collections of texts could provide evidence to back up or challenge conventional grammatical descriptions and the pedagogical grammatical canon. Secondly, they unearthed significant differences between the grammar of speaking and writing and suggested the need for new ways of describing and labelling grammatical phenomena. Thirdly, more recently, smaller, targeted corpora have enabled fine-grained descriptions of grammar and pragmatics in special domains such as academic and business language. Finally, corpora enabled texts produced by learners to be analysed and described from the point of view of grammatical knowledge and development at different levels of proficiency.

Corpora have had a direct effect on innovation in grammar description. Not least has been the development of software which can tag (i.e. label words in data according to their word-class) and parse (i.e. label elements in the data in terms of their functions in clauses and sentences, such as subject or object). Such tools are constantly evolving and being refined, thus enabling the automatic grammatical labelling of vast amounts of data to a high degree of accuracy, especially in written corpora. Much remains to be done in enabling the automatic tagging and parsing of spoken data, but here developments go hand in hand with the ever-increasing volumes of corpus-based research into speaking, from various perspectives, together with more sophisticated machine-training and the evolution of automatic speech recognition and artificial intelligence. Once the data are tagged, corpus software can typically search not only for single grammatical items such as nouns or prepositions but complex strings of words and their inflections. Results from complex searches have shown just how regularly patterned the grammar is, such that the term pattern grammar has gained traction in description and pedagogy (Hunston and Francis, 2000).

At the same time, corpus searches of complex strings have challenged the traditional distinction between grammar and lexis, as choices of lexical items seem to entail recurring configurations of grammar and vice-versa, leading to the widespread adoption of the term lexicogrammar. The term was originally coined by Michael Halliday (see chapter 5) and is used throughout his works to refer to the ‘wording’ of grammar in its broadest sense, but its adoption by the wider community of applied linguists reflects the statement of Halliday and Matthiessen (2004: 7), that ‘grammar and vocabulary are not two separate components of a language - they are just the two ends of a single continuum’. At the same time, the notion of collocation (Firth, 1951/1957; McIntosh, 1961) – the likelihood of co-occurrence of words – has grown in importance as corpus analyses have given statistical underpinning to its omnipresence in data. Collocability disrupts the belief that lexical items can simply be dropped into grammatical slots to produce well-formed sentences. Many combinations of words that work syntactically fail to make sense lexically or else generate weird collocations. Overall, evidence-based views of the interdependence of grammar and the lexicon have had consequences for the traditional compartmentalising of the syllabus in language teaching.

Publicly available corpora, online searchability and more user-friendly analytical software suites have also facilitated direct access to corpus data for teachers and learners, giving rise to data-driven learning, where the acquisition of grammatical principles and conventions are based on inductive approaches; learners arrive at the underlying conventions via the cumulative observation of many individual examples of a grammatical pattern brought to the surface by the software (Johns, 1991). Data-driven learning, in its most effective manifestations, allows the bypassing of the reference grammar and ‘established usage’, taking teachers and learners directly into the world of raw data from which they can draw their own conclusions as to the nature of usage.

1.7 Varieties and variation

Differences between the grammar of speaking and the grammar of writing, explored in chapter 6, have led description and pedagogy away from the more homogenous world of writing to the more diverse world of speaking where, in the past, the status of ‘inner circle’ (Kachru, 1985) varieties of English (e.g. British, North American) overshadowed varieties spoken in non-inner circle countries (e.g. Asian and African varieties). Voices from non-inner circle varieties and their accompanying grammar can now be explored from the point of view of their grammar in the spoken corpora that capture and archive them (e.g. the ICE corpus project; see Greenbaum, 1996). Closer to home for the present author, recent work on the grammar of spoken Irish English (Filppula, 1999; Farr and O’Keeffe, 2004; Clancy, 2010; Vaughan and Clancy, 2011) has noticeably altered the status of that variety from one historically overshadowed by British English to one offering the opportunity of a homespun grammar pedagogy. More profoundly, corpus-based explorations of varieties of English and of other languages have raised the potential for independent grammatical modelling not necessarily dependent on the characteristics and categories of major, dominant languages such as English. This is especially relevant to the description and pedagogy of less widely spoken languages and minority- and lesser-studied languages, as exemplified in the National Corpus of Contemporary Welsh project (www.corcencc.org). The Welsh, Scottish and Irish Gaelic languages have morphosyntactic characteristics not found in English, such as mutations (changes in the sounds and spellings of words in different syntactic environments) that demand different approaches to corpus data annotation as compared with English.

The assumption, in the case of corpora, that bigger was always better was certainly borne out in the compilation of dictionaries, where huge amounts of data were required in order to yield enough occurrences of low-frequency words and idiomatic expressions for robust, empirically-grounded generalisations to be made concerning meaning, and similar criteria for data size underpinned the creation of large reference grammars such as those of Biber et al. (1999) and Carter and McCarthy (2006). Soon, however, researchers in more specific and more circumscribed areas of language study such as business language or academic language began to see the value of smaller, targeted corpora and were able to observe connections between grammatical features and characteristic pragmatic functions of those special contexts: for example, the use of certain types of modality for hedging and indirectness. Conrad (2000) saw the move towards more specific grammar pedagogy as a direct consequence of corpus studies. Chapter 7 briefly looks at corpus-based grammatical insights in specialised uses of language.

Innovation also extends to our understanding of and approaches to the grammar that learners know and use at different proficiency levels. Analysis of large amounts of text written (mostly) and spoken (less so but increasingly) by learners has given empirical substance to benchmarking systems such as the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001) and has led to the construction of databases freely accessible to teachers and other educators, which offer a window into how learners around the world from different language backgrounds characteristically use the grammar of English as they attain the several lock steps of the English version of the CEFR (O’Keeffe and Mark, 2017).
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