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Meaningful Grammar Teaching 

This article is an attempt to say something critical and something con
structive about the teaching of the mo th er tongue, which, in my opinion, 
is the most important and the most difficult matterto teach.lt is the most 
important because our whole intellectual !ife stems from the mother 
longue so thal anything else we learn by way of the intellect depends, ul
timately, on it. Even mathematics must be approached by way oflan
guage. And yet, notwithstanding the fact thal most educators acknow
ledge the importance ofteaching the mo th er longue, recent decades have 
witnessed a decline, not to say an abandoning of language teaching. One 
naturally seeks the causes of this decline. True, in sorne areas there are 
welcome indications of a renaissance, but the success ofthese attempts 
may well be short-lived if the factors which led to abandoning language 
teaching in the first place are still operant. The first part of this article 
will, therefore, be concerned with these factors. Only afterthis discussion 
can constructive suggestions be made. 

Let it be said at the outset that 1 shall not try to deal with all aspects 
of language teaching, but only with the teaching of grammar. Further
more, there will be no attempt to cover all the factors involved in aban
doning it. Leaving aside the social, psychological, political and other 
such causes, 1 want to concentrate on a linguistic and a pedagogical fac
tor, both of which con tribu te to the difficulty of teaching the mother 
longue. Paradoxica!ly, both these factors stem from the fact that teachers 
and pupils alike have a most inti mate knowledge of the mother longue 
and this before they study it in the lecture hall or the classroom. How
ever, to make this clear, 1 must invite you to consider for a few moments 
the unique status of the gram mar of the mother longue. 

Perhaps the most effective way of making this first pointis through a 
comparison with the teaching of a second language. The student of a sec
ond language must learn not only the paradigms of this language (the 
varions forms, both regular and irregular, of verbs, of nouns, of adjec
tives, of pronouns) and the different grammatical words (prepositions, 
conjunctions, articles, etc.) but also how to make appropriate use of 
these forms in a sentence. ln the study of the mothertongue, on the other 
hand, there is no need to do this. No English-speaking student has to 
learn, for example, the principal parts of the verb orthe paradigm of the 
noun. Except, perhaps, for a few dialectal variants which the teacher 
may wish to bring doser to the chosen norm, his working knowledge of 
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these forms is probably as good as his teacher's. Nor is any anglophone 
studentevertaught how to use, say, the progressive form. It is sim ply tak
en for granted that he knows how to use it. In short, by the time an ang
lophone gets to English grammar class, he already knows, in a practical 
way, the morphology and syntax ofEnglish. This is the linguistic factor 
I mentioned. 

The fact that we know our grammar before we are taught it naturally 
has far-reaching pedagogical consequences, and this brings us to the ped
agogical factor, which, of course, has two facets. Insofar as the students 
are concemed, the mosf immediate pedagogical consequence is the risk 
ofboredom. After ali, there is nothing so dull as being taught what you 
know already. As a result, gram mar teaching of the mother tongue is of
ten little more than a process of identifying and naming. At !east, that 
is the way it was wh en I went to school. On the leve! of morphology this 
consisted ofidentifying the part of speech and the part of the paradigm 
(e.g. noun, singu/ar) manifested by each word- what is ca lied parsing. 
On the leve! of syntax, it consisted of identifying the relation between 
words, phrases and clauses within a sentence - often called analysis. 
These two activities might in volve the use of symbols, arrows, brackets, 
boxes, free diagrams, or sim ply words to depict the reality of the sen
tence, but whatever the technique, they amounted to identifying and 
naming. Ali this reminds one of the earl y phases of sorne introductory 
courses in biology or chemistry, where one has to leam to manipula te 
a certain terminology. Unfortunately, in many a classroom parsing and 
analysis never got beyond the naming phase. The concepts involved 
were never putto use and the nam es remained mere labels. In such cases, 
grammarteaching was little more than an academie activity which ne ver 
really came into contact with the student's feeling for his language. Is 
there any wonder that it has been gradually abandoned? 

What has gorre wrong here? To understand wh y grammarteaching has 
ended in a cul de sac, and in arder to prevent it doing the same thing 
again, we must tu rn our attention to the other fa cet of the pedagogical 
factor: the teacher. Perhaps the best way to make the point here is to con
sider that other subjects like history, physics, literature or a foreign lan
guage can be studied throughout high school and co liege, and even to the 
end of a university degree. In fact this is how most teachers ofthese sub
jects are prepared. How about English grammar? In my day, it was 
taught no further than grade 9 or 10, and today probably not that far. 
And whoever beard of any one doing a degree in English gram mar? But 
how, then, are teachers ofEnglish gram mar prepared? This last question 
is not rhetorical. As far as 1 can see, the answer, incredible though it may 
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seem, is as follows: teachers ofEnglish grammar are prepared by having 
them study either a foreign language w English literature. Granted the 
incongruity of this situation, we can begin to understand wh y gram mar 
is taught no further than, say, grade 9. For one reason, by that time the 
teacher has generally taught ali he knows aboutit. 
Someone may wish to raise an objection at this point to the effect that 
1 am exaggerating, that students at university do study English grammar 
in linguistics courses and can even specialize in linguistics. This, of 
course, is quite true. Within the last couple of decades most universities, 
in Canada at any rate, have instituted courses and even programmes in 
linguistics. However a recent survey throughout the country reveals th at 
only about 5 % of these courses deal specifically with English, and of 
these, about halfare concemed with the phonetics, the phonology, the 
dialectology, the lexicology or history of English. Even courses on the 
theory of English gram mar are often concemed primarily with theory 
and on! y incidentally with grammar. 

The point I am trying to make here is not that linguistics programmes 
are poorly conceived, but that, in this country at !east, they are conceived 
for ends other than that of preparing future teachers ofEnglish gram mar. 
Although one cannat justly criticize programmes of study for not doing 
what they were not intended to do, one can, 1 think, reproach the dis
cipline of linguistics itself with having contributed very little to what 
should be its most important field of application. Wh y has linguistics 
had so little to offer to grammar teaching? Is it because linguists attach 
little importance to the teaching of the mother tongue? Oris it that lin
guists have as y et nothing to contribute? The question cannot be pursued 
any further here. Suffi ce it to say that if grammar has been bad! y taught, 
or not taught, one of the reasons is that English teachers do not know 
enough aboutit. In fact, outside of the terminology, they often know lit
tle more about gram mar than the students they are teaching. 

Another objection might be made to my contention thal lack of pre
paration is responsible in large part for inadequate gram mar teaching. 
The objection is this: thal it is misleading to compare gram mar with phy
sics or history or even litera ture because these are taught as disciplines, 
or at !east as fields which have a certain educational value in themsclvcs; 
grammar, on the other hand, is taught merely as a means to acquiring 
a ski li, nam ely, grea ter competence in the use of our mother longue, and 
particularly in written expression. There is, therefore, no need to carry 
the study ofgrammar any further than, say, grade 9 because the ai rn is 
not to form grammarians. 
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Let us accept for the moment the point of view involved in this ob
jection -thatgrammaris nothing but a means to a practical end- though 
I shall return toit la ter on to en large on it and suggest th at gram marcan 
also foster intellectual development, like any other discipline. Even from 
this limited point of view, the three points I have been trying to make 
serve to emphasize the incongruity of the situation: 

l) I have been suggesting that gram mar often remains an academie 
subject which helps to identify words, but not use them better. 
lfgrammar is supposed to be a practical subject, wh y is it not put 
into practice? 

2) I have also been mentioning that gram maris rarely taught bey
ond the nin th year of school. If it real! y is a means to a specifie 
end- better written expression- wh y is it abandoned bef ore this 
end is attained? 

3) I have been pointing out th at grammar teachers do little or no 
specialized studying in their subject. If gram mar, like other sub
jects such as physical education or typing, is taught as a means, 
why should grammar teachers not be as specialized as other 
teachers? 

So far th en it has been argued th at a combination oflinguistic and ped
agogical factors goes a long way toward explaining wh y gram mar teach
ing is so difficult and wh y sorne educators, confronted with many fruit
less classes, have thought it best to abandon this teaching, either partially 
or wholly. I can understand their attitude, though I disagree with it. 

Up to this point the discussion has been aimed at finding out why 
grammarteaching has declined and so has been largely cri ti cal. However 
I do not wish to leave the impression that the pi ct ure is complete! y black. 
On the contrary, there has been rn uch good gram mar teachi ng, and to 
con vince you ofit 1 should like to quote sorne passages from a stimulat
ing article on English teaching by F.E.L. PRIESTLEY'. The author has 
been describing the time when English was separated into literature, 
composition and grammar, and goes on to indicate how this arrange
ment was gradually destroyed. 

The first breach in this triple pattern came wh ile 1 was still teaching school, and 
occasioned one of the savage quarrels I often had with inspectors. As 1 have said, 
the grammar textbooks were very bad, and many teachers followed them me-

«English: an Obsolete Industry?>> in In the Name ofLanguage.' ed. J. GOLD, Macmillan 
ofCanada, 1975. 
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chanically, turning grarnmar into the dull set ofmechanical rules that gave the 
subject a bad name. It is one of the fondamental principles ofCanadian educa
tional systems that if a subject is being bad.ly taught, the simple remedy is to abolish 
the subject. Then no-one can cornplam that Jt JS baOJy taugnt. So grammar was 
first drastically reduced. J bad at that timea grade ten class that was fascinated 
by gram mar, by parsing and analysis, so that we played a regular game in which 
I would concoct sentences of increasing subtlety for them to parse, and they 
would un ravel them ali triumphantly. The inspecter caught us at it and forbade 
it. I must not give them problems like that, it was too hard for them. But they 
were ali doing them successfully. No matter, they were not to do it. They were 
actually at the stage where they could have read Milton's prose not mere! y with 
ease but with delight at its architecture, but Authority would have none ofit. Of 
courser ignored him, but not ali teachers would or cou id, and soon gram mar virv 
tually faded out of the curriculum. 

He th en goes on to describe how, bef ore gram mar disappeared, it was res
tricted to <<the inculcation of 'correct' usage» by means of learning 
'ru les>>. This contrasts strikingly with what he aimed at in his gram mar 
classes: «to get students interested in the structure of the language, ex
cited by its potentialities, and fascinated by the way in which it worked». 
According to this dean of English teachers in Canada: 

The two important things about that class were that they learned through gram v 
mar the relation bétween structure and meaning, and became closely observant 
readers and flexible and precise writers, and that they got great enjoyment out 
of it as agame. It seemed tome, and still seems, a great pity to discourage soin
nocent and profitable a study. 

Severa! points should be brought out here, and this will bring us to the 
constructive part of our discussion. First of ali, these comments on teach
ing grammar are not the effusions of sorne ivory-tower pedagogue. They 
reflect the experience of a man who has devoted his !ife to teaching Eng
Iish and so deserve to be taken seriously. Secondly, his teaching seems 
to have been effective because he attained the ends generally set for 
grammar teaching: <<closely observant readers and precise writers>>. ln
deed, to the extent that his students <<enjoyed>> it, were <<excited>> and even 
<<fascinated>> by it, one can be confident that they were learning. ln other 
words, grammar teaching can be both effective and enjoyable, a fact 
which constitutes an irrefutable answer to th ose who lavour redu ci ng or 
abandoning it. Finally, the au thor indicates how he achieved his goal of 
ma king students better readers and writers: <<they learned through gram
mar the relation between structure and meaning>>. Sin ce this raises the 
crucial point- how to make grammar teaching effective- it deserves to 
be examined and developed in sorne detail. 

The key point here is that gram mar pro vides access to meaning. Jt was 
mentioned above that often grammar teaching was merely a process of 
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name-sticking, of labeling, which did not impinge on the student's feel
ing for language. Now the student's feeling for a sentence is, in large mea
sure, the meaning he gets from it, so thal if grammar gives access to 
meaning then it becomes meaningful, it becomes part of the student's 
universe of experience. lfthe teacher can show his students how they ac
cede to meaning through grammar, they will learn something about 
meaning, and about gram mar. However, this is not learning in the sense 
of acquiring hitherto unknown facts; rather, it is a matter of becoming 
more aware ofwhat he knows already, ofmaking more explicit and deve
loping and refining this implicit knowledge of his language which he al
ready possesses when he cornes to the gram mar class. This revelation of 
the familiar, this seeing the well-known in a new light, can give rise to 
the sense of discovery which characterizes true learning. And the basis 
of this is, 1 repeat, the recognition thal gram mar in volves a <<relation be
tween structure and meaning>>, thal, consequent! y, when the grammat
ieal form changes, the meaning changes. This is a far cry from tho se who 
consider grammar as merely a set of labels (or boxes or arrows or dia
grams) or as a set of <<rules of usage>>. 

The difficult thing, of course, is to put a princip le like this into prac
tice. Professor Priestley gives a good example ofhow he did iton the syn
tactic leve!. He cites an ambiguous li ne from Gray, 

And ali the air a solemn stillness holds. 

Here, either noun phrase (<<ali the air» or <<a solemn stillness>>) may be 
subject, an ambiguity giving rise to two different meanings. The teacher's 
role here is to make students aware ofthe different structures and the re
sulting senses. Work of this sort plays on varions syntactic relations; it 
rings the changes between parts of a sentence and so in volves the trad
itional activity ofanalysis. Provided ital ways relates these changes tore
sulting shifts of meaning, this. sort of work goes beyond traditional an
alysis to syntax. This is how syntactic concepts can be putto use. Here 
is the type ofpractice that can translate syntactic analysis into a greater 
awareness of the ligaments of a sentence, which is one prerequisite for 
more percipient reading and more coherent writing. 

This, however, is not the only prerequ isite. Just as important as an in
creased awareness of the relations between the words of a sentence is an 
increased awareness of the words themselves. lnvolved at this lev el is, 
first of all, the lexical meaning of a word with al! its different senses, but 
we shall not deal with the lexical aspect here, important though it is. Ra
ther, we shall be concemed with the grammatical meaning of a word, 
with its morphology. The problem here, in the domain ofmorphology, 
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is analogons to the one we have just seen in the field of syntax: how to 
relate grammatical form to meaning on the leve! of the word. We can 
make use of the sa me technique as above, ringing the changes on the 
word, and observing the corresponding changes in grammatical mean
ing, because each form of the paradigm has its own particular way of 
presenting the lexical meaning. Work of this sort would presuppose the 
traditional activity of parsing but would entai! going beyond just iden
tifying the form, in order to link it up with meaning. This in volves put
ting morphological concepts into use. This type of practice translates 
parsing into a grea ter awareness ofwhat a word can express in a sentence, 
of the meaning potentiality ofits different forms. Knowing what words 
can do is also a necessary condition for better reading and writing. 

The point here is the need to go further than merely identifying the 
form of a word, togo to the point ofrelating the form of the word to the 
particular meaning it evokes in the sentence under consideration. 1 am 
proposing that gram mar teaching should go beyond parsing to morphol
ogy, ifyou will accept my use of the term <<morphology>> to denote both 
grammatical form and meaning on the leve! of the word. Few teachers 
ofEnglish gram mar are familiar with this sort ofwork2 because it is rare
ly found in grammar textbooks. Nor is it ever a concern in literature 
courses because, unlike syntax, morphology is never an obstacle to un
derstanding a text, at !east in Modem English. It may therefore be useful 
ifwe pause to give an example of the sort ofteaching envisaged here. 

1 have chosen a form from the verb paradigm, the progressive form, 
to illustra te this proposa!. Although the progressive is al most an earmark 
of English since it distinguishes the English verb from the verb in most 
other lndo-European languages, English teachers by and large are barely 
aware ofits existence. And quite understandably so because the progres
sive, not being a form which native speakers use <<incorrectly>>, is not 
treated in classes for <<inculcating 'correct' usage>>. Y et the progressive is 
one of the riches! forms in the language for subtle distinctions of sense. 
The reis a practically inexhaustible mine of expressive nuances to be ex
ploited here and brought to the awareness of students. One useful tech
nique for bringing out the way the progressive form presents the lexical 
meaning of the verb is to contras! it with the corresponding simple form, 
starting with easily discerned distinctions of sense and graduai! y bringing 
in more and more subtle distinctions. 

2 The situation may weil be different in the teaching of other languages. For example, the 
traditional explication de texte in French schools does in volve sorne work in morpho!ogy. 
In this respect, one can not help wondering if ditferen t ways ofteaching the rnother tongue 
have not influenced language attitudes of the two linguistic groups. 
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To make this clear,- let us consider sorne particular examples. Most 
students would have little trouble distinguishing between the different 
senses of the two forms in the past tense in sentences like the following: 

At midnight we were eating a sandwich. 
At midnight we ate a sandwich. 

Where the progressive evokes sorne mid-point ofthe action ofeating, the 
simple form evokes the whole action, beginning, middle and end. A si
milar distinction of sense, but with future reference, can be observed in 
the following sentences: 

When you come in, l'Il be making a speech. 
When you come in, l'Il make a speech. 

The progressive evokes sorne moment in the middle of the event, wher
eas the simple form evokes the wh ole of the event. The distinction of 
sense between the next two examples is quite striking because of the lu
dicrous effect arising from the simple form: 

1 was dying to tell him. 
* 1 died to tell him. 

As long as the dying is presented as not reaching its term, the example 
makes sense. 

Different nuances on the leve! of discourse are obtained when refer
ence is to the present Th us between progressive and simple forms in a 
pair like: 

He is driving a station wagon. 
He drives a station wagon. 

there is the distinction between an activity going on at the moment of 
speaking and an habituai activity. Again in: 

He is speaking English. 

one evokes a present activity, but in: 

He speaks English. 

the most likely interpretation is the sense of'capacity': he knows how to 
speak English. 

These examples are typical of the more easily observed expressive ef
fects provided by the two verb forms. Once students can readily discem 
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such differences and describe them adequately they can be introduced to 
s!ightly more subtle uses. For examp!e, in a hockey broadcast the differ
ence between 

They are changing players as the play goes on. 
They change players as the play goes on. 

is like that already observed in the past tense: the progressive catches the 
action at sorne mid-point, whereas the simple form presents the whole 
action from beginning to end. Sports broadcasts offer numerous exam
ples of this sort of distinction. 

The nuance between the sentences in the next pair is readily felt but 
not easily described: 

Look, it ls floating! 
Look, it floats! 

Where the progressive menil y evokes the present activity of the subject, 
the simple form evokes more a property inherent in the object. Th us we 
might use the sentence with the simple form when merely reading a de
scription of the object whereas the one with the progressive evokes the 
actual tloating. 

Different again is the nuance separating the following pair: 

I am hoping to finish my term paper this week. 
1 hope to finish my term paper this week. 

Here it is a matter of how confident the speaker feels: the simple form 
suggests assurance as compared with the more tentative note of the pro
gressive. 

Space does not permit us to comment on ether examples but a few 
can be sim ply listed to illustrate these and other nuances: 

He is driving a bus for a living. 
He drives a bus for a living. 

Y ou are being very elever. 
Y ou are very elever. 

Things were beginning to change. 
Things began to change. 

I am seeing stars. 
1 see stars. 

In sorne cases, the difference of nuance between the two forms isba rely 
percepiible and sois particularly difficult to isolate and to describe. Ty
pical of these more difficult cases are the following: 

17 



How are you Iiking it in Montreal? 
How do you like it in Montreal? 

Are you feeling bettei1 
Do you feel better? 

l'II be seeing you tomorrow 
l'Il see you tomorrow. 

These examples can be left to the reader's own consideration, particu
larly in view of the fact that 1 have al rea dy commented on them else
where3. 

These examples give sorne idea of the range and subtlety of nuance 
found in everyday speech. Once the student has been awakened to such 
expressive effects, he can be introduced to sorne Jess familiar cnes found 
in literary works. Th us, to take anotherexample from the sa me poet, the 
effect of the simple form in a li ne like: 

The ploughman homeward plods his weary way 

harmonizes with the atmosphere of the poem. Although it depicts the 
present activity of the subject, it does so in su ch a way as to evoke the 
accomplishment of the action as assured and so adds to the solemnity of 
the scene. The progressive here would have ajarring effect. A somewhat 
similar effect is obtained by Conrad through his use of the simple form 
s/eeps in the following sentence: 

... and may thedeep sea where hesleeps now rock himgently, rock him tender! y 
to the end of time. 

Students who areaware ofthe nuance here (as opposed to th at of is sleep
ing) are more observant readers. That is to say, aknowledge of the mor
phological means an author uses can be of considerable help in appre
ciating the literàry value of a text. 

Awakening students to expressive effects like these cannot·help but 
make them more sensitive readers. Furthermore, the reis every rea son to 
believethat their own writing will bene fit from a great er awareness of the 
means of expression made available to them by the English language. 
Important though these practical ends are, however, they are not the 
only educational benefit to be obtained from the teaching of gram mar. 
A further possible end bas already been mentioned, na mel y, the fostering 
ofintellectual development, and l should like to say a ward about that 
at this point. 

3 The Simple and Progressive Forms. Presses de l'Université Laval. Québec. 1975. pp. 78, 
79, 109. 
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By making a student more and more aware of the numerous and varied 
expressive effects to be obtained from grammatical forms like the simple 
and progressive, the grammar teacher can develop his capacity to ob
serve language use and give him a greater knowledge ofindividual facts, 
of the particular. Forthe student to derive what may be considered a pro
perly intellectual benefit from his knowledge ofparticular facts he must, 
here as in other disciplines, be led to generalize on the basis ofwhat he 
bas observed. He must leam to see particular facts as dependent on more 
general facts since the capacity for sound generalization issa important 
in our intellectual !ife. lt bas even been said that the whole power of 
man's intellect is bound up with this ability to generalize. The study of 
grammar can help develop this capacity provided it proceeds like other 
disciplines in showing students how to integrale individual facts into a 
greater whole, to relate observed data to an underlying principle. This 
means that in more advanced classes (1 will not venture to speculate on 
what leve! this might be) students are shawn how the various senses of 
a form like the progressive, observed in numerous sentences, ali arise 
from the single, underlying ·meaning potential of the form. (1 have al rea
dy established elsewhere' that the potential meaning of the progressive 
is an impression of incompletude, as opposed to one of completude un
derlying the simple form.) Thal is to say, the expressive effects men
tioned above- 'catching an action at sorne mid-point', 'present activity', 
'something temporary', 'tentative attitude' - and many others are ali 
shawn to be consequences ofcombining an impression of an incomplete 
event with a verb's particular lexical meaning and situating it ali in a par
ticular context. In this way, the student can be led to view language as 
a coherent whole, as a system, rather thanas a mass ofindividual facts. 

There are, of course, many ether questions of usage thal can be ex
ploited in the way just suggested for the progressive. For example the use 
of the so-called perfect forms of the verb provides a rich field for obser
vation of different senses and a challenging problem for generalization. 
The distinction between the -ing form and the infinitive, bath in expres
sive effect and in potential meaning, is another interesting question. In 
the field of the noun, the question ofnumber, surprisingly enough, pro
vides many interesting uses (e.g. the two plurals of nouns like people: 
these people and the se peoples). Sorne and any, each and every. the dem
onstratives, the articles, and many other questions can provide teaching 
material for a grammar course which aims at awakening students to the 
resources of their mother tangue and eventually to a grasp of its struc-

4 Op. cit, passim. 
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ture. There is certainly no lack offascinating grammatical questions to 
arouse the native speaker's interest. There is, however, a very serious 
lack in our knowledge ofthese questions, and here 1 am referring, not to 
the students nor even to the teachers, but to the grammarians themselves 
(the linguists, ifyou prefer). Who,forexample, can tell usthe general dis
tinction between each and every? For that matter, where can one find a 
good description of the various uses ofthese two words? Speaking as a 
gram marian, 1 would maintain thal our knowledge of English grammar 
is so limited thal it is by no means surprising to see grammar badly 
taught, or not taught at ali, in the schools. 1 would even go so far as to 
suggest that the main cause of our present predicament is ignorance of 
grammar as a meaningful system. Consequently, any theory of gram mar 
that fails to increase our knowledge in a way that is useful for gram mar 
leach ers leaves a great deal to be desired, at !east from the point of view 
of its most important area of application. 

ln conclusion, then, what I am suggesting is that both parsing and an
alysis can be of value provided the se activities are carried beyond mere 
naming and classifying into the fields of morphology and syntax respec
tively, where structure is related to meaning. Gram mar teaching can be 
ofpractical value in making students more sensitive to the expressive ef
fects of the forms and arrangements ofwords. At a more advanced leve!, 
it can be ofscientific value in providing a field for the inductive-deduc
tive operations inherent in any scientific discipline. The success of this 
most difficult teaching task depends in large part on the experience, tact 
and imagination of the teacher, but even the best ofteachers must have 
sufficient knowledge to make grammar meaningful. 

Université Laval 
Quebec 10 - Canada 
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