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Abstrakt 

This article reports a literature review of peer-reviewed studies of L1 grammar 
teaching, published in international English-language journals from 1999 to 2019. 
The review generates interpretative themes of representations of L1 grammar 
teaching and thus offers guidance for teachers and future research on grammar 
education. The articles (n=31) were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis to 
generate interpretative themes concerning representations of grammar teaching 
within the field. The results show that grammar teaching is described as challeng-
ing, mainly due to differing perceptions of grammar between linguists and teach-
ers. In addition, the second theme captures grammar teaching as something that 
aims to foster metalinguistic understanding. Finally, contextualized grammar 
teaching is discernible which is carried out through reflective interaction and 
experimentation. This study suggests that future research should reconceptualize 
grammar teaching building on these findings using practice-based research 
approaches where teachers are offered agency in the research process. 

Introduction  
Grammar has long been a subject of debate in L1 education. Teachers and 
researchers have discussed its scope, position and utility (Myhill & Watson, 2014; 
Strzelecka & Boström, 2014). As a result of the debate, the emphasis on grammar 
in the syllabus for the L1 Swedish subject has fluctuated over time, especially for 
upper secondary school. In the latest syllabus for the second Swedish course in 
upper secondary school, grammar has gained a stronger position, since the 
syllabus now emphasizes knowledge about language and its structure (Skolverket, 
2011). Simultaneously, Swedish law requires that teaching is based upon science 
and proven experience (SFS 2010:800), underscoring the importance of research 
in developing teaching. This demand, along with the fact that grammar is further 
emphasized in the latest syllabus, makes revitalization of the field important, 
especially since Swedish research on L1 grammar teaching is scarce. A literature 
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review of international research on the topic can offer guidance to researchers and 
teachers, and this study seeks to do so by generating and analyzing interpretative 
themes within the research of grammar teaching in peer-reviewed studies from 
international English-language journals. 
 Previous literature reviews on L1 grammar teaching research exist, but 
these focus on the role of grammar in the writing curriculum (Myhill & Watson, 
2014) or the effects of grammar teaching on writing development (Andrews et al., 
2013). Meta-studies of empirical research on grammar instruction (i.e., teaching 
the grammar content) by Fontich and García-Folgado (2018) and Boivin (2018) 
in Spanish-speaking and French-speaking areas, however, have offered different 
perspectives. Instead of asking questions about effectiveness or focusing exclu-
sively on grammar and writing, they have sought to identify the main trends in 
research on L1 grammar education. Fontich and García-Folgado (2018) present a 
research trajectory on metalinguistic activity that offers new possibilities for 
rethinking teaching based on grammar reflection to support writing. Besides 
demonstrating a strong focus on grammar instruction in French-speaking areas, 
Boivin’s (2018) review shows the existence of a firm separation between the study 
of grammatical rules and their application. Thus, by using insights from interna-
tional research available in English, the present review adds to the field and 
becomes an important contribution by providing a presentation of interpretative 
themes within the research on L1 grammar teaching in secondary education (age 
>12). 
 The aim of this study is to explore and discuss research on L1 grammar 
teaching between 1999–2019, thus providing guidance for teachers and future 
research in the field. The articles (n=31) are thematically analyzed to generate an 
interpretative narrative of current research within the field, without focusing on 
presenting any weight of evidence of best practices. Instead, the study is qualitative 
and exploratory by nature and seeks to generate patterns of shared meaning 
concerning ‘grammar teaching’ within the research (cf. Braun & Clarke, 2019). 
The themes aim to explain a large portion of the data through an interpretative 
narrative and are not just summarizing the content of the articles. The review 
therefore strives to contribute to a more complex understanding of grammar 
teaching. The following research questions are addressed: 1. What are the main 
characteristics of the included articles? 2. How is ‘grammar teaching’ represented 
in the included articles? 

Method 
When searching for literature I conducted a systematic review (cf. Gough et al., 
2017), which followed the steps recommended by the Evidence for Policy and 
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Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre (EPPI-Centre, 2006). First, the 
scope was defined by developing explicit criteria to inform the following search 
strings and, thereafter, specify which studies to include (see Table 1).  
 
Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria. 
 
Type Literature must relate to the research topic (grammar teaching, L1). 

Studies concerning grammar teaching in second and foreign 
language teaching are excluded. 
 

Recency Literature must have been published from 1999 to 2019. 
 

Age range Literature must relate to pupils aged >12 (secondary school). Studies 
concerning higher education are excluded. 
 

Geographical spread 
 

Peer-reviewed studies from international English-language journals. 
 

Article 
characteristics 

Empirical studies, both quantitative and qualitative, as well as 
theoretical pieces are included. Meta-studies are excluded. 
 

 
 
Second, in my search I used keywords to identify relevant (peer-reviewed) studies 
informed by the above criteria. The following databases were used: Web of 
Science, Scopus, ERIC via ProQuest, JSTOR and PRIMO. All searches were 
documented (see Table 2), as well as all studies (n=588) found using this method.  
 
 
Table 2. Documentation of searches. 
 

Database Search terms and limiters  Abstracts 
read 
 

Final 
selection 

Web of Science TOPIC: (“grammar teaching” NOT “foreign 
language” NOT “second language” NOT efl)  
Refined by: LANGUAGES: (ENGLISH)  
Timespan: 1999–2019.  
 

10 1 

Scopus TITLE-ABS KEY (grammar AND teach* AND l1 
OR “grammar education” AND NOT “foreign 
language” AND NOT “second 
language”) AND PUBYEAR 
>1998 AND (LIMIT-
TO (LANGUAGE, “English”)  
 

12 5 

ERIC via 
ProQuest 

“grammar teaching” NOT “second language” 
NOT “foreign language” LIMITERS: peer-
reviewed, English, 1999–2019 
 

27 8 

198



 
 
Maintaining a balance between searching sensitively to find all articles within a 
subject area and searching precisely to identify only relevant articles meeting the 
inclusion criteria was essential to the endeavor (cf. Brunton et al., 2017), and 
posed a challenge for searches in all databases. Initially, I performed relatively 
wide searches without exclusion criteria using “NOT.” However, these searches 
yielded thousands of hits, the majority of which were based on a second-language 
perspective. According to the EPPI-Centre (2006), using the “NOT-function” is 
often unjustified because it may also exclude relevant hits for the subject in 
question. However, specifying the search in this manner is justified when dealing 
with descriptors that are completely irrelevant to the subject, or if the quantities 
of literature generated are unmanageable. In this way, the search strategy was 
developed iteratively (Brunton et al., 2017). As claimed by the EPPI-Centre 
(2006), systematic database searches should also be combined with a manual 
search of journals. Therefore, the “hand-searched” category was created for 
articles that were found manually. Items already found in previous searches were 
not counted again.  
 During the final step, I screened the studies. The selection process consisted 
of three screening steps: title, abstract and article (see Figure 1). All hits from the 
first search were screened by once again turning to the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria in relation to title and topic. By evaluating each study against the same 
criteria and recording the outcome, the basis for the results of the review was 
established. All studies (n=99) that fulfilled the preliminary selection criteria were 
documented, along with a summary of the assessment in relation to the different 
selection criteria. Then, I read and screened the abstracts (n=99) to determine 
inclusion or exclusion. Where abstracts met eligibility criteria, the full papers were 
read.  
 Finally, it is important to note that the literature review only included peer-
reviewed articles available in English, excluding grey literature as well as books 
and anthologies. This affects the publication bias of the review as representations 
of ‘grammar teaching’ appearing in these publication channels, with their respect-
ive formats, may have been missed. 

JSTOR ((((“grammar teaching”) NOT (“second 
language”)) NOT (“foreign language”)) NOT 
(efl)) AND la:(eng OR en) Subject: Education 
 

17 2 

PRIMO 
 

“grammar teaching” NOT “second language” 
NOT “foreign language” NOT efl NOT esl, 
LIMITERS: 1999–2019, peer-reviewed.  
 

33 6 

Hand-searched   6 2 
Articles found in 
reference list 

 24 7 

  n=129 n=31 

199



 
 
Figure 1. Flow chart illustrating the article selection process. 

 

Data analysis 

While the descriptive analysis of study characteristics (RQ1) was deductive in 
nature and focused on categorizing the identified studies by year, country of first 
author, and research design, the thematic analysis (TA) of representations of 
‘grammar teaching’ (RQ2) had an inductive approach (cf. Braun & Clarke, 2006, 
2019). Following Braun and Clarke (2019), who emphasize that TA is particularly 
suitable for analyzing multi-disciplinary datasets and that the results of TA can be 
accessible to an educated wider audience, reflexive TA was used for generating 
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and analyzing themes within the diverse data set. The analysis construes a theme 
as a shared meaning of ‘grammar teaching’ amongst the articles underpinned by 
a central concept. They are multi-faceted and tell a story about the data, which is 
representations of grammar teaching.  
 A familiarization of the data was initially established by reading and re-
reading the articles. In addition, descriptive summaries of the articles were made. 
Here, the entire paper was treated as ‘data’, although the primary focus was 
representations of ‘grammar teaching’. During the theme generation process, the 
data was further coded organically and initial codes, containing representations 
of grammar teaching, was developed (cf. Braun & Clarke, 2019). Then, an initial 
search for themes by collating the codes was conducted. A study could entail 
statements of representations that can be coded in more than one theme. The codes 
were clustered and potential themes were developed. This development happened 
concurrently with the previous coding stage. Each theme was reviewed to ensure 
that the coded extracts worked in relation to each other and in relation to the 
entire dataset. Finally, the themes were defined and named.  

Results 
The result section is divided into two main parts: one that addresses the first 
descriptive RQ and one that deals with RQ2, where the themes of the reflexive 
thematic analysis are presented. 

Study characteristics  
In Table 4, the included articles are presented as well as an overall descriptive 
presentation of the main characteristics of the articles. As shown in Table 4, the 
research design differs between studies. Although several studies used a mixed 
method approach with quantitative elements, the majority of studies used qualita-
tive methods, such as text analysis, interviews, and observations.  
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Table 4. Main characteristics of the included articles. 

 

 

Author(s) Year Country  

(first author) 

Research design 

Myhill 2000 UK Qualitative 

Allford 2003 UK Theoretical 

Hudson 2004 UK Theoretical 

Kolln & Hancock 2005 US Theoretical 

Hudson & Walmsley  2005 UK Theoretical 

Fearn & Farnan 2007 US Quasi-experimental 

Derewianka & Jones 2010 Australia Theoretical 

Clark 2010 UK Theoretical 

Smagorinsky, Wilson & Moore 2011 US Qualitative 

Myhill, Jones, Lines & Watson 2012 UK Mixed method 

Myhill, Lines, & Watson 2012 UK Mixed method 

Wilson & Myhill  2012 UK Qualitative 

Watson 2012 UK Qualitative 

Funke, Wieland, Schönenberg & Melzer 2013 Germany Quasi-experimental  

Jones, Myhill, & Bailey 2013 UK Mixed method 

Myhill, Jones & Watson 2013 UK Mixed method 

Myhill, Jones, Watson & Lines 2013 UK Mixed method 

Fontich 2014 Spain Qualitative 

Fontich & Camps 2014 Spain Theoretical 

Rodríguez-Gonzalo 2015 Spain Mixed Method 

Watson 2015 UK Qualitative 

Fontich 2016 Spain Theoretical  

van Rijt & Coppen 2017 Holland Mixed method 

Watson & Newman 2017 UK Qualitative 

Arseneau, Foucambert & Lefrançois 2018 Canada Mixed method 

Cushing 2018 US Qualitative 

Demir & Erdogan 2018 Turkey Qualitative 

McCormack-Colbert, Ware, Jones & Wyn 2018 UK Mixed method 

Myhill, Jones & Lines 2018 UK Quasi-experimental 

Camps & Fontich 2019 Spain Qualitative 

van Rijt, Wijnands & Coppen 2019 Holland Qualitative 
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Themes 
Three major themes were generated in reflexive thematic analysis. The first, 
Grammar teaching as challenging, reflects contradictions concerning grammar 
and, by extension, challenging aspects that arise in grammar teaching and, to some 
extent, how these can be overcome. The second theme, Grammar teaching fosters 
metalinguistic understanding, encompasses different perspectives on grammar 
teaching in terms of the development of a metalanguage and language awareness. 
Here, grammar is construed as part of a process – primarily the writing process. 
The third theme, Grammar teaching in context, reflects the recurring emphasis on 
the importance of contextualized grammar teaching through reflective interaction 
and experimentation.  

Theme 1: Grammar Teaching as Challenging 

The first theme captures challenging aspects of grammar teaching. The theme is 
characterized by contradictions between grammar in theory (linguistics) and 
grammar in practice (grammar teaching). In addition, teachers’ subject knowledge 
is highlighted as a challenging aspect where teacher education is of great import-
ance.  
 The significant difference between teachers’ and linguists’ perceptions of 
grammar is presented as a challenge in the data. Whereas teachers favor trad-
itional grammar, characterized by prescriptivism and decontextualized drill 
exercises,2  linguists favor a descriptive view of grammar (Camps & Fontich, 2019; 
Cushing, 2018; Demir & Erdogan, 2017; Hudson, 2003; Smagorinsky et al., 
2011; Van Rijt et al., 2019; Watson, 2012, 2015; Wilson & Myhill, 2012). 
According to Hudson (2003), this contrast and direct conflict between linguistics 
and traditional grammar has created a gap between theory and practice. However, 
attempts to make policy documents engage sufficiently with theory and current 
research have been made (Allford, 2003; Myhill, 2000; Myhill, Jones & Watson, 
2013; Smagorinsky et al., 2011; Watson, 2015). Whereas teachers favor a 
prescriptive model of grammar teaching, their views about the value of grammar 
teaching reflect those emphasized in policy documents, which are closer to the 
views promoted by linguists (Watson, 2015). On the other hand, Van Rijt et al. 
(2019) found that Dutch textbooks still seem to reflect a traditional view of 
grammar that can be characterized as involving lower-order thinking (remember-
ing, understanding and applying), offering limited possibilities for developing a 
reflective attitude. This mirrors the previously mentioned view of ‘traditional 
grammar teaching’ that has been criticized and contrasted with modern linguistics 
(Hudson, 2003). 
 Several of the included articles indicate conceptual confusion about 
grammar among teachers and an uncertainty concerning their subject knowledge 
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and the application of grammatical knowledge (Camps & Fontich, 2019; Myhill, 
Jones et al., 2012; Watson, 2012, 2015). In addition, one major assertion within 
the data is that teachers’ grammatical and linguistic subject knowledge is crucial 
to their ability to teach grammar based on a descriptive model (Cushing, 2018; 
Myhill, 2000; Myhill, Jones & Watson, 2013; Myhill, Jones et al., 2012; Smagor-
insky et al., 2011; Van Rijt et al., 2019; Watson, 2012, 2015). A relationship 
between teachers’ low degree of grammatical subject knowledge, their negative 
associations and reported prescriptive practices of grammar teaching is visible 
(Myhill, Jones & Watson, 2013; Watson, 2012; Wilson & Myhill, 2012). 
Furthermore, studies suggest that grammar teaching becomes a challenging 
endeavor for teachers because of their low grammatical and linguistic subject 
knowledge as well as their negative associations with grammar (Myhill, 2000; 
Watson, 2012; Wilson & Myhill, 2012). Watson (2015) claims that the term 
‘grammar’ and its relation to L1 teaching is expressed imprecisely and inconsist-
ently in professional policy and research, which may explain teachers’ uncertainty 
about it. Moreover, teachers’ conceptual confusion may be a consequence of the 
different explanations provided by theory and practice as regards grammatical 
terminology and the relationship between grammar and L1 teaching (Myhill, 
Jones & Watson, 2013; Watson, 2015).  
 Several of the included articles emphasize the importance of cooperation 
between teachers and linguists as a way of dealing with the aforementioned 
discrepancy and making grammar relevant in L1 education (Allford, 2003; 
Hudson, 2003; Hudson & Walmsley, 2005; Van Rijt et al., 2019). Hudson and 
Walmsley (2005) point out that the gap between theory and practice can be 
explained by linguists’ lack of interest in teaching, since linguists do not see 
teachers “as ‘consumers’ of their wares” (p. 609). Thus, linguists argue for the 
importance of their own engagement in the L1 subject in schools and 
contemplation on how they can contribute to L1 teaching (Hudson, 2003; Hudson 
& Walmsley, 2005). Van Rijt and Coppen (2017) aim to reduce the distance 
between linguistic theory and grammar education by investigating which linguistic 
concepts linguistic experts consider to be important and the role the linguists 
believe this foundation should play in language education. Their results show that 
experts highlight the importance of concepts needed to generate or increase 
language insight and awareness, which is coherent with the objectives of 
descriptive linguistics.  
 Teachers’ limited knowledge of grammar is ascribed to the dominance of 
literature at the expense of linguistics during teacher education in the Anglosphere 
(Cushing, 2018; Hudson & Walmsley, 2005; Wilson & Myhill, 2012). Moreover, 
the lack of linguistics is also seen as an explanation for teachers’ ambivalence 
toward grammar and their lack of grammatical subject knowledge (Kolln & 
Hancock, 2005; Myhill, Jones & Watson, 2013; Smagorinsky et al., 2011; 
Watson, 2012). Thus, researchers stress the need to rethink teacher training in 
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grammar. As emphasized by both Camps and Fontich (2019) and Derewianka 
and Jones (2010), teacher education in grammar should include dialogue and 
reflection as well as stressing the importance of not teaching grammar in isolation 
or adapt a prescriptive view of language, which Hudson (2003) claims modern 
linguistics judges as fragmentary and dogmatic.  
 The underscoring of the importance of converting theoretical knowledge 
into practice is discernible in the material. Several studies emphasize that the 
challenges of grammar teaching cannot only be ascribed to the lack of language 
courses in teacher education, since teachers also need educational tools to put the 
knowledge and findings from research into practice (Camps & Fontich, 2019; 
Clark, 2010; Myhill, Jones et al., 2012; Myhill, Jones & Watson, 2013). Teacher 
education plays an important role in teachers’ engagement with research. Myhill, 
Jones and Watson (2013) and Smagorinsky et al. (2011) argue that research, 
teacher education and grammar teaching should be brought together since 
teachers tend to face a cognitive schism between grammar in theory and practice 
(Myhill, 2000). Clark (2010) maintains that teachers need to see the connection 
between theoretical and practical knowledge of grammar rather than have tech-
nical linguistic expertise. Finally, Myhill, Jones and Watson (2013) argue that 
teachers’ applied knowledge is more significant than their declarative knowledge, 
and that the interplay between content and pedagogy should be considered. 

Theme 2: Grammar Teaching Fosters Metalinguistic Understanding 

The second theme captures grammar teaching as something that should aim to 
foster metalinguistic understanding and function as a resource for meaning mak-
ing, often in connection with writing development. This theme is based on a 
pedagogical definition of grammar that draws upon Halliday’s functional theo-
rization. Here, grammar functions as a metalanguage and is seen as a reflective 
tool for language use, providing a critical understanding of the role of language in 
various contexts.  
 A central aspect of this theme is its holistic view of grammar teaching, 
rooted in Halliday’s theory of grammar (Camps & Fontich, 2019; Clark, 2010; 
Cushing, 2018; Derewianka & Jones, 2010; Fontich & Camps, 2014; Fontich, 
2016; McCormack-Colbert et al., 2018; Myhill et al., 2018; Myhill, Jones & 
Watson, 2013; Watson & Newman, 2017). Halliday’s Systemic Functional 
Linguistics (SFL) is meaning-oriented and focuses on the relationship between text 
and context rather than isolating grammar to only concern the lexical and 
syntactic aspects of language (Halliday, 2003). This broad descriptive definition 
of grammar is prevalent throughout the articles concerning grammar as meta-
language. Fontich and Camps (2014) call this a pedagogical grammar and argue 
that the definition of grammar must be based on the framework of functional 
models if grammar in L1 is to be a tool for reflecting on language use. In this 
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theme, a holistic perspective of grammar is discernible that includes both 
semantics and pragmatics so that language can be observed from a broad vantage 
point (Fontich, 2014; Myhill et al., 2018). Myhill et al. (2018) see grammar as “a 
network of interrelated meaningful choices” (p. 337) and Kolln and Hancock 
(2005) argue that grammar should be treated as a meaning-making system, which 
also reflects Fontich and Camps’s (2014) pedagogical conceptualization of 
grammar. As regards grammar as metalanguage, the relationship between 
grammatical form and function is recurrently described as essential to grammar 
teaching (Clark, 2010; Derewianka & Jones, 2010; Watson & Newman, 2017). 
In order to develop metalinguistic understanding, this pedagogical definition of 
grammar is essential since it offers students the ability to make language explicit 
through a functional metalanguage (Derewianka & Jones, 2010; Fearn & Farnan, 
2007; Fontich, 2014).  
 This theme construes grammar teaching as something that fosters meta-
linguistic understanding.3 The definition of metalinguistic understanding varies 
but a central feature is the conscious control of linguistic decision-making 
(Gombert, 1992, as cited in Myhill, Jones et al., 2012). Gombert’s taxonomy of 
the content of metalinguistic understanding is a common framework in the 
material (Arseneau et al., 2018; Camps & Fontich, 2019; Fontich, 2016; Fontich 
& Camps, 2014; Myhill, Jones et al., 2012; Myhill, Jones, Watson & Lines, 2013; 
Watson & Newman, 2017; Wilson & Myhill, 2012). This taxonomy reflects a 
holistic view of grammar, encompassing phonological, semantic, syntactic, textual 
and pragmatic features. Myhill (2011) defines metalinguistic understanding as the 
“explicit bringing into consciousness of an attention to language as an artefact, 
and the conscious monitoring and manipulation of language to create desired 
meaning grounded in socially shared understandings” (p. 250),4 which mainly 
draws upon Gombert's taxonomy and is referred to in some of the articles (Myhill, 
Jones & Watson, 2013; Myhill et al., 2018; Watson & Newman, 2017). Myhill 
et al. (2018) argue that the purpose of grammar teaching is to develop the 
metalinguistic understanding of students as writers, to teach them how to 
manipulate the linguistic resources available to them in order to make meaning. 
Metalinguistic understanding serves the function of bringing implicit knowledge 
about language into explicit focus (Wilson & Myhill, 2012). Fontich and Camps 
(2014) also discuss this concept and write that, in general, metalinguistic under-
standing refers to knowledge about language, of which grammar is an essential 
part. Accordingly, grammar functions as a metalanguage for explicitly talking 
about language.  
 Metalinguistic activity is prominent in studies that view grammar teaching 
as fostering metalinguistic understanding, where students analyze their own texts 
and those of others in a close and critical manner and primarily reflect on the 
different effects generated by different linguistic choices (Arseneau et al., 2018; 
Fontich, 2014; Myhill et al., 2018; Myhill, Lines et al., 2012; Rodríguez-Gonzalo, 
2015; Watson & Newman, 2017). According to Camps and Fontich (2019), 
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metalinguistic activity is the “verbal or non-verbal activity that has, as a referent, 
the oral or written language itself, which is taken as the focus of observation, 
reflection and analysis” (2019 p. 8). Thus, metalinguistic activity involves 
explicitly speaking about and reflecting on language in a teaching situation in 
which grammar is a central aspect. Several authors stress the relevance of 
metalinguistic activity for the efficiency of grammar teaching (Arseneau et al., 
2018; Camps & Fontich, 2019; Fontich, 2014, 2016; Myhill et al., 2018; Watson 
& Newman, 2017). The metalanguage operates on all levels in the work with texts 
to emphasize the function of the language and the relation between respective 
levels. Consequently, it can help students to develop a deeper understanding of 
how language works and therefore offer them a greater ability to articulate their 
metalinguistic understanding (Camps & Fontich, 2019; Fontich & Camps, 2014; 
Wilson & Myhill, 2012; Watson & Newman, 2017).  
 Grammar teaching fostering metalinguistic understanding captures both 
grammar as part of a process and as a separate learning object. Grammar as part 
of a process, where the writing process is primarily in focus, is closely connected 
to the fact that grammar, according to this theme, is seen as a resource for meaning 
making (Myhill et al., 2018). Thus, metalinguistic understanding is regularly 
investigated in relation to its effects on writing development, where it serves as a 
tool in the process of creating texts (Arseneau et al., 2018; Fontich, 2016; Myhill, 
Jones et al., 2012; Jones et al., 2013; Rodríguez-Gonzalo, 2015). Fearn and 
Farnan (2007) argue that students should, therefore, use grammar to think about 
writing. Reformulation of texts is described as an activity that stimulates the 
development of metalinguistic understanding about writing (Fontich, 2016; 
Rodríguez-Gonzalo, 2015). Grammar as part of a process highlights the import-
ance of not isolating grammar teaching to grammatical correctness in writing, 
insisting rather that grammar can focus attention on linguistic choices and their 
effects (see, however, Demir & Erdogan [2017] for a contrasting prescriptive 
approach). Moreover, some articles focus on grammar as a separate learning 
object, where the aim is to develop general knowledge and awareness of language 
and where no direct connection to text production necessarily exists (Camps & 
Fontich, 2014; Clark, 2010; Cushing, 2018; Derewianka & Jones, 2010; Fontich, 
2016). When this viewpoint emerges, the metalinguistic activity functions as the 
core rather than the writing process itself, and grammar is seen as a learning object 
as well as a learning tool. As argued by Fontich (2014), language learning cannot 
be reduced to merely using the language: L1 teaching must also help students 
“develop their ability to ‘take a look at’ the language with a reflective attitude” 
(Fontich, 2014, p. 27). Both Kolln and Hancock (2005) and Clark (2010) stress 
the intrinsic value of grammar and the importance of not confining grammar to 
writing practice. 
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Theme 3: Grammar Teaching in Context 

The final theme concerns the emphasis on contextualized grammar teaching 
through reflective interaction and experimentation. While the previous theme 
mainly concerns the objective of grammar teaching, this theme encompasses the 
pedagogical principles of grammar teaching. These pedagogical principles parti-
ally interact with the previous theme concerning metalinguistic understanding.  
 The importance of contextualized grammar teaching is highlighted in the 
articles, drawing upon the view that language is created in a social context. 
Teaching grammar in context involves connecting grammatical choices to their 
consequences in terms of meaning. Clark (2010) attests to the importance of 
context, as linguistic features in themselves do not constitute the meaning of a 
text. Van Rijt and Coppen’s (2017) findings, showing the importance of form-
meaning connections in grammar teaching, further attest to the advantages of 
contextualization. The links between form and meaning can successfully be 
identified through contextualization, where the intended meaning of an utterance 
can be discerned through considering it in context. Myhill, Jones et al. (2012) and 
McCormack-Colbert et al. (2018) stress the importance of explicitly focusing on 
specific linguistic features embedded in the teaching materials as a way of making 
connections between form and function. Fearn and Farnan (2007) also discuss this 
and claim that explicit grammar instruction is relevant but must be contextualized 
for students to better understand how language works.  
 Grammar teaching in context guided several of the design of the articles 
included, where contextualized grammar teaching was implementted in their 
research design (Arseneau et al., 2018; Cushing, 2018; Fearn & Farnan, 2007; 
Fontich, 2014; Jones et al., 2013; McCormack-Colbert et al., 2018; Myhill, Jones 
et al., 2012; Watson & Newman, 2017). Following this approach, Cushing (2018) 
argues that grammar should be interwoven with other parts of L1 teaching, such 
as fiction and poetry, as well as speaking, listening and writing (see also Clarke, 
2010; Demir & Erdogan, 2017; Derewianka & Jones, 2010; Myhill, Lines et al., 
2012). Contextualizing grammar in relation to writing is the most dominant 
pattern within the articles, where grammar functions as a tool for writing 
development (as mentioned in Theme 2). The findings of the studies indicate that 
explicit teaching of grammar in context leads to students becoming better writers 
(Myhill, Jones et al., 2012; Myhill et al., 2018; McCormack-Colbert et al., 2018). 
Also, students appreciated a contextualized approach when learning grammar 
because it encourages them to make connections between grammatical structures 
and semantics and engage in more active interactions (Fontich, 2014; 
McCormack-Colbert et al., 2018). The pedagogical definition of grammar 
mentioned in Theme 2 is closely connected to a contextualization of grammar, 
since it highlights the relationship between form and function. However, the 
contextualization can also occur in the form of drawing explicit attention to 
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writers’ specific needs (Myhill et al., 2018), in which case contextualization takes 
the form of individualization. 
 In addition, grammar in context highlights reflective interaction as crucial 
for students’ ability to verbalize their understanding of grammar and, 
consequently, make meaning of grammatical knowledge (Fontich, 2014; Myhill, 
Lines et al., 2012). Studies indicate that contextualized grammar teaching can 
become functional and that students can achieve metalinguistic understanding by 
engaging in discussions and negotiations in interactive group activities on multiple 
occasions (Arseneau et al., 2018; Fontich, 2014, 2016; Fontich & Camps, 2014; 
Myhill, Jones et al., 2012; Rodríguez-Gonzalo, 2015). These pedagogical princi-
ples are closely connected to the previous theme concerning metalinguistic 
understanding, as the development of metalinguistic understanding relies on verb-
al interactions (Arseneau et al., 2018; Fontich, 2014). Watson and Newman’s 
(2017) findings show that students can bring unconscious linguistic choices to 
consciousness through discussion and thus gain a critical understanding of 
language. Fontich (2014) also highlights this and claims that reflective interaction 
can help students explain their linguistic intuitions, thus making implicit know-
ledge explicit. This reflective interaction plays a fundamental role in enabling 
critical conversation about linguistic choices and the effects of these (Fontich, 
2016; Myhill, Jones, Watson & Lines 2013). In relation to this interactive focus, 
Fontich (2016) also makes connections to a Vygotskyan perspective, where 
language is seen as a semiotic tool (see also Arseneau et al., 2018; Derewianka & 
Jones, 2010; Myhill, Jones, Watson & Lines, 2013; Myhill et al., 2018). Findings 
by some researchers (Arseneau et al., 2018; Fontich, 2016) indicate that students 
who reflectively interact with each other in groups increase their metalinguistic 
understanding and understand grammar concepts to a greater extent, which 
reflects Vygotsky’s view that learning occurs through social interaction. This 
emphasis on reflective and contextualized grammar teaching is also partly evident 
in teachers’ conceptualizations of grammar teaching (Camps & Fontich, 2019; 
Watson, 2015). 
 Several authors stress the importance of an experimental approach when 
grammar teaching is contextualized (Arseneau et al., 2018; Fontich, 2014; Fontich 
& Camps, 2014; Myhill, Jones, Watson & Lines, 2013). Experimentation entails 
gathering linguistic data, observing and analyzing it, and classifying it in an 
interactive context. In contextualized grammar teaching, this could entail 
observing linguistic patterns during interactive group activities in order to 
facilitate students’ reflection and experimentation with their own texts (Arseneau 
et al., 2018; Fontich, 2014; Fontich & Camps, 2014; Funke et al., 2013). Hence, 
experimentation is strongly linked to the metalinguistic activity mentioned in the 
previous theme. Experimentation can also entail students exploring syntactic 
structures through repeated exposure and learning how to recognize them without 
explicit grammar instruction (Funke et al., 2013), or formulating and testing a 
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hypothesis about the language system, thus practicing the ability to reason 
scientifically (Hudson, 2003). According to Myhill, Jones, Watson and Lines 
(2013), this experimental approach, where language play and risk-taking are 
actively encouraged, help students to recognize the elasticity of language. Also, 
Fontich (2014) asserts that exploratory cooperative interactions enable a broad 
range of grammar notions to take place, which, according to McCormack-Colbert 
et al. (2018), help students to take control of their writing.   
 A contextualization of grammar teaching encourages the use of authentic 
texts and student texts in working with grammar. The use of their own texts can 
serve as a starting point for students to investigate authorial choices (Derewianka 
& Jones, 2010; Fontich, 2016; Watson & Newman, 2017). Watson and Newman 
(2017) assert that authentic texts work as an effective platform to foster students’ 
reading and analytic skills and help them to become more confident in applying 
metalinguistic terms. As a result, students are able to discuss intended linguistic 
and rhetorical effects more easily. Myhill, Jones, Watson and Lines (2013) claim 
that the use of examples from authentic texts, in addition to working with student 
texts, connects the writers to a wider writing community (see also Cushing, 2018). 
Derewianka and Jones (2010) also stress this because if whole texts in their 
contexts of use are neglected, grammar teaching risks being restricted to teaching 
prescriptive rules in isolation from meaning. Thus, the use of authentic texts 
represents a contextualization, since it aims to make the subject of grammar 
teaching relevant with text examples that share instructional contexts with other 
parts of L1 education, such as writing (Fearn & Farnan, 2007; Fontich, 2014; 
Myhill, Jones, Watson & Lines, 2013). 

Concluding discussion 
Focusing on representations of grammar teaching, a reflexive TA of all of the 31 
included articles, generated three themes: Grammar teaching as challenging, 
Grammar teaching fosters metalinguistic understanding and Grammar teaching 
in context.  
 The analysis shows that when grammar teaching is described as challeng-
ing, this conclusion is mainly based on differing perceptions of grammar between 
linguists and teachers, which, according to some authors, creates a gap between 
academic theory and classroom practice. However, when considering the wider 
definition of grammar, pedagogical grammar, the division between theory and 
practice is not as self-evident. Rather, grammar teaching and linguistics can be 
construed as two contextual practices based on different theories as a result of 
their conditions. Further, the analysis shows that research tends to argue that 
teachers’ prescriptive understanding of grammar teaching should be counteracted 
through increased grammatical subject knowledge, which could be attained 
through more linguistic input during pre- and in-service teacher education. But 
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here, however, the studies rather convey a simplistic view of what constitutes the 
teacher profession and classroom practice. Theme 1 highlights the need to address 
the interplay between theoretical and practical knowledge of grammar. A 
cooperation between linguists and teachers may provide insights into the different 
contextual prerequisites. Fontich and García-Folgado (2018) also discuss this and 
claim that researchers and practitioners need to find common ground from which 
to further explore and develop metalinguistic activity. This sort of cooperation 
could involve teachers to a greater extent in the research process.  
 Theme 2 indicates that an understanding of the prerequisites for classroom 
practice is crucial for grammar research to be relevant in L1 education, and thus 
emphasizes a pedagogical definition of grammar deriving from functional lingu-
istics (an understanding also displayed in Myhill & Watson’s [2014] literature 
study). This definition entails semantics and pragmatics, as well as lexical and 
syntactical aspects, and thus the definition goes beyond addressing only form and 
function to include use and the interrelationship between them as well. This is in 
line with previous meta-studies (Fontich & García-Folgado, 2018; Myhill & 
Watson, 2014), the results of which have shown that grammatical knowledge 
cannot be reduced to merely explicit knowledge of grammatical concepts. 
Drawing upon these functionally oriented conceptualizations of grammar, Theme 
2 indicates that the objective of grammar teaching should be to promote students’ 
metalinguistic understanding of how grammatical choices shape and create 
meaning, often in relation to the writing process. Here, an instrumental view of 
grammatical knowledge partially emerges, where grammar only has one value, by 
virtue of the effects it has on writing. The instrumental view is further underpinned 
by the understanding of grammar as a tool for reflecting on language use. 
Nevertheless, Theme 2 indicates that this partially instrumental view of grammar 
does not necessarily result in the exclusion of grammar as a separate learning 
object, since researchers have also maintained that grammar can function as both 
a learning object and a learning tool, allowing students to gain general knowledge 
and awareness about language.  
 Given the extent of the critique of ‘traditional grammar teaching’ (often 
characterized by decontextualized drill exercises), it is perhaps unsurprising that 
the final theme concerned contextualization, reflective interaction and experi-
mentation. Theme 3 captures important pedagogical principles that are empha-
sized in metalinguistic activities or in which grammar is treated as a metalanguage. 
According to these principles, grammar should be learned in context and through 
reflective interaction and experimentation. Teaching characterized by interaction 
in a social context is fairly common but has not been the norm for L1 grammar 
teaching, which may offer an explanation as to why the research analyzed empha-
sizes contextualization. The emphasis on contextualization can be seen as an 
attempt to change a strongly prevailing teaching discourse and justify grammar 
teaching in L1 education. The contextualization of grammar shows how grammar 
can function as a meaning-making resource through connecting grammar to the 

211



communicative context. Furthermore, reflective interaction is emphasized, since it 
facilitates making implicit knowledge explicit. Studies also highlight 
experimentation as effective, since students are encouraged to take ownership of 
their language production (this view was also prominent in Boivin’s [2018] litera-
ture review). Finally, studies highlight the use of authentic texts as a way to 
contextualize grammar teaching, thus avoiding learning isolated from meaning. 

Future research directions 
One of the objectives of this study was to offer guidance to future Swedish research 
and teachers in order to facilitate teaching based on scientific knowledge and 
proven experience, as required by the Education Act (SFS 2010:800). Therefore, 
this section will draw attention to this, as well as to general research directions.  
 In line with Boivin’s (2018) inference that a separation between the study 
of grammatical rules and their application is prominent, the present study suggests 
that research tends to uphold the gap between grammar in theory and grammar 
in practice. Practice-based research would therefore be one way to equip teachers 
with the knowledge required to teach based on modern linguistics and the realities 
of the classroom. This research should draw on a wide definition of grammar 
(Theme 2), as well as the pedagogical principles presented in Theme 3; otherwise, 
research risks consolidating the dichotomy between theory and classroom practice 
that was partially addressed in Theme 1. In order for research to improve teaching, 
teachers must not only act as research objects but also as actors with agency in the 
research process, thus conferring legitimacy upon teachers’ experiences and the 
importance of practical knowledge. Along the same lines, Fontich and García-
Folgado (2018) argue that metalinguistic activity is central since it places the need 
to explore the complexity of learning processes at the center of attention and 
enables an integration of theory and practice through the adaptation of case 
studies. Furthermore, Theme 2 demonstrates that grammar tends to be reduced to 
a tool in L1 teaching. An understanding of the intrinsic value of grammar is 
addressed to a certain extent, but in light of these results, it may be an area to 
investigate further.  
 Finally, in view of the contextual dependence of educational research, these 
findings need to be properly utilized in Swedish classroom practice if the results 
are to have any impact on L1 education in Sweden. Swedish teachers need 
knowledge that has direct benefits and utility in classroom practice in order to 
strengthen the scientific basis of their teaching. In consideration of this, the present 
review advocates research approaches that involve teachers in the research 
process, such as action research, learning studies and design research, where 
scientific knowledge and teacher professionalism can be developed simultaneously 
and, thus, acknowledge the contextual prerequisites of the classroom practice. 
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Based on the sample in this study, future Swedish research may therefore consider 
to reconceptualize grammar teaching through practice-based research approaches 
where a symmetrical relationship between theory and practice can be developed.  

Notes 
1. Studies that partly addressed previous empirical research but also made a 

theoretical contribution, however, were included.   
2. The methods behind these results vary. For instance, it can include teachers’ 

self-assessment during interviews as well as researchers’ observations of 
classroom practice. 

3. The term “metalinguistic” is used in a number of combinations in the 
articles included in this review (e.g., metalinguistic knowledge/awareness/ 
ability/development). Here, “metalinguistic understanding” is used as an 
overall concept that includes all of these combinations, as they often are 
used interchangeably (Wilson & Myhill, 2012). 

4. Myhill (2011) claimed that a consensual definition is difficult to achieve 
since the term “metalinguistic” is used with a spectrum of meanings. The 
present study does not intend to define this concept. For a further 
definition of the concept, see Myhill (2011). 
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