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Abstract: Grammar regularly makes it onto the pages of Australian newspapers as an 
example of the ways in which ‘schools are failing our children.’ The public debate 
around grammar usage and grammar teaching means that it is a topic which pre-service 
teachers need to feel confident tackling: both in public debate and in the classroom. The 
pre-service teachers in this paper, along with their lecturers, had identified both grammar 
and reflective practice as areas that were in need of strengthening. This paper explores 
the public debates around the usage and teaching of traditional grammar, and identifies 
the social justice aspects of the teaching of grammar. It also looks at the establishment of 
a reflective research project designed to increase pre-service teachers’ confidence in these 
areas and at the same time increase the lecturers’ understanding of how to more 
effectively teach both grammar and reflective practice. A teaching and learning process 
involving final year pre-service teachers was developed, piloted and evaluated. The 
process involved two distinct action and reflection cycles as the students developed, 
implemented and reviewed a grammar lesson. The implications for teaching reflective 
practice and for positioning pre-service teachers as members of a profession are explored.  

 

Introduction  
With the current media spotlight on teacher training programs (Mitchell & Cook, 2007) 
we believe that it is more important than ever for pre-service teachers to be aware and 
able to participate in the current educational debates raging. In this article we discuss an 
initiative located at a regional university campus to strengthen pre-service teachers’ 
ability to understand and respond to the contested discourse of grammar standards. 
Through the initiative implemented we sought to increase the ability of graduate teachers 
to respond professionally to the community and political pressure to increase the explicit 
teaching of traditional grammar. We examine the current debates concerning standards 
and review how well our Bachelor of Education students were placed to be able to 
participate in the debates.  
 
Due to shared concern (pre-service teachers and lecturers) at their preparedness to 
actively respond to the current pressure on teachers to increase the explicit teaching of 
grammar, we instigated a cross-unit collaborative teaching and learning initiative. One of 
the causes of our concern was a relatively high level of grammatical mistakes made by 
students in the work they submitted for assessment.  
 
This paper tracks the thinking and enactment of an initiative to focus on the teaching of 
grammar and to prepare graduate teachers for the debates around this topic. Along with 
the pre-service teachers who participated, we too were investigating our own practice and 
learning from the process. In this paper we provide our personal assessment of the 
initiative and our own learning from it, leaving for further papers analysis of the 
experience of the pre-service teacher participants. 
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Pre-service teachers welcomed the opportunity that this project offered. Many had self-
identified as having a weak understanding of the principal grammatical rules. Some felt 
uncertain in their own writing. Some reported at times being unsure of their ability to 
correct student work. They were not unique in this. Principal Andrew Blair is quoted as 
saying that “come report time, he and three assistant principals would sit down to begin 
the ‘mind-numbing’ task of vetting the teachers’ written assessments of 1200 students. 
These were checked for grammar, spelling, punctuation and language use, then handed 
back to teachers for alterations” (Mitchell & Cook, 2007). The concern is also noted 
beyond Australia: “too often, new teachers are reluctant to teach writing because of a fear 
that some issues of grammar or usage will come up for which they have insufficient 
knowledge” (Bowers Sipe, p. 16). In a similar vein the Federal Government’s National 
Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (Teaching Reading, Report and Recommendations, 
National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy, 2005) relied on Australian research to 
argue “that beginning primary teachers are not confident about teaching specific aspects 
of literacy such as viewing, spelling, grammar and phonics (Louden et al., 2005b). The 
need for high levels of personal literacy among prospective teachers has frequently been 
expressed (ACDE, 1998; AATE, 1999b; NBEET & ALLC, 1995)” (pp. 50-51). 
 
We note with trepidation the dangers inherent in writing about grammar. We have no 
desire to be seen to be setting ourselves up as grammatical gurus. This is not our 
intention. On the contrary, we acknowledge the gaps in our own grammatical formation 
and see this project as one way of filling the gaps. 

The debates 
There are currently two major public debates relating to education that are relevant to this 
paper. The first relates to current standards of written English. It focuses on what should 
be the content of the English curriculum in Australian schools. The part of that debate 
that relates to this article is whether or not there should be explicit teaching of traditional 
grammar. This discussion is occurring within a bigger debate about whether or not 
academic standards are slipping. If we are to accept what is said in the media, there is a 
clear groundswell of political and public support for the teaching of English in schools to 
include greater explicit teaching of traditional grammar. Some state curriculum bodies 
have already responded to this by placing greater emphasis on grammar. For example, the 
Queensland Studies Authority reworked their recently released draft English syllabus to 
increase the grammar content (Ferrari, 2007). 
 
The second major public debate relates to whether or not our graduate teachers are 
capable and willing to teach an English course that includes the explicit teaching of 
grammar. This in turn is part of a bigger debate around teacher training. Thus, the project 
that we undertook is located firmly within the contested discourses of standards of 
written English and teacher training.  
 
This article starts from the assumption that graduate teachers will be severely 
handicapped in participating in these debates if they do not have strong grammar content 
knowledge. They will be further handicapped if they are not confident in their capacity to 
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teach grammar. Their ability to be players in the professional and political discourse 
surrounding this issue requires them to understand grammar content and be capable of 
teaching grammar. Having that knowledge does not presuppose any particular disposition  
towards the topic but in the absence of sound knowledge and skills their options are 
already constrained. 

The politics of the grammar debates 
Maybe for as long as adults have been complaining about the youth of today, schools and 
teachers have been blamed for letting standards drop. However, in the last 15 years it 
appears that there has been an increase of public and political concern over what is being 
taught in schools. Barbara Kamler was writing about “The grammar wars” in 1995 
(Kamler, 1995). Her words are as relevant today as they were more than a decade ago 
when she wrote: “the high emotion and serious misunderstandings which characterise 
recent media coverage and debates in the public arena suggest that when it comes to 
questions of English and language, everyone and anyone is authorised to speak, 
presumably because of their expertise as speakers of the language, and their desire to 
return to some assumed standard of the past, rather than because of their credible 
knowledge of language” (Kamler, 1995, p.3). Perusing the media of the last few years we 
find a plethora of headlines like these: 
 

Can’t write can’t spell... (Mitchell & Cook, 2007) 
 
PM attacks teaching of ‘dumb’ English (Gratton & Rood, 2006) 
 
VCE English ‘dumbed down’ (Green, 2005) 
 
The end of English as we know it? (Caterson, 2004) 
 
English course fails sense formula (Ferrari, 2007) 
 
Students failed by language system (Ferrari, 2006c) 
 
Curriculum changes ‘lowering standards’ (Ferrari, 2006a) 
 
Experts tick-off English exams (Buckley-Carr, 2006) 
 
Gen Y’s written skills fall short (O'Keefe, 2006) 

 
The arguments that these articles make are largely based on comments from employer 
groups (see O'Keefe, 2006), from select academics (see Mitchell & Cook, 2007) from 
politicians (see “Education is a key driver of economic prosperity”, 2007) and from 
general members of the public (any number of letters to the editor). The Australian 
Association of Graduate Employers is reported to be concerned about low standards. 
Employers want employees with good language skills for their businesses and in a 2006 
poll they highlighted their perceptions of graduates’ poor communication skills and 
especially the lack of grammar: 
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“The focus is now on the instantaneous,” the association’s president, Bill Reeves, 
said. “It’s all about speed, it’s quick responses and short messages and 
abbreviations and short cuts. That’s leading to people not knowing how to spell a 
long word, or writing in text-message speak rather than traditional, grammatically 
correct English. (Bantick, 2006) 

 
There is very little quantitative data used to support the headlines about declining 
standards. Where quantitative data is used it often presents the contrary picture (OECD 
Programme for International Student Assessment, n.d.) or is ambiguous (Ferrari, 2006b), 
(Ferrari, 2006c).  Although there is evidence to support both the yay sayers and the nay 
sayers, at least as far as the public debate goes, the evidence does not seem to really 
matter. Australia’s high ranking in the OECD Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) data – second place for Reading Literacy – was translated into a 
headline: “Good, but could do much better” (Wheeldon, 2006). 
 
Notwithstanding that there is a lack of clear evidence supporting the notion that written 
English standards are falling, there are concerns from some universities about the 
standard of written English of the students entering university courses. Some universities 
have created new writing courses for first year students. This has been occurring 
following the increase in the numbers of students entering university subsequent to the 
higher education reforms of 1987. Quotes found in the media include: 

Professor Knapp is one of several university lecturers who spoke to The Age 
about frustration over time spent teaching first-year students how to write. 
 
“I was teaching in a communications degree, a course that was very hard to get 
into . . . we were picking students from the very top and they were still struggling 
with their sentences,” he says. 
 
Dr Kerry Hempenstall, a senior lecturer and educational psychologist at RMIT, 
says that her “bright” postgraduate students are embarrassed that they lack the 
traditional grammar needed to write a competent essay or thesis. 
 
“In discussion, they report that they were never formally taught these aspects of 
written language,” Dr Hempenstall says. (Mitchell & Cook, 2007) 

 
However, the data reviewed by Martins and Karmel (2002) show that while more 
students are now undertaking university courses, the proportion of students according to 
academic abilities, measured by Tertiary Entrance Ranks (TER), has remained relatively 
constant (p. 10). That is, although more students with a lower TER are participating in 
higher education, they are not increasing their participation at a rate any greater than 
students with higher TERs.   
 
Not usually attracted to conspiracy theories it is interesting to place the excitement 
generated by the political and public debate around the standards of students’ written 
English in the context of the sustained push by the federal government to implement a 
national curriculum. A similar pattern of heightened media attention preceding 

 4



implementation of educational reform in the teaching of English in Singapore has been 
analysed (Kramer-Dahl, 2004). The words of Anneliese Kramer-Dahl apply equally to 
the situation in Australia: 

…the ideological work that this talk of crisis, generated by people who are largely 
ignorant about grammar and language yet are in charge of educational policy, was 
able to accomplish: how it could so easily find its way as truth into popular belief, 
and could eventually make such a powerful impact that its conservative, back-to-
basics assumptions about standard and grammar, since circulated at a strategic 
point in time, could rhetorically incorporate a potentially innovative new English 
language syllabus. (p. 71) 

Contemporary approaches to writing 
There are competing understandings of what grammar is and how it should be taught 
(Butt, Fahey, Feez, Spinks, & Yallop, 2001). Traditional grammar focuses on the 
language at a micro level and requires dissection of sentences, often out of any broader 
context. Functional grammar focuses on grammar as meaning making and places it in the 
broader context of understanding texts (Kramer-Dahl, 2004). Bodies such as PISA and 
the Western Australian Education Department are clearly in the camp of functional 
grammar as they assess literacy standards using indicators which exclude traditional 
English grammar.  Notwithstanding that PISA is assessing reading literacy Donnelly 
criticises the assessment on the basis that “errors in spelling and grammar were not 
penalised in PISA” (Donnelly, 2006, p. 26). Further, Ferrari notes that “a year 12 English 
exam that failed to penalise students for poor spelling or grammar… was evidence of 
falling educational standards in Western Australia…” (2006a, p. 3).  These comments 
demonstrate two things.  First, some peak bodies, charged with the responsibility for 
judging literacy levels, place little value on formal English grammar. Second, significant 
public disquiet exists when grammar is not traditionally assessed. The tone of much of 
the media commentary and of the politicians is consistent with Kramer-Dahl’s 
description of the Australian debates as “invoking a spirit of nostalgia by waxing 
sentimental about the grammar lessons of old” (Kramer-Dahl, 2004, p. 80). Those 
grammar lessons of old were largely thrown out in the 1970s when there was:  

a profound shift from treating language as a discrete set of skills learned out of 
context to developing language use in real contexts. While this was a great step 
forward in many ways, one of the casualties of this shift from a skills orientation, 
was grammar. In leaving behind the textbook method of teaching grammar 
exercises out of context, little was put in its place and attention to learning about 
language was neglected. It was assumed that such learning could take place 
without explicitly teaching; that it would happen incidentally as students engaged 
in meaningful language use. In many ways it did not.  (Kamler, 1995, p. 3) 

 

The political and public concern with changing grammar usage and changing grammar 
teaching emphasises that discourses involving grammar are imbued with power issues as 
much as any other discourse. Groups that have traditionally been able to determine what 
is correct are losing ground. The authority to set the rules and punish those who 
contravene them has been challenged by the changes in language usage. Generation Y in 
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particular, and the new forms of communication they employ (e.g. SMS, email, internet 
chat) operate very effectively, ignoring many of the traditional rules of grammar. 
 

The broad changing focus of literacy is seen in the definition that PISA has for reading 
literacy. PISA defines reading literacy as “understanding, using and reflecting on written 
texts in order to achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential and to 
participate in society” (OECD Programme for International Student Assessment, 2003, p. 
108). A good case can be made that this is significantly more important that being able to 
parse a sentence out of context.  
 
We believe that in order to be able to “understand, use and reflect on written texts in 
order to achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential and to participate 
in society” a sophisticated knowledge of the structure of language, including grammar, is 
important. PISA’s definition of literacy brings into clear focus the ways in which a 
competent ability to use language is a social justice issue. In a society and at a time 
characterised as the ‘knowledge age’ or the ‘information age’ a person’s ability to 
competently manage information is one factor which allows them to fully participate in 
society.  
 
An ability to employ the appropriate grammar for the context is necessary if students are 
going to have the option to participate fully in society. Influence and power are facilitated 
by strong written and spoken English skills, including an ability to use formal grammar. 
In a democratic society we need to ensure that certain groups are not excluded from 
access to these currencies. Somewhat surprisingly we find ourselves agreeing in part with 
Kevin Donnelly who sees the changes to the curriculum which resulted in less explicit 
grammar being taught at school as being more detrimental to working class students than 
middle and upper class students (Donnelly, 2007). At an individual level there is a case to 
be made that “for the working class, high-quality education represents the most effective 
avenue for social mobility and for ascending the ladder of economic and intellectual 
opportunity” (Fitzgerald, 2007). It is not suggested here that social justice is achieved by 
some working class individuals engaging in upward mobility. It does however show that 
education has the potential for ameliorating some of the limitations arising from an 
unequal socio-economic system.   
 
An ability to use formal grammar can be acquired in a variety of ways and it is possible 
to be highly literate without being able to identify the nuances of grammatical structure. 
Sophisticated use of language can be acquired through informal parental instruction and 
correction. It can be acquired through voracious reading of a wide variety of texts. It can 
be acquired through socialisation in environments which expect and reward correct 
grammatical usage. However, these means of acquiring a high level of literacy are not 
available to all students. Without the explicit teaching of formal grammar there is for 
many students a reduced opportunity to acquire the cultural and linguistic capital that 
attaches to it (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, 1990). There is thus a role for the school to 
explicitly teach grammar. Our concern as educators is to ensure that we maximise the 
possibilities for all students and achieve a more just society. Despite very unequal starting 
points in terms of cultural capital, students from varied backgrounds in terms of class, 
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race and gender need to be given the maximum opportunity to acquire the necessary 
knowledge and skills to allow them to participate fully in society as active citizens. 
 
As Rebecca Bowers Sipes suggests, “students’ ability to understand and control their own 
written language [provides] them with a degree of power when they [enter] into certain 
written conversations beyond our classrooms” (p. 16). The words of Butt et. al. (2001) 
also capture why we believe it is important that all students are able to use language 
consistent with traditional grammar rules: 

Human language is a powerful tool but also frequently a powerful weapon; we all 
use it to influence others, and in turn are often unknowingly influenced by other 
people’s skilful handling of its functions. So there is a powerful pragmatic reason 
for knowing as much as we can about how our language system operates. The 
more we are able to articulate what is going on (linguistically) in a given 
situation, the more likely we are to notice when someone is using language to 
play power games with us, and the greater our chances of using language to suit 
our own ends. (p. 275) 

 
Although we believe that the explicit teaching of grammar is essential we also recognise 
that forms of communication have evolved and with these changes has come, in some 
instances, a blurring on the use of formal English grammar. For example, online 
communication media require writers to navigate differing paths to construct a 
grammatically correct text.  Traditionally, texts were constructed in a linear order, where, 
in most cases there was an introduction at the top of the page, a middle comprising of 
paragraphs in sequential order, and a conclusion at the end.  However, with the advent of 
technology such as web pages and wikis, the traditional construction of a text is evolving.  
Arguably it is possible for a writer to construct a report that has a ‘beginning, middle, and 
end’ that isn’t linear.  Rather, it is a home page, comprising a series of links which takes 
the reader to a different section of the text.  While many of the grammar features are of 
course consistent, we as a society appear to be less concerned with traditionally correct 
grammar, and more concerned with finding information fast and easily.  This leads to 
increased use of dot points, abbreviation, less focus on paragraph structure and increased 
focus on links and hypertext as a reference tool. This uptake of non linear texts has 
contributed to a decrease in the focus on traditional grammar in much of every day life 
and we find a society that while still voicing concern around grammar is possibly more 
forgiving of grammatical errors.   
 
The changes in the way that literacy is taught over the last few decades has seen a strong 
rejection of the teaching of isolated grammar skills as it attempts to teach students 
language skills that will allow them to navigate through the writing found beyond the 
classroom (Butt et al., 2001). However, it is possible, as Rebecca Bowers Sipe, implies 
that at times, “teaching grammar in context has translated to not teaching grammar at all” 
(Bowers Sipe, 2006, p.16). We believe that we have a professional responsibility to not 
only encourage students to develop their own grammar knowledge, but to also consider 
how they are effectively going to incorporate grammar teaching and learning into a 21st 
Century literacy environment that is immensely overcrowded and where the explicit 
teaching of grammar is being overshadowed by visual literacy, multimodal literacy, and 
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social software. Our position is consistent with the English curriculum in Victoria. Not 
unlike other states, this requires primary school students to “learn to control language by 
applying their understanding of the grammatical structures of Standard Australian 
English, by learning to spell accurately and use punctuation effectively…” ( Victorian 
Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2005, p. 31). 
 
We are not arguing for a return to the teaching of isolated grammar skills as a precursor 
to student writing (Bowers Sipe, 2006). This is not part of a back-to-basics push. What 
we were hoping to enhance was the ability to teach grammar within the existing approach 
to literacy (Derewianka, 1998). We were hoping to increase the ability of all of the 
participants involved to use the terminology (or metalanguage) that comprises the 
vocabulary of literacy (Downing & Locke, 2006) and to improve our ability to effectively 
communicate in a variety of contexts (Lindblom, 2006).      
 
Thus we enter into the political and pedagogical minefield surrounding the debates about 
the explicit teaching of grammar from a side door. Each of us positions ourselves slightly 
differently in respect of how we see the teaching of grammar fitting into the curriculum 
in 2007. We firmly believe in the importance of graduate teachers to see themselves as 
professionals and to be able to operate as professionals. This requires them to respond to 
the changing demands being placed on them. Professionalism also requires them to 
engage in current debates from a position of knowledge, so that they can shape the 
discourse as well as be shaped by it. When considering the debates around grammar we 
believe that to be able operate as a professional a graduate teacher must: firstly be able to 
use written and spoken English in a way consistent with traditional grammar; secondly be 
able to analyse written English from a grammatical perspective; thirdly be able to 
explicitly teach grammar; and finally but most importantly, be able to evaluate and form 
a position on the debates surrounding the topic. 
 
The intervention described in this article was a pilot program to work towards achieving 
those goals. The process of the intervention followed a reflective practice model. This 
aimed to develop relevant professional skills and the attitude of researching our practice. 

Reflective practice for pre-service teachers  
Reflective practice has been recognised for many years now as one of the cornerstones of 
the professionalism of teaching (Whitton, Sinclair, Barker, Nanlohy, & Nosworthy, 
2004). It is reflected in the Standards of Professional Practice for Full Registration for the 
Victorian Institute of Teaching. Standard 7 requires that teachers “reflect on, evaluate and 
improve their professional knowledge and practice” (Victorian Institute of Teaching, 
2003). In adopting a reflective model we were taking a futurist approach hoping to 
enhance graduate teachers ability to re-skill as they encounter new grammatical 
approaches and as society places new requirements on them.  
 
Reflective practice is not an easy skill for many students to learn. This is particularly the 
case for students who have passed through an educational process that merely rewarded 
the ability to repeat accurately content knowledge. Unless students have been encouraged 
to consider how they construct knowledge, what specific knowledge means in a broader 
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context, how some knowledge relates to other knowledge and how it relates to their own 
life experiences, there is no reason that students will have developed reflective skills. 
Early in the year (2006), a number of the better students had sought individual 
consultations after receiving lower than usual marks for an assessment pieces which 
required reflection. They were concerned that these marks were low but acknowledged 
that they never received high marks where they were required to write in a reflective 
mode.  
 
In designing the methodology that the students would follow to develop their 
grammatical skills, knowledge and pedagogy we chose to use a process that would 
require them to reflect in distinctive ways. The methodology, which is outlined below, 
required them to reflect in their groups and also to reflect individually. They were 
required to include in their reflections and anticipatory reflection, a contemporaneous 
reflection and a retrospective reflection (Hatton & Smith, 1995). Breaking down the 
reflective process in this way was designed to help scaffold the practice for those students 
who weren’t sure where to start.  
 
In addition to providing manageable chunks for students to reflect on and providing them 
with the opportunity to reflect in groups we sought to support their development of 
reflective skills through modelling. We articulated on various occasions what we wanted 
to do and why we were interested in doing it. We explained that we saw ourselves as co-
learners with the pre-service teachers (Freire, 1987; Groundwater-Smit, Ewing, & Le 
Cornu, 2006). Presumably we would be learning different things but nonetheless our 
understanding of ourselves as co-learners provided the vantage point from which we 
launched the initiative. When introducing the process to the pre-service teachers we 
explained how we wanted to improve our own practice by stopping regularly to review it. 
We reinforced this throughout the process in an attempt to model the approach we hoped 
they would adopt as graduate teachers of researching their own practice. We see 
reflective practice as providing us with professional satisfaction and an ability to develop 
as educators. We hoped to pass on this enthusiasm for the process. 

The teaching and learning process  
Having identified the joint concern over the preparedness of final year students to engage 
in the discourse around the teaching of grammar and to be reflective practitioners we 
discussed with the students our desire to look for ways to enhance this through a process 
where we would all be researching our practice. The process commenced with a pre 
teaching and learning questionnaire which invited fourth year Bachelor of Education 
students to: 
 1: Self assess their capacity and desire to reflect; 
 2: Self assess their grammar content knowledge;  
 3: Self assess their preparedness to teach grammar;  
 4: Self assess their attitude towards teaching grammar; and   
 5: Consider the political dimension of grammar usage and teaching. 
 
This questionnaire provided us with a base point and also allowed the students to identify 
particular aspects of grammar knowledge that they needed to develop in order to be 
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effective teachers of grammar in classrooms.  Once students identified these aspects, they 
consulted with their lecturers and developed a number of pedagogical approaches which 
scaffolded students understanding of their identified topic. Using this new learning, 
students worked in small groups to develop a mini lesson around their grammar topic 
using teaching strategies that would be appropriate for grade 5 and 6 students (level 4 in 
the Victorian Essential Learning Standards). Students developed collaboratively with 
their lecturer a written feedback sheet that they would distribute to their students after 
implementing their mini lesson in order to obtain useful information on the content and 
pedagogy of their lesson. 
 
The mini grammar lesson was initially taught to their peers.  This ensured their peers 
were exposed to a range of grammar issues and also allowed them to view the teaching 
and learning strategies their peers had developed to turn the grammar issue into suitable 
lessons for primary school students.  Each group was given oral and written feedback 
from their students and lecturer about their lesson. This was important information for 
their reflective process and was used to refine the lesson in order to deliver it again, this 
time to a new group of students. Once each group had refined their mini lesson, it was 
then taught to a group of first year Bachelor of Education students.  At the conclusion of 
each mini lesson, first year students were asked to give written feedback to the fourth 
year students on the lesson.  
 
The final aspect to this process was for the fourth year students to consider the feedback 
the first year students had given them, consider the effectiveness of their mini lesson and 
to document this in a reflective summary. A post teaching and learning questionnaire 
asked students to consider the same issues as the pre questionnaire.  

The reflection-action-reflection-  … cycle 
Building sound professional action from thoughtful reflection was an important aim 
within this process.  We were interested in positioning students as professional teachers, 
part of which included being able to reflect on their own knowledge, skills and values, 
being able to listen and respond to what their ‘students’ were saying to them, and having 
the ability to work collaboratively with their peers and lecturers in order to provide 
pedagogically sound learning opportunities that were appropriate for the audience.   
 
The first year Bachelor of Education students were engaged in the reflection-action-
reflection cycle for two major reasons. Firstly, we were keen to increase the grammar 
knowledge of the first year students. Secondly, we wanted to position these students as 
emerging professionals, able to provide useful information to their more experienced 
peers.  This was done by asking the first year students to reflect on their understanding of 
grammar, their attitude towards grammar, and their perceived preparedness to teach it.  
This led to them developing specific questions they wanted addressed by their fourth year 
‘teachers’ within each mini lesson that was presented to them.  This positioned them as 
active participants within the process.  In their own minds they had developed a purpose 
for participating in the mini lesson. This process licensed the first year students to ask 
questions that they might not have felt comfortable asking a lecturer out of fear of 
‘sounding silly’.  After each mini lesson first year students then had the opportunity to 
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reflect on not only what they observed, but also on their own understanding of the topic, 
thus immersing them in a sound pedagogy at a very early stage of their teaching training.    
 
This process involving multiple year levels was necessarily located within multiple units 
of the course.  Specifically, it involved fourth year students in a unit entitled Transition to 
teaching and first year students in a unit entitled Understanding Learners. Teaching time 
for this project was also undertaken in the unit entitled The Literacy Teacher: The 
Profession and the Community. We included teaching time from the first year unit 
Understanding Learners for the process of bringing the first year students in as expert 
learners. This was a deliberate part of the design process. We sought to model 
collaborative teaching and were also interested in developing a culture of peer learning 
positioning the fourth year students as both learners and teachers.  By engaging the fourth 
year students as teachers we attempted to demonstrate a relationship on our campus 
different to the tradition situation of lecturers teaching and students learning.  Rather, it 
was a relationship of shared construction of learning, whereby individuals had the 
opportunity to take responsibility for their learning, using strategies beyond ‘asking the 
teachers’ and then sharing this learning with others.  This positioned both lecturers and 
students as both teachers and learners (Groundwater-Smit, Ewing, & Le Cornu, 2006). It 
worked towards creating an atmosphere of collegiality whereby participants were 
positioned to contribute and this was valued and accepted.  It recognised the prior 
knowledge participants brought with them (Freire, 1987), and in doing so, built stronger 
professional relationships within the Bachelor of Education students and staff.      

Our learning  
Not unexpectedly we all improved our understanding of how language works and the 
application of grammatical rules. The conversations that were generated around grammar 
and how grammar works were conversations that had not existed previously and they 
reinforced the explicit teaching we experienced through the mini lessons. This process 
showed us that it is possible to actively engage students in what may appear to be dull 
and difficult topics through a process which they see as being relevant and providing 
them with multiple payoffs. Perhaps even more significantly if we view the process as 
part of a ‘transition to teaching,’ the project allowed us an opportunity to participate more 
fully in the reflective process that we expect graduate teachers to engage in.  
 
As advocated by John Collerson (1994) and other proponents of a functional approach to 
grammar it is our intention to continue the professional discussion we commenced around 
the teaching of traditional grammar. Undertaking this project provided us with a “shared 
language for talking about the main features of the English language” as well as 
providing an opportunity to reflect on how the English language works (Derewianka, 
1998, p. 1). Having a shared experience of working to increase our understanding of the 
intricacies of making language work in different ways and in different forms was a key 
benefit from this process. We started from similar positions in our discussions. Fourth 
year students, first year students and their teachers became involved in a pedagogical and 
grammatical discussion which approximated the professional settings they will be 
encountering in the workplace. We anticipate that this process will enable them “to speak 
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and write with more control and confidence for all the various purposes for which they 
need to use language” (Collerson, 1994, p. 140). 
 
One aspect on which we did not place sufficient attention was the context in which the 
students developed their mini lessons. They tended to be stand alone lessons, not 
specifically tailored to fit into the literacy block as used in most Victorian primary 
schools. As a result, a change made for 2007 was to place an increased emphasis on the 
need to integrate these mini-lessons into a context in which the focus is on meaning 
making. This will help ensure that the experience of teaching grammar becomes part of a 
process that “engage[s] more complex questions of what we should teach students about 
language and why” (Kamler, 1995, p. 4). 
 
Through this we will seek to better locate aspects of traditional grammar within the 
functional grammar that students study in their literacy units. However, we believe that 
an understanding of traditional grammar is embedded within functional grammar and that 
the shift of focus, the “zooming in and out again” (Collerson, 1994, p. 144) from the 
macro level to the micro level is necessary to enhance meaning making (Anderson, 
2006). The issues of purpose and context (macro) are inextricably bound up with issues at 
the word and clause level (micro). 

Conclusion  
This process had many positive results for us and the students. In summary: it modelled 
the importance of researching teaching practice; it demonstrated how teachers are also 
students and the importance of bringing that disposition to our teaching; it provided a 
concrete experience that students were able to hook into to hone their ability to reflect; it 
provided a number of scaffolded steps to allow students to develop as reflective 
practitioners; it created a greater understanding between all participants that we are 
working towards the same goals; it developed our sense of belonging to a knowledge 
producing community; it commenced a dialogue around a highly contentious 
political/educational issue; it provided final year students with knowledge and skills that 
enhanced their ability to participate in current educational debates; it reinforced or taught 
additional grammar knowledge; it provided a number of experiences on how grammar 
can be taught; it made effective use of the limited human and non human resources on a 
small regional campus; and  it encouraged a workload efficiency. Given the ever 
increasing pressure on academics’ and tertiary students’ time the multiple payoffs made it 
an initiative worth continuing. 
 
As an ‘afterward’: in discussing the experience with educators in schools we received 
much interest. As a result of this interest we decided to develop the process in 2007 to 
increase still further its authenticity as a learning experience. The second iteration of the 
cycle for 2007 took place in primary classrooms in the region. Classroom teachers 
nominated areas that they would like their students to explore further and our students 
met with them in developing appropriate lessons for their classes.  
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