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General Teaching Techniques for the Grammar Classroom

Grammar Sense contains a wealth of exercises covering all four skills areas: reading,
writing, listening, and speaking. Depending on your students, curriculum, and time 
frame, these exercises can be taught in many ways. Successful grammar teaching requires
skillful classroom management and teaching techniques, especially in the areas of elicitation
(drawing information from students), grouping procedures (groups, pairs, or individuals),
time management (lengthening or shortening exercises), and error correction (peer or 
teacher correction, correction of spoken or written errors).

ELICITATION

Elicitation is one of the most useful teaching techniques in the grammar classroom. In 
essence, elicitation draws information out of the students through the use of leading
questions. This helps students to discover, on their own, information about grammar 
forms as well as meanings and uses. For example, to elicit the difference in meaning 
between a gerund and an infinitive when used after the verb stop, write the following 
sentences on the board: Alan stopped to smoke. Alan stopped smoking. Then, in order to 
elicit the difference in meaning between the two sentences, ask questions such as, In which
sentence are we talking about a smoker? Which sentence is about a reformed (or ex-) smoker?
These questions require students to analyze what they know about the grammar and make
inferences about meaning.

Knowing when to elicit information can be difficult. Too much elicitation can slow the class
and too little elicitation puts students in a passive position. Avoid asking students to judge
whether something sounds natural or acceptable to them because, as non-native speakers,
they will not have the same intuitions about English as native speakers.

GROUPING STUDENTS 

Group work is a valuable part of language learning. It takes away the focus from the teacher as
the provider of information and centers on the students, giving them the opportunity to work
together and rely on each other for language acquisition. Shyer students who may be less likely
to speak out in class have an opportunity to share answers or ideas. Your class level will inform
how you approach group work. Be sure to circulate among groups to monitor the progress of
an activity, particularly at lower levels, and to answer any questions students cannot resolve 
on their own. Although students at the higher levels are more independent and can often
manage their own groups, be attentive to the activities at hand, ready to offer feedback 
and keep everyone on-task. In classes where the level of students is uneven, try varying 
the composition of the groups to make the learning process interesting for everybody.
Sometimes you can pair up a higher-level student with a lower-level student to give him 
or her an opportunity to help another classmate. However, other times you may want to 
group all the higher-level students together and offer them additional, more challenging
activities. It is useful, especially in discussion activities, to conclude with a culminating task 
in which one or more students report back something (results, a summary) to the rest of the
class using the target structure. This helps to refocus the class on the structure and provide a
conclusion to the activity.



TIME MANAGEMENT 

Some exercises are divided into steps, making it possible to shorten an activity by assigning
part of it for homework or by dividing the class into two groups and assigning half the items
to each group. Similarly, exercises can be lengthened. Many of the exercises in Grammar 
Sense require students to ask for or offer real-life information. You can ask students to create
additional sentences within these activities, or have them do an activity again with a different
partner. If your class does an activity well, ask them to focus on other aspects of the form,
for example, transforming their affirmative sentences into negative ones, and vice-versa.

CHECKING EXERCISES

How you check exercises with students will depend on the level you are teaching. Having
students check their answers in pairs or groups can be an effective technique, because it 
makes students revisit their work and resolve with other students the mistakes they have
made. With lower levels, this requires careful teacher supervision. It is also possible at all 
levels to check exercises as a class, elicit corrections from students, and offer necessary
feedback. It is often useful, especially for correcting editing exercises, to use an overhead
projector. Be careful not to single out students when correcting work. Aim instead to 
create a supportive atmosphere whereby the class learns through a group effort.

CORRECTING ERRORS 

Students can often communicate effectively without perfect grammar. However, in order to
succeed in higher education or the business world, they need to demonstrate a high level of
grammatical accuracy, and to understand that even a small change in form can sometimes
result in a significant change in meaning. As students become aware of this, they expect to 
be corrected. However, their expectations as to how and when correction should be offered
will vary. Many teachers have difficulty finding the optimal amount of correction—enough 
to focus students on monitoring errors, but not so much as to demoralize or discourage 
them. It is important to target specific types of errors when correcting students, rather 
than aiming to correct everything they say or write. The focus of the current lesson and 
your knowledge of your students’ strengths and weaknesses will dictate whether you focus 
on form, pronunciation, meaning, or appropriate use. Discuss error correction with your
students and determine how they would like to be corrected. Aim to combine or vary your
correction techniques depending on the focus of the lesson and the needs of your students.

Spoken Errors
There are a variety of ways to correct spoken errors. If a student makes an error repeatedly,
stop him or her and encourage self-correction by repeating the error with a questioning
(rising) tone, or by gesturing. Develop a set of gestures that you use consistently so students
know exactly what you are pointing out. For example, problems with the past tense can 
be indicated by pointing backwards over your shoulder, future time can be indicated by
pointing your hand ahead of you, and third person can be shown by holding up three 
fingers. (Be careful not to choose gestures that are considered offensive by some cultures.) 
If your students feel comfortable being corrected by their peers, encourage them to help 
each other when they hear mistakes. Another option is to keep track of spoken errors 
during an activity, and then at the end elicit corrections from the class by writing the 
incorrect sentences you heard on the board. This way, students are not singled out for 
their mistakes, but get the feedback they need.
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Written Errors
It is important to encourage students to monitor their written errors and learn strategies to
self-correct their writing. Establish a standard set of symbols to use when marking students’
work. For example, pl for plural, agr for agreement, s for subject, v for verb. When you find an
error, do not correct it, but instead mark it with a symbol. Students will have to work out the
exact nature of their error and correct it themselves. This will reduce your correction time 
and encourage students to learn for themselves by reflecting on their errors. Peer correction 
is another useful technique by which students can provide feedback on a partner’s work. In
order for it to be effective, give students clear and limited objectives and do not expect them
to identify all the errors in their classmate’s work. Note that students may be resistant to peer
correction at first, and nervous about learning others’ mistakes. But once they develop a trust
in one another, they will be surprised at how much they can learn from their classmates.
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