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Abstract  
The role of grammar in foreign language teaching is continually discussed in academic 

circles, among teachers as well as learners. The article discusses the hypothesis that our 
learners find English grammar more difficult than it really is. In addition, their need to 
speak correctly, often imprinted in their minds, tends to create barriers in communication, 
to lower their self-confidence and hinder them from spontaneous communication. Why is 
it so and what can be done to prevent these phenomena? The article tackles some possible 
causes, analysing their psycholinguistic aspects with pedagogical consequences, such as: 
the balance between the focus on declarative and procedural knowledge; the different 
position of grammar tasks and diverse explanations of the usage of grammar structures in 
various textbooks; the impact of some fundamental interlingual differences between 
Slovak and English languages on learners´ metalinguistic awareness; the transfer of 
grammar learning strategies from learning Slovak grammar; the lack of ambiguity 
tolerance; and teachers´ set of beliefs about foreign language teaching and grammar 
teaching strategies. Some suggestions for pedagogical application are implicitly presented.  

Key words: teaching English grammar, teaching / learning strategies, interference,  
metalinguistic awareness, textbooks, teachers´ beliefs   

 
Introduction 
In the context of European language education policy, multilingualism is being 

increasingly discussed and supported politically. Therefore in EU member 
countries the teaching of two foreign languages is either highly recommended or 
even obligatory at primary schools or at the latest in lower secondary education, 
which many teachers and learners consider very demanding.  

The situation brings into question the efficiency of foreign language teaching 
methodology. When pondering over the outcomes of teaching and learning 
English as a foreign language (EFL) in Slovakia, one of the many unsolved 
problems is the underdeveloped ability to use learned linguistic rules in real life 
communication. This opinion is supported not only by abundant empirical 
evidence but also by some research findings (Lojová, 2004a; Rafajlovičová, 2000; 
Straková, 2005). The findings confirmed the hypothesis based on everyday 
experience, observation and discussions with students and teachers that 
traditional approaches to teaching EFL are still dominant in our schools, even 
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though their effectiveness cannot be considered sufficient. As a consequence, our 
learners achieve a relatively high level of knowledge about a target language but 
their ability to use the knowledge in communication is often inadequate. The 
research findings also suggest that the greatest difficulty for learners is to 
comprehend structural-functional characteristics of similar structures, i.e. to 
understand differences in the usage of similar structures and subsequently the 
ability to use them correctly in real life communication (Lojová, 2004a). 

 
How to teach English grammar more effectively? 
The detailed analysis of the problem triggers many questions about how to 

teach English grammar more effectively. When deciding about how to teach the 
grammar of a foreign language in Slovakia or in any particular context, first of all 
some basic underlying theoretical foundations have to be reconsidered so that 
they can lead to recommendations for practical implications:  

The most fundamental is the definition of language to be adopted: What is 
language?  Should we adopt structuralist, transformational-generative or 
functionalist approach? Understandably, this very basic question is a springboard 
for considering an appropriate pedagogical approach and for making any sound 
recommendations for classroom teaching (Stern, 2003; Williams & Burden, 1997; 
etc.). A very closely related question is which of current SLA theories reflected in 
different methodologies can be applied most effectively in the Slovak educational 
context (e.g. Richards & Rogers, 2001). It is obvious that the choice of SLA theory 
determines essentially not only the role of explicit and implicit knowledge in 
teaching FL grammar but also the entire methodology of grammar teaching and 
developing English language communicative competence. 

Another essential question is whether we focus on second language 
acquisition (SLA) or foreign language learning (FLL). Despite a long-running 
discussion among experts about the differences between these two processes 
(e.g. Krashen, 1982, 2012; Lojova, 2005; Sternberg, 2009), it seems striking how 
frequently the fundamental differences are neglected or underestimated even in 
professional contexts. Psychological analyses of the phenomena are very complex 
and are discussed in many professional publications. However, from a 
pedagogical perspective the essential question is how learners perceive a 
language. This may be perceived as 1: a natural means of communication that 
they acquire in their daily environment without realizing it. Here the social 
environment naturally stimulates their second language performance and 
provides them with immense language input, as well as with corrective feedback 
needed for subconscious testing of hypotheses about language functioning; or 2: 
as a subject at school for which learners have to learn, do their homework, be 
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evaluated and marked etc. These fundamentally different subjective perceptions 
stimulate different learning mechanisms and affective variables which are of 
crucial importance. Findings from SLA research tend to be automatically adopted 
and applied also to FLL and teaching without critically analysing their relevance. 
This might lead to ineffective or inappropriate pedagogical decisions, or can even 
be counterproductive.  

In the early nineties one of the most notable examples was the tendency to 
apply “natural or direct” teaching approaches with no focus on grammar under 
the influence of native teachers coming to Slovakia to teach English (often 
untrained), which soon turned out to be ineffective. Another clear example is the 
current tendency in Slovakia to offer instructed English language lessons in 
kindergartens, usually on a parental demand. The main reason is a widespread 
and mistaken belief that children learn (or acquire?) languages better, easier and 
faster than older learners. This is in fact a common phenomenon, supported also 
by research findings, but which applies to children from bilingual or multilingual 
environments. The institutional teaching of English as a foreign language in 
instructed settings is a very different process determined by different 
components.  

Another aspect of fundamental importance, when considering the role of 
grammar in teaching English as a foreign language, is environment, including not 
only the language and social environments but the educational context and 
traditions as well. To a great degree these determine particularly the ways and 
possibilities of using or practising a learned language. The language environment 
determines predominantly whether English can be considered the second or a 
foreign language, as well as the balance between the processes of acquisition and 
learning. 

Last but not least also the developmental differences of learners must be 
taken into consideration in any methodological decision, primarily the stage of 
cognitive development. As far as individual differences are concerned, those 
particularly related to the quality of cognitive processes should influence 
methodological decisions.  

 
Considering all the aforementioned aspects, Keith Johnson´s model of 

language learning as skill development (Johnson, 1996) has been suggested as 
the most suitable model for teaching the grammar of English as a foreign 
language in Slovakia. The adaptation of the model to our conditions and the 
rationale behind the decision was elaborated in Lojová (2004a). The model offers 
a natural psychological learning theory framework for the communicative 
approach. It provides us with the detailed characteristics of the central concepts: 
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declarative knowledge, procedural knowledge, tuning and automization. 
Psychologically, the distinction is in how knowledge is represented in memory. 
Declarative representation means that learners store knowledge in long-term 
memory as a database, which takes the form of a set of semantic networks and 
also a general set of interpretative procedures (rules) to use the knowledge. 
When parts of the database are required to perform a certain operation, a set of 
general procedures is used. Procedural knowledge is embedded in procedures 
for action and not kept in a separate storage area. When the form is required, it is 
there readily to hand – a set of specific programs that incorporate required data 
within them. Automization is a fundamental component of skill development 
because a newly learned skill takes up a great deal of conscious attention, or 
channel capacity. The role of automization is to free important channel capacity 
for higher-level tasks which require it. This distinction and relations between 
declarative and procedural knowledge enable different sequencing of 
methodological steps in the language learning process. The learning sequence 
that seems the most suitable to our condition in secondary education is: 
Declarative encoding - procedural encoding – tuning. However, when starting FL 
teaching to young learners, procedural encoding should be the starting point 
followed by the above mentioned sequence (Lojová, 2012).  

In our previous work more attention was paid to a pedagogical-psychological 
analysis of proceduralization, i.e. the transformation of declarative knowledge to 
procedural through automatization, and subsequent recommendations for 
instructed EFL teaching in Slovakia (Lojová, 2004a).  The main motivation was 
the situation described above, i.e. Slovak students are quite knowledgeable as far 
as grammar rules are concerned, but their ability to use the rules in real life 
communication is much inferior. It was supposed that the main problem was in 
insufficient proceduralization. Apart from that, however, it can be hypothesised 
that learners might have problems also with declarative knowledge. In teaching 
EL grammar the aim is to develop initial declarative representation. At the 
declarative stage, the information is provided through instruction. The teacher 
may use any methods and techniques to assist learners to construct their own 
comprehensible inner representations of target language structures, i.e. to 
comprehend grammar rules in their own way, which is a starting point for 
proceduralization. Understandably, the proper comprehension of a rule is an 
essential prerequisite for its effective proceduralization, i.e. ability to use it 
correctly. Based on empirical evidence as well as on some research findings, it 
can be hypothesised that learners who have learned declarative grammar 
knowledge may not understand it properly. It may be the case even if they have 
achieved a relatively high level of proficiency in English. In their previous 
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language learning they may not have created the proper inner representation of 
the English language system. The consequences of a deficient inner language 
system may also be exacerbated by varied native language input to which 
learners are exposed in real life situations, where given structures may function 
differently, i.e. not in accordance with their learned rules.  

Understandably, this might immensely lower their self-confidence when using 
English. Therefore in real life communication they tend to use various avoidance 
strategies, such as slipping into using basic simple structures, paraphrasing, 
describing, using non-verbal communication and other paralinguistic features. 
These strategies become more effective as they gradually expand their 
vocabulary and develop other components of communicative competence. It is 
even more obvious when they frequently communicate in English with non-
native speakers having similar problems, i.e. using English as a lingua franca, 
when these avoidance strategies are naturally strengthened (Siedlhofer, 2011).  

Exploring the problem, it can be also hypothesised that when learning FL 
grammar declarative knowledge, the problem is not in the memory storage of a 
data base in the form of semantic networks but in a general set of interpretative 
procedures used for the application of the data in varied contexts. It means that 
learners may understand properly how to create a given grammar structure yet 
are unsure how the structure functions in varied contexts. It is even more 
confusing when they are supposed to choose from two or more structures which 
are grammatically correct and possible in a given context, but they may change 
the meaning to some extent. The theoretical analysis leads to the question of 
what the causes of the problems may be, and what kind of pedagogical 
intervention could be applied to prevent them. It seems that several possible 
areas can be explored such as some linguistic features, learners´ characteristics 
and educational conditions. In the following part some of them will be analysed 
as a base for sound methodological recommendations. 

 
Why is it so difficult to use grammar rules properly? 
To comprehend properly the functions of a given structure in varied contexts 

(as a component of declarative knowledge), tuning is of essential importance. 
Tuning as an inseparable part of proceduralization is a process in which three 
learning mechanisms operate: generalization, discrimination and strengthening. 
As the constructivist theory claims, learners construct their own inner 
representation of a target language in their idiosyncratic ways. The initial 
subjectively distorted comprehension is gradually corrected, i.e. tuned. 
Practically it means that in the beginning learners understand grammar rules in 
their own way and then gradually clarify and check their hypotheses about 



LLCE2015           Conference Proceedings 
Nitra, 14 –16 May 2015                ISBN 978-80-971580-6-4 
 

69 

 

functional characteristics of a given structure. They generalize, fill in missed or 
misunderstood information, strengthen correct rules and eliminate incorrect 
ones. It is obvious that tuning is a long term process based on FL perception and 
production either in guided practice in instructed settings or in real life 
situations. The result of sufficient tuning is that learners fully understand the 
form as well as the possible meanings and functions of a given form in various 
contexts. So it is obvious that the processes of learning declarative and 
procedural knowledge co-occur to some extent and determine one another. 
When declarative knowledge is insufficient, neither can there be adequate 
procedural knowledge and vice-versa. 

Turning to linguistic and metalinguistic reasons, of significant importance 
seems to be the problem of diversity in English linguistics. This applies to 
linguistic approaches, analyses, classifications, subjective explanations and 
descriptions of English language grammar phenomena. Due to this diversity, 
there may also be significant differences in pedagogical grammars for teachers or 
learners, i.e. the explanations of a given phenomenon in various grammar books 
and EFL textbooks may differ considerably. On the other hand, in the Slovak 
language, despite the co-occurrence of different linguistic approaches, the rules 
of the standard Slovak language are codified by a national institution in a 
document Pravidlá slovenského pravopisu (2000). Any pedagogical grammar 
must be derived from it, which results in standardized explanations of grammar 
phenomena in all grammar books and textbooks.  

Another relevant linguistic aspect concerns the fundamental differences 
between the mother tongue of our EFL learners, Slovak, and English. Slovak as a 
synthetic language is rich in affixation and governed by relatively stable and 
strict grammar rules.  Due to these characteristic features it differs considerably 
from English, which is a much more analytic and dynamic language with higher 
flexibility in the usage of grammar rules. This can be seen also in pedagogical 
grammars: In the Slovak grammar when describing structural or functional 
characteristics, expressions such as „ always, never, must / cannot be used, etc ...“ 
are relatively frequently used. Unlike in English, where expressions like „ 
normally, usually, there is a tendency, etc.“ are more frequent. The application of 
English grammar rules and the functions of given structures tend to be more 
dependent on a given context or subjectively determined (e.g. a teacher may ask 
learners: “Did you do your homework?” or “Have you done your homework?” 
depending on what she is or they are going to do). Therefore the function of a 
given structure can often be ambiguous, depending much more on syntactic, 
semantic or situational environments. The effective learning of such grammar 
rules requires a higher level of ambiguity tolerance and flexibility in 
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metalinguistic thinking, possibly lacking in Slovak EL learners. This may be due 
to the interference of the above-mentioned features of the Slovak language and 
the methodology of Slovak language teaching. In consequence, learners tend to be 
cognitively or affectively disturbed by ambiguity and uncertainty; they wish to 
see every proposition fit into an acceptable place in their cognitive organization, 
otherwise it is rejected. They wish to get clear answers to any question about 
which structure is correct. The answer: ”It depends on the context.” is frustrating 
for them. However, successful EFL learning necessitates tolerance of such 
ambiguities so that the rules can be effectively integrated into a whole system of 
knowledge.  

 Therefore in teaching EFL to Slovak students, along with developing other 
components of communicative competence, more focus should be paid to the 
development of learners´ ambiguity tolerance as well as their ability to think 
contextually, and to use learned structures interchangeably according to the 
situation, i.e. instead of  looking for the only correct structure congruent with 
their existing system, they should be willing to tolerate and internalize 
propositions that run counter to their system or structure of knowledge (more 
on ambiguity tolerance see in Lojová & Vlčková 2011, chapter 5.4.). 

From the educational perspective, it seems relevant to mention that in general 
in Slovak mainstream schools traditional teaching approaches are still dominant, 
focussing on the knowledge and memorization of rules to the detriment of 
developing skills, analytical thinking, and the ability to apply learned knowledge. 
This, along with the above-mentioned characteristics of the Slovak grammar, has 
an immense impact upon the methodology of teaching the Slovak language in 
primary and secondary education. At the age of 9 – 10 years, pupils start to learn 
Slovak grammar declarative knowledge. In so doing, they gradually develop their 
metalinguistic awareness and traditional grammar learning strategies, which 
they subconsciously tend to apply when learning English grammar. However, 
these learning strategies may not be that effective or may even hinder the proper 
comprehension of English grammar rules. As explained above, learning English 
grammar requires a higher level of flexibility in structural-functional thinking. 
However, Slovak learners of EFL tend to expect or require strict clear rules and 
the unequivocal explanation of when and how to use them. They often find the 
functional variability of English grammar structures frustrating, which may 
hinder their constructing a comprehension of the language system. Moreover, it 
also may lead to the subjective perception of the English grammar as more 
difficult than it really is. Another consequence of applying traditional learning 
strategies transferred from Slovak language lessons is that learners tend to 
memorize English declarative grammar knowledge without sufficient analysis. 
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This, along with the above-mentioned variability in describing the same linguistic 
phenomenon in various textbooks they used during the years of learning EFL, 
often results in learners accumulating different redundant definitions and rules 
without realizing that they refer to the same phenomenon. Logically it must lead 
to chaos, confusion and subjective overestimation of the difficulty of English 
grammar. (Numerous examples of various descriptions of the usage of English 
tenses in some textbooks currently used in Slovakia are summarized in bachelor 
and diploma theses of KUDRIOVÁ, A.: Uses of tenses in English grammar: different 
descriptions in pedagogical grammar. Bratislava: PdF UK, 2013 and Past and 
present perfect tenses in English: pedagogical aspects. Bratislava: PdF UK, 2015).  

Another educational problem to mention here is related to EFL textbooks 
currently used in Slovakia. However excellent they may be, they are written by 
native speakers for learners of all nationalities. Therefore no attention can be 
paid to the transfer and interference of Slovak language grammar structures and 
their functions. Utilizing the positive impact of transfer, where possible, and 
warning about interference may have a considerable impact upon the 
comprehension of declarative knowledge. 

There are numerous examples of the usage of EL grammar phenomena where 
instead of studying their complex abstract explanation in a textbook, a Slovak 
native teacher can just compare them with the same or similar function in the 
Slovak language and learners can understand, or intuitively feel them easily. 

 
Example 1  
(The epistemic meaning of modal auxiliary verbs in the present tense): 
 
Situation: Knocking on the door. Who is it?  
It will be John.  To bude John. 
It must be John.  To musí byť John. 
It may be John.  To môže byť John. 
It might /could be John. To by mohol byť John. 
It should be John.  To by mal byť John. 
Slovak learners will immediately understand the differences in the conveyed 
meanings (epistemic) without any complex and often confusing explanation of 
probability / possibility / necessity / certainty etc. in a textbook. 
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Example 2  
(Different messages conveyed by different phrases expressing future activity:  
will + bare infinitive, present progressive and to be going + infinitive): 
In the summer I will get married.  V lete sa vydám. 
In the summer I am going to get married. V lete sa plánujem / mienim 
vydať. 
In the summer I am getting married.  V lete sa vydávam. 
Slovak equivalents are clear enough; learners can easily understand the 
differences.  
 
Example 3  
(One of the meanings of the present progressive tense) 
What are you reading now?  Čo teraz čítaš? (rozumej: Čo máš rozčítané?) 
It seems very simple and Slovak learners can understand it easily. Unlike 
complex explanations in textbooks such as “activities around present”, “wider 
present”, “activities you started in the past, are not doing at the moment but are 
likely to continue” etc. 

 
Apart from the linguistic and educational reasons, teachers themselves may 

also subconsciously contribute to ineffective learning and ultimately to learners´ 
overestimation of the difficulty of the English grammar. It may be the 
consequence of several reasons, rooted mainly in their education:  

The most fundamental seems to be the set of teachers´ beliefs about effective 
grammar teaching and learning (Lojová, 2004b; Megyes & Maldarez, 1996; 
Richards, 1998). In our schools there are still many teachers who were educated 
in a traditional way:  exposed to descriptive and prescriptive FLT methodology. 
Furthermore, this approach overemphasises the importance of declarative 
knowledge to the detriment of developing teacher trainees´ beliefs, attitudes, and 
critical thinking - elements functioning as a sound foundation for the 
development of professional linguo-didactic skills. In addition, traditional 
teachers are usually burdened with “structural heritage” as well as the tendency 
to falsely believe in the hypothesis rooted in the behaviouristic theory. This 
theory suggests that once learners learn grammar rules properly at school and 
are able to explain them, they will be able to use them automatically and 
correctly in real life. However, unless FL learners start proceduralization of 
grammar rules and tuning of structural-functional relations at school, in real life 
they are not very likely to be able to use them correctly and fluently. 

Furthermore, traditional teacher training seems not to focus sufficiently on 
the development of teachers´ flexibility and didactic thinking needed also for the 
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effective use of textbooks. The role of grammar in numerous textbooks currently 
used in our schools varies immensely: from the books organized in accordance 
with the system of grammar (units begin with explicit grammar explanation) 
through the books with differently placed grammar summaries, to the books with 
no explicit grammar explanation whatsoever. It is up to the teacher to decide 
about the role of grammar in their lessons and to use a textbook accordingly. 
However, it requires a higher level of flexibility and pedagogical-psychological 
thinking.  

Another relevant phenomenon is the psychological fact that teachers have a 
subconscious tendency to copy their teachers - role models (usually traditional) 
and teaching strategies which they were exposed to as learners in their primary 
and secondary education; they may not critically analyse and re-evaluate them in 
the light of currently dominant educational theories (humanistic, i.e. more 
learner-centred). In addition, they tend to transfer the teaching strategies from 
Slovak language methodology to teaching EFL. These tendencies also result in 
teachers´ overemphasizing the importance of declarative knowledge.  Logically, 
these teaching strategies can also subconsciously mould learners´ opinions on 
the importance of declarative knowledge and correctness. An obvious 
consequence of such a focus on declarative knowledge is that learners may suffer 
from communication barriers (“I should know that, as I´ve already learnt the 
rules.”); it undermines their self-confidence and self-esteem, which considerably 
hinders their communication in English. Less communication means fewer 
opportunities for tuning.  

Another relevant and very pragmatic pedagogical aspect is that teaching 
declarative knowledge may be considered easier, faster and safer than focusing 
on proceduralization and tuning. The rules are usually easier to explain, learn 
(memorize?), test explicitly and evaluate. Proceduralization and tuning, however, 
are long term processes whose outcomes are more difficult to measure, quantify 
or test (Ellis et al, 2009).  Furthermore, the communicative and productive 
activities needed for effective tuning are usually time-consuming, which poses a 
real problem for many teachers in an attempt to stick to their syllabi. In addition, 
teaching explicit grammar rules is safer than open- ended activities where the 
application of those rules may be more disputable and more demanding.  

Last but not least is the fact that many EFL teachers in their previous process 
of learning EFL came across the same educational conditions as analysed above. 
Therefore they themselves may suffer from the consequences, i.e. can be 
confused about some structural-functional characteristics of the English 
language, particularly in ambiguous situations or when the function of a given 
structure is strongly subjectively or contextually determined. In addition, a 
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number of teachers teaching English in our schools are not adequately qualified 
so they have to face all these problems even more urgently. 

 
Conclusion 
From the theoretical analysis based on empirical evidence and the everyday 

experiences of EFL professionals as well as on some research findings it is 
obvious that learning and teaching EFL grammar in Slovakia is a very complex 
process determined by many internal as well as external factors. Therefore more 
research in the field is needed to obtain data that could serve as a basis for sound 
recommendations for EFL methodology and for EL pre-service as well as in-
service teacher training.  

 
Note 
Tento príspevok prináša čiastkové výsledky riešenia projektu VEGA 

č.1/0716/13 s názvom Kontinuálne rozvíjanie deklaratívnych a procedurálnych 
vedomostí pri vyučovaní gramatiky angličtiny v primárnom, sekundárnom 
a celoživotnom vzdelávaní na Slovensku realizovanom na Katedre anglického 
jazyka a literatúry Pedagogickej fakulty Univerzity Komenského v Bratislave. 
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Resumé 
Miesto gramatiky vo výučbe cudzích jazykov je téma, o ktorej sústavne 

diskutujú tak vedeckí pracovníci, ako aj učitelia i samotní študenti. Diskutujú 
o otázkach dôležitosti učenia sa gramatiky cudzích jazykov, o spôsoboch 
a metódach jej vyučovania, zástoja explicitných a implicitných poznatkov 
a podobne. V uvádzanom článku sa autorka zamýšľa nad otázkami, prečo 
slovenskí študenti často vnímajú anglickú gramatiku ako zložitejšiu, než 
v skutočnosti je. Subjektívne preceňovanie náročnosti učenia sa anglickej 
gramatiky  v súčinnosti s relatívne silnou vnútornou potrebou študentov 
rozprávať gramaticky správne vedie spravidla k vytváraniu komunikačných 
bariér, znižuje sebaistotu a bráni učiacim sa jedincom v spontánnej cudzojazyčnej 
komunikácii. Prečo to tak je a čo by sme mali / mohli vo výučbe zmeniť, aby sme 
týmto nežiaducim javom predchádzali? V článku autorka načrtáva niektoré 
možné príčiny týchto javov analyzujúc ich psycholingvistické aspekty 
s pedagogickým aplikačným dopadom ako napríklad: Vyváženosť medzi dôrazom 
na deklaratívne a procedurálne vedomosti, odlišné miesto gramatiky a rôznorodé 
vysvetľovanie používania jednotlivých gramatických štruktúr v rôznych 
učebniciach, dopad základných interlingválnych rozdielov medzi slovenčinou 
a angličtinou na metalingvistickú uvedomelosť žiakov, transfer  učebných 
stratégií z učenia sa slovenskej gramatiky, či nedostatočne rozvinutá tolerancia 
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dvojznačnosti. V neposlednom rade k tomu podvedome prispievajú aj samotní 
učitelia, a to, okrem iného, aj v dôsledku ich vlastných postojov a presvedčení 
o stratégiách vyučovania gramatiky. Popri teoretickom analyzovaní týchto 
faktorov sú v texte uvádzané aj niektoré odporúčania pre pedagogickú prax. 

Kľúčové slová: vyučovanie anglickej gramatiky, stratégie vyučovania/učenia sa, 
interferencia, metalingvistické povedomie, učebnice, presvedčenie učiteľa   
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