
  

 

 

   

 

With a greater curriculum focus on explicit knowledge of grammar, including 

use of terminology, the need is for teachers to lead grammar talk that enables 

understanding of how language works and empowers children as writers. 

Drawing on research carried out by Debra Myhill and her team at Exeter 

University, this article by Helen Lines outlines classroom approaches designed 

to encourage high-quality discussion of language in the writing classroom. 

The work of Neil Mercer and Robin Alexander 

has signalled the key role of the teacher in ensuring 

that talk can be genuinely exploratory and 

collaborative, encouraging reasoning and reflection 

rather than simply to test knowledge. As you read 

the transcript of classroom conversation below, 

think about how the teacher promotes dialogic talk 

and how it helps children learn about language. 

The Y6 class has used Michael Morpurgo’s 

‘Arthur, High King of Britain’ as a model text to 

write noun-phrase descriptions of dragons.  

Here, the teacher is securing understanding that 

well-chosen nouns – not just adjectives – have a 

descriptive function: 

T: Give me nouns that describe the dragon, not 

adjectives. 

Various students: Jaws, wings, feet, armour, 

venom, strength, scales. 

 

Why talk matters 

At Exeter University’s Centre for Research in 

Writing, we have just completed a three-year study 

funded by the Economic and Social Research 

Council, where we’ve tracked how learners’ 

grammar knowledge develops between the ages of 

8 and 14, and how this knowledge is transferred 

into writing. Our lesson observations and 

conversations with children have confirmed the 

central role that talk plays in securing and shaping 

understanding of grammar in the context of 

learning to write. Talk is a critical tool – for 

explaining grammatical concepts; for helping 

children see how a particular grammar feature 

shapes meaning in a text; for exploring the 

language possibilities that are open to the writer; 

and for encouraging children to evaluate their own 

language choices.  

 

“The teacher 

has a key role 

of  ensuring 

that talk can 

be genuinely 

exploratory 

and 

collaborative, 

encouraging 

reasoning and 

reflection.” 

ARTHURIANARTHURIANARTHURIANARTHURIAN    

LEGENDSLEGENDSLEGENDSLEGENDS    

 

Talk 
Matters - 
leading 
meaningful 
talk about 
grammar  
in the 
writing 
classroom 

19 NATE Primary Matters Autumn 2018 

Feature: Talk Matters - leading meaningful talk about grammar in the writing classroom 



  

 

 

   

 

T: Are you surprised that there are more nouns than 

adjectives? 

Student table discussion: 

S1: There should be more adjectives. 

S2: Yes, because you can use more than one adjective for a 

noun. 

S3: But if it weren’t for the nouns there wouldn’t be any 

adjectives.  

Whole class feedback: 

S1: I’m surprised because a noun is something you describe 

with an adjective and you can describe it with more than 

one. 

T: So you might think that there would be double the amount 

of adjectives? 

S4: I’m not surprised because in the Merlin episode there 

was a lot of nouns, like describing the lady, and only some 

adjectives. 

The teacher’s questions are framed to encourage 

grammatical reasoning rather than grammatical labelling and 

to encourage children’s evaluation of writerly choices, 

building on their observations of language used in real texts. 

In another classroom with the same learning focus, the 

grammar talk is quite different: 

T: Who’s got an example? The rest of you are going to tell 

me whether it’s a noun phrase or not. 

S1: Big cornflakey eyes. 

T: So eyes like big cornflakes. Is there a noun in there? 

What’s the noun? 

S1: Is it cornflakes? 

T: What’s the noun? Can you tell me what a noun is? 

S1: A thing… 

S2: Is it a describing word? 

T: Is a noun a describing word? 

S2: It describes an object. 

Here, the learning is focused on checking grammar terms, 

with the closed questions suggesting a view of grammar as a 

matter of right/wrong answers and inflexible rules, resulting 

in a lost opportunity to link grammar to meaning and effect, 

for example by discussing whether ‘cornflakey’ works as an 

adjective in this context. This illustration is by no means 

meant as criticism. Managing constructive discussion about 

language is a challenge. It requires confidence in 

understanding the grammar and the purpose for using it, 

explaining this to children, and handling their questions, yet 

many teachers have had no grammar input in their own 

schooling. It’s also very easy to get side-tracked when 

children present unexpected answers or examples – as with 

‘cornflakey’.  

But listening to children’s grammar talk tunes us in to their 

grammatical thinking and alerts us to where the problems lie. 

As you read the interview transcripts below, ask what each 

child knows about language and what confuses them. How 

might you use their talk as a starting point for discussion in 

your classroom? 

• Well, a verb is a doing word, like I’m on the swing, that’s 

what you are doing, you’re on the swings.  

(Harry, Y4) 

• Is a relative clause…is it where you have like the name then 

a comma and then you write something like about it? But I 

d o n ’ t  k n o w  w h a t  y o u  w o u l d  w r i t e .  

(Hannah, Y5) 

 Terminology and talk  

The National Curriculum has a strong focus on learning 

terminology, the ‘language about language’ set out in the 

programmes of study for each year and the ‘correct 

grammatical terms’ pupils are required to use in discussing 

their reading and writing (DfE, 2013, p.15). As a shared 

classroom language, terminology can help children and 

teachers be precise and succinct about how language works, 

as here, where Emma in Y6 explains her punctuation choices. 

She is writing in role as Miss Mansfield (from Alan 

Garfield’s Smith), offering Smith a home: 

• We are convinced that Vine Street – one of the best streets 

– will improve his chances of a better life. I could have 

used brackets or commas for that extra bit of information 

but I think dashes make it stand out more. And why did 

you want that bit to stand out more? Because it’s showing 

you how posh Vine Street is and that Smith will have a 

better life if he goes there. 

However, our recent research suggests that use of 

terminology does not directly equate with metalinguistic 

understanding. In following the same group of children from 

the start of Y4 to the end of Y6, we found that: 

 

Practical tips: 

• Plan the grammar talk and know why you are pursuing it. The 

goal of contextualised grammar teaching is to support 

children’s writing development, not to learn grammar rules. 

Whenever you refer to a grammar point in a lesson, ask 

yourself ‘Why am I discussing this here? What do I want them 

to learn about writing as a consequence?’ 

• Grammar talk after writing can be more focused than talk 

before writing. 

• Lead a discussion drawing on your expertise but not directed 

towards a single right answer; naming the effect of a particular 

choice is not right/wrong but an interpretation, just as in 

literary interpretation. 

• Take students’ responses as the starting point for discussion, 

rather than the finishing point. If you get stuck, point it out and 

model what you will do next. 
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• Some children used grammar terms confidently but did not 

understand the concept they referred to, as here:  

I put some apostrophes in as well. 

Which words did you put those on? 

Metals, things, planets, black holes, stars, galaxies, aliens. 

Just tell me why you put an apostrophe on ‘aliens’, on 

‘things’? 

It’s just adding punctuation, you don’t really need it. I just 

put it to make it look a bit better. (Max, Y4) 

 

I think I want to improve some of my clauses. 

Can you explain what you mean? 

Like when I talk about something and then add extra 

information about it. 

OK, so you’re thinking your writing needs a bit of extra 

information? Where would clauses come in then? What is 

one, a clause?   

I can’t really remember any more. (Aaron, Y6) 

• Children could often identify and name a grammar feature 

but were unable to suggest its writing purpose or effect: 

‘I’ is the first person. 

That’s right, and why did you want to use that in this 

writing? 

Because that’s what we got told to do it in. (Katie, Y4) 

• Children often demonstrated understanding of the 

grammatical structures they’d been taught, but without 

using linguistic terms. Here, Jack in Y6 reflects on the 

ending to his mythical story about a creature in the rain 

forest, where Jackie Morris’ The Snow Leopard had been 

used as a model text:  

‘Late one night, in a tree of soft mosses high in the canopy 

where the sky was black with little twinkles of light 

sparkling high in the sky, the child took the great Glass 

Frog’s hand in hers’.  

So why do you like that sentence? 

Well because it’s making me think that he’s getting older 

because he’s in a tree of soft mosses when he gently put his 

hand in hers. 

Anything about the way you’ve 

structured the sentence that you think is 

good? 

I’ve left the end, at the end…I put the bit 

that actually says that, the important bit, 

at the end. 

Jack does not use any grammatical 

terminology but he clearly understands 

‘structure of sentence’ and shows 

awareness of syntactical possibilities for 

emphasising an important detail: ‘I’ve 

left the important bit (took the Glass 

Frog’s hand in hers) at the end’. He is 

also able to tie language choices to an 

effect on the reader: ‘It’s making me 

think that he’s getting older’. 

• A surprising number of children did 

not always understand the grammar 

terms used in assessment criteria and 

targets, for example: 

It says here ‘I’ve used powerful adjectives and descriptive 

phrases’. Do you know what an adjective is? Yes, it 

describes things…after that I’m not sure…I don’t know if 

I’ve got an adjective. (Joel, Y4) 

 

“Children 

often 

demonstrated 

understanding 

of the 

grammatical 

structures 

they’d been 

taught, but 

without using 

linguistic 

terms.” 

Practical tips: 

• Naming grammar terms out of context is abstract and 

difficult – the names mean very little on their own and are 

easily confused (‘Is it a noun that’s a doing word, or is that 

a verb’?). Use the correct terms as often and as naturally 

as possible in your classroom talk, but always supported 

by examples. Where you can, use examples to illustrate 

the grammar in learning targets, and make it clear how 

achieving them will improve children’s writing. 

• Don’t move too soon to labels and definitions. Often, you 

can show examples, in a specific writing context, and 

experiment with using them, before you label them with the 

correct term. 

An example: Children in Y2 are learning to use 

subordinate clauses to show how characters react to 

events in a story. They experiment with combining clauses 

in different ways (e.g. using a grid on IWB) and provide 

own examples to add to the grid. After talking about which 

combinations ‘work’, the terms ‘subject’ ‘main clause’ and 

‘subordinate clause’ are added to the grid to make explicit 

how the elements within a sentence can be manipulated. 

Chinye screamed when she met an old 

woman 

Her 

stepmother 

jumped because wild animals 

prowled in the forest 

Adanma shouted that there was no water 

in the house 

She was surprised as the gourd smashed 

open 

They complained when treasure spilled 

across the floor 

  wept because the gourd was 

empty 
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Helen Lines is a Research 

Fellow at Exeter University's 

Centre for Research in Writing 

where she has worked on a 

number of grammar for writing 

research projects and CPD 

programmes for teachers.  

Final words 

Teacher explanations of grammar are important in initiating 

learning, but linguistic understanding, like all learning, cannot 

simply be transmitted from teacher to child. Exploratory talk 

that invites discussions about the grammar feature being 

studied and that explores choices and possibilities, will help 

children make meaningful connections between grammar and 

writing and encourage them to take ownership of decision-

making in writing.  

Making meaningful connections 

Our research shows that an important aspect of metalinguistic development is 

children’s ability to talk about their authorial intention and the impact of their 

writing on their reader, as Jack was learning to do. This needs scaffolded support, 

to steer children away from unhelpful ‘rules’ or ‘formulas’ about writing (‘short 

snappy sentences are good’; ‘add adjectives to make writing more descriptive’) 

towards a deeper understanding of the effectiveness of writing choices in 

particular contexts.  

We can help children understand the writer’s craft, and the possibilities open to 

them as writers, by making specific connections between a grammatical feature 

and how it shapes meaning in the text being considered. Purposeful 

metalinguistic talk relies on teachers noticing how grammar is working in a text, 

and knowing what focus might enhance children’s writing.  

Practise your own skill in linking grammar to meaning and explaining effects, 

using these examples from Roald Dahl’s The BFG, where he describes the giants 

fighting. Can you see any patterns in how the sentences are put together and how 

they sound? If you saw these giants fighting, would they scare you or would they 

make you laugh?  

Finally, think about a writing context and purpose for your class that might 

helpfully imitate these patterns, and then frame the learning objective for that 

lesson.  

 

The giants roared and screamed and cursed, and for many minutes the noise of battle rolled across the yellow plain. 

They punched and kicked and scratched and bit and butted each other as hard as they could. 

He rolled and wiggled, he fought and he figgled, he squirmed and he squiggled. 

Practical tips: 

• Use the learning objective for a lesson to make meaningful connections between grammar and writing. Rather than 

saying, ‘Today we are learning what a co-ordinated clause is’, you might say, ‘Today we are using well-chosen verbs 

in co-ordinated clauses to show how a character acts’. Be sure you can articulate the effect yourself, perhaps in your 

planning, until it becomes more natural. 

• Create tasks which give students opportunities to verbalise their understanding of the effect of a particular choice, 

e.g. group or paired talk tasks comparing different versions of a text; pausing during writing to hear choices and 

evaluate them. 

• Prepare questions or mini-script explanations that model making links, for example exploring the astronaut Alfred 

Worden’s description of earth as seen from space: 

Earth: a small, bubbly balloon hanging delicately in the nothingness of space. 

• Look at that very descriptive noun phrase: a small, bubbly balloon � Can you see that picture in your mind’s 

eye? Could you paint it? 

• Look at the abstract noun used to describe space: the nothingness of space. How does it help us to see how 

tiny the earth is in the universe? 

• Look at the adverb that describes the earth hanging in space – delicately. What does this adverb suggest 

about the earth and its future? 

• Give formative feedback where you articulate the effect of a student’s choice for them. 

Free resources to support teaching of grammar for writing can be found on the Centre's website:  

www.exeter.ac.uk/grammar-teacher-resources  
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