
Treat this article as a call to arms as academic linguist Willem Hollmann 
spurs us all on to share our views on grammar in the current Ofsted 
review on professional development. 

Did you know that in autumn 2021 Ofsted started a 

review of teachers’ professional development? If not, 

you’re not alone. I did a quick survey of 25 headteachers 

in a five-mile radius of Lancaster (where I work and 

live) and none of them indicated that they had been 

contacted or were even aware that this is happening.  

In this article I will explain a bit about the review’s 

scope and methodology. In the process I’ll make five 

snarky comments about it and education policy more 

broadly. I believe these are justified but overall I 

nevertheless think the review is potentially very 

valuable. My main aim here isn’t to win the Primary 

Matters Prize for Merciless Mockery. Instead, I want to 

suggest a way in which you, as teachers, may use the 

Ofsted review to improve professional development in 

the important area of English grammar.  

Why my concern with English grammar? Well, some 

of you may be absolutely fine with this part of the 

National Curriculum. But, as I’ll explain, studies show 

that many teachers have struggled with it for a very long 

time. If you’re one of those teachers then you deserve 

much better support, so please read on.  

Ofsted’s review of teachers’ professional 

development 

Running until summer 2023, this review is part of the 

government’s post-pandemic recovery agenda. As I sit 

here writing this article, further school closures may be 

just around the corner, and attempts are being made to 

tempt retired teachers back into the classroom. It is 

therefore not clear that we are definitely in recovery 

mode.  

Snarky Comment 1: Given where we are, a post-

pandemic recovery review seems slightly premature. 

The review mainly focuses on the new Early Career 

Framework (ECF) and national professional 

qualifications (NPQs). NPQs are concerned with 

leadership and are therefore irrelevant to this article, 

which concentrates on support for teaching grammar. 

The ECF (DfE 2019) includes the promotion of good 

literacy. This is linked to grammar but the way the ECF 

handles this is partly misguided. This weakness may 

affect the Ofsted review, as I’ll explain in the section 

leading up to Snarky Comment 3, below. 
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The review will not only concentrate on the ECF and 

NPQs: it will ‘look broadly at the quality of teachers’ 

training and development’ (Ofsted 2021). Ofsted will 

(among other things) track a number of ‘early career 

teachers and other teachers through their professional 

development journeys’. In other words, some teachers 

who are more than two years into their careers are also 

included. But there are so many more of them than those 

going through an ECF programme that it is not clear 

why they are not more foregrounded. 

Snarky Comment 2:It makes little sense in a review of 

professional development to focus so much on early 

career teachers when the vast majority don’t fall into 

that category. 

Literacy and grammar in the early career 

framework (ECF) 

Grammar has been increasingly prominent in the 

National Curriculum since its introduction in 1988. The 

current version is especially explicit about statutory 

grammatical concepts. The Grammar, Punctuation and 

Spelling (GPS) tests introduced in 2013 underline their 

importance. ‘[U]nderstanding of grammar’ is said to 

support ‘reading, writing and spoken language’ (DfE 

2014). There is indeed evidence that knowledge about 

grammar may help writing (Myhill et al. 2012). The 

GPS tests are probably not the best way to achieve that 

but (a) discussing that merits a separate article and (b) a 

government rethink of these tests is not on the cards for 

now.  

Let’s return to grammar and the ECF. 

The ECF does not mention grammatical knowledge 

explicitly but the section on literacy does say that 

teachers should insist on ‘high-quality oral language 

[by] requiring pupils to respond to questions in full 

sentences’ (DfE 2019:13-14).  

As an academic linguist I find this perplexing. We 

know that in ordinary conversation sentences do ‘not 

realistically exist’ (Biber et al. 1999:1039): hesitations, 

false starts and repairs are normal, and spoken 

utterances may lack subjects and/or finite verbs.  

You don’t actually need a big, scholarly reference 

grammar to know that spoken language often contains 

utterances that are not what we call ‘sentences’ in 

writing.  

Shakespeare certainly knew: when Horatio asks 

Hamlet where he sees his recently deceased father, the 

prince replies: ‘In my mind’s eye, Horatio’. 

Shakespeare could have written ‘I see him in my mind’s 

eye, Horatio’. Yet he didn’t. In the absence of a subject 

and a verb that agrees with it, is this low-quality oral 

language on the part of Hamlet? On the part of 

Shakespeare?  

Nonsense! 

See what I did there? More ‘low-quality’ language… 

Shakespeare produced it; why shouldn’t I? 

Everyone, regardless of education, forms such 

utterances in informal contexts, especially in 

conversation. If anything, avoiding them may make one 

sound overly formal, forced or scripted.  

It is a pity that the failure to understand this salient 

aspect of spoken grammar has made its way into the 

ECF (as indeed it has in other education and school 

policies; see Cushing 2021).  

Snarky Comment 3:The ECF’s suggestion that high-

quality oral language should consist of full sentences is 

nonsensical. If the Ofsted review looks for evidence of 

teachers insisting on this, it will go against what 

academic linguists and others know about the special 

nature of spoken grammar.  
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What does existing research tell us about (support 

for) the teaching of grammar? 

I now come to the most important point of this article: 

we have known for a long time that teachers’ 

professional development does not properly prepare 

them for the demands of the National Curriculum in 

relation to English grammar. 

Williamson & Hardman (1995) found significant gaps 

in trainee teachers’ grammatical knowledge. For 

example, six out of their 99 participants misclassified 

‘and’ in ‘I saw a car and a bus’ as a preposition or a 

pronoun, while 30 provided some kind of description 

but without using the correct label, ‘conjunction’. Just 

for context, DfE (2014) stipulates that the term 

‘conjunction’ be taught in Year 3, although the notion of 

‘joining words’ is a Year 1 objective.  

Cajkler & Hislam (2002) added trainee teachers’ 

confidence about their grammatical knowledge as an 

interesting dimension. They found that there, too, there 

was serious cause for concern. For instance, one 

participant offered this painfully honest reflection:  

‘[The pupils] know more than me, some of them… If I 

had to teach Year 4, 5… I would have to script it all. It’s 

all new… I wouldn’t be very confident at all’ (Cajkler & 

Hislam 2002:174). 

Surely studies such as these made the government sit 

up and take action?  

Nope. 

Bell (2016) studied teachers at a primary school rated 

‘good’ by Ofsted and still found large gaps in their 

confidence and knowledge. For instance, only 35 per 

cent correctly identified adverbs. The term ‘adverb’ 

must be taught to children in Year 2. 

These sobering, long-standing research findings are—

or should be—directly relevant to the Ofsted 

professional development review. However, its terms of 

reference (Ofsted 2021) fail to mention consideration of 

existing research.  

Snarky Comment 4: Successive governments have 

ignored long-standing research evidence that many 

teachers struggle to teach English grammar. There is a 

risk that the ongoing Ofsted review will repeat this 

mistake. 

It’s crucial to note that teachers’ lack of knowledge is 

by no means their own fault. As I have recently 

explained in a piece on the academic news website The 

Conversation (Hollmann 2021), most teachers are 

themselves products of a national education system that 

for many years neglected grammar. 

There are admittedly some pockets of good 

professional development available, sometimes offered 

by university departments of English Language and/or 

Linguistics. Yet those are not a systematic solution to 

this systematic problem.     

Why have successive governments ignored this 

problem for such a long time? I suspect that they 

believed that things could and should be left to the 

private sector. It is certainly true that publishers have 

produced many textbooks about grammar, especially 

since the introduction of the grammar, punctuation and 

spelling tests. However, those books almost invariably 

contain serious errors.  

Example? OK, here’s one: a 

direct object may be defined as 

‘the person or thing that 

undergoes the action denoted 

by the verb’. But in a passive, 

e.g. ‘Aisha was affected by the

hea r t fe l t  speech’ ,  t he

undergoer is the subject

(Aisha). And even in active

sentences the definition can

c a u s e  p r o b l e m s :  i n

‘Muhammed underwent an

operation’ the direct object is

‘ a n  o p e r a t i o n ’ ,  n o t

‘Muhammed’.

Snarky Comment 5: To the 

extent that the government has 

trusted the private sector to 

provide sufficiently high-

quality CPD materials on 

English grammar they have 

mostly been wrong. 
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As I have argued in a recent paper written with the 

Committee for Linguistics in Education (CLiE 2021), 

the government should work with educationalists, 

teachers and academic linguists to finally produce 

appropriate support materials.   

How to improve support for grammar teaching 

through the review? 

The Ofsted review will use a range of data collection 

methods. Some teachers will be followed in their 

professional development. In addition, Ofsted 

announced ‘a large-scale questionnaire in autumn 2021 

[and] autumn 2022’ (Ofsted 2021). As headteachers in 

my local area seem unaware of this, presumably Ofsted 

only consult a sample of schools—which is 

understandable. Primary Matters has readers across the 

country so some of you may well be included in the 

sample in 2021 and/or 2022.  

These years correspond to two phases of the review. 

When I emailed Ofsted in September 2021 (to point out 

that with regard to English grammar a lot of research 

evidence is already available) the Deputy Director for 

Research and Evaluation helpfully explained that 2021-

22 will be a broad horizon scan of possible problem 

areas, with 2022-23 a deep dive into subject areas of 

particular interest.  
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I have already discussed the risk in Ofsted’s approach 

that a quarter of a century’s worth of research evidence 

will again be ignored (Snarky Comment 4). But teachers 

who are invited to contribute to the review now have a 

real opportunity to voice the problems these studies 

have described. If you as teachers tell Ofsted that you 

don’t feel adequately prepared to teach grammatical 

knowledge then that should help the government 

realise—at long last!—that you deserve systematic and 

high-quality support.  

The conclusion of this article, then, is a bracing call to 

action: if you are part of the Ofsted review, make sure 

you talk about grammar! If you aren’t, but do feel as 

strongly about this as I do, then send Ofsted your 

thoughts: enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk 

Willem would welcome comments about this article and the review in general. 

Contact him at w.hollmann@lancaster.ac.uk or via Twitter:@ProfWHollmann  

https://twitter.com/ProfWHollmann
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-curriculum-in-england-english-programmes-of-study/national-curriculum-in-england-english-programmes-of-study
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/978358/Early-Career_Framework_April_2021.pdf

