
Issues in Educational Research, 35(2), 2025 678 

Integrating grammar instruction at sentence and word 
level in Australian primary classrooms 
 
Margaret McBride 
Charles Sturt University, Australia, and Grammar Train, Australia 
 

In recent decades there has been renewed interest in the teaching of grammar as part of 
primary pedagogical practice. It is now well over a decade since the Australian 
Curriculum: English was released incorporating a model of language requiring the 
explicit teaching and understanding of grammar from both a traditional and functional 
perspective. This article draws on data from the author’s PhD study in four Australian 
primary schools which used critical participatory action research methodology (Carr & 
Kemmis, 1986; 2009) to explore current grammar teaching practices. Findings for my 
study were drawn from multiple data sources and analysed using reflexive thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013; 2019) and further interpreted through the theory of 
practice architectures (Kemmis & Grootenboer, 2008; Kemmis, Wilkinson et. al., 2014). 
The results show a high level of teacher commitment to integrating grammar instruction 
as part of classroom practice and indicate that many educators consider grammar 
learning crucial in terms of improved writing and more effective communication skills. 
However, findings also demonstrate a range of conditions at play influencing how 
primary educators are addressing the teaching of grammar. This study highlights the 
complexity of grammar knowledge required by the Australian Curriculum, drawing 
attention to implications for teacher preparedness and the need for ongoing support.  

 
Background  
 
Historically the teaching of grammar has been considered both a contested and esteemed 
subject, contingent on political, social, philosophical and education influences (Bernard, 
1999; Christie, 1993; Locke, 2010; Walker, 2011). In the 21st century, grammar teaching 
and learning has not only regained status and stability in both international and Australian 
educational practice, but its teaching requires unprecedented linguistic understanding 
(McBride, 2024). Some may argue that grammar pedagogy never left our shores (Sawyer, 
2011); however, research shows that many current day educators have little or no memory 
of grammar instruction in their own schooling experience, and therefore lack confidence 
to teach it (Jones & Chen, 2012; Mackenzie, 2016; Macken-Horarik, et al., 2018; McBride, 
2024; Wishart, 2020).  
 
Although the need for educators to develop a comprehensive understanding of language 
has been emphasised (Carey et al, 2015; Fenwick et al., 2014; Neilsen et al., 2016), issues 
have also been raised in terms of the depth of knowledge about grammar provided in 
preservice training in meeting curriculum outcomes for grammar from a traditional and 
functional linguistic perspective (Mackenzie, 2016; McBride, 2024; Wishart, 2020). As 
research on contemporary primary teachers’ approaches to grammar teaching remains 
limited, my study sought to better articulate the pedagogical complexities associated with 
the teaching of grammar at sentence and word level in the modern-day primary classroom. 
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Grammar in the Australian Curriculum: English 
 
The documenting of grammar in the Australian Curriculum: English (n.d.; 2105; 2023) has 
been guided by two distinct models of grammar – traditional grammar and functional grammar. 
Traditional grammar is generally considered to be based on the earlier grammars of Greek 
and Latin philologists where language is analysed using theoretical categories such as tense 
and mood, incorporating parts of speech (nouns, verbs, adjectives) commonly defined 
notionally in terms of meaning (Aarts et al. 2011; Crystal, 2003, 2010). Traditional 
grammar pedagogy is widely regarded as prescriptive or rule-based, with a focus on the 
structural form and ‘correct’ usage. Functional grammar, on the other hand, emphasises 
how meaning is created through specific language choices in various contexts. Systemic 
functional linguistics (SFL), developed by Halliday (1978) is a theoretical framework 
which emphasises the social processes involved in spoken and written communication. 
Systemic functional grammar (SFG), or what is commonly referred to as “functional 
grammar”, as a form of grammatical description is concerned with language use as 
functional, linked to social purpose (Halliday, 1978, 1985; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004) 
and therefore provides a different perspective to traditional grammar. 
 
SFL theory has been highly influential in shaping the Australian Curriculum: English. In 
the Language Strand of the English curriculum, the three sub-strands have been partnered 
with Halliday’s concept of metafunction. The sub-strand Text Structure and Organisation 
aligns with the textual metafunction; the sub-strand Language for Interaction aligns with the 
interpersonal metafunction; and the sub-strand Expressing and Developing Ideas aligns with 
the experiential metafunction (McBride, 2024). It is in this latter sub-strand where 
traditional grammar concepts and SFG concepts at sentence and word level have been 
brought together and which was the focus of this study. Here grammar at sentence level is 
described as: “What a clause is and how simple, compound and complex sentences are 
constructed through one clause (simple) or by combining clauses using different types of 
conjunctions (compound and complex)”; and grammar at word level described as: 
“Different classes of words used in English (nouns, verbs, etc.) the functions they 
perform in sentences and when they are combined in particular recognisable groups such 
as phrases, and noun groups” (ACARA, 2015, p. 4). These concepts are covered in the 
Content Descriptions across the different year levels from Foundation to Year 6. 
 
Context of the study 
 
Fieldwork was conducted in 2020 while Version 8.4 of the Australian Curriculum: English 
was in use (ACARA, n.d.). However, the findings for this study also remain relevant to 
Version 9.0 (ACARA, 2023) which continues to incorporate grammar at sentence and 
word level. The aim of the research was to develop an understanding of grammar teaching 
practices in the primary school. Allowing for a more holistic and contextual understanding 
of classroom practices, this research was conducted in four separate urban and regional 
primary schools, with a view to understanding both primary educators’ grammar teaching 
practices and the factors which affect these practices. For the purposes of this research, 
schools were assigned the pseudonyms – Spring Primary, Autumn Primary, Summer 
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Primary and Winter Primary. In each school, the study employed participatory action 
research, not only as a way of exploring teachers’ approaches to grammar but also as an 
avenue for teacher change. The focus of this article, however, lies more on the conditions 
which influenced teachers’ classroom practices rather than the changes implemented by 
teachers. This paper explores one of the three questions which guided this research study: 
What conditions shape teachers’ practices with sentence and word level grammar contained in the 
Australian Curriculum: English? (McBride, 2024, p. 5). The subsequent sections of this paper 
will explore this question in depth, shedding light on the complexities of primary grammar 
instruction within modern educational practices. Teachers voicing their concerns in 
collaborative groups played a key role in uncovering the conditions which impact 
contemporary grammar pedagogy. 
 
Research methodology and study design 
 
Critical participatory action research (CPAR) (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; 2009; Kemmis, 
McTaggart & Nixon, 2014) was chosen as the methodological framework for investigating 
primary teachers’ practices with grammar. Davidson and Edwards-Groves (2020) 
highlighted the utility of CPAR in educational contexts in providing a “communicative 
space to develop shared understandings and decisions” (p. 276). This approach enabled 
me to collaborate with participant teachers in their school sites, and for teachers to work 
in groups to understand and enhance their grammar teaching practices. Participating 
schools varied in size and location (Table 1). Within the CPAR framework, there were five 
project phases: (i) reconnaissance; (ii) planning; (iii) enactment and observation; (iv) 
reflecting; and (v) replanning. The intention was to afford teachers an opportunity to 
research their own classroom practices and join a collective conversation about grammar 
teaching and learning (McBride, 2024). Each school conducted its own independent 
project which contributed to the overall findings. 
 

Table 1: Size and location of schools participating in 
CPAR Projects (Source: McBride, 2024, p. 81.) 

 

School Location Students 
Summer Primary Regional 340 
Autumn Primary City 246 
Winter Primary Regional 93 
Spring Primary City 740 

 
Data collection 
 
Data were collected across the five CPAR phases. 
 
Phase 1: Reconnaissance 
This initial phase included data collected from a larger cohort of teachers within each 
school. Data were initially gathered through an online deidentified questionnaire, an 
accredited five-hour grammar workshop delivered in each school, and audio recorded 
leadership interviews. Teacher questionnaires, for example, “gathered information on 
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teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, confidence and grammar subject knowledge” (McBride, 2024, 
p. 88). Some fieldnotes with respect to teachers’ concerns about grammar were taken at 
the workshop. Audio recorded leadership interviews provided information such as school 
size, philosophy, and teaching approaches. 
 
Phase 2: Planning 
During this phase I met with teachers who identified as interested in further participating 
in the project. This led to the establishment of separate core project groups in each 
school, which involved four teachers from Summer Primary, six teachers from Autumn 
Primary, eight teachers from Spring Primary. Initially there were two teachers from Winter 
Primary, however, one teacher withdrew due to ongoing commitments. Data were 
gathered through the audio recording of the first meeting. Although I facilitated each 
project group, participants independently determined their plans of action, including 
selecting a grammar focus and recording classroom lessons for the project. During these 
meetings, several issues emerged regarding teachers’ confidence and knowledge of 
grammar, as well as their need for clearer guidelines on implementing grammar within the 
English curriculum. 
 
Phase 3: Enactment and observation 
During this phase individual teachers prepared, observed, and video recorded their own 
grammar lessons. In total, 10 lessons were recorded by participants across the four 
schools. 
 
Phase 4: Reflecting 
Teachers reflected on their practices and kept a record of their observations which were 
later shared and discussed in the second group meetings in each site. These meetings, 
which were approximately two hours in length, were audio recorded. Although not all 
teachers recorded lessons, the outcomes of teachers’ reflections were the collective 
concern of all project group members. All group participants took part in the 
collaborative discussion which provided key information related to teachers’ classroom 
practices. This included teachers’ views on the challenges they were facing and what 
supports they believed were needed.  
 
Phase 5: Replanning 
In the second group meeting participant teachers shared their ideas and strategies for 
improving grammar teaching practices. Teachers also completed a feedback and forward 
plan sheet which provided additional detail. 
 
Data analysis 
 
Data were analysed using qualitative data analysis. Braun and Clarke’s (2013; 2019) 
reflexive thematic analysis (RTA), gave me a framework for eliciting patterns or themes 
across the qualitative data (Table 2). 
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Table 2: Summary of phases of reflexive thematic analysis 
 

Phase Description of the process 
Familiarisation with 
the data 

Reading and re-reading (re-listening, re-watching) the data to become 
immersed and familiar, noticing patterns, asking questions 
Transcribing the data and keeping notes 

Coding Creation of meaningful labels to identify important features of the data 
Generating initial 
themes 

Examining codes and collating data to identify broader patterns of 
meaning or themes 

Reviewing themes Checking the themes against the data set and refining themes if necessary 
(splitting, refining or discarding) 

Defining and naming 
themes 

Developing a detailed analysis of each theme (the scope and focus of each 
theme) and a name for each theme 

Writing-up Putting together the analytic narrative and data extracts 
Sources: Braun & Clarke (2013); Terry et al. (2017). 
 
Five key themes were identified related to participants’ beliefs, confidence and knowledge 
about grammar, teachers’ approaches to grammar teaching, and teacher change. Braun 
and Clarke (2013, 2019) and Braun et al. (2022) have stressed the importance of applying 
their procedures correctly. For more detail on the core ideas and meaning of each theme 
and processes followed, see McBride (2024).  
 
Thematic analysis was well-suited for identifying “patterns within and across data in 
relation to participants’ lived experience, views and perspectives, and behaviour and 
practices” (Clarke & Braun, 2017, p. 297). RTA also offered flexibility in terms of theory 
informing its use, enabling it to be combined with the theory of practice architectures 
(TPA) (Kemmis & Grootenboer, 2008; Kemmis, Wilkinson, et al., 2014) in identifying 
influential arrangements impacting on participants’ grammar teaching practices. RTA in 
conjunction with TPA provided an analytical and interpretive frame for investigating 
conditions surrounding teachers’ classroom practices. The next section will focus on the 
different thematic findings.  
 
Theme 1: Teachers value grammar in teaching and learning 
 
Throughout this project, teachers and leadership staff strongly articulated that they place a 
high value on the teaching of grammar believing it crucial for students’ literacy and 
communicative development. These views, conveyed in questionnaires, interviews and 
group discussions, showed that primary educators believe in the efficacy of grammar in 
English subject teaching and learning. Most participants considered its inclusion in the 
Australian curriculum a beneficial move.  
 
Findings regarding participants’ beliefs about grammar in primary classroom practice were 
captured initially through the online questionnaire completed by 35 deidentified teachers 
across the four schools. The questionnaire included both closed and open-ended 
questions. As illustrated in Figure 1, 97.1% of teachers on a Likert-style scale rated the 
“explicit teaching of grammar” as extremely important (McBride, 2024, p. 111). All 
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teachers responded positively to the inclusion of grammar in the Australian Curriculum: 
English. Where teachers were given the opportunity to expand their answers, 16 teachers 
(45.7%) highlighted the importance of grammar in enhancing students’ written and/or 
communicative skills (McBride, 2024, p. 112). Other teachers emphasised the importance 
of grammar in understanding the structure of language, in providing students 
explanations, and in having a metalanguage to talk about language. Six teachers provided 
more generalised feedback in that grammar was an important life skill, with one 
respondent connecting knowledge about grammar to students’ future professional needs. 
 

 
Not important      Extremely important 

 
Figure 1: Teachers’ rating of the importance of the explicit 

study of grammar (McBride, 2024, p. 111.) 
 
Questionnaire participants also made clear that grammar knowledge was both a necessary 
component of the Australian Curriculum: English and a critical component of their own 
professional knowledge as teachers. This aspect of teachers’ professionalism and 
professional identify associated with grammar will be expanded on in subsequent sections. 
These findings were strongly supported in leadership interviews and project group 
discussions where strong views were expressed regarding the pedagogical value of 
grammar in primary English education. Participants emphasised that explicit teaching and 
learning of grammar was a crucial aspect of classroom practice, particularly in students’ 
writing development, as it provided an understanding of the structure and use of language.  
 
Theme 2: Teachers’ confidence and professional identity linked to 
grammar knowledge 
 
There is extensive international and Australian research that confirms a lack of 
grammatical knowledge and confidence among classroom teachers (Ainsworth & Bell, 
2020; Bell, 2016; Dean, 2016; Jeurissen, 2010, 2012; Jones et al., 2013; Jones & Chen, 
2012; Mackenzie, 2016; Macken-Horarik et al., 2018; Neilsen et al., 2016; Nicholson, 2019; 
Watson, 2012; Wishart, 2020; Wright, 2017). Therefore, as part of the questionnaire, 
teachers were asked to rate themselves on Likert-style scale of 1 (not confident) to 5 
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(extremely confident) on how confident they felt in teaching curriculum grammar. In 
questionnaire responses, surprisingly many participants expressed mid (45.7%) to high 
(28.6%) levels of confidence, with just over a quarter of participants reporting low 
confidence levels. 

 
Not confident      Extremely confident 

 
Figure 2: Teachers’ confidence in teaching grammar (McBride, 2024, p. 120. 

 
Teachers were also given the opportunity to expand on their answers. Some teachers 
associated low confidence levels with the fact that they were never taught grammar in 
school and now they struggled. Interestingly, this perception of an ‘absence’ of grammar 
in past curriculums and its influence on teachers’ confidence levels and professional 
identity construction was more strongly emphasised by participants in leadership 
interviews and project group discussions. Contrary to expressed mid to high levels of 
grammar confidence in questionnaire data, there was consistent reference in interviews, 
core project group meetings and workshop discussions that grammar had been absent in 
the schooling experiences of many teachers (McBride, 2024). Repeated comments such as 
“we should know this stuff” and that many had come from “the era” when grammar was 
excluded from the curriculum, suggested an implicit lack of confidence in participants’ 
ability to teach grammar (McBride, 2024, p. 123).  
 
Teachers’ comments demonstrated that they felt professionally compromised by not being 
able to implement what has been considered a critical and significant component of 
subject English pedagogical practice (Green & Beavis, 1996) and which was again 
fundamental to implementing contemporary curriculum outcomes. In questionnaire data 
and group discussions teachers highlighted their need for professional learning and 
support. Interestingly, in questionnaire data, 22 participants indicated that they had not 
attended any professional learning in grammar. Although lack of opportunity did play a 
part, other explanations given such as “too many commitments” or it “was not a priority” 
(McBride, 2024, p. 129) highlighted that teachers’ reasons varied. 
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Through the different stages of the project, participants were given opportunities to build 
up their knowledge and confidence about grammar through the preliminary grammar 
workshop, through collaborative discussion in core group meetings, and through 
researching their own practices. As teachers’ knowledge expanded so did their enthusiasm 
and confidence about grammar reflected in comments such as “I feel like a bit of a nerd, 
but I felt like—I like it—wow that’s really interesting” and “it helps it all to make sense—
it puts it in perspective” (McBride, 2024, p. 132). In group discussions, some teachers 
gave animated recounts of how, due to their increased knowledge, they had conducted 
meaningful conversations about the structure of language in their lessons.  
 
Theme 3: Teachers’ tentative knowledge about grammar 
 
As teachers’ grammar knowledge has been highlighted as an area of concern for 
classroom practice (Jones & Chen, 2012; Macken-Horarik et al., 2014; Mackenzie, 2016), 
my study explored teachers’ explicit linguistic understanding, initially through a grammar 
knowledge quiz as part of the online questionnaire. In summary, across all schools, 35 
respondents’ online answers exhibited tentative, superficial and disjointed knowledge 
about grammar. For example, some teachers were unable to provide a description of 
sentence and word level grammar, could not identify errors in text, and had inadequate 
understanding of types of sentence structure and word groups and word classes beyond 
simple notional definitions. Teachers’ tentative knowledge was also evident in recorded 
lessons where some teachers demonstrated their uncertain knowledge of word classes 
such as adjectives and verbs, word groups and phrases, and types of sentence structure. In 
questionnaire data, 29 teachers (82.8%) indicated that they had not heard of (systemic) 
functional grammar. Further evidence of teachers’ tentative linguistic understanding was 
demonstrated in group discussions where teachers revealed a lack of understanding of 
word groups and types of sentence structure, particularly complex sentences and the 
concepts of dependent and independent clauses. Notwithstanding these challenges, 
teachers exhibited strong motivation in developing their linguistic skills through 
researching their own practices and increasing their linguistic knowledge. 
 
Theme 4: Teachers’ approaches to grammar teaching 
 
Evidence of teachers’ approaches to grammar teaching was gathered primarily through 
teachers’ reported practices in group meetings and teachers’ individual recorded lessons. 
Throughout this project, in group meetings there was consistent reference by participants 
to the teaching of grammar in context. The language, ideas and activities associated with 
teaching grammar as part of a whole text were prevalent across the different primary 
schools. Teachers described using linguistically rich texts or specific genres such as 
information reports or procedural texts, or the use of mentor sentences from a narrative 
text. However, some teachers also recognised their fragmented grammatical 
understanding, describing their attempts as “a bit hit and miss… trying to link it to what 
we are doing, what text type” (McBride, 2024 p. 158). 
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Teachers’ recorded classroom lessons, however, revealed a variety of approaches. Two 
teachers in one school utilised information reports on animals to highlight specific word 
classes such as coordinating conjunctions and adjectives. In the same school, two other 
teachers utilised specific sentences containing descriptive adjectives for building up 
students’ understanding of the use of adjectives. Highlighting a shift in emphasis in how 
verbs are conceptualised in Australian primary classrooms, two Year three teachers 
conducted similar lessons which focused on verbs representing processes by grouping 
verbs into categories of ‘saying’, ‘doing’ and ‘thinking’. At another school, sentence types 
(statements and questions) and punctuation were contextualised in the context of a 
narrative story the kindergarten students were familiar with. In contrast, the Year 1 
teacher in this school focused on the syntactic structure of simple sentences and the 
importance of word order in terms of subject, verb and adverbial components. In one 
rural school, the practice of parsing sentences was the dominant strategy for teaching 
grammar across all year levels.  
 
Despite evidence of a range of strategies in the different sites, there were two common 
features in teachers’ approaches to grammar which existed across all schools. Firstly, 
teacher questioning was a pattern of interaction utilised where teachers initiated the 
grammar focus through a question, students responded, and teachers provided the 
feedback as follows:  
 

Teacher:  Who can see a type of word that we’ve been learning about? 
Student 1: Pronoun. 
Teacher: What else can you see? Adrian? 
Student 1: Canberra, Australia. 
Teacher: And what are they? 
Student 1: Places. 
Teacher: Which are? 
Student 1: Countries. 
Teacher: Special types of words – Harrison? 
Student 2: One’s a state and one’s a capital. 
Teacher: If we are talking about “she” being a pronoun? What type of word is 

Australia or Canberra? Angelo? 
Student 3: It’s a noun (McBride, 2024, p. 181). 

 
These types of teacher-student interactions, which existed in all schools, where teachers 
sought specific answers, provided less scope for students to have a voice and to further 
explore the topic. Another aspect of grammar teaching which was prominent in all 
schools was the incorporation and reliance on notional descriptions. As previously noted, 
word classes or parts of speech have traditionally been based on notional descriptions 
defined in terms of meaning (Aarts et al., 2014; Bernard, 1994; Crystal, 2003; 2010). The 
Australian Curriculum: English has also included these definitions, for example that a 
noun “represents people, places and things” (ACARA, 2015, p. 4). When used alone, 
these types of explanations can restrict grammatical understanding which was evident in 
teacher lessons where teachers in some instances had trouble deciding if particular words 
were verbs, adjectives or nouns. 
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Theme 5: Teacher change 
 
Teacher change was a key component of this project. Not only in terms of teachers’ 
classroom practices but also in terms of a change in discourse about grammar. By 
participating in core groups, teachers established relationships where they could 
communicate openly about their grammar teaching. Group participation led to a growth 
in discourse about grammar within the school sites. Teachers revealed that participation in 
the project had provided them the opportunity “to bounce ideas off your colleagues – to 
hear across the year what they are doing” (McBride, 2024, p. 187). Teachers stressed the 
importance of knowing that they could go and speak to someone about grammar. This 
arrangement facilitated enhanced metalinguistic awareness as project participants were 
able to discuss aspects of language with each other, leading to significant shifts in their 
confidence to teach grammar. Teachers spoke of the flow on effect within their schools: 
“its started people thinking about it – from a few of us to – and its flowing on” (McBride, 
p. 188). By observing, reflecting on, and discussing their classroom practices, participants 
identified aspects for improvement in their lessons and developed an enhanced 
understanding of the circumstances or conditions impacting their classroom practices. In 
other words, teachers gained critical awareness in terms of the conditions surrounding 
their practices.  
 
Across the different school sites, participants stressed the importance of building up their 
linguistic knowledge and their need for continued professional learning. Teachers also 
recognised that they needed access to reliable resources while building their knowledge 
base. In group discussions after observing their lessons, interestingly, some teachers 
questioned the discourse interaction practice of teachers seeking the correct answers to 
questions, particularly when identifying different word classes. However, as teachers’ 
lessons were conducted in individual classrooms, in unique sites, practices were influenced 
by a range of complex conditions which will be the focus of the next section. 
 
Interpretive discussion 
 
The purpose of this study was to develop a contextualised understanding of primary 
teachers’ grammar teaching practices. Using the theory of practice architectures (TPA) as 
an interpretive lens provided the scope for unearthing how the “teaching of grammar was 
enacted in specific ways due to the discursive, material and social influences operating in 
each school site” (McBride, 2024, p. 211). TPA provided a framework for understanding 
how practices are constructed and contextualised, highlighting how the dimensions of 
practices (sayings, doings and relatings) are influenced by the practice architectures 
(cultural-discursive, material-economic and social-political arrangements) which hold them 
in place. TPA provides a more complete picture of the complexity of social environments 
operating in schools (Kemmis & Edwards-Groves, 2018). In this study, both traditional 
and more contemporary grammatical metalanguage, classroom set ups and material 
resources, and social administrative arrangements shaped what teachers said, did, and how 
they related in their lessons in the different school sites.  
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TPA also emphasises the influence of practice traditions, where past traditions carry over 
into contemporary classroom practice. Particularly in contexts where teachers had less 
access to professional learning opportunities, traditional grammar teaching practices such 
as parsing sentences played a dominant role in classroom lessons. Remnants of practice 
traditions created architectures (Grootenboer & Edwards-Groves, 2023) which shaped 
lessons, for example, where students were drilled in recognising and labelling parts of 
speech in sentences. Teachers’ parsing lessons, however, were also influenced by other 
material arrangements including classroom resources such as Jolly Phonics. This teaching 
program guided lesson activities through colour coding parts of speech and actions where 
students, for example, were taught to associate nouns with the colour black and the 
physical action of touching the forehead. At the same time, teachers were also influenced 
by more modern thinking contained in the Australian Curriculum: English where verbs 
are conceptualised in terms of processes. This functional framework influenced the 
structure of parsing activities where students were also instructed to align verbs with 
processes (for example, saying and relating) as part of labelling word classes in sentences. 
Nevertheless, across the different school sites, teachers’ lesson activities took shape in 
distinctive ways. In line with the findings for this project, the following section will further 
highlight the complexities of grammar teaching and the conditions which influenced the 
primary educators who participated in this study. 
 
Significance of teachers valuing grammar in Australian primary 
classrooms 
 
Past discourses have challenged the value of grammar in educational practice (Christie, 
1993; 2010; Walker, 2011; Wyse, 2001) with more modern research also highlighting 
teachers’ conservative and uncertain views (Myhill & Watson, 2014; Nicholson, 2019; 
Watson, 2012). My study, however, demonstrated a steadfast perspective among teachers 
and leadership staff across all schools that grammar knowledge contained in the 
Australian Curriculum is crucial for guiding students’ literacy and communicative 
development. Teachers’ strong beliefs in the importance of grammar in teaching and 
learning, for example, “that grammar helps students construct better sentences” and 
“gives students a metalanguage to talk about language” were cultural-discursive 
arrangements or conditions which influenced what happened in the classroom (McBride, 
2024, p. 21). These views impacted how teachers prioritised the teaching of grammar in 
the curriculum, sought professional learning opportunities, communicated with 
enthusiasm with their students about aspect of grammar, and how they communicated 
and maintained relationships with other teachers to develop their knowledge and 
pedagogy. This study further emphasised that contemporary primary teachers not only 
value grammar but advocate a particular view – that it is best taught in connection with a 
whole text. This study demonstrated that in teachers’ lessons, to varying degrees, the 
language and ideas associated with SFL theory have permeated primary educational 
contexts where the teaching of grammar is commonly associated with a whole text rather 
than the structure of a sentence. However, this contextualising of grammar also presented 
challenges for teachers due to issues of confidence and knowledge about grammar.  
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Significance of teachers’ confidence about grammar  
 
Evidence for this project highlighted a tension between teachers valuing grammar and 
teachers’ confidence about grammar. This study revealed that teachers felt anxious and 
overwhelmed, and embarrassed, displaying a general lack of assurance in their linguistic 
knowledge which created specific conditions for classroom practice. Voicing their anxiety, 
many teachers in this study believed that they had “missed out on” grammar in their 
schooling experiences which disadvantaged them in delivering effective grammar lessons. 
Teachers’ confidence about grammar was found to be multi-layered “with expert linguistic 
knowledge considered by teachers to be an essential component in their professional roles 
as teachers” and tied to their collective identity as educational professionals, not just their 
individual dispositions (McBride, p. 224). Through the lens of TPA, this study identified 
that grammatical knowledge played an important role in the professional identify 
construction of primary teachers. Participants considered grammar knowledge not only 
vital in providing accurate linguistic advice for supporting students’ writing development, 
but critical in their professional relatings and their own use of language.  
 
Teachers considered grammar to be an essential part of their professional knowledge 
(McBride, 2024). Teachers’ confidence about grammar remained a sensitive issue with this 
study revealing teachers’ manifest need for “self-justifying why they lacked sufficient 
grammar knowledge” (McBride, 2024, p. 227). This interconnection between teachers’ 
confidence and professionalism and the importance of a strong knowledge base has been 
highlighted by Nolan and Molla (2017). This project provided evidence of the effects of 
enhanced grammatical knowledge on teachers’ self-perceptions, created through 
progressive professional learning and teacher’ participatory research. For example, 
augmented confidence about grammar gave some teachers confidence to conduct 
impromptu discussions about aspects of language in their classroom lessons as they arose. 
Teachers also highlighted that after conducting their research, they not only felt more 
confident in their teaching but felt more confident to discuss grammar among themselves. 
 
Significance of teachers’ tentative grammar knowledge 
 
Reinforcing previous research that many teachers in Australia lack secure linguistic 
knowledge (Jones & Chen, 2012; Love et al., 2015; Macken-Horarik et al., 2018, 
Mackenzie, 2016; Nicholson, 2019; Wishart, 2020) strong evidence gathered in the 
classroom throughout this project revealed significant gaps in primary educators 
understanding of word classes, word groups, grammatical function, and sentence types. 
Even in instances where teachers connected components of grammar to the features and 
purpose of a text type, the lesson was constrained by teachers’ insecure technical 
knowledge of grammar at sentence and word level. Teachers’ reliance, for example, on 
traditional notional definitions for word classes placed constraints on teachers in 
providing more in-depth understanding of the linguistic features of sentences. In some 
lessons teachers struggled to identify adjectives and verbs when relying on definitions such 
as a verb is “a doing word” with little reference to grammatical features such as tense or 
subject-verb agreement. Interestingly, Bernard (1999) referred to recommendations in the 
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1933 Victorian curriculum that notional “definitions as a rule be avoided as they are only 
partial truths” (p. 124). Such “partial truths” were common arrangements brought into the 
classroom which placed constraints on some teachers in recognising and identifying and 
explaining word classes in texts and sentences.  
 
In some cases, teachers’ restricted grammatical knowledge resulted in the imparting of 
inaccurate information related to word classes, word groups and phrases where “verbs 
were identified as adjectives, determiners as pronouns, consecutive adjectives as adjective 
phrases, and phrases as clauses” (McBride, 2024, p. 229). At times teachers became 
flustered answering students’ grammar questions highlighting the impact of teachers’ 
restricted knowledge on how they related with their students. The development and 
documenting of “a new model of grammar” (Exley, 2016, p. 4) in the Australian 
Curriculum: English integrating traditional grammar within a SFL framework has required 
of teachers more detailed and complex grammatical understanding than past practices 
have required. Evidence for this project revealed that teachers exhibited fragmented 
understanding of both functional and traditional concepts. For example, there was little 
emphasis in classroom lessons on the function of sentences in expressing and developing 
ideas.  
 
This research highlighted that in the 21st century, grammatical knowledge for pedagogical 
purposes has a different meaning from that required of past practices. It should be noted 
that the complexity of knowledge currently required of teachers has scarcely been 
acknowledged in media discourses (e.g. Baker, 2020, 2022; Harris, 2023) which continue 
to herald teachers’ inadequate knowledge about grammar, declining educational standards 
and the re-emergence of a “back to basics” approach. My study strongly established 
through investigating classroom practices that the linguistic knowledge required of 
contemporary Australian primary educators is “a far cry from basic” (McBride, 2024, p. 
244). To meet the objectives of the Australian Curriculum’s model of language requires 
complex linguistic knowledge incorporating an understanding of both functionally 
orientated metalanguage and traditional metalinguistic terminology. 
 
Significance of identifying and changing the conditions of practice 
 
Critical thinking is a key component of CPAR (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; 2009) and 
informed by TPA through the critiquing of educational practices and the conditions which 
shape them (Kemmis, Wilkinson, et al., 2014). Through this project, teachers gained 
insight into the conditions under which they practised with a view to making necessary 
changes (Kemmis, McTaggart & Nixon, 2014). Teachers’ collective knowledge building, 
for example, was made possible through the collaborative and discursive process of their 
participatory action research. Evidence for this doctoral project demonstrated how 
teachers’ CPAR facilitated change to three realms of practice: teaching, teachers’ 
understanding of their practices, and changes to practice conditions. This discussion will 
focus more on the latter two points. 
 
TPA emphasises that we cannot transform practices without transforming the existing 
arrangements or conditions which support the practice. For example, the establishment of 
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communicative spaces (project groups) provided a supportive, school-based environment 
which significantly shaped teacher’ relatings through augmented social solidarity. This 
communicative space provided an opportunity for teachers to share their “doubts, 
concerns, problems or unresolved issues” (Kemmis, McTaggart & Nixon, 2014, p. 39) 
about grammar. Participants acknowledged constraints on their practices, particularly their 
insecure linguistic understanding of concepts contained in the Australian Curriculum. 
Through the process of observing their lessons, teachers recognised that they lacked 
confidence particularly when answering student questions. Teachers recognised that they 
needed more conscious knowledge or “knowing about grammar” (Crystal, 2003, p. 191) 
which would enable them to provide students with more explicit and precise grammatical 
explanations. Teachers’ participatory research and collaborative discussions provided the 
opportunity to deepen their understanding of word classes, word groups and the different 
types of sentence structure. Many teachers acknowledged that the knowledge-building 
afforded through this project provided them with more grammatical understanding and 
confidence in executing classroom activities. Additionally, teachers recognised through the 
course of their research that acquisition of grammar knowledge is a complex process and 
that they, like their students, needed time to develop this knowledge. 
 
Teacher’s beliefs, confidence and knowledge about grammar have been identified as 
significant issues impacting classroom practice. However, as education always occurs in a 
social and political context (Kemmis & Edwards-Groves, 2018) my research project 
uncovered the complexity of conditions surrounding contemporary grammar teaching in 
the primary classroom. For example, the NSW syllabus: English (Board of Studies NSW, 
2012) in two-year stage levels, and the placement of Australian Curriculum Content 
Descriptions for grammar in different parts of the syllabus were concerns raised by NSW 
teachers who flagged their need for a scope and sequence for grammar set out in year 
levels. 
 
Teachers also spoke of organisational decisions such as NAPLAN testing which created 
immense pressure on them in preparing students for testing requirements. Geographical 
constraints and school funding significantly impacted staff in one school from accessing 
professional learning opportunities. Due to the school’s isolated location, access to relief 
staff was limited which also restricted teachers attending education conferences. These 
inequitable conditions for professional learning opportunities between urban and rural 
areas have implications for classroom practice.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Investigating primary teachers’ grammar teaching classroom practices provided more 
clarity about the involvedness of grammar teaching in contemporary primary education 
and the diverse conditions operating in different school sites. In the 21st century, 
grammatical knowledge for pedagogical purposes is complex, shaped by a multitude of 
contextual factors including the Australian Curriculum’s multidimensional 
conceptualisation of grammar where emphasis has been placed on the relational and 
semiotic aspects of grammar at word, sentence and text level. Although this more holistic, 
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conceptualisation of grammar has created conditions which provide an enhanced 
understanding of the social and cultural aspects of language use, making grammar learning 
more relevant than past practices, it has also provided enormous challenges for primary 
teachers in Australia. This project highlighted that many teachers have had limited 
preparation, or access to professional learning opportunities in meeting these complex 
demands. In investigating teachers’ practices it became apparent that despite teachers 
working with both traditional and functional concepts of grammar they do so in an 
inconsistent manner, impacted by their fragmented understanding of the Australian 
Curriculum’s framework for grammar and the varying conditions operating in their 
individual schools. 
 
This study showed that grammar is a multifaceted area, and before teachers can have truly 
meaningful conversations about how “meanings are constructed by particular grammar 
and word choices, in particular contexts and for particular audiences” (Harper & Rennie, 
2009, p. 32) they need more foundational knowledge that is relevant to their students’ 
needs. To implement a program based on different theoretical perspectives on grammar 
requires diverse linguistic knowledge – in other words a synthesis of functional, structural 
and traditional grammar knowledge that will enable teachers to not only explore the 
relational and semiotic aspects of grammar at word, sentence and text level but will enable 
teachers to assist their students in constructing well-formed sentences. Significantly, this 
research study revealed that, despite existing challenges, teachers are actively 
implementing the teaching of grammar as part of their classroom practice. The teachers 
who participated in this project keenly embraced the opportunity to work together 
through inquiry-based, collaborative professional learning, demonstrating it to be a 
powerful condition in the enhancement of teacher knowledge and confidence with 
grammar. 
 
Possibly one of the most fundamental enabling conditions established in this study was 
that in contemporary times teachers highly value grammar in teaching and learning, 
believing it to be an essential component of students’ literacy and communicative 
development. This point is critical, considering that past discourses both internationally 
(Bullock, 1975; Kolln & Hancock, 2005; Wyse, 2001) and in Australia (Bernard, 1999; 
Christie, 1993; Walker, 2011), in conjunction with influential studies (Elley et al., 1976; 
Hillocks, 1986; Rapeer, 1913) have strongly challenged the value of explicit grammar 
teaching in pedagogical practice. It is therefore even more crucial to build on teachers’ 
positive attitudes towards the pedagogical value of grammar and empower them through 
enhanced knowledge and appropriate professional learning opportunities in support of 
curriculum demands. Otherwise, history may repeat itself, relegating grammar to the “too 
hard basket”, constrained by the very conditions that have enabled it to resurface in 
modern education through more contemporary models of language (McBride, 2024, p. 
246). As a result of the complex nature of grammar in Australian primary educational 
practice, teachers continue to require the necessary supportive conditions for the effective 
teaching of grammar. 
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