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The construction of grammar
knowledge

Xavier Fontlich

 

1. Theoretical framework

1 From a constructivist perspective the subject is an active agent in the construction of

knowledge; sociocultural theory places this active agent in a context of social interaction,

considering  interaction  not  as  the  triggering  of  a  cognitive  development  but  as  an

intermental activity that gives shape to the intramental cognitive capabilities (Vygotsky,

1978).  In  an  educational  context  this  implies  giving  preeminence  to  the  classroom

context,  in  which  the  learner  integrates  and  which  he  contributes  to  shape

collaboratively with the other. The concepts of zone of proximal development (ZPD) and

scaffolding will help us to understand this process: according to their classic definition

and in relation to school they imply the presence of an expert (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988),

though in the scenario of our study (small group interaction) this presence may not take

place. Classroom is approached as a context for didactic research. Didactic knowledge is

understood  as  a  discourse  shared  by  researchers  and  teachers  which  emerges  from

practice and returns to practice for interpreting it (Bronckart & Schneuwly, 1991). We

follow studies that assume a participant and ethnographic perspective concerning data

collection (recordings, narrative registers, interviews...) characterized by the refusal of

positivist principles regarding the nature of knowledge, by their emic perspective on data

analysis (instead of an external one from an ad hoc categorization), by a qualitative and

interpretative analysis rather than a quantitative one, and by their attention to discourse

generated in teacher-pupil and pupil-pupil interaction as a key piece of the learning and

instruction process (Van Lier, 1988; Coll & Edwards, 2006). 

2 Pupils have to solve two problems: one of them related to the learning activity (in our

case a grammar activity) and a second one related to the interaction within the group.

When the group fails in managing the interaction among them the so-called disputative
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(competitive) or cumulative (uncritical) talk arises. To manage group interaction in an

adequate manner, ground rules of exploratory talk must be shared: members behave in a

collaborative,  critical  and  constructive  way  and  altogether  create  an  intermental

development zone (IDZ) (Fernández et al. 2001). Natural and quasi-experimental studies

have established a correlation between high scores and a high presence of exploratory

talk;  they  interpret  this  as  an  example  of  intermental  tools  having  shaped  the

intramental activity (Mercer & Littleton, 2007). Our study explores a natural setting in

which  students  are  involved  in  a  metalinguistic  activity  related  to  some  questions

concerning  their  first  language  grammar.  The  results  show  how  dynamic  is  this

interaction and how this appears to be a necessary although not sufficient condition for

the resolution of the task. We follow studies of Barnes & Todd (1995), Fernández et al.

(2001),  Kumpulainen  &  Wray  (2002)  or  Bee  (2000),  which  try  to  inquire  into  pupils

exploratory talk in a wide range of subjects (math, social and nature sciences, or second

language) with analytical tools that keep an integrated conception of the different stages

in a conversation. From this perspective, knowledge never applies to an isolated sentence

or isolated structure, but depends on the actions and interpretations of the participants

in the conversation flow. Ours is a natural classroom study in which pupils in a bilingual

context carry on a metalinguistic activity in Catalan, one of the two school languages.

Work on grammar is justified by the important role that research gives to metalinguistic

activity in a bilingual learning-teaching setting (Cots & Nussbaum, 2002). The teacher has

designed a sequence of  activities  following the model  of  Grammar Didactic  Sequence

(GDS) (Camps, 2008), in which learners are meant to work on a set of grammar notions

(for example syntactic functions) specified in the official curriculum, while working at

the same time on a series of tools to improve the understanding of these notions (like

graphics,  consulting  material  or  automatic  translators).  The  ground  rules  for  the

exploratory talk (Mercer, 2008) are considered as one of these tools. 

3 The  latest  two  educational  laws  in  Spain  (LOGSE,  1990;  LOE,  2006)  have  left  behind

grammar  instruction  but  work  on  grammar  is  justified  by  the  important  role  that

research gives to metalinguistic activity (beyond learner’s intuition or deriving from a

transmissive and formal instruction) in order to deal with complex grammar problems in

an efficient manner, such as those derived from written composition (Camps & Milian,

1999),  L2 acquisition (Arnó, 2002),  linguistic variation in a bilingual learning-teaching

setting (Cots & Nussbaum, 2002) or multilingual competence (Dooly, 2007). A pedagogical

grammar is therefore needed (Coronas, 2008). It should take into account a wide range of

aspects such as (i) transposition of the knowledge of reference (Bronckart & Plazaola,

1998),  (ii)  linking  spaces  between  grammar  and  use  (Camps  et  al.,  2005),  (iii)

metalinguistic activity and the so called “grammaring” through the organic integration

of pragmatics, semantics and form (Larsen-Freeman, 2003), (iv) cooperative work, oral

interaction  and  written  composition  as  procedural  tools  of  learning  (Rabatel,  2004;

Fontich, 2006) or (v) exploration of pupils’ grammar concepts (Camps, 2000; Fisher, 2004,

Durán, 2008). 

 

2. Research questions

4 In this study we make three research questions:

[1] How can we establish a new model for teaching and learning grammar?
[2] How is metalinguistic knowledge built within this model?
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[3] How can we elaborate an analysis model for exploring grammar knowledge?

 

3. Methodology

5 We develop the question [1] as follows. In a traditional scenario, grammar content focuses

strictly  on  form,  teaching  is  transmissive  rather  than  transformative  and  the  way

grammar is presented has no connection with real practice (Coronas, 2008). In a new

model, grammar content would integrate pragmatic, semantic and formal issues in order

to  mediate  between use  and system;  teaching  would  promote  cooperative  work  and

exploratory talk, and grammar knowledge would result from organizing the exploration

of language in its real use (Camps, 2008). This model will be that of the Grammar Didactic

Sequence (GDS), conceived by Anna Camps and her colleagues in the UAB (Camps et al.,

2005) and developed in collaboration with secondary education teachers (Camps & Zayas,

2006). It is inspired by the project work in language education, which integrate a wide

range of influences: the New School contributions, sociocultural psychology, cognitive

psychology,  activity  theory  or  research  on  language  didactics.  It  takes  into  account

teaching  as  well  as  learning  processes  and  it  overcomes  the  unit-activity  designing

instead of a constellation of different and linked activities framed by a final objective. It

establishes three phases: a preparation one (where a representation of the task is shared

with the pupils), an executive one (with a set of activities oriented to what is expected to

be learnt) and a third one for metacognitive reflection (a final written paper or an oral

communication) that will make the pupils aware of what they have been working on, with

a monitoring tool (for example a class diary) along the whole process. Our starting idea is

that grammar knowledge construction results from a heterogeneous and complex work. Each one

of these models contribute in a different manner to the construction of metalinguistic

knowledge. (Camps et al., 2005).

6 In our study, the teacher has designed a sequence of activities entitled “The verb and the

sentence”.  Learners  are  meant  to  work  on  a  set  of  grammar  notions  (for  example

syntactic functions) specified in the official curriculum, while working at the same time

on a  series  of  tools  to  improve  the  understanding  of  these  notions  (like  consulting

material, surveys or automatic translators). The ground rules for the exploratory talk are

considered  as  one  of  these  tools,  since  learning  does  not  derive  automatically  from

making the pupils get together to talk (Mercer, 2008). This project is developed in 18 one-

hour sessions (one and a half  months),  some of which imply 20 minutes of  recorded

discussions in small group. The teacher takes part in the discussion if required and she

listens to it and evaluates it afterwards, by means of a description sheet. This sequence

adopts a lexical perspective in which the verb is the center of the sentence: depending on

its semantic profile and on pragmatic issues,  it  will  accept,  refuse or demand certain

arguments, unfolding a set of formal relationships (Tesnière, 1959; Lorente, 1996; Brucart,

2000). Pragmatic and semantic dimensions are the starting point for entering the formal

grammar complexity, especially that of pronouns (quite a complex system in romance

languages). Figure 1 is a synthesis of the sequence carried on: 

 
Figure 1

Phase 1 Phase 2 Final phase
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1. Learning objectives

2.  Lexical  perspective  on

the study of the sentence

3. Initial activities

4.  Ground  rules  for

exploratory talk

5. Elaboration of consulting

material (1)

6. Research proposal

1.  Research: How we use

pronouns

2.  4  dimensions  of  this

research:

Automatic translators

Speakers

Class books

Compositions

3.  Elaboration  of

consulting material (& 2)

4. Final activities

- Written paper on all the project 

-  Oral  communication  at  the  UAB

(Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona)

Class diary

7 We will develop now the specific research questions [2] and [3]. This study focuses its

attention on the dialogues of three groups (which have been chosen depending on the

variables  [+academic  level]  and  [+ implication  in  the  activity]).  Data  consist  of  two

dialogue sessions per group that have been transcribed and illustrate two activities, an

initial one and a final one. In order to design our analysis model we have followed studies

which try to inquire into pupils’ exploratory talk in a wide range of subjects (math, social

and earth sciences, second language…) (Mercer & Littleton, 2007). We have also followed

studies with analytical tools that keep an integrated conception of the different stages in

a conversation (Kumpulainen & Wray, 2002; Bee, 2000). Theses studies establish a link

between communicative (discourse movements and negotiation of the task) and cognitive

functions (connection between turns, task resolution, control strategies, evaluation). 

8 In our model, two perspectives are taken for the analysis of the dialogues: content and

discourse. Firstly, the content perspective approaches dialogues from the metalinguistic

repertoire,  which  results  from all  those  metalinguistic  expressions  used  in  order  to

reason about grammar problems. They are identified by the metalinguistic statement

unit, ranging from pragmatics to semantics and form. Secondly, a discourse perspective

represents  an approach of  the  interaction “fabric”,  from the argumentative  content,

which  refers  to  the  different  ways  in  which  argumentation  is  linguistically  shaped.

Dialogic metalinguistic inquiry places pupils in a contradictory setting: they are meant to

learn  some  given  notions  by  using  them.  Learning  will  consist  in  the  progressively

overcoming of this contradiction. 

9 Regarding content (from a broad general sense to a specific metalinguistic sense) we have

established  five  categories:  (1)  Dialogue,  (2)  Discursive  Sequence,  (3)  Metalinguistic

Sequence, (4) Metalinguistic Subsequence, and (5) Metalinguistic Statement. The major

analysis unit is Dialogue: it corresponds to an answer to a demand and its boundaries go

from the starting point of the discussion until the group decides to stop, so the length of

dialogues  may vary  quite  a  lot.  It  can be  divided into  Discursive  Sequences,  each one

focused on a specific question (the identification of an accusative pronoun, inviting to a

partner to take part in the discussion, doubts about the sense of the task, periods of

absent-mindedness, etc.). Some of the Discursive Sequences are of a metalinguistic kind:

we call them Metalinguistic Sequences and they are constituted by Metalinguistic Statements.

Each statement corresponds to a specific metalinguistic expression made in an utterance:
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more than one of these statements may be uttered in one turn, and a single statement

may take more than one turn. Some of the Metalinguistic Sequences are relatively long

and they may be divided in subsequences that explore a single metalinguistic question

from different perspectives: for example, a Metalinguistic Sequence may focus on the

accusative from two perspectives (pronoun form and position regarding the verb form).

We call each one of these perspectives Metalinguistic Subsequence.

10 Regarding discourse,  we have established two categories:  (6) Argumentative Sequence

and (7) Argumentative Episode. As we have said before, the interaction among students is

organized by additive and reactive frames that link one idea to another, but these frames

are local links that cannot explain by themselves the argumentative organization of the

discursive flow. We need a major category that allows us to observe and describe how

additive  and  reactive  frames  follow  one  another  and  create  links  and  higher

argumentative units. These higher units could give account of the resolution of the task

and how the conversation moves forward and shapes the metalinguistic content. We call

Argumentative Sequence each one of these higher units. We call Argumentative Episode these

additive and reactive frames. We identify the following reactive episodes: diverging (to

change the focus), contradicting (to show total disagreement), clarifying (to show partial

disagreement) and challenge (to show disagreement by highlighting a contradictory item

to what has been said). We identify the following additive episodes: explaining (to bring a

reason),  expanding (to enlarge the perspective on what  is  being observed),  adding (to

repeat), accepting (to approve an idea) and concluding (to bring an argumentation to its

last  point).  In  a  discussion  on  a  specific  question  there  may  be  a  disagreement  (

contradicting,  clarifying,  challenging) which  will  determine  the  starting  point  of  a  new

Argumentative Sequence inside a Metalinguistic Sequence, developed by additive frames.

When  a  student  changes  completely  the  focus  of  the  conversation  we  consider  her

contribution  a  diverging  Argumentative  Episode  that  opens  a  new  Metalinguistic

Sequence. A discussion develops chronologically and the same item may be explored, left

behind and recovered later on. Our analysis will  choose/select from every dialogue a

specific metalinguistic item, no matter if approached in an on-and-off manner. Our basic

idea is that a progressive entrance to grammar complexity (and thus the construction of

metalinguistic knowledge) will be attained through the group capacity of creating a rich

argumentative discourse.

 

4. Results

11 On this  paper we will  focus the attention on Dialogue 1 of  Group I  (low motivation,

medium academic level), focused on activity [1]. The task was “Look at the sentences you

have just analyzed and choose the easiest and the most difficult one, explaining why you

think they are so”. It aimed at pushing the pupils to use metalinguistic notions to justify

the simplicity or complexity of a sentence. This group chose as a low difficulty sentence

“El Dalí va pintar aquell retrat de Lincoln” Dali painted that portray of Lincoln. We will now

show how we apply our categories to its starting passage and how we interpret it:

1.1 Sònia: a vera | u = dificulta::t = 
1.2 Joana: = (ac) pero ponlo así! = 
1.3 Sònia: dificultat baixa | el Dalí va pintar de jove aquell retrat del Lincoln |
llavors 
1.4 Joana: = = del Lincoln es ce i \ || = és ce i \ =
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1.5 Sònia: = del ce de \ =
1.6 Joana: és ce i! | de qui! \ <4>
1.7 Sònia: és ce de!
1.8 Jordi: és ce de / Joana \ 
1.9 Joana: (p) ah vale \ 
1.1 Sònia: let’s see | u = difficulty:: = 

1.2 Joana: = (ac) but write it like that! = 

1.3 Sònia: low difficulty | Dalí painted as a young man that portrait of Lincoln | then 

1.4 Joana: = = of Lincoln is dative \ || = it’s dative \ =

1.5 Sònia: = of accusative \ =

1.6 Joana: it’s dative! | whose! \ <4>

1.7 Sònia: it’s accusative!

1.8 Jordi: it’s accusative / Joana \ 

1.9 Joana: (p) right OK \ 

12 First figure: dialogue 1 (out of 6); second figure: turn; = = overlapped turns; :: length of a

sound; | || silence; < …> long pause in seconds; / \ tonality; (p) piano; (ac) accelerated 

 
Metalinguistic Subsequence 1.1

AS

Argumentative Episode Metalinguistic Statement

Order Reactive Additive

Nature

Statement

P S F

I

Diverge - - - -
1.1 Sònia [a vera | u | dificultat] 

[let’s see | u | difficulty]

- Expand - - X

1.3 Sònia: el Dalí va pintar de jove aquell retrat del

Lincoln 

Dalí painted as a young man that portrait of Lincoln

- Expand - - X
1.4 Joana: del Lincoln es ce i 

of Lincoln is dative

- Add - - - 1.4 Joana: és ce i it’s dative

- Add - - - 1.4 Joana: és ce i it’s dative

II Contradict - - - X 1.5 Sònia: del ce de of accusative

III

Contradict - - - X 1.6 Joana: és ce i! it’s dative!

- Explain - X - 1.6 Joana: de qui! whose!

IV

Contradict - - - X 1.7 Sònia: és ce de! it’s accusative!

- Add - - X 1.8 Jordi: és ce de it’s accusative

- Accept - - - 1.9 Joana: [ah vale] [right OK]

AS: Argumentative Sequence; P: Pragmatics; S: Semantics; F: Form 
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13 The analysis of Metalinguistic Sequence 1.1 shows us that is has 9 turns. We identify 7

metalinguistic statements, 6 of them formal and 1 semantic. These statements are focused

on the notions of accusative and dative and are framed by 11 argumentative episodes

distributed in 4 argumentative sequences; we have pulled out the off-task turn 1.2. In this

Metalinguistic Subsequence the group focuses their attention on whether the observed

element is accusative or dative (1.4 Joana: of Lincoln is dative, 1.5 Sònia: of accusative, 1.6 Joana:

it’s dative, 1.7 Sònia: it’s accusative!) with a disputative kind of talk and only one reason

given (1.6 Joana: whose!). This fragment ends with a cumulative utterance (1.9 Joana: right

OK). How can we figure out what pupils mean? Certainly “de Lincoln” of Lincoln is not

accusative neither dative but a further analysis could be as follows. Event nouns have an

argument structure that may be inherited from the verb (in deverbal nouns) or may not

(for morphological reasons) (Martí, 2002). “Retrat” portray is not a deverbal noun but as

an event noun it has an argument structure AGENT – PATIENT identical to the structure

of “retratar” (the verb to portray). The fact that students focus their attention on “retrat”

portray and its semantic structure as a predicate instead of the verb “va pintar” painted

makes us think that they have in mind a phrase structure with a light verb (a sort of verbs

characterized by its lack of argument structure) (Herrero, 2003; Butt, 2003), in this case

“fer” make, overlapping the following three structures:

(a) “El Dalí va pintar aquell retrat de Lincoln” Dalí painted that portray of Lincoln 

(b) “El Dalí va fer aquell retrat de Lincoln” Dalí made that portray of Lincoln

(c) “El Dalí va retratar Lincoln” Dalí portrayed Lincoln 

14 Regarding the semantic and lexical perspective of our GDS we can read pupil’s mistake as

a partially attained solution, since they are being sensitive to semantics (an argument

structure) and to pragmatics (Dalí is an agent, Lincoln is a patient). Certainly pupils show

a lack of metalinguistic repertoire concerning semantic dimension and that’s why they

use formal notions (dative, accusative) instead of semantic ones. 

 

5. Discussion and first conclusions

15 Our objective is to explore how metalinguistic content is being transformed all along the

interaction.  As  we  have  just  observed,  the  starting  point  of  Dialogue  1  has  a  low

argumentative interaction and its metalinguistic content is rigid. Nevertheless, we have

argued that behind pupil’s references to accusative or dative there’s the semantic notion

of argument and predicate, a content of the grammar sequence. Our hypothesis is that

through  a  more  collaborative  interaction  the  group  would  have  created  a  richer

argumentative discourse so the metalinguistic content would have been more ductile.

That is what we have seen in the second dialogue of the same group, taken from a final

activity, in which although pupils do not attain the final solution they integrate a wide

range  of  metalinguistic  semantic,  pragmatic  and  formal  concepts  (coreference,  null

subject, complementary distribution, function). We interpret exploratory talk as being at

the same time cause and consequence of this larger repertoire of metalinguistic concepts:

on  the  one  hand,  pupils  use  more  concepts  and  they  can  talk  about  many  more

phenomena and link them to one another; on the other hand, a greater collaboration and

a more versatile attitude will enhance this integration of grammar knowledge. It also

happens in another dialogue by a high skilled group: they use exploratory talk while

dealing on a semantic basis with the tension between general grammar notions and real

sentences. 
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16 The results then, show the dynamism of the interaction while pupils try to solve at the

same time grammatical problems and interaction, confirming what has been observed in

teacher-pupil interaction (Camps & Milian, 2006). In some cases, the results show a poor

interaction  and  that  beneath  this  interaction  pupils  refer  to  important  grammar

concepts. This makes us think that trough richer interaction pupils may be closer to the

solution, and how this appears to be a necessary although not sufficient condition for the

resolution of the task. In some other cases, the analysis shows a sophisticated, rich and

collaborative inquiry: no matter if the solution is attained or not, the group mobilizes

their metalinguistic resources in an intensive and intentional way. The results of the

study underlie the need, identified by sociocultural studies, of developing rich settings to

promote the management of the pupils own learning in grammar teaching.
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ABSTRACTS

In this paper we present a natural classroom study on the construction of grammar knowledge.

Pupils  in their last  year of  compulsory education (ages from 15 to 16) in a bilingual context

(Castilian/Spanish and Catalan in  Barcelona)  carry on a  metalinguistic  activity.  Some results

underline a contradictory situation: pupils refer to important grammar concepts although in a

poor  argumentative  context.  Further  research  should  explore  the  links  between  a  richer

interaction and an effective development of grammar concepts in a more effective manner.

Dans cet article nous présentons une étude naturelle de salle de classe sur la construction de la

connaissance grammaticale. Des élèves dans leur dernier cours de l’éducation obligatoire (de 15 à

16 ans) dans un contexte bilingue (castillan/espagnol et catalan à Barcelone) font une activité

grammaticale. Quelques résultats soulignent une situation contradictoire : les élèves renvoient à

d’importants concepts de la grammaire bien que dans un contexte argumentatif probant pauvre.

Une nouvelle recherche de même ordre devrait explorer les liens entre une interaction plus riche

et le développement efficace de l’apprentissage des concepts grammaticaux. 
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