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Introduction

This book explores the teaching of grammar, punctuation and spelling in primary schools, at a 
time when the National Curriculum places an increasing emphasis on these important aspects 
of literacy. Indeed, since 2013, Year 6 children have taken a grammar test (see Chapter 1 and 
Appendix 3) and teachers are under increasing pressure to prepare children well so that they 
are successful in the test.

A quick search on the internet reveals a great preoccupation with what are often considered 
to be the more formal elements of literacy. In 2013, for example, the Telegraph’s website 
included an article entitled ‘It’s cruel not to teach children grammar’ in which the author 
concludes:

At its worst, educational theory that rejects grammar does so because of a mad idea that 
children are noble savages better left to authenticity and the composition of rap lyrics. 
That way lies the scrapheap and jail.

Grammar sets them free. No one would think it a kindness to give a teenager a car 
without teaching her to drive, and that includes the rules of the road.

Wordsworth (2012)

However, there is considerable debate about the most effective way to teach grammar. For 
some, the words ‘grammar’ and ‘syntax’ conjure up images of exercises and formal teaching; 
but there are alternatives. Myhill, Lines and Watson maintain:

The argument underpinning these approaches is that teaching grammar as a discrete, 
separate topic, where the grammar is the focus of study, is not likely to help writing 
development because it does not make connections between grammar and writing, or 
between grammar and meaning …

… a writing curriculum which draws attention to the grammar of writing in an 
embedded and purposeful way at relevant points in the learning is a more positive way 
forward. In this way, young writers are introduced to what we have called ‘a repertoire 
of infinite possibilities’, explicitly showing them how different ways of shaping sentences 
or texts, and how different choices of words can generate different possibilities for 
meaning-making.

(2011, p.3)

In this book, we stress the importance of contextualised grammar teaching. The examples 
provided in the chapters, most notably in the case studies, illustrate how children can 
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develop a good knowledge and understanding about language when it is taught through 
meaningful activities rather than through exercises. Consider two approaches to learning the 
function of adjectives.

1. Children are shown some examples of adjectives in sentences on the board. They are then 
given a series of sentences with spaces where they should insert adjectives.

2. Children go outside on a warm spring day and are asked, when they return to the 
classroom, to discuss and note, in pairs, what it felt like to be outside: what did they see, 
hear, feel, smell? They then share these descriptions with the class and the teacher writes 
short noun phrases on the board, such as warm sunshine, light breeze, damp grass and fresh, 
green buds. She then creates a short poem comprised only of adjectives and nouns, using the 
children’s ideas. As she does so, she asks the children to suggest a variety of words which 
describe nouns, telling them that such words are called adjectives. The children then return 
to their tables to write their own adjective–noun poems.

Perhaps you remember the kind of exercises described in the first example. It was easy to fill 
in the gaps in the sentences because only certain types of words would fit. Try putting words 
into the gaps in the sentences below.

Jan wore a _____ blouse and a _______ skirt.

Simon drove a ______ car and lived in a ____ house.

It isn’t difficult to find words to fit into the spaces, is it? You could happily (or perhaps 
tediously) complete 20 such sentences, but how much help would this be in understanding 
and remembering the function of adjectives?

Now look at the sentences below and place pobdrobs in the spaces.

Dave ran ______ towards the goal.

Craig laughed _________ when he heard the joke.

If you completed the sentences, you almost certainly inserted words like quickly in the first 
sentence and heartily or loudly in the second. You probably wondered what a pobdrob was, 
but this is a book about grammar and you probably expect to find some unfamiliar terms, 
so you simply completed the sentences anyway. But would you remember what a pobdrob is 
next week? There is actually no such thing as a pobdrob, and the missing words were in fact 
adverbs, but the point we want to make is that a knowledge of terms is meaningless without 
understanding, and understanding comes through using and discussing language. In the 
second example, the children learned the term and became familiar with the function of 
adjectives through discussion and writing; and we would argue that they are more likely to 
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use and be able to name adjectives than those who filled in missing words in sentences. Try 
completing the following sentence:

The _____ rattled through the __________ at ____ speed.

Easy? Yes, but could you name the parts of speech or word classes of the words you inserted? 
And why would you want to know them anyway? Apart from the obvious reason that you 
will have to teach them one day, another strong justification is that you will be able to 
develop a shared language for discussing language with your pupils. In mathematics, we 
stress the importance of correct and accurate nomenclature, for example when differentiating 
between isosceles, scalene and equilateral triangles. Other subjects also teach the use of 
specialised vocabulary. For some reason, in the past many teachers avoided doing the same 
for English, using terms such as ‘naming words’, ‘describing words’ and ‘doing words’ rather 
than nouns, adjectives and verbs. If you want your class to show in a poem just how they felt 
when walking outside on a warm spring day, it is much easier to use the term adjective once 
they are familiar with it, rather than repeatedly talking about describing words or words which 
describe things.

A description of different approaches to Year 3 learning about adverbs suggests that there 
are advantages to taking a more creative approach to developing children’s knowledge about 
language. Danielle, a PGCE student, worked with groups of Year 3 children as part of her 
research for an assignment. She describes, below, two different approaches and their outcomes.

Case study: Year 3 learning about adverbs

The basic premise of the task was to determine if creative or traditional teaching would affect 
grammatical retention/understanding. Eight Year 3 children were chosen and were divided into 
two equal groups by their class teacher, based on gender and academic ability, to test their 
knowledge of adverbs. The children were all taught on the same day (but at different times) 
and tested the following day. The teaching section for the traditional group involved recapping 
what verbs and adverbs are (some of the children already knew this). The children then had 
to identify adverbs (and verbs if they wanted to) in a selection of sentences such as ‘The dog 
ran quickly’, and write these on their whiteboards. The sentences were initially read out and 
written for the children to see, but as the lesson progressed they just heard the sentences.

For the creative group, the same teaching process was followed but when children had to 
identify adverbs, they used a mixture of drama, music and art to show the adverbs. Both 
groups were asked to recognise the pattern of the adverbs, i.e. they ended in ‘ly’ (in the 
examples provided), and what an adverb was. Overall, both groups generally understood what 
an adverb was.
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The groups were tested the next day using a basic reading test where they independently had 
to identify the adverbs in a list of ten sentences and then define an adverb. Overall, there was 
no great difference between the scores of the two groups; although the creative group seemed 
to be more able when defining an adverb and they did comment that they thought the creative 
aspects helped them to learn during the lesson.

Danielle’s small-scale study seems to indicate that there are some benefits to adopting a more 
creative approach to teaching about language. It certainly suggests that it is worth considering 
ways of making your lessons interactive and multi-sensory in order to help children to retain 
knowledge and understanding.

What do children need to know?
The National Curriculum is quite specific about what children should know about grammar 
and the terminology and states that they should learn to recognise and use the terminology through 
discussion and practice (DfE, 2013, p.74). The glossary (Appendix 1) provides definitions of this 
terminology and other terms that you will often encounter, and includes brief suggestions for 
ways of teaching about the terms, as well as an indication as to the chapters where you can 
find out more. For many trainees and teachers, the terminology may seem quite daunting, and 
probably includes some terms that you have never previously met.

In Year 1 this includes: letter, capital letter word, singular, plural, sentence, punctuation, full 
stop, question mark, exclamation mark.

In Year 2 this includes: noun, noun phrase, statement, question, exclamation, command, 
compound, adjective, verb, suffix adverb, tense (past, present) apostrophe, comma.

It is worth pausing for a moment, before looking at Key Stage 2, to consider how familiar 
you are with such terms and how confident you would feel about discussing and exemplifying 
them. It may also be worthwhile looking in the glossary to clarify the meaning of terms that 
you are unsure about.

The Key Stage 2 terminology will probably have most readers turning to the glossary for some 
terms.

In Year 3, children are expected to know: adverb, preposition, conjunction, word family, 
prefix, clause, subordinate clause, direct speech, consonant, consonant letter vowel, vowel 
letter, inverted commas (or ‘speech marks’).

In Year 4: determiner, pronoun, possessive pronoun, adverbial.

In Year 5: relative clause, modal verb, relative pronoun, parenthesis, bracket, dash, 
determiner, cohesion, ambiguity.
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And in Year 6: active and passive voice, subject and object, hyphen, synonym, antonym, colon, 
semi-colon, bullet points and ellipsis.

If you already feel confident that you know and understand all of the terms, we hope that our 
book will help you to find ways of teaching them. If some of the terms are unfamiliar, you will 
find explanations and examples, as well as activities and self-assessments, which should enable 
you to develop confidence in your ability to teach them. The self-assessments sometimes 
include the kind of exercises we have already criticised in this Introduction, but we hope 
you will see these as quick checks that you have understood what we hope are more creative 
examples and explanations. You will find the answers to these self-assessments in Appendix 2.

By reading this book and exploring more creative approaches to knowledge about language, 
you will not only become more familiar with relevant terminology, but also more confident 
about teaching it effectively. Chapter 1 provides an introduction to grammar and a rationale 
for how you might teach it.

We also explore spelling and vocabulary development, emphasising the importance of teaching 
spelling and not simply testing it. Perhaps you remember being given ten words to learn 
on Mondays and being tested on them on Fridays. You may also remember your teacher’s 
frustration that people continued to misspell words that they had only recently been tested 
upon. In Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 you will find guidance on, and examples of, ways of teaching 
vocabulary and spelling so that children not only remember spellings, but also are able to 
apply their knowledge of spelling patterns when faced with unfamiliar words.

In Chapter 6 you will find ideas for teaching and learning punctuation, as well as 
explanations of different punctuation marks. Chapter 7 focuses on one particular 
punctuation mark: the apostrophe, which seems to cause more problems for writers than all 
the rest put together!

Chapter 8 looks at the grammar and syntax of sentences, providing examples of ways to teach 
and learn about phrases and clauses. Chapter 9 draws everything together, examining how we 
can make our texts cohesive as well as accurate.  The requirements for the grammar, spelling 
and punctuation (GP&S) tests in England are examined in Appendix 3.

We hope that, by reading this book, you will find that acquiring the knowledge and 
understanding you need to teach children about language in a meaningful and stimulating way 
need not be too difficult. Indeed, we hope that your curiosity will be aroused and that you will 
want to take your knowledge and understanding and that of the children you teach further.

David Waugh
Claire Warner

Rosemary Waugh
January 2016
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