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In the contemporary landscape of English Language Teaching (ELT), the gap between linguistic proficiency and 

pedagogical delivery remains a significant hurdle for both novice and experienced educators. A Concise Grammar 

for English Language Teachers , a seminal work by Tony Penston, addresses this divide by providing a

streamlined, technically rigorous framework for grammar instruction. This article provides an in-depth exploration of

the architectural principles of English grammar through the lens of ELT pedagogy, offering a comprehensive guide

for teachers to master the mechanics of the language and apply them effectively within the classroom environment.

The Theoretical Framework of Pedagogical Grammar

Pedagogical grammar differs fundamentally from linguistic or descriptive grammar. While descriptive grammar 

seeks to document how a language is used by native speakers without judgment, and prescriptive grammar sets 

rigid rules for 'correct' usage, pedagogical grammaris designed specifically to facilitate second-language

acquisition. It prioritizes clarity, utility, and the reduction of cognitive load.

The Morphosyntactic Hierarchy

To teach grammar effectively, one must understand the hierarchy of language construction. This technical

breakdown serves as the foundation for the curriculum structure found in advanced ELT materials:

•  Morphemes: The smallest units of meaning (e.g., the suffix '-ed' denoting past tense).

•  Word Classes: Categorizing lexemes into open classes (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs) and closed 

classes (prepositions, determiners, conjunctions, pronouns).

•  Phrases: Functional groupings such as Noun Phrases (NP) and Verb Phrases (VP).

•  Clauses: Independent and dependent structures containing a subject and a predicate.

•  Sentences: The highest level of syntactic structure, categorized by Tony Penston into simple, compound, 

complex, and compound-complex forms.

The Concept of 'Conciseness' in Teacher Training

The transition of Penston's work from its original title, A Grammar Course for TEFL Certificate, to its current 

iteration reflects a strategic shift toward accessibility. For an ELT professional, 'conciseness' does not imply a lack 

of depth; rather, it represents the optimization of linguistic information. By stripping away redundant theoretical

jargon, teachers can focus on the 'Mastery-Application' cycle: understanding the rule, mastering its nuances, and

applying it to learner-centric activities.

Technical Analysis of Core Grammar Mechanics

A central component of effective ELT is the ability to deconstruct complex tense and aspect systems into

manageable mathematical or logical models. Below is a technical analysis of the English verb system, which often

presents the greatest challenge to learners.

The Tense-Aspect-Mood (TAM) Matrix

English grammar is governed by the intersection of Tense (Time), Aspect (Flow of time), and Mood (Speaker's 



attitude). Understanding this matrix allows teachers to explain why a certain form is used, rather than just how.



Tense/Aspect Simple (Fact/Habit) Progressive 
(Duration)

Perfect 
(Connection)

Perfect Progressive

Present V / V-s am/is/are + V-ing have/has + V-ed have/has been + V-
ing

In a technical ELT context, the formula for a Past Perfect Progressive sentence can be represented as: [Subject] 

+ [HAD] + [BEEN] + [PRESENT PARTICIPLE] + [EXT].This modular approach allows teachers to diagnose errors

by identifying which component of the formula the student has failed to execute.

The Mechanics of the Simple Sentence

As noted in Penston’s 16-Nov-2005 publication, the 'simple sentence' is the foundational unit. A technical 

breakdown involves identifying the S-V-(O)-(A)-(C) pattern:

1.  Subject (S): The agent or topic.

2.  Verb (V): The action or state (The Nucleus).

3.  Object (O): Direct or Indirect recipients of the action.

4.  Adverbial (A): Circumstantial information (Time, Place, Manner).

5.  Complement (C): Information that completes the subject or object.

Comparative Evaluation: Pedagogical Approaches

Teachers must choose between various methodologies when presenting grammar. The following table compares

the two most prevalent models used in modern ELT environments.



Feature Deductive Approach (Rule-First) Inductive Approach (Discovery)

Direction General to Specific Specific to General

Integration with ELT Materials

While classic texts like English Grammar in Use by Raymond Murphy provide excellent practice for students, A 

Concise Grammar for English Language Teachersserves as a meta-tool. It equips the teacher with the

terminology needed to explain the exercises found in Murphy’s work. For instance, explaining the difference

between 'stative' and 'dynamic' verbs is crucial before a student attempts exercises on the Present Continuous

tense.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Grammar Instruction

To implement a grammar lesson based on technical mastery, educators should follow a standardized procedural

workflow. This ensures that the linguistic input is converted into communicative output.

The 7-Step Technical Lesson Workflow

1.  Contextualization: Introduce the grammar point through a natural text or dialogue. Never teach a rule in 

isolation.

2.  Elicitation: Use 'Concept Checking Questions' (CCQs) to determine if students can identify the pattern 

themselves.

3.  Form Isolation: Provide the mathematical formula (e.g., If + Past Simple, would + infinitive).

4.  Function Analysis: Explain when we use this form (e.g., for hypothetical present situations).

5.  Controlled Practice: Highly restricted exercises like gap-fills or sentence transformations to ensure accuracy.

6.  Semi-Controlled Practice: Activities with more freedom, such as sentence completion based on personal 

experience.

7.  Freer Production: Task-based learning where the target grammar is naturally required to complete a goal 

(e.g., a debate or roleplay).

Developing Concept Checking Questions (CCQs)

CCQs are the most technical part of a teacher's toolkit. They must be simple, binary (Yes/No), and target the core 

meaning of a tense. For the sentence "He has gone to Paris," effective CCQs include:

•  Is he in Paris now? (Yes)

•  Did he go in the past? (Yes)

•  Do we know exactly when he went? (No)

Case Study: Overcoming L1 Interference in Syntax

A common challenge analyzed in teacher-refresher courses is L1 Interference—where the learner's native 

language structure conflicts with English syntax. For example, a Spanish speaker might omit the subject ("Is raining"

) because Spanish is a null-subject language.

Troubleshooting and Remediation Matrix



Error Type Example Technical Root Cause Remediation Strategy

Tense Shift "I have seen him 
yesterday."

Confusion between 
Perfective and Definite 
Past.

Use a Timeline 
Visualization to show that 
'Yesterday' is a finished 
time period.

Agreement "The students likes the 
book."

Failure in Subject-Verb 
concord.

Highlight the [S] suffix 
requirement for 3rd person 
singular vs. plural nouns.

Word Order "I like very much coffee." Placement of Adverbs of 
Degree.

Formula: S + V + O + Adv. 
Degree. Explain that the 
Verb-Object bond is rarely 
broken in English.

Advanced Linguistic Considerations: Beyond the Basics

For the senior ELT professional, grammar instruction must eventually move into the realm of Pragmatics and 

Discourse Analysis. This involves looking at how grammar choices affect the tone and social distance of

communication.

The Role of Modality

Modal verbs (can, could, may, might, shall, should, will, would, must) are not just grammatical markers; they are

tools for expressing 'Epistemic' (certainty) and 'Deontic' (obligation) meanings. A technical approach to modals

involves teaching 'Degrees of Probability' on a percentage scale:

•  Will: 100% Certainty

•  Must: 95% Certainty (Inference)

•  Should: 80% Expectation

•  May/Might/Could: 30-50% Possibility

Clause Subordination and Cohesion

As students progress, the focus shifts from the simple sentence to Syntactic Complexity. This involves the use of

relative clauses (defining vs. non-defining) and subordinating conjunctions (although, because, whereas).

Mastering these allows teachers to help students achieve 'Cohesion'—the grammatical glue that holds a text

together.

Executive Synthesis: The Strategic Value of Grammatical Mastery

The ability to provide clear, concise, and technically accurate grammar explanations is the hallmark of a 

professional educator. By utilizing resources like A Concise Grammar for English Language Teachers ,

practitioners can transform the often-daunting task of grammar instruction into a structured, logical, and highly

effective process. This approach not only enhances the teacher's authority in the classroom but also directly

correlates with accelerated learner outcomes.

Ultimately, grammar should not be viewed as a set of restrictive rules, but as a generative system. When teachers

understand the underlying mechanics—the formulas, the hierarchies, and the functional purposes—they empower

their students to use the English language as a precise instrument for global communication. Continuous

professional development in linguistic theory, combined with practical pedagogical frameworks, ensures that the



ELT field remains rigorous and responsive to the needs of the modern learner.
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