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Introduction

Gap between (grammatical) descriptions of 
Theoretical Linguistics and Grammar in Teaching

a) Theory internal differences which result from 
different approaches and

b) theoretical descriptions based on specific 
characteristics of each language…

…are mapped on descriptive/reference 
grammars and have an effect on Grammar 
Teaching, with respect to both L1 and L2.
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Introduction

Grammar teaching in the Greek school system,

where Greek is mainly the native language,

while English and German are taught as first 
and second foreign language, respectively.
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Introduction
• Descriptive/reference grammars: great

differentiation with respect to language specific 
grammars and between grammars of different 
languages

• L1 and L2 language course books: a) the 
descriptions of grammatical phenomena are not 
always theoretically informed and, therefore, are 
descriptively inadequate, and b) significant 
differentiation is attested in the description of 
language systems.

Teachers and learners believe that they deal with 
completely different systems / objects of teaching.
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Introduction

• The concepts and findings of Theoretical 
Linguistics should inform language teaching, in 
general, and grammar teaching at school, in 
particular.

• Generative Grammar (Chomsky 1981, 1986, 
1995, 2000) should be adopted given that it offers 
the appropriate theoretical background, i.e. the 
existence of universal principles, which are 
common across all natural languages and predict 
their similarities, and parameters, which 
systematically differentiate them with respect to 
their specific characteristics.
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Aim

Our aim is to reach two goals, namely: 

a) to achieve descriptive adequacy of the 
language system and

b) to treat language and, thus, language 
teaching (of L1 and L2) as a uniform 
object of teaching.
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The road ahead

• We briefly sketch how reference grammars
describe grammatical phenomena.

• We examine language course books and 
grammar books currently used in Greek schools.

Grammatical phenomena:

a) the (in)omissibility of the pronominal subject

b) clause/sentence structure

c) interrogative sentence formation

in Greek, English and German
7



Reference Grammars - Greek

Greek clause is defined,

• in traditional grammars as the combination of a 
subject and a predicate

• in modern descriptive grammars as 

“…the smallest syntactic unit which contains 
(explicitly or implicitly) a subject and a verb 
phrase”. 

(Holton, Mackridge & Philippaki-Warburton 1997: 409)
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In a Structural – Functional – Communicative 
Grammar we observe a combination of different 
approaches:

(Clairis, Babiniotis, et al. 1999: 168)



Reference Grammars - English

For the English clause structure, we find different 
and diverging accounts.

A Communicative Grammar of English (Leech & Svartvik 2002: 191)
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Grammar for English Language Teachers (Parrot 2003: 303)
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A Student’s Introduction to English Grammar (Huddleston & Pullum 2005: 64)
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A Student’s Introduction to English Grammar (Huddleston & Pullum 2005: 65)



Reference Grammars - German 

The German clause depends on the clause type:

• Verb-second: main clauses and wh-questions

1) a. Peter liest ein Βuch.

b. Was liest er?

• Verb-first: yes/no questions and imperatives

2) a. Liest er das Buch?

b. Lies das Buch!

• Verb-last: subordinate clauses

3) a. Ich weiß, dass er das Buch liest.

b. Ich frage ihn, wann er das Buch endlich liest.
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• Verbal frame or sentence/clause bracket:

4) a. Peter hat gestern ein Buch gelesen.

b. Peter schreibt heute einen Text ab.

The topological model: structure of the main clause

Pre-field Left 

bracket

Middle field Right 

bracket

Post-field

Vater

Father

hat

has

den Kindern eine 

Geschichte

the kinds a story

erzählt 

told

(im Bett). 

(in bed)



The topological model:
the structure of questions and subordinate clauses

Pre-

field

Left 

bracket

Middle field Right 

bracket

Verb-

first

Ø Hat

has 

Vater den Kindern eine 

Geschichte

father the kinds a story

erzählt?

told

Verb-

last 

Ø …dass

…that

Vater den Kindern eine 

Geschichte

father the kinds a story

erzählt hat.

told has
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Reference Grammars 

• For the questions, we find in the grammars of all 
three languages the distinction in wh-questions, 
yes/no questions and indirect questions, with 
considerable similarities and differences in the 
presentation of their formation.

• For the subject, we find mentions in Greek
grammars that it can be omitted, when 
pronominal or “understood”, while in English and 
German information about the role of the 
expletives “there” and “it” and “es”, respectively.
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Teaching Grammar

Subject omissibility – Greek

Primary School Grammar: Subject omission
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Subject inomissibility – English

In language course books, English is not presented 
as a language that necessarily requires a pronoun 
in subject position:

1) a. It is raining at the moment. / *Ιs raining at the 
moment.

b. He is eating the cake. / *Ιs eating the cake.

2) a. *In this sentence is clear that I refer to…

b. *If we substitute one phoneme for another, will 
result in…

c.*If ‘German’ refers to the language, is an 
epithet.
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Subject inomissibility – English
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Primary 
School Book 
(My Grammar 
Corner)

Secondary 
School 
Book 



Subject inomissibility – English
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Secondary School Book

Secondary 
School Book, 
Grammar 
Appendix



Subject inomissibility – German
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Secondary School Book: The impersonal expression “es gibt” (there is)

Secondary School Book: 
Τhe expletive “es”



To sum up…

We consider that it is a great oversight 
that the languages under investigation 
are not categorised on the basis of this 
fundamental parameter, which could 
cause great difficulties in foreign 
language learning.
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Clause structure in course books: 
Main declarative clauses
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Primary School Grammar: The structure of the sentence (S → NP VP)

Clause structure in Greek
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Secondary School Book: 

The structure of the sentence (NP – VP)

Clause structure in Greek



To sum up…

It appears that there is a clear divergence with 
respect to both sentence/clause description 
and terminology in the Primary and the 
Secondary School Language Course Books 
and Grammar Books, which leads to 
confusion as far as the definition and the 
structuring of the sentence is concerned.

26



27

Clause structure in English

Primary 
School Book, 
Appendix III, 
Grammar File

Primary 
School Book, 
Appendix III, 
Grammar File



Clause structure in English
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Primary School Book, Appendix, Discover Grammar

“in the middle of the sentence”, “before the main verbs”, 

“if there are two verbs they come between them”



Clause structure in German
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Secondary School Book: The structure of the sentence – main clause



Clause structure in German
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Secondary School Book: left and right bracket – the syntax of modals



Clause structure in German
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Secondary School Book: left and right sentence bracket –
the syntax of perfect I



Clause structure in German
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Secondary School Book: left and right sentence bracket –
the syntax of perfect II



To recapitulate…

We have reached the conclusion that the 
clause structure is taught differently in the 
three languages under investigation: 

• Either it is based on a specific model, as in 
Greek (NP-VP) and German (topological 
model), 

• or it is nonexistent or arbitrary, as in English. 

Thus, we get the wrong impression that 
sentences are structured differently in the three 
languages.
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Clause structure in course books: 
Questions

Questions in Greek

There is great differentiation in presentation between 
the Primary and the Secondary School books. 

In the Secondary School books the distinction 
between yes/no questions and wh-questions is 
present; yet there is no mention about how a 
question is structured. Wh-elements appear as 
devices that introduce wh-questions without 
reference to their original structural position in the 
main declarative clause.
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Questions in English
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Primary School Book: wh-questions

“wh = question word/phrase”



Questions in English
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“wh = Wh-words” “do = question form”

Secondary School Book: wh-questions



Questions in English
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Primary School Book, Appendix III – Grammar File: 

The structure of questions



Questions in German
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Secondary School Book: The structure of questions



To sum up…

• questions are not taught uniformly in the 
three languages and 

• their structure and their derivation from 
and association with main declaratives is 
not taught at all. 
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Clause structure in current linguistic theory 

The Generative Framework
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Universal structure for the analysis and generation of 
clause structure, which provides structural positions for the 
lexical and functional elements of the clause.



Question formation
The Generative Framework
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Clause structure – main declaratives
Greek, English, German

42

S

NP VP

Art         N            V                   NP

Ο μαθητής γράφει

The     pupil           writes Art N
Der     Schüler        schreibt το γράμμα

the letter
den Brief



Clause structure with an auxiliary
Greek, English
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S

NP AUX  VP

Art         N            V                  NP

Ο μαθητής   έχει    γράψει

The     pupil    has  written Art N
το γράμμα

the letter



Clause structure with an auxiliary 
German

S

NP AUX VP

Art         N          hat NP       V  

Der     Schüler              geschrieben

Art N

den   Brief
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Question formation
Greek, German, English 

QP

S

Wh-w.   V-mov. NP  VP

Art         N    V          NP
Τι έγραψε ο μαθητής έγραψε τι

Was schrieb der Schüler schrieb was

What did the      pupil            write         what
45



Conclusions (1)

1) There is considerable differentiation among the 
descriptive/reference grammars within a language 
and between languages.

2) There is great divergence, descriptive 
inadequacies and dissimilarities in the description 
of phenomena in the language course books.

3) The incorporation of basic principles of Theoretical 
Linguistics into our teaching proposal shows that 
Generative Grammar can provide us with a useful 
tool for the description of the similarities and the 
differences among languages.
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Conclusions (2)

4) Using of the findings of Generative Grammar in 
language teaching, we can achieve the following: 

a) Language and language teaching can be treated 
as a uniform object with common characteristics 
which represent the native speaker’s intuition.

b) Cross thematic and cross linguistic teaching is 
advanced.

c) It contributes to the development of language 
and metalanguage awareness of students.

d) It promotes critical literacy and multilingualism, 
which are of great significance in the modern 
educational system. 47
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