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Activating grammar for 

communication 

Webinar handout  

by Jane Maria Harding da Rosa  

 

Many English teachers have experienced the same frustration: ‘I taught it. They practised it. 

They still don't use it.’ Learners may recognise a grammar point, explain a rule, or complete 

exercises successfully. However, this does not always mean they can use the language 

confidently when speaking or writing. The challenge is not simply helping learners learn 

grammar; it is helping them activate grammar for communication. Covering target 

language in the classroom, does not equal control. Control means being able to retrieve and 

use language while communicating. Below is a simple way to think about lesson balance: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Many lessons devote significant time to the first two stages but provide fewer opportunities for 

learners to use language independently. 

Why learners don't always use grammar they know 

Grammar is not learned when learners can complete an exercise. Grammar is learned when 

learners can retrieve and use it while communicating. Learners need opportunities to: 

• retrieve language from memory 

• reuse language in different contexts 

• repeat language multiple times 

• personalise language so it becomes meaningful 

The goal is not simply to teach grammar, but to create opportunities for learners to activate it. 
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Practical ways to activate grammar 
 

 

 

A recording of Jane’s webinar can be watched here: https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/news-

and-events/webinars/webinars-teachers/knowing-subject-webinars  

 

Strategy What it looks like Example 

Rehearse before 
the final task 

Learners discuss ideas and 
use target language orally 
before writing or presenting. 

Final task: Write about your weekend. 

Before writing: Interview a partner about 
what they did, where they went and how 
they felt. 

Why it helps: Learners retrieve language, organise ideas and rehearse grammar before 
performing independently. 

Repeat the task Learners complete the 
same communicative task 
with different partners or 
audiences. 

Round 1: Tell a partner about your 
weekend. 

Round 2: Tell a new partner and add 
more detail. 

Round 3: Tell a third partner and explain 
how you felt. 

Why it helps: When learners no longer need to focus on what to say, they can focus more on 
how they say it. 

➢ The first time learners do a task, they are learning the task. 
➢ The second and third times, they are learning the language. 

Reduce support 
gradually 

Move from sentence 
frames, to prompts, to 
independent use. 

Stage 1: 
I think ______ is better than ______ 
because ______. 

Stage 2: 
better than • more ... than • -er than 

Stage 3: 
Which form of transport would be best for 
your town? 

Why it helps: Learners are supported while developing confidence and control. 

Focus on 
communication 

Give learners a reason to 
communicate rather than 
asking them simply to 
practise a grammar point. 

Instead of: 
‘Use comparatives to describe two cities.’ 

Try: 
‘Which city would be the best place for a 
teenager to live?’ 

Why it helps: Grammar becomes a tool for communication rather than the focus of the task. 
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