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Introduction

Accuracy has traditionally been regarded as
the most important aspect in English education
in Japan and teachers, in teaching the linguistic
rules or grammar, have mainly employed rule-
based teaching due to their intolerance of stu-
dents’ errors. In the rule-based grammar teach-
ing, we teachers explain the rules of the target
grammatical structures explicitly in Japanese,
and then ask students to understand and mem-
orize the rules. They usually present a few ex-
ample sentences, followed by a short grammar
based-quiz.  Students learn the grammatical
items with awareness of what is being learned.
This teaching approach can be effective and ef-
ficient in the Japanese EFL learning environ-
ment where learners do not have natural expo-
sure to English. Yet some issues can arise. The
problems of the rule-based approach are as fol-

lows.

1. Teachers tend to believe that once the item is
taught students should understand, learn and
acquire the rule as they would do so in mem-
orizing a math formula, although as Willis and
Willis (2007, p.18) point out

developmental process which is not subject to

“learning is a

the learner’s conscious control.”

2. In processing input and producing output,
learners who have been taught grammar only
by this approach, often have to recognize and
analyze the rules used in the input or needed

in output and then remember the rules they
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memorized to apply them, which takes a lot
of time hindering fluency.

3. Learners who are not good at analyzing or
logic may not prefer this way of learning.

4. Not all grammatical structures can be ex-
plained and taught analytically.

5. There is a risk of over-analysis of grammatical
rules, which will lead to production that is
grammatically correct but linguistically incor-
rect (Widdowson, 1989), such as “The reason

of the bird’s migrating is not clear.” '

Exemplar-based approach

Admitting the essentiality and the importance
of this rule-based grammar teaching, I would
suggest thinking about adding another way of
teaching grammar, namely exemplar-based
teaching or memory-based teaching. In this ap-
proach, teachers provide students with many
example sentences that contain the target
grammatical structures, without giving them ex-
plicit grammatical explanations. Students are
not required to analyze to understand the
grammatical rule but to learn as chunks being
concerned with the accumulation of exemplars
(Skehan, 1996). Skehan (1998) states that the
system is redundantly structured and can oper-
ate mainly on chunks rather than on individual
items operated mainly by the rule-based sys-
tem. However, I strongly believe that, through
this exemplar-based learning, learners can learn
not only chunks, collocations® or lexical phrases®

but also grammatical rules they have not yet

learned, which reflects the natural way children
learn their first language, namely, being exposed
to the examples around them. Yet I have to
mention two important points. Since learning
English as a foreign language is totally different
from acquiring our first language, we cannot
rely only or mainly on exemplar-based teach-
ing. Rather, this must be a supplement of the
rule-based teaching. The second point is that a
great amount of exemplars should be provided
for students to acquire and learn words, expres-
sions and grammatical structures. Students
should be involved in considerable amount of
extensive reading and reading-aloud activities in
order to internalize them. Teachers themselves
also have to give students as much input and as
high a quality of input as possible in the form of
written material or verbally. The more exam-
ples with the grammatical point students see or
hear, the easier they will find it to learn and the
more instinctive their understanding will be-
come. I should mention that teachers try to be
proficient enough to improvise input with the
grammatical points verbally anytime and any-
where in the class spontaneously as well as the
exemplars prepared in advance. Teachers also
are required to be able to adjust the degree of
difficulty of their English to various levels ac-
cording to their students’ understanding flexi-
bly. Conducting the class mainly in English in
which teachers have many more opportunities

for verbal input can be food for thought.
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Note
1. This sentence was written by one of my stu-
dents in a writing class.

2. Collocations refer to a grouping of words ac-
cepted as a phrase or clause (Nation, 2001).
3. Lexical phrases are longer strings of language
which recur frequently and are often connect-
ed with the functional usage of language

(Schmitt and Carter, 2000).
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