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Abstract 

In this article, we argue that it is essential to acknowledge the beliefs with which pre-service teachers enter 

universities since their beliefs could shape how they teach in the future. In our qualitative study, underpinned by 

metacognitive and attribution theories, we consider English Education pre-service teachers’ beliefs about 

learning and teaching grammar and the implications thereof for teacher education. The findings revealed that 

participants’ beliefs were shaped by their experiences of the pedagogic practices in their schools. It became clear 

that the developers of teacher education programmes cannot assume pre-service teachers’ competencies and 

should take cognisance of their backgrounds and levels of preparedness for university. 
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Introduction 

We contend that it is essential to recognise and acknowledge the beliefs with which pre-

service teachers enter universities as well as those they develop during their teacher education 

programmes since their beliefs about teaching could shape how they teach in the future. We 

argue that until these beliefs and their causes are recognised and addressed, if necessary, our 

current teaching in schools may not improve. Naruemon (2013) has noted that it is important 

to research pre-service teachers’ beliefs since one of the main goals of teacher education 

programmes is the modification and formation of the beliefs of pre-service teachers. 
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Furthermore, Pajares (1992) has cautioned us to remember that pre-existing beliefs are 

capable of negating the efforts of teacher education programmes. Beliefs serve as a guide for 

teachers’ selection of their future teaching practices and may contribute to helping them make 

sense of what they are studying (Richardson, 2003).  

In our study, we considered English Education pre-service teachers’ beliefs about learning 

grammar and the implications thereof for teacher education in South Africa. Many reviews of 

school teaching raise concerns about language (and grammar) teaching (Cajkler & Hislam, 

2006; Ramsay, 2004), including the need to increase teachers’ knowledge about language. 

The United States of America, Australia, and the United Kingdom, for example, have 

proposed that in teacher education curricula more time should be given to learning grammar 

(Harper & Rennie, 2009). In South Africa, the Department of Basic Education (1997) has 

acknowledged that English is very poorly taught, and a teacher union member has noted that 

African learners are disadvantaged because they are taught by teachers who are not always 

communicatively and linguistically competent in English (Kruger, Landsberg, & Swart, 

2013; Mafisa & Van der Walt, 2002; Reed, 2014). Furthermore, the majority of these 

learners, for whom English is a second or third additional language, do not have sufficient 

exposure to the English language at home. Despite numerous attempts to improve the 

curricula since South Africa’s independence in 1994, researchers and curriculum planners in 

this country are aware of the bleak state of English grammar learning and teaching (Henning 

& Dampier, 2012) but we argue that we need to know the beliefs of pre-service teachers 

before we plan curricula or other improvements. 

We explore the beliefs that pre-service teachers, who are studying to become teachers of 

English at a School of Education in KwaZulu-Natal, have about learning grammar in South 

African high schools and at university. We consider how pre-service teachers’ own beliefs 

about learning grammar and their experiences of having learned it may influence their 

grammar teaching practices. We begin by reviewing the literature that has shaped the 

argument being put forward and then we consider the theoretical framework that underpins 

the study. We go on explain our methodology before discussing the findings of the study and 

offering concluding thoughts. 

Literature review 

The debate on the role that grammar knowledge plays in language learning is pervasive. 

Some scholars believe that language cannot be learned effectively without necessary 

exposure to the grammar of that language (Jones & Chen, 2012), while others are of the 

opinion that language learning has nothing to do with knowledge of grammar, particularly 

explicit knowledge of it (Myhill, 2011; Wales, 2009). However, since this paper is not a 

contribution to this debate on the role of grammar, but an exploration of the beliefs of the pre-

service teachers of English about the teaching and learning of grammar, we limit ourselves 

accordingly.  
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It is evident in the literature on teacher cognition that language teachers develop their beliefs 

about language learning, particularly grammar knowledge, throughout their lifetimes (Borg, 

2011; Lortie, 1975). It is clear that pre-service teachers already have established personal 

theories and assumptions, about, and predispositions towards, grammar learning. One of the 

more contentious debates in studies about pre-service teachers’ beliefs revolves around what 

constitutes their core beliefs, as opposed to their peripheral ones (Borg, 2006; Fleming, 

Bangou, & Fellus, 2011; Pajares, 1992). Core beliefs are those that are capable of resisting 

changes or new ideas, while peripheral beliefs are those that can be easily challenged or 

changed (Samuel, 2008). Previous studies on teacher cognition have revealed three major 

factors that constitute pre-service teachers’ beliefs about grammar learning or teaching; using 

Borg’s (1999) classification of teachers’ cognitions about grammar instruction, these factors 

can be summarised into the three categories of schooling, teacher education, and classroom 

experience. Since our study focuses only on pre-service teachers and not on in-service 

teachers, the first two categories are more relevant to it. 

Studies have found that the pre-service teachers’ own schooling and language learning 

experiences are important factors in the formation of their belief system particularly in 

relation to grammar learning (Busch, 2010; Fleming et al., 2011). Pre-service teachers bring 

with them both positive and negative images of teaching, from which they create 

categorisations of good and bad instructions. For example, Mattheoudakis (2007), in his 

investigation of pre-service English First Language (EFL) teachers, found that most of their 

beliefs about language teaching and learning, particularly in the teaching of vocabulary, 

grammar, and correct pronunciation, were rooted in their own language learning experiences 

as learners. Lortie (1975) coined the term “apprenticeship of observation” (p. 62) to refer to 

the quality of time students spend in the classroom acquiring their beliefs about learning and 

teaching that then serve them as models. Lortie added that this period consists of two types of 

memory: pre-service teachers’ memories of themselves as students or learners; and their 

memories of their teachers. Johnson argues that these memories are powerful because they 

serve as “indelible imprint[s] on most teachers’ lives and minds” (1999, p. 23).  

Busch (2010) also identified the teacher education programme as another key element of pre-

service teachers’ beliefs about how grammar ought to be learned. Studies have revealed that 

pre-service teachers’ beliefs about the way grammar should be taught are also influenced by 

the type of teacher education they receive. Altan (2006) and Mattheoudakis (2007) have 

claimed that the teacher education programmes bring no or little change to those already 

established beliefs. In contrast, however, Busch (2010), and Özmen (2012) found that teacher 

education programmes can make a difference to pre-service teachers’ beliefs about grammar 

learning. Mattheoudakis (2007) discovered that pre-service teachers use the information they 

have learned to reinforce their prior beliefs rather than challenging them. This, therefore, 

agrees with Samuel’s (2008) and Phipps and Borg’s (2009) argument that pre-service 

teachers’ core beliefs are resistant to change. Studies have offered various reasons why 

teacher education has little or no influence on the growth of prior beliefs. Pajares (1992), for 

example, mentioned that prior beliefs are formed over a long period of time. Despite the 

ongoing debates on the impact of teacher education programmes on pre-service teachers’ 
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beliefs, Phipps and Borg (2009) have argued that “it is not enough . . . to identify differences 

or tensions between teachers’ beliefs and practices. Rather, attempts need to be made to 

explore, acknowledge, and understand the underlying reasons behind such tensions” (p. 388). 

It is against this background that we sought to explore what the beliefs of English Education 

pre-service teacher are, and what they think led to such beliefs.  

The study was underpinned by metacognitive and attribution theories. The metacognitive 

theory, proposed by Flavell (1979), relates to the individual’s knowledge about his or her 

most basic mental states such as perceptions, feelings, and beliefs, among others. This theory 

focuses on the cognitive knowledge that people have about their own thinking (self-

knowledge) and about other people, and the regulation of those cognitive processes. We 

found metacognitive theory to be appropriate for the present study given its focus.  

Attribution theory places importance on people’s explanations of their beliefs and 

experiences, and the attributions they make through their individual inferences to understand 

and interpret the causes they believe to lie behind their beliefs and understandings (Gabillon, 

2013). Attribution theory is the systematic study of the perception of causality. According to 

Yang (2009), attribution theory accounts for how ordinary people make causal explanations 

or, in other words, about how they answer questions beginning with “why?” The theory looks 

at the impact of human beliefs on subjects’ present and future efforts or practices. This theory 

posits that people seek meaning in their behaviour and in their world (Gabillon, 2013). The 

theory centres on how the social perceiver generates information about either their own 

behaviour or that of others, and how this information is interpreted to arrive at causal 

judgment of an event (Försterling, 2001). Thus, the beliefs about causes are of importance to 

the attribution theorists rather than the actual causes of behaviour. Attributions are made 

through certain systematic processes, and when they are made, they influence people’s 

subsequent behaviours and emotional reactions (Försterling, 2001). This theory was deemed 

appropriate for our study aimed at understanding participant’s explanations for their beliefs.  

While metacognitive theory helped explain the cognitive knowledge that participants have 

about their beliefs surrounding teaching and learning grammar, the attribution theory clarified 

the meanings behind such beliefs. 

Method 

This study is located within an interpretive paradigm that regards knowledge as a social 

construct, and is grounded in a qualitative approach, which allows for rich reports that are 

necessary for interpretivists in order to understand the context (Willis, 2007). Narrative 

inquiry, situated within the qualitative approach and interpretive paradigm (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990), serves as the research design. The main claim for the use of narrative in 

educational research is that humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and socially, 

lead storied lives. This research design was employed because it allowed the participants to 

tell their lived experiences of learning grammar in both written and spoken form. The design 
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was useful in the interpretations of pre-service teachers’ beliefs about how grammar should 

be learned and taught.  

We used open-ended questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and narratives as the 

research instruments for data generation. We worked with fourth-year students who were 

studying English education at the university under study, all of whom were purposively 

sampled from the English Major 420 class (the final module before they graduate) since the 

inclusion criteria included this along with their being on track to complete their degree that 

year. These fourth-year students were selected since they would have had almost four years’ 

experience of grammar learning at the tertiary institution in addition to their prior experience 

of grammar learning at school. Moreover, these students were in the transition stage of being 

prepared for classroom teaching the following year. Questionnaires were administered, with 

their informed consent, to all the fourth-year students in the English Major 420 class. The 

module lecturer was contacted prior to this period and students were briefed about the study. 

Fifty students initially participated in the study, of whom 39 were African and 11 Indian, but 

only 11 of these continued for the remaining two sets of data collection. The reduction in the 

number of study participants to approximately 20% of the original total who were recruited 

for interviews and narratives was because some of them were not willing to be interviewed or 

to write the narratives in case they made grammar mistakes.  

The questionnaires aimed to identify the biographical details of the participants and to 

explore their beliefs about learning and teaching English grammar since they were going to 

teach this area the following year. The semi-structured interviews and written narratives were 

employed to delve further into these beliefs.  

We use thematic analysis, a qualitative data analysis method, to analyse the data as it came 

in. This kind of analysis is used for identifying, describing, analysing, and reporting themes 

and patterns within a data set in rich detail (see Braun & Clarke, 2006; Smith & Eatough, 

2007). We used an inductive thematic analysis approach in order to provide a rich thematic 

description of participants’ own narratives of their beliefs about grammar learning. Using 

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guidelines for conducting thematic analysis, all data emanating 

from this study was analysed through four stages. The first stage involved familiarising 

ourselves with the data and the background literature. The second stage involved generating 

initial codes by using labels that were conceptually meaningful to the data (see Duff 2008). 

Line-by-line coding was used to ensure attention to detail in the three data sources. The third 

stage included memo writing about thoughts that occurred during the coding and thematic 

analysis. The final stage entailed categorising themes. 

The average length of the interviews was between 20 and 30 minutes. The interview-based 

data was transcribed by one of the researchers and two postgraduate students and the 

transcript was thoroughly checked by both researchers to ensure accuracy. Having done this, 

we analysed the narratives, interviews, and questionnaire data thematically, and chose the 

themes for analysis according to the frequency of their occurrence. Some of the themes that 

emerged from the analysis included grammar learning, explicit and communicative grammar 

teaching and learning, and content knowledge of grammar.  
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Discussion of findings  

There were two major findings from the study and they relate, as expected, to the pre-service 

teachers’ beliefs about how grammar ought to be taught or learned, and their beliefs about 

their knowledge of the construct. Hence, in our discussion we focus on these beliefs about the 

explicit teaching of grammar, and on their beliefs about the communicative approach to 

teaching grammar. Then we look at their beliefs about their knowledge of grammar.  

Beliefs about the explicit teaching and learning of grammar  

Most of the questionnaire respondents were of the belief that grammar should be learned 

explicitly as a set of linguistic rules. Although this finding contradicts the belief of 

researchers such as Myhill, Jones, and Watson (2013) and Wales (2009), among others who 

emphasise the importance of the pedagogical content knowledge of grammar rather than 

reliance on the explicit teaching of the content knowledge of grammar, it corresponds with 

Sopin’s (2015) findings about the role of explicit grammar teaching in language learning. In a 

study on students’ perceptions about grammar teaching and learning in Libya, Sopin found 

that all the study participants strongly believed that grammar should be explicitly taught. In 

the present study, from the 43 questionnaire respondents who answered the question 

pertaining to the explicit teaching of grammar rules, 34 were of the opinion that grammar can 

be learned effectively only when taught explicitly. Seven responses were opposed to the 

explicit teaching of rules, while the remaining two were not sure how to answer the question. 

For example, one of the respondents (QR 40) who believed in explicit teaching declared that 

“grammar involves many rules and may end up confusing if not taught explicitly.” This view 

concurs with that of Tütüniş (2012) who has said that explicit grammar instruction supplies 

the declarative knowledge of grammar thereby eradicating confusion in the language learning 

process. A questionnaire respondent (QR 24) was of the opinion that grammar is rules-

embedded and that these rules may not be properly applied without explicit teaching. To this 

participant, it appears that the main purpose of explicit teaching of grammar is to eliminate 

confusion in the application of grammar rules. On this note, three others added that the 

approach has the tendency to eradicate confusion from the minds of the students. For 

instance, another questionnaire respondent (QR12) stated that the reason why it should be 

explicitly taught is “because no one is left confused but one gets a clear understanding.” This 

is in agreement with the position that explicit instruction enables learners to acquire grammar 

they would not have learned on their own and that explicitness improves learners’ accuracy 

over what normally transpires when there is no focus on form (see Wang, 2010). Wang has 

argued that explicitness is an unavoidable aspect of grammar teaching. It would appear that 

explicit grammar learning, according to these 34 respondents, is associated with clarity and 

understanding particularly in contexts in which students are unfamiliar with the English 

language. 

Of the 11 interviewees, 7 also thought that grammar is best taught through explicit teaching, 

while 4 said it should not be explicitly taught. For instance, a participant (Interviewee 1) 

argued that grammar has “rules that need to be followed because when I think of grammar, I 
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think of rules, I think of whole bunch of rules that need to be applied, and applied correctly in 

order to express yourself correctly.” Another participant included that grammar learning “is a 

way in which you are taught how to use a language correctly and appropriately” (Interviewee 

3). 

Proponents of explicit grammar teaching have identified reasons why grammar rules should 

be explicitly taught. One reason is that explicit teaching compensates for lack of exposure to 

the target language as well as the lack of time to make learners notice certain grammatical 

and language forms and structures. Thus, explicit teaching leads to the awareness of target 

language forms during input (Noonan, 2004). The relevance of this to our study is that 78 

percent of the study participants learned English as their second or additional language. 

Findings revealed that most of them had poor or inadequate exposure to English grammar 

both at home and at school, and therefore, they might be thinking of explicit grammar as a 

way of creating awareness, particularly of those aspects they deemed difficult. Furthermore, 

researchers, such as Nassaji and Fotos (2004) have suggested that another reason why 

grammar should be explicitly taught is the inadequacy of meaning-focused teaching 

approaches. They maintain that the exclusive focus on communication is not capable of 

providing learners with enough accuracy in the target language. For example, some of the 

study participants lamented that most of them, although they are in their final year of training 

for the teaching profession, were still making mistakes because of the lack of exposure to rich 

and explicit grammar instruction. Norris and Ortega (2005) have argued that explicit teaching 

leads to better learning of target structures, while Ellis (2010) has suggested that explicitness 

is characterised by a longer lasting effect. Other scholars are of the opinion that some focus 

on grammatical forms and error corrections are necessary for the development of high levels 

of accuracy in the target language (Scheffler 2012; Spada & Tomita 2010). These opinions 

were reinforced by the participants’ belief that grammar is best learned and taught through 

explicit teaching. We need to consider if their beliefs were shaped by their personal 

experiences of learning grammar. 

Beliefs about the communicative approach to grammar learning  

Thirty-four pre-service teachers answered the question about whether grammar can also be 

learned through communicative tasks. Of the 34 respondents, 25 believed that it could be 

learned this way while the remaining respondents had the opposite view. This result seems to 

contradict the largely-held view that grammar needs to be taught explicitly. Although these 

25 respondents were of the belief that the communicative approach to teaching grammar is 

effective, they had different reasons for their responses. Nine questionnaire respondents said 

that grammar can be learned naturally. One of the respondents (QR 32) claimed that “learners 

pick on what is grammatically correct through communication and when they communicate it 

comes to them naturally.” This view relates to the natural approach to language learning that 

relies on emphasis being placed on the intuitive process which is presumed to occur when the 

natural language learning ability is appropriately awakened (Krashen & Terrell, 1983). These 

scholars presume that meaning is more important in language learning than form, and this 

approach encourages students to listen to their teachers from the start of the class when they 
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are using the target language. Moreover, this approach holds that grammar in a second 

language can also be learned as was grammar in the first language.  

Here we have evidence of the assumption that through listening, grammatically correct 

sentences or expressions can be learned or acquired either consciously or unconsciously, and 

that the ability to apply grammar rules naturally can also come about through communication 

and not necessarily only through an explicit teaching of grammar. This belief is rooted in the 

focus-on-meaning approach to grammar teaching and learning. This approach, according to 

Chowdhury (2014), follows the incidentally-oriented classroom instructions with emphasis 

on meaning in any communicative task. It thus holds that grammar can be learned without 

explicit teaching and planned activities (in contradiction to the study participants’ previous 

answers). Therefore, emphasis is placed on the learners’ ability to analyse language and 

deduce grammar rules at a subconscious level, depending on their exposure to correct 

language input and environment. Unfortunately, the situation is not similar for all students in 

the South African context and for most of the study participants in that they were not exposed 

to rich and meaningful second language learning contexts. In fact, many of the study 

participants stated that they had their early grammar learning experiences in schools located 

in rural areas. Unfortunately, a major characteristic of these schools is that English language 

is poorly taught since some teachers are under-qualified while some do not have the 

necessary grammar competence (Kruger et al., 2013). 

A pre-service teacher’s (QR 32) argument that through mere listening learners are able to 

pick up on what is grammatically correct, points to the grammatical competence dimension of 

the approach. Some participants held that the communicative approach is the best method to 

correct grammar mistakes. Another respondent (QR 23) claimed that “it is easy to correct 

someone when you are having a conversation and it is something they hardly forget.” Given 

this statement, there appears to be a shift here from focusing primarily on meaning to 

focusing on form. This view is in agreement with Littlewood’s (1981) argument that one of 

“the . . . features of communicative language teaching is that it pays systemic attention to 

functional as well as structural aspects of language, combining these into a more fully 

communicative view” ( p. 1). This view expands the scope of communicative language 

teaching (CLT) beyond a mere focus on meaning but adds that until the structural aspect of 

grammar is included, there cannot be a fully communicative view of grammar. This pre-

service teacher’s argument that learners are able to pick up on what is grammatically correct 

through listening relates to the grammatical competence dimension of the approach, which 

Chomsky (1957) referred to as linguistic competence.  

Four questionnaire respondents believed that one of the advantages of the CLT approach is 

that it enhances learners’ listening skills and serves as the link between listening and 

speaking. One respondent (QR 18) said that “pupils listen when we/other[s] speak and are 

able to speak out grammatically correct sentences from what they hear.” This view relates to 

the effect of a teachers’ influence on their learners. This influence is what Lortie (1975) calls 

the “apprenticeship of observation” (p. 62). It would appear that this participant was arguing 

that the communicative approach gives learners an opportunity to listen to how correct 
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sentences are constructed and that it gives them the opportunity to practice orally what they 

have learned. Such a view may prove helpful in a classroom setting with a teacher who has a 

good command of the language, but if the majority of the teachers of English do not have a 

mastery of the language and teach in schools located in rural areas, this might not be the case 

(see Mafisa & Van der Walt, 2002; Silva, 1997). If the speaker (teacher) is deficient in 

knowledge of grammar, can one then say that the listeners (learners) will be able to learn how 

to construct grammatically correct sentences from the conversation?  

Research shows that English language is poorly taught in South African schools and one of 

the reasons for this situation is the fact that some of the teachers themselves are not 

competent in the language they teach, as mentioned above. Some of these teachers do not 

pronounce English words correctly while others often skip the grammar lessons since they 

are not competent in this area (Kruger et al., 2013; Mafisa & Van der Walt, 2002). Some 

English language teachers often resort to their mother tongue to teach English grammar. 

Learning to speak grammatically in such a scenario is difficult if not impossible. For instance, 

in her description of a bad grammar learning experience, one of the respondents (QR 14) 

argued that grammar teaching is bad “when you plan to teach grammar and you yourself 

speak bad or poor English and end up confusing the learners.” Unfortunately, not only does 

this use of poor English lead to confusion, but the teacher’s lack of grammar knowledge may 

contribute to students’ belief system about how grammar should be taught or learned. All 

these still point to the place of rich and correct language input and environment such as the 

classroom in grammar learning. One of the interviewees (Interviewee 6) lamented her 

grammar learning experience in school. She said,  

Sometimes teachers used code-switching when they taught us grammar. Then, when 

they teach, there were so many mispronunciation[s] of words and if you get to know 

the word, you will discover the whole meaning becomes changed . . . [Concerning] 

spelling, sometimes it happen[ed] that the teacher also spelled some of them 

[incorrectly].  

All these form the pre-service teachers’ memories of themselves as learners and their 

memories of their teachers (see Lortie, 1975).  

In summary, 73% of the pre-service teachers held that grammar should be learned through 

communicative tasks and only 27% disagreed with this belief. Nevertheless, we found that 

most of those who first supported the explicit teaching of grammar joined those who thought 

that grammar might be learned through communicative tasks as well. While this looks like a 

contradiction, it could be viewed more as a recommendation for combining the strengths of 

the two approaches. This view might have resulted from their experiences of learning 

grammar both in school and at university.  

Pre-service teachers’ beliefs about their own grammar knowledge  

Although the pre-service teachers who participated in this study had, to an extent, different 

beliefs about grammar teaching and learning, their responses, when asked about their own 
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knowledge of it, seemed to be fairly consistent. We found that most of the study participants 

believed that they did not have a good knowledge of grammar and they believed that this may 

impact negatively on their teaching practices in the future.  

We found that the way the subject of grammar is being approached in the teacher education 

programme, particularly in the English language discipline, influenced the participants’ 

beliefs about what constitutes a good knowledge of grammar as well as their beliefs about 

their own knowledge of the construct. For example, nine of the interviewees thought that they 

were lacking in the knowledge of grammar and this was attributed to their lack of adequate 

exposure to the explicit teaching of grammar both in school and in the university teacher 

education programme. When asked about his experience of learning grammar in school and 

at the teacher education programme, one participant (Interviewee 1) described it as 

demotivating. He said, “It was de-motivating and especially because I had a bad grammar 

experience in school. I would have expected to be taught grammar in-depth at the university 

so that I will be a competent teacher.” This student seemed to be linking competency in 

grammar teaching or a sound knowledge of grammar to explicit teaching. Also, he appeared 

to have come into the teacher education programme with the expectation of being equipped 

with the in-depth (content) knowledge of grammar which he believed he was not given in 

school. This view is similar to that expressed in a narrative essay (NE 9), in which the 

participant commented that 

grammar knowledge is essential to us and even the learners we intend to teach. We 

are expected to teach in schools the very same thing we were not taught at school. We 

are robbed [at the university] like we were robbed in high school.  

Following from this view, pre-service teachers are expected to teach grammar, but their prior 

and present grammar learning experiences may put them at a disadvantage in that it is 

difficult for them to teach what they do not know. Another participant (NE 10) who claimed 

to have had a little grammar content knowledge complained, 

When I got to grade 10 I realised that the more I practised grammar, the more I 

understood and applied it, but as soon as I got to the university I lost the love for 

grammar because . . . there are no specific grammar modules. So, grammar practice 

and application slipped through the cracks easily.  

This comment raises concerns regarding what the teacher education programme is doing to 

remedy the content knowledge-based difficulty that the pre-service teachers seem to have in 

relation to their preparation to teach grammar. For another participant (Interviewee 1), 

students may lose the desire and passion to teach the grammar section if attention is not given 

to how the construct is being addressed in the curriculum and how it is being taught to the 

pre-service teachers. Another participant (Interviewee 2), while responding to the question 

about her level of understanding/ knowledge of English grammar, said, 

I am not perfect in my English grammar. I feel it most especially when I go to 

Teaching Practice, where I need to teach grammar. I first have to go back and do 
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research because I have only done grammar at school and mostly, I have forgotten 

how it [was] done. I can say I am not proficient in my English grammar.  

All these concerns about the participants’ lack of sound grammar content knowledge seem to 

have been attributed to factors out of their control; such factors include the lack of explicit 

teaching of grammar in schools and at university. While explaining the factors affecting 

people’s belief systems, Heider argued that in “common-sense psychology, the result of an 

action depends on two sets of conditions; factors within the person and factors within the 

environment” (1958, p. 82). Heider claimed that one’s belief system is a function of two 

factors or causes—dispositional and situational. The former, described as internal causes, are 

attributed to factors within a person, while the latter (also described as external causes) are 

attributed to factors outside of the person, such as social context and roles (Augoustinos, 

Walker, & Donaghue, 2007). Thus, it can be said that these students believed that their 

inadequate grammar content knowledge resulted from their prior grammar learning 

experiences.  

It could therefore be understood that the participants were concerned that they did not engage 

with grammar content. One of the questionnaire respondents (QR 29) lamented that “after 

completing six modules in the school of language, we received nil training,” Another 

respondent (QR 26) said, “I feel I need to be taught more about grammar.” One participant 

(Interviewee 1) believed that he was very good at grammar. Nevertheless, he connected his 

success in grammar learning to personal efforts rather than to the contributions from schools 

and teacher education programmes. He said,  

In my second year, I remember I had to do a lot on grammar in my writing practices, 

yet we were never taught grammar so, it was quite challenging, but at the same time it 

was really good because I had to go back, and sit with myself and do research and 

start reminding and teaching myself. Yes, I developed myself, so I wasn’t taught by 

the university.  

From the above extract, it is clear that this student attributed his success in grammar learning 

to personal development (a dispositional cause). Nevertheless, he still attributed his struggles 

with the content knowledge of grammar to the failure of the teacher education programmes to 

provide rich exposure to the explicit teaching approach. The findings above and the 

disposition of the study participants towards the content of their teacher education 

programme, particularly in the teaching of grammar, relate to Mattheoudakis’s (2007) finding 

that that none of the study participants found the content of their teacher education 

programmes useful. We therefore argue that we need to engage with the beliefs of the pre-

service teachers if we are to make our teaching practices in the teacher education programmes 

useful and relevant.  

Implications for teacher education 

The findings of this study have implications for the current practices in teacher education 

institutions. First, the policy informing the English education curriculum should be revisited. 
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The present curriculum focuses only on the communicative approach to grammar teaching 

without any explicit teaching of grammar whereas the majority of the students we are training 

to become teachers of English at the university under study are predominantly second 

language users of English who have little or no access to the language outside of the 

classroom. The curriculum therefore needs to consider who the pre-service teachers are, and 

needs to ascertain their knowledge in general, and the grammar knowledge in particular with 

which they arrive at teacher education programmes. We need to consider how pre-service 

teachers are taught grammar in primary and secondary schools, and modules need to be 

designed to enable these pre-service teachers to teach grammar correctly and effectively in 

the future. We recommend that more studies should focus on how grammar is being taught in 

South African schools since this will assist curriculum designers in teacher education 

programmes to identify the knowledge gap, and work to bridge it.  

Second, modules should be designed to address the kinds of beliefs and knowledge that pre-

service teachers bring with them to the teacher education programmes. Doing this will allow 

the teacher educators to become aware of the challenges facing these pre-service teachers and 

will enable them to strategise on how to address such challenges. In other words, until 

English teacher educators see grammar knowledge as an integral part of the teacher education 

programme and react to this accordingly, we will continue to graduate teachers of English 

who will teach English grammar as poorly as it is being taught currently in schools. While the 

study was primarily concerned with the beliefs of pre-service teachers and did not elicit the 

views of teacher educators or ascertain their beliefs, it is clear that the importance of 

understanding teacher educators’ beliefs about grammar teaching is equally important. This 

is, potentially, a follow-up study that could be undertaken. 

Overall, it may be argued that research findings need to inform the Teacher Education 

curriculum, and that the pre-service teachers also need to understand what research studies 

argue for regarding the teaching of grammar. 

Concluding thoughts 

We re-affirm our contention that it is essential to identify and respond to the beliefs (about 

the explicit teaching of grammar) with which pre-service teachers enter universities since 

their beliefs could determine how they teach (grammar) in the future. We argue that until 

these beliefs and their causes are recognised and addressed, our current teaching in schools 

will not improve. The importance of metacognitive experiences and an understanding of the 

complex and contested nature of teaching and learning is apparent in this study. Furthermore, 

we have highlighted the crucial roles of teachers and teacher educators along with the 

importance of how they shape students’ knowledge base. Assumptions by teacher educators 

of student knowledge and preparedness need to be confronted and interrogated, and 

engagement with students’ beliefs about all aspects of the subject are essential if we are to 

ensure that teaching becomes effective in schools. In not ascertaining pre-service teachers’ 

beliefs and levels of awareness, teacher education will contribute to the replication of the 

poor teaching and learning practices prevalent in many South African schools today. 
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