
Grammar or speaking?  

(Or both?)  

Scott Thornbury 



Can you learn to speak without grammar? Can 

you learn grammar without speaking? Is there 

a special grammar of speech? What’s the best 

way to learn speaking? 

  

In this workshop I will address these questions 

and demonstrate ways that speaking and 

grammar can be integrated. 

 



What do good speakers know? 

What can good speakers do? 













What grammar do learners need to know? 
 

some basic conjunctions (and, so, but);  

the use of deictic devices (here/there; now/then, 
this/that, etc.);  

a command of simple verb tense forms, both present 
and past; 

familiarity with the use of aspect both to frame and to 
background information in narratives, as in it was 
snowing…I’d been working… 

a knowledge of the most frequently occurring modal 
and semi-modal verbs; 

the ability to formulate questions…  

one or two all-purpose quotatives, of the he said…and 
then I said... type. 

 
(from Thornbury and Slade 2006) 
 





Carter, R., & McCarthy, M. 2006 Cambridge Grammar of English. CUP 





O’Keeffe, A., McCarthy, M., & Carter, R. 2007. From Corpus to 

Classroom. CUP. 



What is... the most fundamental guiding 

principle [to conversational proficiency]? It is 

this: 

Memorize perfectly the largest number of 

common and useful word-groups. 

 

Palmer, H. (1925) Conversation. Re-printed in Smith, R. (1999) The 

Writings of Harold E. Palmer: An Overview. Tokyo: Hon-no-Tomosha, p. 

187) 

 



 

Speakers need to be able to 
 

 work fast, be spontaneous, and cope with unpredictability 

 anticipate and plan ahead 

 ignore inessentials, and carry out the task using minimal means 

 be accurate 

 be versatile, i.e. perform a range of different speaking tasks 
about a range of different topics 

 be reliable, i.e. perform the task equally well under different, 
even adverse, conditions 

 interact, including the management of turn-taking , i.e. 
o recognizing the appropriate moment to get a turn 
o signalling the fact that they want to speak 
o holding the floor  
o recognizing when other speakers are signalling their wish 

to speak 
o yielding the turn 
o signalling the fact that they are listening 

 
 
 



Awareness raising 

 

Appropriation 

 

Autonomy 



• learners need to be become aware of features of the 

target knowledge-base  

 

• they need to integrate these features into their existing 

knowledge-base 

 

• they need to develop the capacity to mobilise these 

features under real-time conditions  
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Websites 

Compleat Lexical Tutor: http://www.lextutor.ca/ 

Scott Thornbury’s website: http://www.thornburyscott.com 


