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Abstract 

The topic of explicit grammar instruction has been and still is debated within the SLA 

(second language acquisition) discourse community in terms of efficacy and place within 

second language education (Ellis, 2014, Norris & Ortega, 2000). A vast amount of 

international research has been conducted and has found positive evidence for explicit 

grammar instruction in L2 classrooms; however, on a national level, while available for 

the subject of Swedish, the amount of established research about explicit grammar 

instruction in English classrooms is scarce. Moreover, SNAE’s (Swedish National 

Agency of Education) official documents for English do not explicitly mention the theme 

of grammar. This study primarily aims to fill this research gap by conducting qualitative 

research in the form of semi-structured interviews with practicing English high school 

teachers in Sweden to investigate their attitudes toward explicit grammar instruction for 

L2 learners of English. The interviews were recorded, transcribed and qualitatively 

analysed and further discussed in this paper. The attitudes of the participating teachers 

are then discussed from a broader perspective and in relation to previous research. The 

general findings were divided into four categories: firstly, every participating teacher 

believed that explicit grammar instruction is a necessity for the L2 learner for various 

pedagogical and language developmental reasons. Secondly, the absence of explicitly 

stated comments regarding grammar teaching in the official curriculum and syllabi was 

considered an issue. Thirdly, the participants all emphasized that explicit grammar 

instruction needs to be conducted in relation to practical work done by the learner in order 

to maximize efficacy; grammar instruction for its own sake was considered redundant. 

Lastly, the participants brought up the metalinguistic aspects of language learning in 

relation to grammar instruction. The absence of direct mentioning of grammar in the 

curriculums and syllabi can be, in part, due to the focus on the communicative aspect of 

English, strongly enforced by SNAE in the official educational documents. This degree 

project provides suggestions for future research and strongly advocates for more 

established short- and long-term research within the field of study for future 

improvements to teaching English as well as to the design of language course curricula 

and syllabi in general. 
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1. Introduction 

The topic of explicit grammar instruction within the field of second language acquisition 

(SLA) is well-researched and debated, especially on an international level (Gao, 2001; 

Ellis 2014, 2015; Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010). The main topics of 

discussion include that of the efficacy and overall need for explicit language instruction 

as studies have shown that L2 students are capable of acquiring language elements such 

as grammar, semantics and morphology through communicative based teaching and 

exposure to the target language (Brown & Larson-Hall, 2012). However, multiple studies 

have also indicated the opposite, namely that explicit grammar instruction is highly 

effective and should be implemented in L2 education to enhance second language 

acquisition (Ellis, 2015; Gabrys-Barker, 2008; Norris & Ortega, 2000). This degree 

project, focusing on the research topic of SLA and teacher attitudes, has two main 

purposes: firstly, it aims to fill research gap gaining insight into how practicing high 

school English teachers in Sweden feel about explicit grammar instruction. This is done 

through qualitative semi-structured interviews which serve as primary data and as 

grounds for further analysis and discussion. Secondly, this study aims to examine and 

investigate the potential reasons behind grammar not being explicitly mentioned in the 

curriculums and syllabi written by SNAE for English courses. The degree project begins 

by introducing, defining and discussing central concepts to the study along with previous 

international and national research to frame the issue. The results of the interviews are 

discussed and analysed in relation to the primary research question and finally the study 

provides suggestions for future research within the field of explicit grammar instruction 

in SLA.  

 

1.1 Purpose and research questions 

 

The primary purpose of this degree project is to investigate the following research 

question: 

 

What attitudes do Swedish high school teachers of English hold toward the topic of 

explicit grammar instruction? 

 

This study attempted to answer the research question by conducting qualitative interviews 

with practicing high school English teachers within Stockholm, Sweden. Moreover, the 

data gathered from the interviews in combination with previous established international 

and national research served as material used for analysis. The secondary purpose is to 

examine the official English curriculums and syllabi provided by SNAE to discuss the 

absence of explicit mentions of grammar aspects of language teaching. The inspiration 

for this study came from personal interest of the author as a teacher-to-be. 

 

 



 

2 

 

2. Background 

The background section of this paper aims to explain concepts that are central to this 

paper and its research subject. Moreover, previous research along with its implications 

will all be expanded upon during the analysis and discussion section (section 4 and 5). 

This section merely highlights the research and its main findings and enables further 

discussion. Additionally, as it is hard to develop an understanding for various elements 

of explicit grammar instruction without also investigating its counterpart, a theoretical 

framework for implicit grammar instruction is also provided. The background section is 

divided into four categories: the position of English in Sweden, SLA, explicit and implicit 

grammar instruction and earlier national and international research. 

 

2.1 The position of English in Sweden 

 

For this topic to be discussed through an appropriate perspective, it is important to 

categorize the status of English in Swedish society and in the educational system; in 

particular, whether English can be considered a foreign or a second language. This is 

established in two ways: firstly, by a discussion of theoretical distinctions, along with the 

reasons for their importance, between a foreign and a second language. This is followed 

by a brief historical background of foreign language teaching in Sweden.  

  The two terms foreign language and second language are similar in nature 

but differ in some essential ways. In essence, the target language (English, for instance) 

in the foreign language classroom is generally not spoken or used in the learners’ 

everyday life outside of school (i.e. Cantonese in Sweden) whilst the target language in a 

second language classroom is highly prominent in the learners’ out-of-school 

environment (such as English in Sweden) (Kessler & Lenzing, 2018). While the 

developmental paths of foreign and second languages are generally similar, the degree of 

outside-of-school language use has a direct impact on how they are taught, “as the 

different settings imply different input frequencies and also different communicative 

needs of the learners” (Kebler & Lenzing, 2018, p. 1). This is highly relevant for the 

situation of English within Swedish society from both a historical and contemporary 

sociolinguistic perspective. 

 In 1859, the Swedish educational system began teaching the foreign 

language of German. This language was later replaced in 1946 by English, which was 

made compulsory for year 5 and above students, while German and French became 

optional languages of study (Bardel, Erickson & Österberg, 2019). English was still 

considered a foreign language whilst German, French and Spanish became known as 

second foreign languages (languages learnt after English) (Bardel, Erickson & Österberg, 

2019). After the subject became compulsory, the status of English grew enormously and 

the prominence of English in Swedish society has become greater than ever, especially in 

musical lyrics, television, video games and other forms of media: the internet also plays 

a major role in out-of-school acquisition of the language for young people and adults alike 

due to the dominate position of English in such contexts (Bardel, Erikcson & Österberg, 

2019). The English language is also considered a staple at higher educational institutions, 
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such as universities, as more and more courses are being taught in English or use English 

course literature (Salö, 2018). As a result of the growing interest in English along with its 

prominence in multiple corners of Swedish society, Hyltenstam (2010) highlights that 

English, previously labelled a foreign language, can now be considered a second language 

in Sweden: “due to its constant presence in society, English is sometimes described as 

taking on the role or status as a second rather than a foreign language in the Nordic 

countries” (p. 2).  

 The distinction is important because there are differences between foreign 

language learners and second language learners in terms of sociocultural aspects, as 

indicated above. The two ways of categorizing English also, as previously highlighted, 

change the pedagogical perspectives of their respective classrooms. The nature of this 

distinction will also be further discussed in relation to the findings in the discussion 

section (section 5). The subject of English will, throughout this degree project, be treated 

as a second language and thus be examined through the framework of Second Language 

Acquisition.   

  

2.2 SLA 

 

Second Language Acquisition is, in its most simple of forms, a subdiscipline of applied 

linguistics which focuses on how second languages are learned (Ellis, 2015; Gass, 

Plonsky, Behney, 2013). However, SLA is also interested in the construction of a new 

language system within language learners; in what is and what is not learned in a second 

language; in the discrepancy in language proficiency between a learner’s native and 

second language and why it is so different between individual leaners; in the conscious 

and unconscious processes with which leaners understand the rules of the target language; 

in how these rules correspond to or clash with L1 elements and more (Gass, Plonsky & 

Behney, 2013). The research topic of SLA can be considered interdisciplinary as it draws 

from, and on, areas of study such as psychology, sociology, linguistics, discourse analysis 

and education and pedagogy (Gass, Plonsky & Behney, 2013). Furthermore, SLA 

investigates the benefits of various types of language instruction and the question of how 

instruction can be optimized for L2 acquisition (Loewen, 2015, p. Preface, 1). While there 

are multiple topics related to instruction, one of particular interest for this project is that 

of the distinction between the focus-on-form versus focus-on-forms approach in relation 

to grammar instruction. 

 Focus-on-form and focus-on-forms were both  popularized by Michael H. 

Long (1991, 1996) in “an effort to categorize the types of instruction that were possible 

in the second language (L2) classroom” and they both fall under the category of form-

focused instruction (Loewen, 2018, p. 2018). Form-focused instruction is commonly 

viewed as a continuum where the two aforementioned terms exist on either end of the 

continuum. At one end of the spectrum there is focus-on-form which is used when the 

instructional goal is to examine and teach selected linguistic features, such as grammar 

structures and/or rules, whilst, at the other end of the continuum, focus-on-forms is more 

concerned with communication with minimal amounts of explicit mentions of language 

items such as grammar (Loewen, 2018). One could say, albeit somewhat crudely, that 

focus-on-form relates to explicit grammar instruction and focus-on-forms relates to 
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implicit grammar instruction, both of which are defined and explained in the following 

section. 

 

2.3 Explicit grammar instruction 

 

Explicit grammar instruction revolves around making grammatical knowledge directly 

accessible and transparent. Loewen (2015) describes it as follows: 

 

“Explicit instruction occurs when the primary goal of a lesson or activity involves overtly 

drawing learners’ attention to linguistic features, in this case morphosyntatic rules and patterns. 

In addition, in many instances the presentation of rules is accompanied by the provision of 

examples of said rules, often in ways that are decontextualized and devoid of larger semantic 

content. […] Furthermore, explicit grammatical instruction often involves the use of 

metalinguistic terminology” (p. 85).  

 

Practical instructional methods of teaching explicit grammar are, among many others, 

L1/L2 contrasts, metalinguistic feedback, translation exercises, rule explanations, and 

focus-on-form exercises (Loewen, 2015, Larsen-Freeman, 2014). The metalinguistic 

feedback would, based on the previously mentioned continuum, be considered the most 

focus-on-form related and thus most explicit method as it consists of talking to students 

and describing a learner-made error for the learner to understand and be able to rectify  in 

future works (Loewen, 2018).  

     Implicit grammar instruction is defined by Scott (1990) as follows: 

 

“An implicit approach […] is one which suggests that students should be exposed to 

grammatical structures in a meaningful and comprehensible context in order that they may 

acquire, as naturally as possible, the grammar of the target language” (p. 779).   

 

As an example of an implicit teaching method, Scott (1990) describes how language 

students were given a text to read which contained consciously chosen embedded 

grammar structures that appeared frequently and naturally; in other words, unlike with 

explicit grammar instruction, the grammar elements were never directly showcased (i.e. 

focus-on-forms instruction). The goal of implicit grammar instruction is to encourage 

grammar acquisition through a natural language interaction approach through 

communication in the target language without revealing the grammar explicitly to the 

learners. The category of form-focused instruction was chosen as the focus of this paper 

due to the discrepancy found between SNAE’s official documents and established 

research. Upon examining the official steering documents for secondary school and upper 

secondary school English, Skolverket generally seems to favour a communicative 

approach (focus-on-forms) in terms of language teaching (Lundahl, 2012) while a great 

deal of SLA and L2 research showcases how explicit grammar instruction (focus-on-

form) is beneficial for L2 learners and some research claims it to be vital for L2 
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acquisition (see section 2.4).  

  Commonly discussed in relation to explicit grammar instruction is the 

concept of explicit/implicit learning along with that of explicit/implicit knowledge. 

Learning can be considered explicit if the learner is metalinguistically aware of what 

element is being taught and implicit if the learner is unaware of the elements taught 

(Bielak & Pawlak, 2013). Explicit second language knowledge is commonly described as 

“knowledge about language” that learners can consciously access and are able to 

verbalize in various forms, such as a description of its usage or the L2 rule behind it 

(Loewen, 2015, p. 20). Implicit knowledge is in turn defined as knowledge of a language 

and usually manifests itself in the unconscious and is commonly tied to the L1 of a 

speaker. The terminology related to learning and knowledge in acquisition was mentioned 

because it is closely tied to the concept of language instruction. These terms will not be 

discussed further, however, as the remainder of this degree project deals with teacher 

attitudes in relation to explicit grammar instruction and examines the focus-on-form and 

focus-on-forms aspects. 

 

2.4 Earlier national and international research 

 

The topic of explicit grammar instruction along with its efficacy and necessity for L2 

learners has been, and currently is, thoroughly debated by linguists and researchers alike. 

Research points toward the fact that explicit grammar instruction is important, and some 

say even vital, for the linguistic development for L2 learners (Ellis, 2014). This sub-

section aims to present the results of selected national and international research focusing 

on explicit/implicit grammar instruction. 

 There is an abundance of international research, both qualitative and 

quantitative, concerning the topic of explicit grammar instruction approached from 

multiple angles and to various degrees of depth. Gao (2001) discusses the issue by 

examining both sides of the spectrum: one side argues that language can be learned 

without explicit grammar instruction while the other claims that grammar teaching is 

essential, especially from a second or foreign language perspective. He brings up the age 

factor by mentioning that explicit grammar instruction is more efficient and even 

necessary for adult learners as they have “lost “the magic” of acquiring a language that 

children possess” and argues that explicit grammar instruction helps adult learners by 

providing rules and structures they can deductively and inductively use to improve their 

language proficiency (Gao, 2001, p. 332). Moreover, he raises two other important 

questions: how and when to teach grammar, i.e. discussing by which methods and in 

which contexts to employ explicit grammar instruction. Furthermore, he advocates for 

grammar instruction to be connected to something practical and that grammar should be 

taught “within the context of their [learning tasks]” (Gao, 2001, p. 333, author’s brackets 

and addition).  

 One of the most encompassing studies within the field of explicit grammar 

instruction was conducted by Norris and Ortega (2000) who compiled findings from 

previous research, a total of 49 unique sample studies, from 1980 to 1998 that all treated 

the efficacy of L2 instruction. They performed a research synthesis followed by a 

quantitative meta-analysis of the aforementioned studies in order to examine the general 
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effectiveness of explicit language and grammar instruction. Norris & Ortega (2000) 

worked with 6 individual research questions one of which treated the overall efficacy of 

L2 instruction compared to exposure or communicative teaching methods. Their analysis 

of explicit versus implicit instructions suggest that “treatments involving an explicit focus 

on the rule-governed nature of L2 structures are more effective than treatments that do 

not include such a focus” (Norris & Ortega, 2000, p. 483). Additionally, the findings also 

indicate that the gains made through explicit instruction were durable as shown by post-

tests in the studies examined (Norris & Ortega, 2000). However, several cases of criticism 

have also been directed at the study: multiple authors highlighted how Norris & Ortega’s 

study was “biased toward a very decontextualized type of teaching grammar explicitly”: 

the type of tests that followed the explicit/implicit instruction were called into question 

as they consisted of “paper-and-pencil types of decontextualized grammar tests” which 

heavily favours the group receiving explicit instruction (Brown & Larson-Hall, 2012, p. 

90).  

 Spada & Tomita (2010) conducted a meta-analysis study that strengthened 

the findings and conclusions reached by Norris & Ortega (2000). The study investigated 

simple and complex grammatical features and to which efficacy degree they were 

acquired by means of explicit and implicit instruction by examining and performing a 

meta-analysis of 41 studies. The studies examined were “categorized as simple or 

complex based on the number of criteria applied to arrive at the correct target form” and 

also examined both short- and long-term effects (Spada & Tomita, 2010, p. 263). These 

findings strengthened and supported the claims made by Norris & Ortega (2000) in terms 

of short- and long-term language acquisition. Moreover, the findings highlight that 

explicit knowledge, which was obtained through explicit instruction, can turn into 

implicit knowledge with practice and thus strengthen spontaneous L2 production (Spada 

& Tomita, 2010). Ellis (1985) states “to deny that instruction can help learners to acquire 

a L2 is not only counter-intuitive but contrary to the personal experience of countless 

teachers and students” (p. 229). Worth nothing, however, is that much like in the case of 

Norris & Ortega (2000), Spada & Tomita (2010) recognize that a solid conclusion cannot 

be drawn partly due to a small sample of studies and partly due to the set of criteria used 

to distinguish complex and simple forms: the authors acknowledge that the results could 

have been different if other criteria would have been used. The abundance of established 

international research stands in contrast to the scarce amount of established research 

conducted on the topic in Sweden.    

 Aside from a few selected writings there appears to be, on a national level, 

a scarcity of established research dealing with the subject of explicit grammar instruction 

in Swedish high school English courses. Hyltenstam & Österberg (2010) discuss the 

position of English and other foreign languages in Sweden in general as well as course 

aims with reference to the CEFR (Council of Europe’s Common Framework) mainly 

from a secondary level perspective. The article also discusses curriculum changes over 

the past 40 years and how English is becoming increasingly prominent in Swedish society 

as a whole and how this affects education in general. Moreover, Hyltenstam (2002) 

discusses English education in Sweden from a pedagogical perspective by examining a 

certain teaching method called sprint which creates opportunities for more genuine 

English interaction in Swedish schools on various levels. Lastly, Bardel, Erickson & 

Österberg (2019) wrote an article discussing various dilemmas surrounding second 
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foreign language teaching in lower secondary schools in Sweden. While there have been 

publications discussing the nature of second language acquisition, particularly from a 

perspective focusing on Swedish as a second language, established research on the topic 

of explicit grammar instruction is severely limited. There have been, on the other hand, 

several bachelor’s and master’s degree papers that more closely examine explicit 

grammar instruction in English classrooms, the most relevant and elaborate of which will 

be discussed below.  

 Collberg (2013) wrote a research report and master’s degree project where 

he examines utterances and concrete mentions of grammar present in Lgy 11 in the 

following subjects: Swedish, English and modern languages (Spanish, German and 

French). He also interviewed two high school teachers per subject for qualitative data. He 

found that the Swedish high school curriculums and syllabi lack a common and 

overarching approach to the languages’ grammatical aspects due to two major reasons: 

firstly, the lack of explicit mentions of grammar and secondly due to a normative view of 

grammar in general. Gray (2016) wrote a master’s degree where he examined high school 

students’ attitudes toward explicit/implicit grammar instruction in English by conducting 

quantitative surveys with 49 English students. He found that most students believed that 

grammar instruction, both explicit and implicit, is important to obtain a high level of 

language proficiency. Petersson (2016) wrote a bachelor’s degree where she examined 

the syllabi for English 5, 6 and 7 and compared what they said about grammar with 

opinions of working English teachers using web-based surveys. Petersson (2016) found 

that the syllabi almost entirely leave out explicit stipulations about grammar instruction 

which was seen as a problem by the participating teachers. For more national bachelor’s 

degree or equivalent studies and research, please see Jonsson (2009), Lugoloobi-Nalunga 

(2017), Norgren-Bergström (2018), Svensson (2015), Tioukulaias & Cvjetkovic (2009).  

 This degree project is an attempt to make a contribution to the field in hopes 

that it, along with other papers and studies like it, might inspire greater future research to 

take place as the future of language education is of high relevance in an increasingly 

globalising society and world where English is increasingly used. 

 

3. Methodology and data  

This section aims to describe and discuss the methodology used to conduct the study. The 

participants of the study are briefly described and given false names for the sake of 

confidentiality. The interview process is described along with its method of transcription 

and data storage. Finally, a discussion surrounding the methods chosen is provided.  

 

3.1 Choice of methodology 

 

The method selected for gathering data for this degree project was that of qualitative semi-

structured interviews due to the exploratory and interpretative research nature of the study 

(Magnusson & Marecek, 2015). As the project’s research question have no clear 

definitive answers, it would be counter-productive to use methods considered too rigid, 
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such as structured interviews on their own or in combination with a survey. Semi-

structured interviews were thus chosen for two main reasons: for their open-endedness, 

which allows the interviewer to steer the interview in an appropriate direction,  and for 

their ability to let “the interviewer have a greater chance of becoming visible as a 

knowledge-producing participant in the process itself” (Brinkmann, 2014, p. 286). Lastly, 

semi-structured interviews can be seen as conversations between the participants and 

therefore lead to more sincere answers and discussions about the topic at hand, something 

highly relevant for teacher attitude studies. 

 

3.2 Participation criteria and brief participant descriptions  

 

Below is a brief description of the five participants that chose to partake in this study. The 

names of the participants have been altered for sake of confidentiality (see Appendix D). 

 In order to be an appropriate candidate for participation in this degree 

project, the participant needed to be a teacher of English with a valid teaching license at 

a Swedish high school in the Stockholm area. The geographical factor was mainly for the 

sake of convenience for the researcher as he travelled to the workplace of each participant; 

thus, the participant needed to work at a school that was accessible by means of public 

transportation. 

  The participants were all contacted via e-mail (see Appendix B). Five high 

schools in the Stockholm area, three of which were previously known by the researcher 

due to previous practicum placements, were selected and contacted in the beginning of 

October 2019. Five participants from three different schools replied and were selected as 

participants as they all met the requirements stated above. The participants were 

predominantly women (3/5); however, the researcher did not consciously aim for a certain 

gender representation as it was not related to the topic of the paper. Two additional factors 

that could influence the findings are the language levels of the teachers and the levels of 

the schools at which they work. The majority (3/5) of the teachers have English as their 

native tongue and all teachers work at schools with international ties which require 

relatively high grade averages for students to enlist. The findings may be different if other 

types of teachers at a more varied set of schools were to be interviewed, something that 

can be done in a follow-up study.  

 The first participant, Fiona, teaches English and French at a high school in 

a suburb of Stockholm. She has worked as a teacher for around a year and has experience 

with English 5, 6, 7 and various French courses. Her pedagogical/linguistic training 

mainly comes from Sweden but she has also worked/studied in various English-speaking 

countries around the world. She is a native speaker of Swedish. 

 The second participant, Kristina, teaches exclusively English at a high 

school level in the central parts of Stockholm. She has more than two decades of 

experience as a teacher and has taught English 5, 6, 7 along with business English, 

corporate English and ESP (English for specific purposes). Her pedagogical training 

comes exclusively from Sweden and she is a native speaker of English. 

 The third participant, Sam, has more than 15 years of experience as a teacher 

in both Swedish and English (English 5, 6, 7). He currently works at a high school in the 

central parts of Stockholm and has received pedagogical/linguistic training from Sweden 
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exclusively. He is a native speaker of Swedish. 

 The fourth participant, Peter, has worked as a teacher at various levels for 

more than a decade in various countries with English as his native tongue. His experience 

ranges from high school (English 5, 6, 7) to different universities in various countries. 

Pedagogical training comes from both Sweden and an English-speaking country while 

the linguistic training only from the latter.  

 The fifth participant, Monica, is a teacher of English (levels 5, 6, 7) and 

French who has around 3 decades worth of experience. She also has experience teaching 

ESP. She is currently working as an English and French teacher in a downtown school in 

Stockholm. Her native tongue is English and she has received pedagogical/linguistic 

training in Sweden and an English-speaking country. 

 

3.3 Interview implementations  

 

The primary data was collected through 5 recorded qualitative interviews, spanning from 

30 to 70 minutes each. Before the interviews started the participants were briefed on the 

purpose of the study and how the data collected from the upcoming interview would be 

used. The participants were then presented with a consent form that they read and signed. 

 The interview consisted of two parts: background questions regarding age, 

place of work, professional title, years of experience etc were asked for profiling reasons 

and the main interview questions regarding explicit grammar instruction. The written 

questions were used for guidance and each interview had different follow-up questions 

depending on the answers of the participants which, in turn, affected the flow and 

direction of the interview. 

 

3.4 Treatment of collected data, transcription and analysis methods 

 

Each recorded interview was transcribed by the researcher in order to aid the process of 

analysis but also for selected direct quotes to appear in the results/analysis section. 

According to Magnusson & Marecek (2015) a semi-structured interview should be 

transcribed in great detail as well as include both the interviewer’s and the participant’s 

utterances, word for word, including indicators and nonverbal elements such as pauses, 

hesitations, stumbles/stutters and laughter (p. 74). For this degree project, however, a 

content-based transcription was favoured as the importance laid in the content of the 

answers and not in how they were uttered.      

 

3.5 Methodology discussion 

 

While semi-structured qualitative interviews carry with them several advantages and 

was considered the method deemed most suitable for this study’s research purposes, 

there exist pitfalls and complicating factors to take into consideration when the method 

is applied. Tracy (2013) brings up four common issues encountered when qualitative 

interviews are conducted, all relevant to this study: unexpected occurrences, 



 

10 

 

interviewers negatively affecting the interview, the phrasing of questions and issues 

with follow-up questions (p. 1), all of which partly deal with the experience factor of the 

interviewer. The more experienced the interviewer, the less risks there are for poorly 

phrased questions and lack of appropriate follow-up questions. Moreover, as Brinkmann 

(2013) highlights, a further potential disadvantage with interviews is their subjective 

nature that is affected by human judgment and the questions/angle of the interview is 

therefore open to bias from the interviewer. This can be mitigated through objective 

peer-review of the interview outline, something that was done for this study for quality 

assurance.   

 Even though a qualitative research method such as that of semi-structured 

interviews holds many challenges and potential pitfalls, it was still deemed the most 

useful method to use for this study, mainly due to the exploratory nature of the research 

question (see section 3.1). The interviews could, however, have been combined with 

surveys to create possibilities for comparisons between the two sets of data acquired for 

a deeper and more nuanced analysis. 

 

4. Findings and analysis 

The findings and analysis section aims to present the gathered data by highlighting 

overlapping central themes that were expressed in the interviews in order to answer the 

research question: what are high school English teachers’ attitudes toward explicit 

grammar instruction? The findings section is divided into five categories for the sake of 

clarity and to provide a clear overview: 1) areas for which explicit grammar is deemed 

most useful and effective, 2) metalinguistic aspects, 3) the need for a relation to practical 

applications, 4) the multicultural and multilingual classroom and 5) grammar in the 

curriculum and syllabi. The results will be presented in the form of direct quotes and/or 

paraphrasing of the participants’ answers and subsequently analysed. 

 

4.1 Areas for which explicit grammar is deemed most useful and 

effective 

 

Several points that were brought up relate to the question of identifying the areas (levels, 

types of students, language registers, and so on) in which explicit grammar instruction is 

most useful to teach. With respect to the first question, each participant agreed that the 

most optimal place for explicit grammar instruction is in the course English 5 for various 

reasons. Fiona believed that “English 5 more suitable and then as we go to English 6 and 

English 7 it’s less suitable because, again, they have this quite extensive vocabulary [at 

that point]”. Sam believes it is important to immediately get students on the right track as 

they come straight from middle school: “English 5 preferably; the sooner the better”. 

 Each participating teacher believed that it is important to begin with explicit 

and basic grammar instruction as soon as possible for the students to develop strong 

fundamentals to prepare them for future challenges. Moreover, establishing correct 

grammar from an early stage can help counter the risk of fossilization that can occur 

through continuous practice of inaccurate language forms (Larsen-Freeman, 2014).  
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 As the Swedish high school courses of English are heavily focused on the 

communicative aspect in both their aim and methods of acquiring the target language, 

explicit grammar instruction has the potential of aiding the students in two ways: firstly, 

as previously mentioned, fossilization might occur if grammatical errors are unmonitored 

and/or not corrected (Larsen-Freeman, 2003); secondly, it sets the students on the path 

toward autonomous learning and being able to reflect upon their own work. Additionally, 

research suggests that L2 learners fail to spontaneously acquire a sufficient amount of 

grammatical competence regardless of the amount of natural language learning 

opportunities: in other words, formal instruction of grammar, combined with 

communicative and natural language practice, appears to be needed in order for stable 

second language proficiency (Ellis, 2002). Also, Ellis (2002) poises the notion that 

grammar should not start at the very beginning of L2 acquisition: instead, the proper time 

for explicit grammar instruction is “when learners have developed a sufficiently varied 

lexis to provide a basis for the process of rule extraction” (p. 20). One could argue that 

English 5 is such a moment as the majority, if not all, of the students in the first year of 

high school have all graduated secondary school and thus have acquired the basics of the 

language to a point where they are capable of handling grammar instruction. 

  The follow-up question regarding whether different types of students 

benefit more or less from explicit grammar instruction had some varied and some 

overlapping answers. Sam mentioned how primarily beginners and more advanced 

learners can benefit from the teaching of grammar: 

 

“I’m tempted to say that basic and advanced learners have the most to gain […] Once you have 

that basic structure I think you can get pretty far by just immersing yourself. But, perhaps then 

if you wanna take the next step and you wanna become an advanced user or learner you’d need 

to acquire that metalanguage so you can reflect over the language and how it’s used.“ 

 

Sam mentions that explicit grammar instruction aids beginners in building a foundation 

and allows advanced learners progress further. He also mentioned how intermediate 

learners can get by through language immersion and communicative practice. Kristina 

and Monica shared the view that some students benefit from formal instruction more than 

others and in different ways: 

 

“Yes, I think so, definitely. There’s a difference between a structured and highly theoretically 

minded group of natural science students compared to a social science student group. The 

approach has to be very different or it won’t work. It’s much faster to teach it to the ones who 

have the structure thinking and so on, it lets me use more meta-language which is a shortcut. 

With the more chaotic class, social sciences mainly, I need to use much more pathos-oriented 

teaching, making them understand what effect it can have on their lives if they don’t understand 

this particular point.” (Monica) 

“Yes, here’s your dilemma: the student who would really need to have it, will probably, or may 

not, respond to explicit grammar instruction because it’s too much and too overwhelming. They 

need to have the function more. The student who has some grammatical problems but who has 



 

12 

 

a higher level of proficiency will probably enjoy and respond to explicit grammar instructions. 

The student who really should come to that extra tutorial is the one who won’t come to the extra 

tutorial. It’s problematic.” (Kristina) 

 

There is a clear overlap between Sam’s and Monica’s views as they both mention how 

more advanced learners seem to thrive on explicit grammar instruction. Kristina, 

however, adds a new element to the equation by saying that students who need it, don’t 

know they need it or won’t even respond to the instruction but are in need of more 

function: a perspective that is indicated in Monica’s quote as well in regard to the social 

science students.  

 The idea of students not knowing or understanding their need for grammar, 

covered by Kristina, is reflected upon by Ellis (2002): 

“Of course, not all learners will orientate so strongly to studying grammar. Some, younger 

learners for example, may be more inclined to view language functionally—as a tool for 

communicating—and may be less able to benefit from grammar instruction. Nevertheless, it is 

my contention that many successful learners are not only prepared to focus on form but actively 

seek to do so (see Reiss, 1985). For such learners, a “communicative” syllabi that eschews a 

focus on grammar may be missing the mark (p. 19).  

Ellis (2002) touches upon two points that were also brought up during the interviews, 

namely how more experienced students both need and seek out more formal grammar in 

order to progress and how less experienced learners need it more than they themselves 

believe. Furthermore, Gabrys-Barker (2008) mentions how basic grammatical 

competence for second and foreign language learners can, potentially, be acquired 

through a communicative classroom approach; however, in order for full systemic 

proficiency to be developed, the learner needs more explicit grammar instruction 

approaches (p. 226). This statement relates to Sam’s attitude present in the quote above. 

Similar attitudes have been found in teacher cognition studies: Phipps & Borg (2009) 

conducted a study where they interviewed and observed L2 English teachers in Turkey to 

understand the tension between pedagogical theories and their own practices. Some of 

the ideas expressed by the participating teachers in their study correspond to answers 

collected through this study: one teacher discusses how “she had worked with lower level 

groups while at the time of the study she was teaching higher levels who, she felt, needed 

and expected a more expository approach to grammar” (Phipps & Borg, 2009, p. 384).  

 It seems, then, that not only are more advanced students in need of more 

expository and explicit grammar instruction in order to develop their proficiency, they 

also actively seek it out themselves. Consequently, this leads to the issue of students being 

aware of their own language skill level and developmental areas. This is brought up by 

Kristina: how can you, as a teacher, make a student aware of their own needs in line with 

their language proficiency levels, especially for students with lower language 

proficiencies? Sam and Kristina give their input in connection with the previously 

discussed ideas: 
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“[Through grammar teaching] you awaken the students’ awareness that there is a problem and 

then you try to rectify it. […] One must also promote autonomous learning so you’re not just 

sitting there waiting for the teacher. You are in charge of your own learning which needs to be 

understood. It takes time, yes, but it’s worth it in the end if the timing is right.” (Kristina) 

“I think maybe that it’s where good grammar teaching or effective grammar teaching comes in 

as well, it’s to be able to revise your own writing to be able to improve on your own writing 

with the help of your grammatical knowledge and meta-cognition, the meta-language and reflect 

on your own production and so on.” (Sam) 

Nagai et al (2015) propose two sets of tasks related to explicit grammar instruction 

teaching, one of which works with raising the student’s consciousness level of their own 

written production. The task falls under the concept of structure-based tasks which are 

comprised of three central aspects: 

“(i) tasks that demand the productive use of the target grammatical structure, (ii) comprehension 

tasks designed to make learners notice and process a particular grammatical form; and (iii) 

consciousness-raising tasks that make learners aware of a particular grammatical form […] 

Structure-based tasks are performed through receptive and productive activities such as 

listening, reading, writing and speaking” (Nagai et al., 2015, p. 384). 

This consciousness-raising is what Kristina, Sam and Monica wish to achieve with their 

overall education so that their students can analyse their own works in order to improve, 

a skill directly mentioned in the course curriculums for English (see section 4.5). In 

addition, the quote also covers the concept of connecting grammar instruction to the 

students’ own written/spoken production (see section 4.3). 

 As for the question regarding subjects and/or language categories where 

explicit grammar instruction is more useful, Fiona believed that she found it most 

valuable when teaching various aspects of writing, mainly academic variants. She also 

mentioned how it is easier to work with grammar in writing as it is something static that 

can be returned to while spoken language is more situational and spontaneous. Her ideas 

were shared by every other participant as they all mentioned academic writing: Kristina 

and Monica both mention how formal writing, such as academic essays or job 

applications, requires correct grammar. Aside from formal writing, Monica also 

mentioned how creative writing also requires deeper grammatical knowledge. Hinkel & 

Fotos (2002) touch upon this as they discuss communicative language teaching: 

“Another important limitation of a purely communicative approach is that certain types of 

language knowledge and skills are difficult to attain in the process of naturalistic learning, for 

example, academic and professional speaking and writing. It has been suggested that advanced 

proficiency and accuracy in spoken and written production are essential for effective functioning 

in academic, professional and some vocational communications, so attaining high levels of 

language competence and performance may require instructed learning” (p. 10).  

This quote relates to multiple aspects covered by the participating teachers above: the 

need for explicit grammar instruction in order to develop high language proficiency and 

how some forms of writing cannot be learned implicitly. Ellis (2002) discusses how 

“[f]ormal instruction is effective in developing explicit knowledge of grammatical 
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features” and how formal instruction is more successful if it is connected to a task that 

allows for planned and controlled language use as it allows students to “draw on their 

explicit knowledge” (p. 18). Academic writing is a good example of such an activity as 

students must consciously draw upon their knowledge in order to adhere to the (academic) 

norms of the target language. A similar train of thought was brought forward by Önalan 

(2018) who conducted a survey-based research study with non-native EFL teachers. In 

their report, Önalan (2018) writes that:  

“[…] the proficiency level of students that the participants taught also had an impact on their 

preferences of grammar instruction. Interestingly, teachers of higher advanced level students 

found it more necessary to study the grammar in order to speak the target language fluently. 

They viewed grammar instruction to be more essential for their students as the students 

advanced in the language” (p. 10).  

4.2 Metalinguistic aspects 

 

This sub-section discusses three points about metalinguistic proficiency: if explicit 

grammar instruction is needed to develop metalinguistic skills, the overall need for such 

skills and their role in maximizing language development.  

 Firstly, the answers regarding the metalinguistic aspect in relation to 

explicit grammar instruction was varied between participants. Kristina mentioned how 

metalinguistic knowledge aids learning by allowing learners to see structures more 

transparently. Peter also brought this up: 

 

“Students have to understand grammar of the language in order to discuss language and be able 

to understand what the different aspects of language are doing so meta-linguistic skills definitely 

require a very high level of grammatical proficiency. In that case, is explicit grammar instruction 

vital for that, it depends on how the students got that grammar otherwise, but broadly, if the 

students can’t differentiate an adjective from an adverb then they are not going to be able to do 

it – so yes, as a basic rule, yes. At some level, explicit grammar will have to be there as a kind 

of basis. Otherwise, there will always be limitations towards the comprehension of any 

metalinguistic level.” 

Sam agreed and mentioned the common subject-verb agreement problem among Swedish 

L1 learners of English: “you can’t get a student to deal with the most common mistake 

(SVA) without understanding what a subject or a verb is in a sentence, right?” The 

majority of teacher participants seemed to agree that explicit grammar instruction is 

necessary, to a certain extent, to develop meta-linguistic skills. In terms of putting this 

into practice, Kim Soo-hyon (2018) mentions how pedagogical techniques closely related 

to focus-on-form instructional methods, such as input enhancement or language-learning 

journals, aid students in acquiring metalinguistic knowledge in order to improve upon 

their own writing/speaking as well as “raising their awareness of or sensitivity to 

linguistic features in their language environment outside the classroom” (p. 4). 

 The topic of whether or not L2 students need metalinguistic skills came into 

question. Each teacher participant agreed that it depends on the learner’s individual 
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situation as well as what the teacher wants the students to be able to do with the target 

language, an attitude summarized in Peter’s answer:  

“It depends on what level one wants the L2 student to reach. What does one mean by 

maximizing? At what level is language development maximized? What do you want the student 

to be able to do with the language (L2) more broadly? […] After Gy11, and the law change 

there, if you about the professionalization there, ultimately, metalinguistic skills are not 

particularly important for that aim. If that is the aim we are saying. It depends what one says is 

maximizing. My answer is: perhaps, however, basically not as Skolverket has written in their 

documents at the moment.” (Peter) 

Fiona agreed with Peter and brought up SNAE and their aims for the students of English: 

“Skolverket (SNAE) doesn’t care about grammar. […] it’s about the student’s ability and 

what they already know from before.” Sam believed that metalinguistic skills are 

important for language students overall; however, he also mentioned how it is dependent 

on what you, as a teacher, wishes to achieve with teaching metalinguistics. Kristina’s 

answer essentially summarizes the point present in the quotes above: she also sees 

metalinguistic tools as a means of taking your language to the next level, especially in the 

form of becoming more aware of your own language skills so that you may improve on 

your own through self-assessment. 

  The majority of teachers highlighted how the amount of metalinguistic 

knowledge that is explicitly taught depends on individual and group needs within the 

classroom. Some students need more of it, some need less as all students come into the 

classroom with different levels of proficiency and literacy experience: while adult and 

more proficient learners might benefit more from metalinguistic tasks, younger learners 

with lower proficiency levels gain more from “a more immersive language-learning 

experience” (Kim Soo-hyon, 2018, p. 14). It is, then, important to assess the students’ 

previous knowledge and proficiency levels before deciding the amount of metalinguistic 

aspects to be taught. 

  There have been multiple studies that investigate the efficacy and need for 

metalinguistic components in relation to L2 grammar learning. Camhi & Ebsworth (2008) 

conducted a study where ESL learners took a specifically constructed writing class called 

the GAINS approach which supports L2 learner’s writing capabilities by working with 

sentence structure, rhetorical structure and metalinguistic components. The students who 

enrolled in the GA class were more successful and became more competent writers: the 

reason behind this, according to the researchers, may have been that the metalinguistic 

component which provided students with “conscious attention to sentence-level grammar 

as well as to cohesion and coherence in academic writing” (Camhi & Ebsworth, 2008, p. 

12). Moreover, the researchers highlight the importance of the students becoming 

independent when they learn how to analyse and improve their own work through 

metalinguistic skills: 

“By establishing a protocol and developing a set of conceptual tools to analyse language data, 

students can sustain the writing process independently after they leave the classroom. 

Furthermore, by engaging in analysis and abstraction, learners practice and develop critical 

thinking skills they will be called upon to use in academic and professional settings” (Camhi & 

Ebsworth, 2008, p. 13). 



 

16 

 

This concept of self-reflection and awareness was brought up by interview participants in 

this study as well and appears to be a valuable tool in relation to explicit grammar 

instruction. Moreover, a study conducted by Muranoi (2000) who examined integration 

of formal instruction in communicative tasks, reports similar findings. Muranoi (2000) 

found that students subjected to IE (interaction enhancement (“in which interaction was 

enhanced by means of feedback provided by a classroom teacher”)) who received formal 

direction with more focus on metalinguistic skills outperformed those who received 

meaning-oriented debriefing (Muranoi, 2000, p. 659). Moreover, the researcher states 

how these findings are consistent with those of Carroll & Swain (1993) who found that 

“a group getting explicit metalinguistic feedback outperformed other groups receiving 

explicit utterance rejection, modelling/implicit negative feedback, and indirect 

metalinguistic feedback treatments” (Muranoi, 2000, p. 659). These three (including 

Carroll & Swain (1993)) studies all indicate a positive attitude toward metalinguistic 

components in L2 learning, along with positive results compared to teaching methods 

where metalinguistic elements are absent.  

 All in all, while the participating teachers were mostly in favour of 

metalinguistic components in L2 explicit grammar instruction, which is in line with 

previous research findings, they also pointed out that it is highly dependent on the group, 

the individual learner and the pedagogical reason behind the metalinguistic component 

presence in the classroom.  

 

4.3 The need for a relation to practical applications 

 

The question of how explicit grammar instruction is implemented in the classroom was a 

central topic in each interview. In general, all teachers were adamant about how grammar 

instruction, regardless of its nature, needs to be connected to something practical or it will 

be quickly be forgotten, as highlighted by Kristina: “it’s important to use the students’ 

own work as the starting point is really important as you are making it transparent for you 

and the student by seeing patterns.” Connecting the grammar instruction to the students’ 

own work was highlighted by each teacher participant. This was tied into the issue of 

teaching isolated grammar patterns that do not translate into practical knowledge. Peter 

said the following:  

“If it’s simple taught for its own sake, and is only being assessed in relation to its comprehension 

for its own sake, then I think you have a big philosophical problem if you look at the Skolverket 

documents. […] So long as we have, you know, some form of constructive alignment between 

how one wants to find or see evidence of this skill, and how it is delivered, and how it is assessed 

– so long as you have got that in place: teaching, assessment form, assessment, feedback, 

grading – so long as those are constructively aligned that should not be a problem”. 

Monica shared this notion by claiming that “explaining grammar and then not supplying 

enough follow-up/practice on what you’ve taught and then expect students to know how 

to use it” is a potential pitfall related to grammar teaching. The remedies for this were, 

once again, related to linking the grammatical teaching to the students’ own work so that 

they may connect it to something practical, as Peter also states: “I think it’s much more 

effective when they’re putting something together themselves rather than writing 
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preconstructed sentences.” 

 The participating teachers were adamant about the importance of teaching 

grammar in relation to something relevant and familiar to the student. Ellis (2002) brings 

up a quote from Spada (1986) where she says that “[f]ormal instruction may work best in 

promoting acquisition when it is linked with opportunities for natural communication 

(Spada, 1986)” (p. 18). Furthermore, a teacher cognition study was conducted by Hos & 

Kekec (2015) where some of the teachers interviewed stated: 

“[g]rammar should be taught, but to some extent. They thought that rather than teaching all 

grammatical rules, their importance and frequency should be considered. In addition, grammar 

should by integrating with other skills of the language […] In contrast, teachers’ responses about 

how grammar should be taught, the most common theme was that it should be taught 

contextually and made references to daily lives of the students” (p. 73). 

This notion regarding practical connections is also highlighted by Hyltenstam  

(2002) during his discussion regarding the baseline for successful English teaching: 

“firstly, the learner must have an opportunity to use the language through interaction to be able 

to acquire communicative skills within the language. Secondly, this interaction must concern 

content that is understandable and carries meaning/is meaningful for the learner. Both these 

aspects are tied to motivation” (p. 66, my italics). 

The previous quotes from Spada (1986) and Hos & Kekec (2015) both indicate a need for 

the teacher to evaluate which grammar segments to teach in relation to their overall 

importance as well as not teaching them in isolation. This idea is also highlighted by 

Norris & Ortega (2000) who also showcase that teachers who include grammar segments 

in their communicative language teaching had a greater degree of success than those who 

excluded grammar entirely and, more importantly, than those who worked with 

decontextualized (isolated) grammar, further indicating the importance of tying explicit 

grammar instruction into something practical. Similar thoughts were found in the teacher 

cognition study by Önalan (2018) which found that the majority of participating teachers 

believed that explicit grammar instruction helped develop the students’ overall language 

proficiency, especially when the grammatical structures were explicitly taught and 

practiced in different ways. Moreover, the teachers were strongly opposed to teaching 

grammar in isolation, much like the participants of this study (Önalan, 2018).  

 Chang (2011) conducted a study in Taiwan with L2 English learners, all 

with similar levels of language proficiency in English, where the two methods of 

Grammar Translation Method (GMT) and Communicative Approach (CA) were tested to 

determine comparative degrees of efficacy and language acquisition. The GMT is focused 

on explicit grammar instruction as the teacher presents the students with selected 

language structures which are then practiced in various forms, such as written or spoken 

exercises and thus is not focused on developing direct communicative competence 

(Chang, 2011). The post-test showed that students exposed to GMT were superior in 

terms of linguistic accuracy and grammar knowledge but also “more effective in 

improving learners’ learning confidence, and motivation than the Communicative 

Approach” (Chang, 2011, p. 21); however, the author also states how the CA was more 

successful in teaching fluency and communicative competence which is a central purpose 
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of second language learning and thus suggests a combination of the two methods. These 

results are somewhat in line with the ideas of the attitudes of the study’s participating 

teachers: it is important that explicit grammar instruction is connected to both 

communicative and practical aspects of language teaching for the teaching to work.  

 

4.4. The multicultural and multilingual classroom 

 

While points related to the dynamic classrooms in terms of various cultural and 

educational backgrounds were only mentioned during three interviews, these are highly 

relevant to understanding how the multilingual classroom works, especially in the 

evermore globalizing and growing society of today. The topic of students in English 

courses that do not have Swedish as their first language and the challenges that might 

bring was brought up during some interviews. 

 In first instance, however, the interviewees focused on students with 

Swedish as their native tongue. Monica brings up a point where referring to Swedish 

grammar can save a lot of time when teaching English equivalents as Swedish and English 

grammar is highly similar in many regards: 

 

“I’m not gonna go over grammar that is present in their native tongue, I’ll just tell them that 

“it’s the same” which is a very common thing when teaching Swedes English because the 

grammar is so similar. Now, however, we need to also realize that more and more students in 

our English classrooms will not have Swedish as a first language and perhaps that’s something 

we will need to think more about.” 

 

Moreover, Kristina mentioned how “they’ll all have things [problems] with things like 

subject-verb agreements etc, usual problems”, an issue also mentioned by Fiona. There 

are many similarities between the grammatical structures of English and Swedish such as 

the basic word order (Subject-verb-object) which makes it easy for Swedish L2 teachers 

of English, like Monica mentions, to simply refer to the students’ native tongue when 

describing certain grammatical elements as it saves time and effort (Larsen-Freeman, 

2015). This, however, is not always an option in the changing classrooms of today with 

students from different backgrounds.  

 Taking the students’ native language as a reference point is not possible if 

the student has a different mother tongue in which the teacher is not proficient; a situation 

that becomes more and more common in language classrooms across Sweden due to 

globalization and the increased presence of multilingual and multicultural students 

(Cenoz & Gorter, 2015). Peter, for instance, when asked about which students benefit 

mostly from explicit grammar instruction, brought up the issue of L1 transfer/interference 

as not each student has Swedish as their native tongue.  

 This creates a challenge for the Swedish language teacher of English. One 

issue that relates to this is the concept of translanguaging, the process of using the 

language learner’s native tongue to help them acquire a new language in the classroom 

by allowing “multilingualism to be a tool for developing language and acquiring 

knowledge in all school subjects” (Torpsten, 2018, p. 105). The issue of translanguaging 



 

19 

 

is outside the scope of this essay and will not be discussed further; however, it is an 

important challenge to tackle in the future of second language teaching in the ever-

increasing globalized and multilingual classrooms. 

 

4.5 Grammar in the official documents  

 

Each participant had strong opinions about the presence of grammar 

instructions/mentioning in the curriculums and syllabi. When asked whether or not they 

should be present, Peter said the following: 

 

“Yeah, I think it’s an issue. No, I don’t think it should be up to every individual interpretation. 

The national tests make it so clear that they are looking at grammar quite clearly, in the samples 

that they give out, you get model answers and they talk about the grading in the national test 

levels. It’s very clear that grammar is something that necessarily is affecting grades in quite a 

material way so it feels like there is a real disconnect, then, between national tests and a more 

broad phrasing of proficiency which is in the English 5 documents and what that actually means 

then, in terms of grammar”.  

 

Monica found it “utterly annoying that it’s not there, I think it makes it much more 

difficult to use in terms of teaching and assessment” and that she strongly believed that it 

should be explicitly stated. Moreover, she finds the absence of the topic odd as Skolverket 

partly base their curriculums on the CEFR which has clear and transparent descriptions 

of levels of grammar (see Appendix E). Kristina agreed with the two previous teachers 

and mentioned how it is explicitly discussed in the teacher material for assessing the 

national tests: “if you go into the national tests and you get the teacher material. In that 

teaching material, teacher’s instructions, it says there explicitly “this is what will be 

looked at”; vocabulary, formulation, grammar. It doesn’t say what kind of grammar but 

it just says grammar”. She also brings up the complexity of writing such a segment in the 

curriculums: 

[…] “It’s difficult from a Skolverket perspective, how are you going to write it? Each student 

has different problems, how would you, as a constructor of these documents, stipulate. Some 

say that it’s not clear enough but you have to go to the commentary material and connect it to 

the steering documents.” 

Fiona found it peculiar that SNAE never mentions grammar explicitly in their curriculums 

and syllabi, especially from a modern language (in this case French) perspective. She also 

mentions how you can find clues as to what to teach in the official documents for grading 

and assessing the national tests but, much like Kristina, she believes that is not enough 

and that it should be stated explicitly. 

 The absence of the topic of grammar in the curriculums is not surprising 

when official SNAE documents are viewed from a historical perspective. The curriculum 

published in 1962 (Lgr 62) for middle school stated that the English education should 

“make the students familiar with a limited, central vocabulary of words, phrases and 

grammatical patterns while also […] establish good pronunciation skills” for them to be 
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able to “register and understand clear speech, read and understand simple texts, verbally 

express themselves in simple everyday situations and, to some extent, express themselves 

through writing” (Lundahl, 2012, p. 44, author’s translation). Even though explicit 

grammar instruction was considered a prerequisite for language use, the curriculum also 

stated that “[l]anguage teaching in middle school has to emanate from the fact that 

language primarily is a means for oral communication between individuals” (Lundahl, 

2012, p. 44). This focus on communicative competence was expanded upon in the 

upcoming curriculum, Lgr 80, where the curriculums use phrases such as “all-round 

communicative abilities” and focuses more on implicit knowledge to achieve 

communicative abilities and skills (Lundahl, 2012, p. 44). 

  The theme of communicative language abilities also appeared in the first 

high school curriculum in 1970. Much like the Lgr 80, this curriculum states the 

importance of “all-round communicative abilities” and how the grammar aspect should 

be considered functional in nature: “the role of grammar in the language education should 

be functional: grammatical knowledge should be related to practical language proficiency 

and must not be awarded any intrinsic value in and of themselves”; a clear connection 

between form and function was established in relation to the goal of communicative 

competence (Lundahl, 2012, p. 44). The current curriculum for high school, Lgy 11, 

which came into effect in 2011, further expands on the theme of communicative 

competence:  

 

“Students should be given the opportunity, through the use of language in functional and 

meaningful contexts, to develop all-round communicative skills. These skills cover both 

reception, which means understanding spoken language and texts, and production and 

interaction, which means expressing oneself and interacting with others in speech and writing, 

as well as adapting their language to different situations, purposes and recipients. Through 

teaching students should also be given the opportunity to develop correctness in their use of 

language in speech and writing, and also the ability to express themselves with variation and 

complexity” (Skolverket, 2018, p. 1).  

 

While there are multiple indicators of a focus on communicative competence, alongside 

explicitly stated aims for development of communicative skills, there are elements that 

indicate a potential need for grammatical or metalinguistic elements. Firstly, “adapting  

their language to different situations” includes academic reading/writing settings which 

require explicit grammar teaching (see section 4.2) as these settings partly contain 

linguistic elements rarely used in everyday communication, and partly is too complex to 

understand without explicit grammatical structural revision (Shin, 2009). Secondly, the 

mention of “correctness in their use of language” can, depending on the language 

proficiency levels of the students, require explicit/implicit grammar teachings to correct, 

for instance, subject-verb agreement errors (which are prevalent in Swedish L2 learners 

of English). Further indications of explicit grammar instruction, and even metalinguistic 

aspects, can be found in the various grade requirements for the different English courses. 

 As mentioned in section 4.1, some participating teachers found that 

advanced learners were amongst the students who benefited the most from explicit 
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grammar instruction: an attitude somewhat reflected in the official documents for English 

5, 6 and 7, particularly for the A-level requirements. English 5 A-level requirements state 

that students must be able to “choose and use well functioning strategies to solve 

problems and improve their interaction”; English 6 and 7 expand upon this: [s]tudents 

work on and make well grounded and balanced improvements to their own 

communications” (Skolverket, 2018). Moreover, the quotes above, regardless of level, all 

end with “and take it forward in a constructive way” (Skolverket, 2018). These are, 

however, individual and subject-specific interpretations of the curriculum and will be 

seen differently by each teacher, as highlighted by Peter (see earlier quotes). However, as 

stated by the teachers and as mentioned by Hyltenstam & Österberg (2010), each 

language teacher in Swedish secondary and upper secondary schools receive grading 

instructions from Skolverket. This material can contain grammatical analysis of students’ 

written productions, a further suggestive indication of the importance of grammar, albeit 

from a communicative perspective, for the subject of English. The discrepancy between 

the official documents and teacher grading material, along with the influences of the 

CEFR on the current language curriculums, is further expanded upon in the following 

discussion section. 

 

5. Discussion and future research 

The aim of this degree project was to explore the SLA concept of explicit grammar 

instruction in Swedish high school courses of English. It did this through interviewing 

practicing English teachers to discover their attitude toward the aforementioned type of 

language instruction which directly worked toward answering the primary research 

question. The study found that participating teachers had generally positive attitudes 

toward explicit grammar instruction. They believed that it is highly useful for developing 

metalinguistic knowledge that can help the students improve through self-reflection and 

through a deeper understanding of the target language of English. Explicit grammar 

instruction was believed to be most effective with students of both lower and higher levels 

of language proficiency as intermediate students usually gained more from focus-on-

forms instruction and general communicative exercises. As for educational areas of use, 

more formal areas, such as academic reading and writing, were believed to be the most 

relevant for explicit grammar instruction. Moreover, the teachers all strongly believed 

that grammar should be more explicitly described in the official SNAE documents as it 

is directly covered in national test assessment material for language teachers.  

 This discussion section aims to discuss the findings and analysis from a 

broader perspective and covers the following topics: hypothetical reasons behind the 

absence of explicit grammar in the official school documents; potential consequences of 

said absence; the CERF and its implications and finally, the overall need for explicit 

grammar instruction for Swedish L2 learners of English from a theoretical perspective. 

The degree project is then wrapped up with suggestions for future research. 

 There are multiple hypothetical reasons as to why grammar is not explicitly 

mentioned in the official documents provided by SNAE. These reasons are mainly related 

to the favoured communicative language methods in the Swedish school system as 

described by Lundahl (2012) and the official documents provided by SNAE (see section 
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4.5). Secondly, explicit grammar instruction takes considerable amounts of effort, time 

and practice to be beneficial to the students. As English is mainly taught as a 

communicative tool in order to better understand the world and let the student have the 

ability to communicate with as many people as possible (Skolverket, 2018), a teaching 

method based on interaction and communication is favoured over strict form-on-focus 

instructions.    

 A third reason, which Kristina mentioned in her interview, has to do with 

teacher professionalism and with each teacher understanding their students’ individual 

needs and basing their teaching plan upon that information. Moreover, while Kristina did 

agree that the grammar topic is not explicit enough, she also mentions how it is mentioned 

between the lines if you examine the documents and the national test assessment material 

closely. What supports Kristina’s notion is the official commentary material available on 

the SNAE website which describes the subject of English and its various aims in more 

detail. There, Skolverket (2018) mentions how their term linguistic precision (språklig 

säkerhet) entails vocabulary, phraseology, pronunciation, prosody, spelling and 

grammar (my bold and italics). This is, however, the only mention of grammar in the 

school documents available to the public. 

  A fourth and final reason, one that is highly hypothetical, is that SNAE 

partly envisages the teaching of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) due to its focus on 

communication and strategies to get around misunderstandings and individual issues in 

language production. As the SNAE never explicitly states the status of English in Sweden 

in relation to various world Englishes, the previously established notion that English can 

be seen as an L2 in Sweden (see section 2.1) can be questioned, particularly when the 

official documents are put into contrast against established ELF theories. ELF is 

commonly defined as a bridge language that allows two speakers who do not share a 

common mother tongue to communicate and achieve mutual understanding (Nagy, 2016). 

It is, in other words, mainly concerned with communicative competence rather than 

focus-on-form instruction/teachings. Furthermore, ELF core theory appears to overlap 

with language aspects covered in the official documents for English, namely the idea of 

strategic competence, described as such: “competence which concerns the ability to 

express oneself in the face of difficulties or limited language knowledge, involves the use 

of strategies that area employed when problems arise in the communication process”, 

such as fillers (such as well/I mean/actually etc) (Nagy, 2016, p. 161). Similar ideas are 

covered by SNAE as a passing grade requires students to, with various levels of precision, 

“use well functioning strategies to solve problems and improve their interaction, and take 

it forward in a constructive way” (Skolverket, 2018, original bold). This focus on 

communicative strategies along with an overarching communicative tone could thus 

potentially suggest that policy documents on teaching English in Sweden are closely  

related to the central theoretical aims for teaching English as a lingua Franca. 

 The absence of descriptions of grammar in the various course curriculums 

was seen as an issue by all participating teachers; an issue that can potentially have 

relatively severe consequences in terms of language proficiency levels at Swedish high 

schools. The problem is also brought up by Bardel, Erickson & Österberg (2019) who 

highlight the fact that the Swedish school-system is decentralized which leaves “full 

responsibility to municipalities for deciding how resources should be allocated and to 

schools for fulfilling the goals set in the curriculum and subject syllabi” (p. 18). This also 
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extends to individual teachers who are, to a certain extent, free to interpret the course 

curriculums and syllabi and choose the primary content of their classes/education. This, 

in turn, means that some teachers might skip out teaching grammar entirely while some 

feel the need to explicitly teach it and end up doing so which results in highly varying 

levels of proficiency among students across Sweden, even when they receive the same 

final grade. Moreover, this issue is compounded as the same situation is true for secondary 

school, something brought up by Sam and Peter during the interviews. As each teacher 

approaches the subject differently and focuses on different aspects of the English 

language, a high school class that is comprised of students from various schools carries 

with it various levels and degrees of language proficiency, complicating the high school 

teacher’s job considerably.  

 This issue of decentralization can also be discussed within the framework 

of the CERF and its effects on the Swedish educational system. As Monica mentions in 

her interview, the CERF has been vital in shaping the English curriculums for Swedish 

secondary school and upper secondary school. The official documents are explicitly 

linked to the various levels in the CERF, a link that has also been established through 

various analyses of Swedish national tests for the English courses (Bardel, Erickson & 

Österberg, 2019). The question of the absence of grammar in the Swedish official 

documents is, then, justified as the CERF makes the connection between various language 

proficiency level and grammar levels clear and transparent (see Appendix E). Bardel, 

Erikson & Österberg (2019) offer an explanation that directly ties in with the issue of 

decentralization and personal choice discussed in the previous paragraph:  

 

“[I]nternational experts on the CEFR analysed the national materials and their underlying syllabi 

for English and Modern Languages in relation to the CEFR from content as well as performance 

perspectives (Erickson, 2017). In general, these estimates coincide well with the official 

comparison made in the syllabi, however with one exception: in the Swedish syllabi, minimal 

levels of proficiency are explicitly defined for each level, which sometimes causes comments 

on a certain degree of leniency in the peer analyses and discussions of the national tests, 

especially regarding the Pass grade” (p. 16).  

 

In other words, SNAE has actively chosen not to adapt this explicit proficiency 

description, possibly due to the favoured communicative and focus-on-forms 

instructional methods instead preferred, as previously mentioned and discussed earlier. 

 As for the future of the English curriculums and syllabi, there are hints 

toward grammar being a more focused aspect in the English classrooms. Skolverket 

(2019) published a suggestion for how to revise the current upper secondary school 

curriculum for English on the 25th of September. This revision plan partly mentions how 

English 5 should include, beneath the reception subtopic, “linguistic variation and 

adaptations created through sentence structure, words and phrases such as collocations” 

(Skolverket, 2019, my translation). Moreover, the production and interaction subtopic 

states that the course should include “processing of self-produced oral and written 

productions in order to clarify, vary and detail in order to create structure and adapt the 

communication based on purpose, recipient and context” (Skolverket, 2019, my 
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translation). As the courses increase in difficulty (6 and 7), so do the course requirements. 

For instance, English 6 explicitly states how transition signals/logical connectors must be 

taught and used; how texts of both formal/informal natures must be taught in terms of 

structure while English 7 explicitly mentions teaching tool such as “logical connectors, 

effective paragraph division, thesis and core points” (Skolverket, 2019, my translation). 

These suggested changes all hint, in some cases rather explicitly, at a more focused view 

on the topic of syntactical language elements with grammar included. 

 This degree project is based on a small study that was heavily limited mainly 

due to time constraints and had a narrow scope of research; however, the findings and the 

subsequent discussion might suggest that this particular field of study is worth looking 

into further from a more professional and established research perspective. This final 

paragraph, therefore, aims to provide suggestions for future research and studies that can 

expand upon and complement the findings of this project in hopes to inspire more 

research in the field. Firstly, a considerably larger follow-up study with an international 

focus can be conducted aimed at teachers within the European Union as data acquired 

nationally can be compared to that gathered internationally. Secondly, this study’s 

research question would be answered more thoroughly with a greater amount of interview 

participants along with more carefully constructed participant criteria for nuance 

purposes. Moreover, the topic of the absence of explicitly stated grammar focus in the 

official school documents could be examined more closely via, for instance, interviews 

with Skolverket. Thirdly, a practical study with students currently studying English at a 

high school level where the efficacy of explicit grammar instruction is tested could be 

conducted by means of dividing classes into three groups where one group receives 

explicit instruction, one implicit and one acting as a control group.  Fourthly, one could 

test grammar sensitivity across different types of students to check how they respond to 

(un)grammatical texts and whether it impedes legibility, whether this covaries with L1 

and factors such as transfer and interference in order to deeper understand how a Swedish 

L2 learner of English processes English grammar in various circumstances. Lastly, this 

could all be supplemented with an examination of teaching material for English courses 

in Swedish high schools. 
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Appendix A – Interview questions 

Background information: 

 

How old are you? 

 

Are you bi- or multilingual? If yes, which languages do you speak and which is your 

native tongue? 

 

What, exactly, is your working title? 

 

How long have you been working as a teacher? 

 

Which grades/courses do you teach? 

 

Have you taught different levels in the past? 

 

Where are you currently working? 

 

Have you worked at other schools? 

 

Do you hold a teacher’s degree and an active and approved teaching license?  

 

In which country/countries did you have linguistic/pedagogical training?  

 

Main interview questions: 

 

Do you believe that explicit grammar instruction is necessary for second language 

learners? (If yes, why? If no, why not?) 

 

Do you believe that there are any limitations to explicit grammar instruction? 

 

Are there situations, such as specific courses or different levels of proficiency among 

students, where explicit grammar instruction is more or less suitable? 

 

Are there any specific explicit grammar instruction strategies that you yourself employ? 

(i.e., how do approach explicit grammar instruction in your own classroom?) 

 

Some studies claim that explicit grammar instruction is vital for the student to develop 

meta-language skills: do you agree with this claim? Why/Why not?  

 

As a follow-up question, do you believe that meta-linguistic skills are important for a 

L2 student in order to maximize language development?  

 

Moreover, do you think that different types of students might benefit more or less from 
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explicit grammar instruction? 

 

According to you and your experiences, is there a risk that explicit grammar instruction 

leads to students knowing about grammar structures but are unable to apply them in 

production? If so, can this somehow be remedied? 

 

Do you believe explicit grammar instruction is more valuable than implicit grammar 

instruction or the other way around? Which one do you, as a teacher, prefer? 

 

The current curriculum and syllabi provided by the board of education (Skolverket) 

does not explicitly mention the teaching of grammar (explicit or implicit); do you think 

this is an issue or should it be left up to every teacher’s individual interpretation whether 

or not grammar instruction (explicit/implicit) is necessary? 

 

If you had to divide explicit and implicit learning strategies according to their 

usefulness, what would they be? For which types of language use is explicit grammar 

instruction necessary? Which types of language use require a student to have benefited 

from implicit learning (journalistic vs blog writing; formal vs informal settings etc). 

 

In your teaching practices, are the students occasionally evaluated specifically for their 

grammatical knowledge, or not? How do you assess a student’s level? Have the students 

ever commented on explicit vs implicit grammar instruction? 

 

In your own early training, do you think you benefited most from implicit or explicit 

instruction or from both? How did you notice this? Did your training lean towards the 

choice of one over the other? Which one? 

 

Do you have any closing thoughts on the topic at hand? Anything at all that comes to 

mind? 

 

Appendix B – E-mail sent out to participants 

Dear <name of interview participant or school>,  

 

my name is Olof Unge. I am currently a student at Stockholm University and I am 

currently in the process of writing my final degree project for English IV. This degree 

project requires me to pick a subject, formulate a central research question and employ a 

method for collecting primary data that is then to be analysed and discussed through a 

pedagogical perspective. I have chosen to examine the topic of explicit grammar 

instruction in L2 learners through conducting interviews with active and working high 

school teachers of English in Sweden. 

 

This e-mail is a direct inquiry as to whether you would like to participate in a quick 30 

to 60 minute interview where I ask you questions about explicit and implicit grammar 



 

31 

 

instruction for L2 learners. Time and place are entirely dictated by you and I am willing 

to travel wherever is needed at whatever time is needed. I would truly appreciate if we 

could schedule this potential interview within the two forthcoming weeks for me to 

have enough time to process the data gathered. 

 

Your participation in the final degree project is entirely anonymous and you will never 

be referred to by name or by anything that can trace back to your real identity (names 

will, naturally, be altered and other personal details never mentioned). The interview 

would need to be recorded (voice and audio only, no video required) so that I may 

transcribe it in order to work with the collected data as closely as possible. 

 

I kindly thank you for your help and hope that I have not taken up too much of your 

time. 

 

Looking forward to hearing from you and best wishes, 

 

Olof Unge 

 

 

Appendix C – Consent form 

Consent form for qualitative interview 

 

Research title: A pedagogical waste of time or a vital necessity: a qualitative study 

investigating explicit grammar instruction in L2 learners. 

 

Researcher: Olof Unge. 

 

Time required: 30 to 60 minutes. 

 

Thank you for volunteering to be the subject of an interview which answers will be the 

basis for analysis for a degree project written for the for English IV (course code 

EN04GY Linguistics thesis) at Stockholm University. Stockholm University requires 

that I, as a researcher informs my participants about the structure, intended goals and 

methodology for the research in which you are currently about to partake. Furthermore, 

in order to be in line with ethical research principles, the study participants must 

explicitly state, through a signature on this consent form, that they have been briefed 

about the study’s goals and understand how the primary data is going to be collected 

and later analysed and discussed in the final paper. Thus, it is of high importance that 

you, as a study participant, carefully read the following consent form and sign it before 

the interview may begin. 

 

By signing this consent form I as a voluntary research participant understand and 

consent to the following points: 
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* I understand that I can, at any time during the interview process, can choose to not 

answer certain questions and/or choose to terminate the interview in its entirety. 

 

* I understand that the interview, in its entirety, will be recorded and transcribed for the 

purpose of analysis and discussion. 

 

* I understand that the interview is, in its entirety, completely anonymous and that my 

personal details will not be accessible in any way shape or form in the final degree 

project or anywhere else. I understand that my name will be altered to ensure that I, as 

an individual, can never be tracked down and/or found through the final paper.  

 

* I understand that the recorded interview and the following transcription will be read 

by Olof Unge, the researcher and writer behind the degree project. Moreover, I 

understand that the transcriptions, in their entirety or fragments, may be shared with the 

researcher’s assigned supervisor at Stockholm University, Dr. Gertens, for guidance 

during the writing of the project: these are the only two people that will ever read the 

full transcriptions with names and personal details attached. 

 

* I understand that direct and indirect quotes from the interviews will be present in the 

final degree project in order for the study’s results to be displayed, analysed and 

discussed. Real/full names, age, gender, place of work and other personal details will, as 

previously mentioned, never appear in the final degree project. 

 

* I understand that this interview is only conducted in order to gather data for Olof 

Unge’s research project and that the data will never be sold to other organisations or 

companies. 

 

 

The interview participants full name: 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________

_______ 

 

 

 

The interview participants signature: 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________

_______ 
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The researcher’s signature: 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________

______ 

 

 

 

Date: 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________

_______ 

 

 

 

Contact information: 

 

Olof Unge  

 

 

Appendix D – Adherence to ethical research 

principles 

The research conducted in this degree project followed the four ethical research principles 

stipulated by The Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet) (2019), a government agency 

which funds research and research infrastructure. The official document is written in Swedish 

and is, in this paper, translated by the author into English. 

     The first principle, the requirement to inform the participant about the study and their 

involvement (informationskravet), states that “The researcher shall inform those concerned 

with/by the research project’s purpose” (Vetenskapsrådet, 2019). This principle was adhered to 

in three ways: firstly, the participant was briefed on the purpose of the study in the e-mail 

inquiring into their possible participation; secondly, the research project’s purpose was 

explicitly explained, orally, to the participant before the interview started and thirdly, a 
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summary of the project was written on the consent form signed by every study participant. The 

participant was informed on the nature of the project, its structure and how the data collected 

from them would be used and interpreted.  

     The second principle, the requirement of consent, states that “Participants in a study have the 

right to make decisions about their own participation” (Vetenskapsrådet, 2019). This principle 

was adhered to in the form of a consent form (see section 8.3). Prior to the interview, each 

participant was given a consent form which stated that they are not bound to answer any 

question but are free to abstain from doing so without consequences. Moreover, by signing the 

consent form the participant acknowledges that their participation in the study is by their own 

free will and that they may, at any time during the interview or the study in its entirety, retract 

their consent and involvement and/or decide to finish the interview prematurely. The consent 

form handed out, carefully read and signed by each participant before the interviews began.  

     The third principle, the requirement for confidentiality, states that “Information about 

everyone in a study involving people (individuals), shall be given the greatest possible amount 

of confidentiality and the personal details shall be accommodated (stored) in such a way that 

unauthorized cannot take part of it” (Vetenskapsrådet, 2019). The author of the research project 

is the only individual with direct access to audio files containing the recorded interviews. They 

are stored on two password protected digital artefacts (one laptop and one desktop computer), 

both only accessed by the researcher. Moreover, the names of the participants in the degree 

project have been altered and any personal details that could lead to their real identity is never 

present in the text. The only person with access to the full details of each participants is the 

author. 

     The fourth principle, the requirement of proper utilization of gathered data, states that “Data 

collected about individual persons can only be used for research purposes” (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2019). This principle is reinforced in the consent form (see Appendix C) which states that the 

qualitative data collected will be used exclusively for writing this degree project. Furthermore, 

the data will never be shared with any other person, aside from the supervisor Dr. Gertens for 

guidance purposes (as stated in the consent form) or sold to a third company. The recorded 

interviews along with their content and the transcriptions will not be used for anything but be 

the basis of the analysis and discussion for this degree project. 
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Appendix E – CEFR language proficiency levels 

 

(EnglishPropfile, 2011, p.4) 
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Appendix F – CEFR grammar levels 

 

 

(EnglishProfile, 2011, p. 11-12) 
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