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Abstract

The question of whether or not to use metalinguistic terminology when teaching foreign languages has
been discussed by many applied linguists in recent years. The methodological tradition seems to favour a
more explicit and deductive approach to presenting grammar and language teachers scorn at any notion
of a communicative approach to language teaching and grammar instruction in particular. However,
today there is a general depreciation of the methods of the past and very often modern teachers opt for a
more communicatively-oriented classroom with more implicit approach to grammar teaching, making

little if any use of metalinguistic terminology.

The purpose of this article is to raise the practitioners' awareness of the fact that the decision whether to
employ a more formal approach to the explanation of [Greek] grammar will depend on many factors,
including learners' age, educational background, experience of learning other foreign languages, level of
motivation and their level of proficiency in the target foreign language, as well as the educational context
in which the learning takes place and the possibility for the learners to use the foreign language outside
and beyond the language classroom. What is important to remember is that teachers should not over-
generalize any recommendation and study carefully the needs of their own learners and the effects of any
methodological approach that they adopt on them, as there is no universal prescription as to what counts

as effective grammar teaching.
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The question of whether or not to use metalinguistic terminology when teaching
foreign languages has been discussed by many applied linguists in recent years. The
methodological tradition seems to favour a more explicit and deductive approach to
presenting grammar and language teachers scorn at any notion of a communicative
approach to language teaching and grammar instruction in particular. However, today
there is a general depreciation of the methods of the past and very often modern
teachers opt for a more communicatively-oriented classroom with more implicit

approach to grammar teaching, making little if any use of metalinguistic terminology.

The purpose of this article is to raise the practitioners' awareness of the fact that
the decision whether to employ a more formal approach to the explanation of [Greek]
grammar will depend on many factors, including learners' age, educational background,
experience of learning other foreign languages, level of motivation and their level of
proficiency in the target foreign language, as well as the educational context in which
the learning takes place and the possibility for the learners to use the foreign language
outside and beyond the language classroom. What is important to remember is that
teachers should not over-generalize any recommendation and study carefully the needs
of their own learners and the effects of any methodological approach that they adopt on
them, as there is no universal prescription as to what counts as effective grammar
teaching. For example, it is reasonable to expect that an adult educated student will
have different expectations of FL grammar instruction and requirements for
metalinguistic presentation of new grammar structures from an elementary school
student who is still ignorant of the metalinguistic terms even in his or her native
language. Adult learners of Greek who are instrumentally motivated in their language
learning pursuit (e.g. economic migrants) will also have different requirements within
the educational process from, say, language students on an EU Erasmus exchange
programme in the country where the target language is spoken. Last but not least, the
use of metalinguistic terminology in the teaching of grammar will also depend on the

grammar structure being taught.
The Case Study

In the case study described below, I investigated one of these parameters which
influences the teacher's decision of whether to use metalinguistic terminology and
formal explanation of grammar when teaching Greek as a foreign language, namely the
learners' language level i.e. their proficiency in the target language. As held above,
students' requirements of metalinguistic concepts when learning the grammar of Greek

vary from level to level. It is also logical to expect that metalinguistic terms should be
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avoided in cases where learners have already developed their linguistic instinct.
However, in our case, how could A2 level students have developed such instinct, that is
more likely to be present in higher levels where the student communicates without
thinking too much? The speakers of A2 level need a more systematic approach to

grammar in order to organize in their minds the vast linguistic system.

Apart from the trainees, another important parameter that should be taken into
account is the teachers. The teachers try to adapt to constant changes specified either
directly by training providers or indirectly by the course books that are being
constantly updated, thus making the teacher’s task even more difficult. The teacher is
asked to carry through with the successful outcome of a course relying on a method that

may be incorrect, inadequate or not suitable for the students’ needs.
Methodological framework

The collection of research data attempted in this paper is based on teaching
grammatical phenomena in two groups of students, where the one is being taught with
the use of metalanguage and the other is being taught with no use of metalinguistic
terminology. It is important to examine whether the students' performance is affected
by the use of metalanguage or not, and thus extracting useful conclusions about
whether metalilguistic terminology should be used or not, or to what extent, during an
A2 level course. It is also examined whether an initial level, such as that of A2, requires
the use of metalanguage due to lack of the linguistic instinct which allows us to speak

without reference to rules and therefore without the use of metalanguage material.
The sample

The experiment consists of two groups of 12 persons who were taught the
simple and continuous future and the conjugation of the nouns. Both groups belong to
A2 level of the Greek language, which arose on the basis of a written examination they
took. In order to obtain more accurate results, I tried as far as possible to ensure that
the students of both groups have common characteristics. For example, to be European
citizens, who are learning the language from scratch, but not economic migrants, since
their motives for learning a language differ in that case and the results would be
misleading. Furthermore, [ chose people who have completed secondary education, thus
are aware of metalinguistic terms in their native language. The knowledge of
metalinguistic terms in the native language is more likely to favour the search of
metalinguistic terms to explain grammar in the foreign language due to the

comparisons. The participants are all adults and speak at least one foreign language.
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The experiment was conducted during an ordinary lesson while the participants
were not aware of it. Through the experiment, [ tried to examine the necessity of the use

of metalanguage in teaching Greek as a foreign language at level A2.
Experimental material

It is important to see how both groups were taught the simple and continuous
future. The control group was taught in the most representative way of metalinguistic
teaching, i.e. using the terms “continuous future” and “simple future”, fully explaining
the terms and classifying them to the table of tenses. I thoroughly explained in which
circumstances we use each tense and then I wrote verbs on the board and asked the
students to identify them. Such an exercise was easy, as I explained that the continuous
future is the same as the present tense, with the difference that we put «Ba», which
means «will», in front of the present tense. Whatever was different from the present
tense would be simple future rather than continuous. Such an exercise was very easy for
the learners. I continued teaching them how simple future is formed in certain verbs,
giving them a list of the most important verbs which belong to A2 level. Then they were
given exercises, both written and oral ones, for speech production through discussion
and dialogue. Most exercises were based on authentic texts in order to avoid the
contact, in the early stages of language learning, with constructed texts not found in

their everyday life.

The experimental group was taught the same material, but without the use of
metalinguistic terms. The term “continuous future” was replaced by “an act which is
done and lasts in the future”, while the “simple future” was replaced by “an act done
once in the future, without duration”. This was very easy for the students to understand,
but the explanation of the tenses formation proved to be difficult. The problem arose
when | had to explain to the students that the continuous future is the same as the
present, except that in front of the tense, we add "6a" which means "will". This is a very
easy way to explain the form of this tense, but the students were exempted from the
creation of tables of tenses. So | had to think of a way to explain the above grammar
structure, without using a metalinguistic term. Eventually the “present tense” as a term
was avoided and was replaced by "verb”. But it was impossible not to use the

metalinguistic term "verb".

At this point, it is important to state that the conclusions concerning the

educational process of this case study are helpful not only for the students, but for the
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teachers as well. This is because the non-use of metalanguage creates difficulties to a
teacher who is accustomed to use it. After all, the use of metalinguistic terms relieves
the teacher of the task to think of other ways to explain metalinguistic concepts and
terms. I would say that, when we try to avoid the terms specifically constructed for the

teaching of a foreign language, the teaching process becomes more difficult.

The results of the case study concluded that both the control and the
experimental group performed adequately to the evaluation test that followed. There
were no significant differences between the two groups. Their evaluation was based on

how well they had studied and not on which group they belonged to.

The phrasing of the exercises was different in each group. To be more specific,
the control group was given exercises in which metalinguistic terms were present, as
well as communicative exercises where there was no use of metalanguage at all. The
students seemed to fully understand the requirements of both exercises. But in the case
of experimental group, the phrasing of the questions did not include any metalinguistic
terminology. For example, in the first exercise the terms “simple future” and
“continuous future” were omitted. In the third exercise, the metalinguistic terms were
absent and replaced by the phrase "Modify the types in order to express a future act
with duration and afterwards a future act without duration”. The rest of the exercises
remained the same, as they were communicative ones and the use of metalinguistic

terms was not needed.

The second experiment involved the teaching of nouns and their conjugation to
the same groups of students. In the control group, I used the following metalinguistic
terms: nouns, singular and plural, conjugation, nominative, genitive, accusative and
vocative. In the experimental group, the effort to avoid the use of these terms seemed
impossible. | was forced to use certain terms, such as nouns and conjugation. But I

managed to avoid the names of the conjugation and the terms singular/plural.

The exercises of the evaluation test differentiated again between the control and
experimental group, as I completely avoided the use of metalinguistic terminology in
the phrasing of the exercises of the experimental group. But the results were not so
good for the experimental group because I encountered significant problems in a gap-
filling exercise as to which conjugation should be used in each linguistic context. It was
impossible to explain to the students the above grammatical phenomena in an effective

way without the use of metalinguistic terms.
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Conclusion

I can therefore reach the conclusion that teaching a foreign language at level A2
requires an organized methodology and therefore metalinguistic support. It is
impossible to teach a language without using its own metalinguistic terms. This is
because language is based on rules that only someone who has cultivated his linguistic

instinct can escape from.

But teaching a foreign language becomes very difficult for the teacher, who in
some cases can avoid metalinguistic terms, but in other cases the effort to avoid them
makes his job particularly difficult, as she has to find other ways of explaining
metalinguistic terms. Furthermore, the non-use of metalangue seems unnecessary when

the students know the metalinguistic terms from their native language.

The question then arises as to whether the lack of knowledge of metalinguistic
terms implies the lack of knowledge of the structure of the target language. Does that
mean that native speakers are not that competent in relation to speakers who know the

language’s structure?

Taking into account the results of my case study, [ have reached to the conclusion
that the complete absence of any metalinguistic term is not necessary. The
metalinguistic terms should be used to the extent that they serve the teaching process.

As for the A2 level, the use of metalinguistic terms is totally necessary.

Moreover, it is also noted that many students insist on learning a foreign
language by using metalinguistic terms. They feel unable to speak or write without
grammar rules and metalinguist terms provide them a support system every time they
forget a grammatical phenomenon. That means that the non-use of metalinguistic terms

is not applicable in every case.

Last but not least, [ believe that learning a language via a communicative
approach with no use of metalinguistic terms, requires the learner to be exposed in a
natural linguistic environment, where the language is spoken by native speakers. This is
what happened to all of us when we learned our mother tongue. It is the easiest way for
someone to learn a language. A classroom cannot replace the natural linguistic
environment and therefore the use of metalinguistic terms cannot be completely
avoided. It is also worth noting that the non - use of metalinguistic terminology often
degrades the teaching to adult educated learners, as the explanation of metalinguistic

terms makes the lesson seem more unprofessional and amateur.
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Appendix
Future tense:
Exercise 1
Na CUUTTANPWOETE TA KEVA HLE TOV KATAAANAO TUTIO TOU ATAOV 1] TOU €§tKOAOVONTIKOV
uéAdovrta:

e HEMY ava@£peL OTL AQUPLO .vvvvrervnnes OAN pépa. ( Bpéxey)

* TO ATIOYEVHA v OTOV Kvnpatoypago. ( elpat, epeis)

L R amoYPe oto xopo; (popw, eoV/eoelS)

* OO OE oovvvrreieenne TNAEQP®WVO VX 0OV TIEL TIPLV TIG OKTW. 'ETOLEITE. oo OUVETNG
Agg; (Talpvw /avTy, elpal/avtn)

* AV 8€ QUYELG TWPA evrerneererrrerriennns oto pavtefov ocov.(apyw/ov)

O MTopoUe va KAVOUE SLA@OPETIKE; (TIEPLUEVW /EPELS)
30 1 (o) o T T padnuata; (apxilw eoeig)

e K&Be PEPU AEG TIWG evevvrvvenen TO TOLyApo Kal 0Ao Kamvilels. (koBw/ecV)

o EAat KaTA TIG OKTW. TOTE o, oTI(TL povu. (Myaivw/eyw)

30 § (o) f O TO00 ONUAVTIKN eloal Yix péva; ( katadafalvw /ec0)
Exercise 2

Na ypayete Tov oTLYHLALO Kol €§KOAOVONTIKO HEAAOVTA TWV TAPAKAT®W pIHATWV. Ti
Tapatnpeite dtav oxnuatilete Tov eEakoAovONTIKO;

AveBaivw, Balw, Byalw, Byaivw, BAETw, Bplokw Sivw, kaiw, katadappfavw, kateBaivw,
KAQlw, Aéw, pabaivo.

AToTeAW, a@alpw, SLALPW, EKTEAW, ECALPW, EMALV®, KAAW, LTTOPW, TIHPAKUA®W, TIOVW,
OTEVOXWPW, CUYXWPW, POPW.

['eAw, yepvw, SPw, KEPVW, KPEUW, EEXVW, TIELVW, TIEPVW, OXOAW, XAAW.
Boutw, mTdw, povpw, Tpafw, puow.
Baotw, KOLTW, TIETW.

Exercise 3
[Teite 1L O kGveTe 1) 8 B kKAveTe OTAV SEITE TA OUATA IOV EKPPALOVV TA TIHPAKATW:

e UMV kamvilete

e Tyaivete eumpog 1) oTpiPte Se€ld

e oTpifte el

e UMV TPEXETE TIEPLOGATEPO aTiO 30 YIALOPETPO

* TIPOCELTE, ETKIVEUVEG OTPOPES

* IPOCEETE, OY0AElD!

e Mnv Ttivete amod to vepd ¢ Bpuong Sev eival kabapd

e Mnv tpooTepVATE
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Nouns:

Exercise 1

Na yp&Pete ) YEVIKN KAl ALTLATIKY €VIKOU Kal TTANBUVTIKOU aplOpol TwV TapaKATw
OUCLAOTIKWV: TO UEOTUEPL T Kopmava, to maidl, o SaockaAog, pabnua, o pabntmg,
‘EMnvag, o epyatns, o KaBpe@Ptng, 1 opada, To AyoApa, TO TAPKO, O POLTNTNG, T
TOPTOKAAASQA, TO TOPTOKAAL O TAMIXG, O PAKEAOG, TO YPAUUATOONHUO, 1| KAPEKAX, TO
SWUATLO, TA AEPTA, TO TIPAYUA, TO aMEOVL, TO AVTOKIVITO, O EUTTOPOG,.

Exercise 2
Y10 Kelpevo OV AKOAOVOEL VO UTTIOYPAUUIOETE TA OUGLACTIKA KL VX TIEITE CUPPWVA [UE
TIOLX OVCLHOTIKA KALvovTaL aTtd TOV TivaKoL:

Cpapun Asw@opeiwv “Athens Sightseeing Public Bus Line 400”

H véa ypapun Aew@opeiwv “Athens Sightseeing Public Bus” cag Sivel T Suvatotnta va
deite Ta oNpavTIKOTEPA aloBeata NG TMOANG pe EekoVpaoTto TPOTo. Ta Aew@opeia
avaxwpoLv kabe pla wpa amd Tig 09:00 - 16:00 (xewwepwvd wpdaplo). To kadokaipt
UTIAPXOUV TIEPLOCOTEPA TPWIVA KAl QTMOYELHATIVA SpopoAdyla. H Suapkela kabe
Stadpoung etvat 90 Aemtd. To elo1TPLO KOOTI(EL 5 EVPW KAL UTTOPEITE VA TO AYOPACETE
uovo péoa oto Asw@opeio. Kabe swoitmplo Swapkel yia 24 wpeg kot oag Sivel tnv
evkalpla ywo ameploploteg Sladpopés pe ta Asw@opeia “Athens Sightseeing”.
[TAnpowopieg: ™MA. 185, www.oasa.gr

ASakTikn evotnTa : OUCLAOTIKA
Exercise 3
Na OUUTANPWOETE TA KEVA HE TO OWOTO TUTO Twv Aéewv Tov Pplokovtal o€
TapévOeon:

L IS jerereeeneenraenans Jreneeee e e va EEpete 0TLoag Payvoupe edw kal 5Vo wpeg. (o
Kwotag, n Mapia, o BaciAng)

¢ [IWIG TOV AEVE .eovvviiicies e ceeeieriene eeveeereee s ; (exelvog, @aAakpog, KUPLOG)

® KAVEL SLOKOTIEG GE .vvvviveireires cveerreieseesens sresesseesesseensens (8uapopog, uépog, KOG OG)
e LoV EIVOL ETMAYYEAUATIOG vvvvcveveervanee (o matépag, o Yapdag)

e Ta VUXTEPIVA ... EXOUV BV0 vveeceecieies cveeieee e e (To xévtpo, n €€0606, 0
Klvéuvog)

¢ 0 POPNTOG cevvvvereeeecrecreeens elvat akpog kol yU autd mpotiunoa va cupufiactw pe
............... otaBep0.(0 VTTOAOYLOTYG, £VAG)

O e e ——— OL YOVEIG EWVAL uvrueerrene. ; (TTotog, To madi, o 'EAAnvac)

¢ OLTIEPLOGOTEPOL. errrrrrrrecreennn oL pabaivouv ™V EAANVIKN ..cce e EXOUV .ovvvveeenne
......................... (0 &€vog, n YAwooa, To TpoRANua, To AeEAdY10)

¢ O TIATEPAG KOULT) UNTEPQ cvvervrrerereees seeereereerserssenns esseeeseessensaens elvat AABavol.(ekeivog,
TEGOEPQ, TO Kopltol/ayopl)

® OL HEYOAVTEPEG . eruerrrnrrnnnen. otV Evp®m elVal covveeceeceeee, (n ToAN, n MpwTEVOLOA)
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