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UTILIZATION OF NEWS ARTICLES IN ENGLISH GRAMMAR
TEACHING

Yonca OZKAN*
ABSTRACT

Most teachers teach grammar im EFL context as was recommended in textbooks
with little relevance to the grammar employed in authentic texts. By focusing purely on
form, meaning is neglected. This study was conducted with freshmen students from the
ELT Department of Cukurova University in Turkey taking grammar classes by utilising
articles from both American and British news sources, Instead of conventional textbooks as
a imain focus, participants chose their texts from such sources prior to scheduled classes,
and during sessions, indiviguals worked on texis highlighting structural peinis in the
syllabus. Later, they were administered an open-onded guestionnaire elieiting their views
abeut euffent experience. A interview was hield 6 tally views expressed in writing. Beth
sets of data were analysed; eorminen peints identifid, and elaberated en presenting detailed
evelvement of this proesss: The ﬁudz has implications t6 English grammar teaehing in
spesific and teaching ef grammar of ether languages in general.
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INGILiZCE DIiLBIiLGiSi OGRETIMINDE HABER NiTELIKLi MAKALE
KULLANIMIT

OZET

Yabanci dill 8fretmenleri, dilbilgisi dersini 6zgiin metinler igerisinde yer alan
dilbilgisindem colk, ders kitaplarint temel alarak islemektedir. Ders kitaplarindaki yapi
odakli anlatim, anlam ve akiciign ikinci plana itebilmekiatlir. ingiliz Dili Egitimi
programinda yer alan birinci sinif 6Frencilerinden olusan bu ¢alismada, gofunlugunu
Ingiliz ve Amerikan gazete haberlerinin olusturdugu 6zgiin metinlere dayali dilbilgisi dersi
isleyisi {izerinde durulacakur. By ¢aligmada, katilimeilar, odak nektasi olarak geleneksel
dlers kitaplarinin yerine, dénem basinda planlanan 6zgiin kaynaklar icerisinden metinlerini
sesip © dersin hedef yapisiii bu retinler igefisinde bireysel elarak egalismiglardir.
Senfasinda, katillimellara meveut deneyimlen hakkindaki gériiglerini erlaya gikarmayl
hedsfieyen aeik ueld bir anket verilmis ve enlara Birebir g@fk@ﬁl@l@f %&?lliﬂl@ﬂ? Belirtilen
il verl kimesinin icerik analizi yapIhp, GiiAK (emaly SAKAUIRISHE. lar, tgiikizes ve
diger yabane! dillerin dilbilgisi 8gretimi cercevesinee tarisilmiISHF:
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Introduction

Grammar plays a pivotal role in (caching and lcarning languages. 1t is also onc of the
most difficult aspects of a language to icach, The word “grammar” brings (0 mind a fixcd
sel of word lorms and rules ol usage, The kind of grammar in written (exts and in formal
presentations is classified as “standard”™ grammar, and the language used in cveryday
conversation is classified as a "non-standard™ form. Language (cachers who adopt this
definition focus on grammar as a sct of forms and rules. They (each grammar by explaining
the forms and rules, and students do the (usually controlled) drilling, A deductlive approach
often fits into a lesson structure known as Presentation, Practice, Production (PPP) (Ellis,
1994), The tcacher presents (he larget language and then gives students the opportunity 1o
practice it through controlled activitics. The [inal stage of the lesson gives studems the
opportunity to praclice the targel language in [reer activities which bring in other language
clements. This results in bored and unsatisfied students who can produce correct forms on
cxcrcises and tests, but consistently make errors when they try to use the language in
context.

The basic insight about language lcarning is that all naturalistic language learning lakes
place at discourse rather than at abstract sentence level as is in the PPP model (Celce-
Murcia, 2002). Celee Murcia. in this respect. argues that the difTering interpretations ol one
surface ulterance means that knowing the literal and decontextualized meaning of an
utierance is onc part of the grammar, the other being the contextualized (pragmatic)
knowledge of the utterance. Therefore. exposing language learners to auwhentic matcrials an
various subjects can help them better understand the discourse of a target language as well
as its culture.

Since integration ol form and meaning is becoming nercasingly important in current
research, in the face of a growing desire for using authentic maierials, it is essential that
lcachers, apart from sticking to the syllabus. incorporate authentic sources into their
tecaching of courses. Nunan and Miller (1993) define authentic malerials as those which
were nol created or edited for use in the language classroom. but as those which are kept
intact with no interference as they are presenied to native speakers with no modification
whatsocver to suit the needs of the language Iearners. They are used to imply the language
produced by a real speaker/writer for a real audicnce. conveying a real message (Morrow,
1977. Porter & Roberts. 1981; Nunan. 1988, Benson & Voller. 1997). This means that
almost all cvervday objecls in the target language could be considered as auihentic
materials. In addition to informative finction. authentic materials make an individual lesson
more interesting and challenging, and keep students grounded in the reality of language:
they help learners to see some personalities who commmnnicate with each other via this
langnage. As stated by Hinkel (2002, p. 195). “the contextualized teaching of grammar can
expose learners to ways in which language is used in real life and heighten their awareness
of its conventions and complexities™.

Making use of authentic materials is not only conducive to learning but also, in a sense.
is a must. Given that there are sharp contrasts regarding vocabulary and grammatical
features in grammar materials and the language used in the real world. the need to study
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authentic materials in grammar becomes evident (Biber & Reppen. 2002). Authentic
malcrials such as TV, newspapers or native speaker dialogues are all real language, not
created with a purpose of language tcaching in mind. Across the ESL/EFL world, calls lor
the use of “authentic™ tasks, materials, and activilics in language programs and courses arc
heard. While authenticity has miany different interpretations, ils wide appeal scems (o be
bascd on the concern fclt by tcachers that students pass courses by mercly studying made-
up English, and vet lail 1o communicate in English outside the classroom. However. the use
of authentic malcerials is a substantial challenge for most curricula and many (cachers since
they often include vocabulary and granumar (hat arc supposcd to be too difficnlt for
Icarncrs.

Integration of authentic materials into language leaming has been (he focus of some
studics in the field. Musumeci (1997), while mentioning the idea of connecling lorin and
mecaning in grammar (caching, points oat that students should be able to lcamn explicit
grammar rules as well as have a chance 1o praciice them in authentic or simulation tasks.
Songs and jokes can be integrated into language lcarning since they scrve as rather
delightful and culturally rich rcsources in any grammar presentalich and mcaningful
practice of siructure,

In another study including authentic materials, Kitao (1995) suggests thal a)
newspapers use the actual language and carmy wide varicly of information so that anyone
should be able (o find something ol interest, b) (hrough English newspapers, lcamers get
information about other counltrics, cullures and people, and ¢) lcamers can read articles
about their country and onderstand how they are viewed in other countrics., Such studics
bear traces of Ausubel’s (1968) “meaninglul lcarning” relating new knowledge (o prior
Icarning as a key concept ol this theory, Insicad of role lcarning, which docs not usually
end in retention, and mostly is full of memorization, meaninglul learning, on the other
hand, aims 1o relate new material to present knowledge, and thus leads to retention. For
cxample. if the goal is to tcach forms. meanings and usages of tenses. rather than getting
lcarncrs 1o memorize a body of facts and/or nules. the teacher could relate the lesson (o
authenlic wrilten discourse (which may be novels. storics. news articles. cic.) sclected by
learners themselves.

Last but not least, regarding advantages ol anthentic malterials, thus it can be stated thal
by using such materials, learners are presented with actual evervday language. just as it
appears in real life. Convinced by authenticity in an EFL environment, an individual based
grammar coursc consisting of purely authentic materials retrieved from news articles by
participants themsclves was designed. While the process ol course delivery is presented in
detail below, following this process. the following questions were sought to aniswer:

1 What criteria do learners take into account while choosing texts?
2 What benefits do Icarners get from authentic texts in grammar courses?

3 Compared Lo traditional approachcs of grammar lesson delivery, how do participants
view this new approach of grammar tcaching?
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Method

Participants

The participants in this study were 100 freshman students at the ELT Department of
University of Cukurova, who were all asked to analyze grammatical points they were
supposed (0 cover in the syllabus designed lor a grammmar course, The participants, ranging
[rom 18-19 vears of age, had a fairly standard level ol English due to a fairly standard
universily entrance exam (hey ook prior (o their placement in their present department,

Process

At the very beginning of the autumn term of 2009-2010 academic vear. we began to
implement our teaching of individual based grammar. following the steps below:

1 All the grammar points to be dealt with during the semester were decided on
referring to the course book, Rhctorical Grammar by Maytha Kolln (2003)

2 Bascd on these points, a syllabus was prepared and delivered to participants, who, in
linc with their preferences, brought texts retrieved lrom mainly American and British news
sources such as Tinme, Newsweek, The Independent. and Guardian.

3 The teacher, first. started the class by pulling a statement on the board relerring (o
that day’s topic without any grammar rule, and later asked participants to find and nnderline
in their texts similar patterns to the poins indicated on the board.

4 As a following step. the participants, in groups. discussed among themsclves their
underlined texts: by doing so, they were able (o detect common characteristics of such
Lexts.

5 ‘Then, lrom cach group, a student came to the board and wrote sample sentences
cmerging [rom members’ preferences: in this way, all participants were able to observe
largeted grammatical points expressed in difTerent language with a different context and
lopics.

6 As a final sicp, the participants in groups produced oral and written language
including the focal grammatical point of that class scssion.

While the participants went through the sieps above. the tcacher did alse provide
assistance in lerms of jargon tcrms and cullurally-loaded vecabulary concerning the
grammar point(s) being dealt with in the news articles.

This process lasted for a full academic ferm with three hours of instruction a week.
Following the coverage of all determined grammar (opics, studenis, at the end of the (crn,
were administered an open-cnded cssay lype queslionnaire, and were interviewed (o find
oul about their views of grammar conlent, intclligibility, participation in the class, relention
and enthusiasm for studving granmar.

Data Caollection Tools

The data of this study was gathered by two techniques: administering an open-ended
written questionnaire. and an in-depth interview.
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Open-ended Questionnaire

With the three-item essay-type questionnaire (illustrated below), we aimed to highlight
some perceptions and beliefs of language learners regarding studying grammar.

Item 1 sought the participants’ criteria in choosing texts to study on. Preferences were
aimed to be gathered out of this item. Item 2 was designed to detect perceived benefits of
the texts selected by students themselves. Participants indicated their opinion about the
contribution of articles they studied on in grammar courses. Item 3 was divided into 4
sections: (1 and 2) inguired about positive and negative aspects of participants’ previous
method in grammar classes, and (3 and 4) about positive and negative aspects of the current
method. The following items were included both in the questionnaire and the interview:

1 What did vou take into consideration while choosing the text you are expected to
bring into class? (Text-choice criferia)
2 What were the benefits of the texts vou dealt with in your grammar class?

3 Analyze vour previous gramumar learmning methods, and cite their pros and cons.
Compare those metheds with the current one in vonr present granmnar COUIses.

Interview

The interview, with a total duration of =420 mins, was performed in a one-to-onc
lashion onc week Tollowing the administering of the questionnaire. The same itcms were
inquired about with a focus on commion themes foreach related item. All emerging thenes
were later analyzed in terms of frequency of occurrence. During the interview, the
following issues were taken into consideratiorn.

Once question al a time was asked.

The interviewer verilied unclear responscs.

Students were asked open-cended questions.

Leading questions were avoided. unbiased questions were preferred.
Follow-ups and probes were used.

Data Analysis

Each response sheet was thoroughly examined, emerging themes in the questionnaire
and the interview were categorized forming convergence topics. As a first step, for each re-
emerging theme (time-of-mention=ToM). a frequency test was run utilizing the Statistical
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) computer program. At a second stage, a chi-square test
was run in order to identify any observable significant difference in the dispersion of
overall themes for each iten.

The commion themes emerging from the analyzed data were presented in 6 tables.
Table 1 reflecting text-choice criteria, 2 benefits obtained from news articles, 3-6
positive/negative aspects of both previous and current grammar teaching models. Below are
presented the themes related to Item 1: text-choice criteria.
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Table 1. Students ' Criteria In Choosing Texts (Item 1)

Text-choice eriteria

Themes ToM %
I'l'ext-related Lo grammar point 3 230
2 Ruises curiosity [ 14.3
3 About current events 14 153
4 Aboul own-socicty problems 4 32
5 About education | 8
6 About health 5 4.0
7 Aboul technology 2 1.6
8 Informative 12 v.7
9 Includes comprehensible input 16 12.9
10 About arts 5 4.0
1 Authentic 1 8
12 Improves knowledge ol svnlax 10 8.1
Chi-Squure (Asymp. Sig) 0.000

The first item in the questionnaire given al the end of the semester aimed to delect
students” criteria about newspaper articles they were expected (o bring into class (o study.
For this item. 12 themes emerged in the participants’ responses. It can be observed [rom
Table I that Theme 1 emerged as most prominent by 25.0 per cent in both the open-cnded
questionnaire and the interview. Other themes cmerged with differing percentages: the
theme current events by 15.3 per cent. raising curiosity by 14.5 per cent, comprchensible
input by 12.9 per cent, and the text being informative by 12 per cent. Below, are presented
excerpts from the participants” verbatin:

{ tried 1o focus on our grammar focus on our svitabus. (Theme 1)
[ chose a lext which interested me. (Theme 2)
{ chase an article focusing on a current event. (Theme 3)
{ chose an article which fit my language fevel. (Theme 9)
Regarding benefits obtained from the texts thev selected, participants produced the
themes in Table 2, From this table it can be clearly seen see that the texis were chosen lor

mainly three rcasons: authenticity, lorm-mcaning rclation, and review of targeted
structures, Other themes also cmerged with varying frequencics.

Table 2. Benefits Obtained ITrom Texts (Item 2)

Benefits (rom texts

Themes ToM %
| Noticing structures casily 11 5.1
2 Being exposed to authentic use of language 41 18.9
3 I'inding time to read for pleasure 4 1.8
4 Retrieving information 14 6.3
5 Reviewing targeted structures 4 15.7
6 Linhancing lexicon 11 3.1
7 Tmproving reading comprehension 3 1.4
8 Contributing to writing skills : 1.4
9 Relating {orm 1o meaning 39 18.0
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Lh
Lh

10 Building Schemata 18 8.3
11 Leading to long-term retention 15 6.9
12 Improving speaking 24 11.1
Chi-Squure (Asymp. Sig) 0.000

For Item 2, 12 themes in total emerged in the participants’ open-cnded questionnaire
and the interview. It can be observed [rom the 1able that students mostly benefited (rom
texts since they were authentic, an indication that they wanted 1o usc language naturally in a
real context where they could broaden their horizon in a target language sciling more
effectively compared to course book maierials where the language is probably artificial and
information outdated. Theme #12, improving speaking by 11.1 per cent. was also found to
be worth mentioning here. The following verbatim excerpts related to Item 2 are presented
below:

! was able to see the granmmar pointy in real context in a newspaper. (Theme 2)
Noticing grammar points in a real text was very enjovable [ had a great fun. (Theme 4)
The texts [ chose made me review the topics better. (Theme 3)

The texts enabled me to vemember the target structures longer than before.(Theme 11)

With llem 3, we aimed (o invesligale students’™ previous and currenl Cxpericnecs
rcgarding granunar lcarning. For this, students were expecled to .compare both cxperiences
by locusing on positive and negative aspects of previous and current grammar presenlation
models, In Tables 3,435, and 6, the analysis of themes concerning this itlem have been
illustrated.

Table 3. Positive Aspects. Of Previaus Fxperience (ftem 3a)

Posilive previous experience
Themes ToM %
lmproves testing strategics 2 100.0

As can be observed in the table, only one theme emerged. that is improving testing
strategy. This fact appears to depend on language testing policy matters in Turkey. Since
students are obliged to take the YDS test (a university entrance exam for language students)
at the end of their last vear of High School education. students are expected to have covered
all necessary grammatical points likely to appear in this test. Since this is the case, grammar
classes focusing on pure structure of langnage seems inevitable for both language teachers
and institutions. Following this approach, with cmphasis placed on grammar, students arc
able 1o sccure a place in a language department, which by them, is perceived as a positive
characteristic. Following arc verbatim excerpls from participants’ responscs:

I could bring my questions that I could not answer in my workbook and discuss with my
teacher in the class.
Grammar classes include mulfiple choice tests and these may be useful for our YDS.

For Ttem 3b, with which we aimed to investigate negative aspects of participants’
previous grammar learning models, 13 themes emerged with varving frequencies. These
themes are tabulated in Table 4.
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Table 4. Negarive Aspects of Previous Experience (Item 3bj

Negative previous experience

Themes ToM %

1 Mcmorization 13 17.1
2 Fasy o forget 6 7.9
3 Lack of world knowledge 2 2.6
4 Timited use of T.2 3 3.9
3 Too detailed 1 1.3
6 Limiled sources 10 13.2
7 Display examples | 1.3
8 Lack of discipline 1 1.3
9 'l'oo much repetition 8 10.5
10 Not current 7 9.2
11 Too much cmphasis on rules 2 2.6
12 Boring 17 224
| 3 Minimmzed student involvement 3 6.0

Chi-Square (Asyimp. Sig) 0.000

From this table. it can be observed that Theme 12 emerged with the highest frequency.
The students expresses that their previous grammar classes were monotonous and boring so
they could not have any fun during class hours. Theme 1 appeared as next to highest with
17.1 per cent, Clearly, students were by no mcans pleased with pure memorization. Most
indicatcd that rote learning provided them with no meaningful activitics and nothing about
their grammar courscs was creative. Due 1o this [act. they stated (hat the information they
reecived was casy Lo forgel which was illustrated by Theme 2 (7.9 per cent). Excerpls [rom
regarding this item are presented below;

Our teacher did not use target language she mostly used LI(Theme 4).
We got so bored in those classes in the past (Theme 12).
Our classes were teacher-centered. The feacher ahvays spoke in the lesson (Theme 13),

As for their current experiences in the grammar coursc designed by the rescarcher.
students stated both positive and negative aspects of the present model. Tables 5 and 6
illustrate the emerging themes regarding liem 3c.

Table 5. Positive Aspects of Current Fxperience fltem 3c)

Positive current cxpericnce

Themes ToM %
1 Comprehensible input 14 12.6
2 Leng-tenn retention 8 7.2
3 Tmproves lexicon 7 6.3
4 Impraoves writing 1 9
5 Raises consciousness 7 6.3
6 Increases 1.2 use 14 12.6
7 Builds schemata 16 14.4
& Enhances rescarch skills 9 8.1
Y 1.eads to creative language study 16 14.4

10 Provides review 4 36
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11 Tnteresting 7 6.3
12 Maximises students involvement 7 6.3
Chi-Square (Asymp. Sig) 0.000

For this item. 12 themes emerged in the participants’ responses. As seen from Table 3.
the most positive themes concerning students’ current experience are #7, (14.4per cent) and
9 (14.4per cent). Most positive aspect of this experience seems to be related to broadening
students” horizon as well as lcading to crcative usc of language; both potentially [osicred by
the utilization of authentic exts from newspapers arlicles, The texts sclecled, obviously
cnhanced studenis™ world knowledge building and cxpanding their schemata. Other
rclatively highly emerging positive aspects of this current experience were illustrated by
Themes 1 (12,6 per cent) and 6 (12.6 per cent), which were perceived o have provided
“comprchensible input”, and Cincrcased L2 usc, Below arce some remarks of the
participants;

Different texis improve my lexicon and [ can uxe morve advanced vocabulary in my
essavs (Theme 3 and Theme 4).

This granunar model increases my langwage use English (Theme 0).
1 have firn during my reading texts from the newspapers (Theme 11).
We are basically active in the class which is useful jor us (Theme 12).
As for participants’ views regarding liem 3d. contrary (o 3c, only two themes were

utiered by students. Thus, the current experience of authentic text material is not completely
devoid of drawbacks. The thanes and emergence requencics arc illustrated in Table 6.

Table 6. Negative Aspects of Current Fxperience (ftem 3¢)

Negative current expericnes

Themes ToM %

| Difficulty in text comprehension 2 333
2 Ditficulty in {inding an appropriate text 4 66.7
Chi-Square (Asvmp. Sig) 0.414

The table illustrates the™fdct that some students had difficulty in finding an appropriate
lext (66.7 per cent) and dilTiculty in text comprehension (33.3 per cent). Below are some
verbatim remarks of the participants:

The texts were not easv o comprehend most of the time. (Theme 1)
Semetimes [ had difficulty in finding an appropriate text, (Theme 2)

Despite the fact that authentic texts provide lcarners with a platform on which they can
rclate form (o meaning cnriching their world of knowledge by keeping them abreast with
currenl events and realitics in a continually globalizing world, understanding texts may at
times, as was slated in ltem 3d, constiluic some difficulty of comprchension, This
shortcoming should be regarded as an important linitation. It is here where (he teacher in
class should act in order lo raisc cullural awarcncss concerning lerms and cxpressions
which may have cultural and social attribuics forcign to students.
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Discussion

Unlike the traditional rolc of instructors which aimed to impart knowledge (o receptive
Icarncrs, opporiunitics for participanis 1o make decisions regarding their learning process in
grammar courscs were (ricd (o be provided, The proposced model was asking lcamers (o
dcterming their personal needs, and build appropriate learning situations 1o meet such needs
withoul subjecting them 1o external controls or instructor-direcied biases. In other words.
the Tacilitator role for the teacher was advocated. The conditions for success in this model
depend on the development of positive attitude about lcarning and (he relevancy of the
subject matter 1o personal needs rather than (he actual subject matier mastery itsell
(Hiemsira & Sisco. 1990). Typical tcachers™ duty in the proposed model is much more
different from that of traditional graminar (eachers, in that it entails:

¢ Providing comprchensible inpnt

¢ Facililating peer intcraction, ilem lcarning ane patiern detection

¢ Providing output opportunities

« Motivating learners in establishing connection between form and meaning

It 1s clear that sentence-level grammar teaching cannot provide learners with a full
picture of grammar. Therefore. it is necessary to take a broader approach and teach
grammar in cantext.

Knowing about grammar is important for numerous rcasons. It is the language that lets
us talk about language. It names the type of words and word groups that comprisc sentences
in English and other languages. It helps with understanding what makes sentences and
paragraphs clear, interesting, and precise. It lets us understand that all languages and all
dialects follow grammatical patterns. This study has shown that teaching/learning grammar
is best done within context of reading and studving anthentic materials.

What we belicve is that as practitioners, we continually need to redefine our role within
the classroom. which can only he achicved by experimeniing wilh dilferent mclhods al
tcaching. We need to consider the nceds and interesis of the siudents’ since there is no
single best teaching method. It can be asserted every teaching model has something to offer
and that what is most important is that teachers try to adapt or rewrite themselves again and
again, for it is in rewriting that one finds that they have something new to say. For a
teacher, to say and do something new or original has the potential to reflect on learners with
the emergence of original ideas. During one’s course of teaching. learners are likely to be
observed to come up with innovative ways trving to realize such ideas. This is what we. as
language instructors, do probably wish to see happen with our students.

Conclusion

Utilization of authentic texts in granmunar teaching was greatly welcomed by English
majoring university students. Most prominent benefits obtained from this model were
expressed by the students to provide a platform where they are exposed to authenticity,
relate form to meaning. review targeted structures. and improve their speakihg. As positive
aspects of this experience, they cited themes such as building schemata, leading to creative
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use of language, and providing comprehensible input. Despite some comprehensibility
difficully due to some cultural clements they may embody, authentic (exts are by all means
an invaluable assct for both students and icachers since they provide a rich resource of
language in an EFL sctting, and this study docs well supply cvidence in this maticr,
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