Diana Hopkins: Integrating grammar into our IELTS syllabuses

1
What makes a text difficult?

Read this text and discuss with partner.  Is it difficult?  Why?

Sally first tried setting loose a team of gophers.  The plan backfired when a dog chased them away.  She then entertained a group of teenagers and was delighted when they brought their motorcycles.  Unfortunately, she failed to find a Peeping Tom listed in the yellow pages.  Furthermore, her music system was not loud enough.  The crab grass might have worked but she didn’t have a fan that was sufficiently powerful.  The obscene phone calls gave her hope until the number was changed.  She thought about leaving all her rubbish lying around outside, but decided to have a barbecue every evening instead.  It was the installation of the blinking neon lights across the street that did the trick.  She eventually framed the ad from the classified section.

2
What makes texts hang together?

Coherence and Cohesion – how are they achieved? 

a
Through thematic choice and progression.  Discourse analysis has shown

 that we usually front our sentences with known information and end them with
 new information.  The ‘front’ of the sentence, or the jumping off point,  is known
 as the Theme and the end part as the Rheme (in Systemic Functional Grammar).

Thematic progression

While the first clause or clause complex in a text will probably contain all new information, the thematic choices for the following clauses should not be unexpected.  They should be connected with ideas that we have already met in the Theme or Rheme of a  clause not too far before.  

Look at this extract from a task asking: 

To what extent do you believe governments should fund all education?
The rural areas are normally not well-equipped with many facilities.  Therefore, if the government sponsored all education facilities, the rural schools would be at par with the urban schools.  Moreover, the standard of education can be the same for all schools in terms of syllabus, books, libraries and other facilities.  

Now look at the clauses broken down into theme and rheme. 

T1 


(



 R1

The rural areas       are normally not well-equipped with many facilities.  

T2


(


 R2
Therefore, if the government          sponsored all education facilities
T1 


(


R3

the rural schools                          would be at par with the urban schools.
T3 


(


R4
Moreover, the standard of education can be the same for all schools in terms of syllabus, books, libraries and other facilities.  

There is no particular pattern of progression here.  Only one Theme is repeated and no Rhemes are taken up to become the Theme of the next clause.  If we rewrite this extract in a more suitable academic style we can see that the pattern of Theme to Rheme is different.
Rural areas are not normally well equipped in terms of educational facilities.  Better facilities could be provided if the government was prepared to fund all educational establishments.  This would ensure both rural and urban schools had the same standard of education.  
T1                                                                    R1
Rural areas 

are not normally well equipped in terms of educational facilities.  






(
T2 = R1                                                           R2

Better facilities 

could be provided if the government was prepared to fund all educational 


establishments.  






(
T3 = R2                                                        R3

This 


would ensure both rural and urban schools had the same standard of 



education.  

This shows a zigzag connection.  Of course, most writers choose to mix both zigzag and theme to theme links, but academic writing tends to have a high proportion of zigzag patterns.

A key grammatical side effect of these logical connections between clauses can be that the object of a verb becomes the theme of a following sentence.  This can mean that we need to choose the passive.  Look at this extract from a listening transcript.


Does the university run the  union?        




(




No, the union        
(
 is run by 7 executive officers 





(





who


(
are elected by students each year.


Nominalisation: Identify any nominalisation in the following text:

The analysis of language is never easy.  However, the interest it generates amongst university students of linguistics  is enormous.  It would be hard to deny that a basic comprehension of the underlying meanings of language choices will lead to better teaching.  

Pre- and Post-modification of nouns
Information that comes before the noun in a noun phrase is usually expressed through 

· determiners: this horrible rubbish
· adjectives: a rich habitat
Information that comes after nouns is usually expressed through

· prepositional phrases: an abundance of creatures
· past participle clauses: the rubbish contained in the harbour
· present participle (-ing) clauses: the rubbish lying at the bottom of the harbour
· to-infinitive clauses: a decision to expand
What choices do we have for the tone of a text?

Modalisation

We need to choose the right tone for the task.  Look at the two extracts from students practising for the speaking module.  Which extract works best and why?

What impact do you feel a good learning experience at school can have on people in terms of future learning?

Oh, having a good experience as a student makes you feel positive about learning in general.  If you’ve had supportive teachers at school you will  go on to be conscientious in your university studies.  And also, good teachers make you a better learner because they have helped you develop learning strategies in the past.

Oh, having a good experience as a student can make you feel positive about learning in general.  If you’ve had supportive teachers at school you are more likely to go on to be conscientious in your university studies.  And also, it is possible that good teachers may make you a better learner because they might have helped you develop learning strategies in the past.
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