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COGNITIVE APPROACHES TO GRAMMAR
AND L2 GRAMMAR TEACHING

Introduction

Grammar teaching provides one of the most essential components of any
course in a foreign language. However, it also tends to be considered by teachers
and learners alike as one of the most difficult areas of a language to master. The
process of grammar teaching/learning not infrequently ends in failure in spite of
all the efforts, good will and hard work on both sides. There have been many dif-
ferent solutions to this problem thus far, most of them concerned with specific
classroom techniques or procedures. However, the issue still remains largely un-
resolved. So, where are the roots of the difficulties experienced by all those who
embark upon the study of L2 grammar? Our answer to this question is that the
real roots of the problem reach much deeper than specific techniques or methods
of classroom practice. It might be the case that what is at fault here is the largely
invalid model of grammar on which most L2 grammar teaching is currently based
and which derives from generative-transformational tradition. The present paper
argues for an alternative model of grammar, the so called usage-based model as
developed by the researchers associated with the framework of Cognitive Lin-
guistics and Construction Grammar in particular (Goldberg 1995, 2005, 2006).
The paper undertakes to shed some light on what provides the foundational as-
sumptions of the cognitive approach to grammar and to indicate their relevance to
the field of L2 grammar teaching. More specifically, it deals with two general
questions — what grammar is and how grammar is learned — whose importance for
language teaching profession cannot be overestimated. However, we refrain from
specific pedagogical proposals or solutions at this stage, leaving them for further
empirical work.

1. What is grammar?

What has come to be known as a cognitive approach to grammar is not
a monolithic, uniform framework. On the contrary, the term functions as a generic
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label for a family of different theories and perspectives, among which we find
Langacker’s model of Cognitive Grammar, Construction Grammar associated
mainly with the names of Fillmore, Kay, Goldberg, and Radical Construction
Grammar as developed by Croft. Although diversified in terms of their specific re-
search foci, all those theories are bound by strong ties of shared assumptions and
underlying principles, the most important of which is the common conception of
grammar as “a structured inventory of conventional linguistic units” (Langacker
1987: 489). On cognitive account the category of linguistic units is defined very
broadly as any form-meaning pairing which has occurred with sufficient frequency
to become conventionalized. The other common term used in the literature of the
field as a substitute for ‘linguistic unit’ is that of ‘a construction’, which has been
defined by Goldberg (1995: 4) as follows:

C is a CONSTRUCTION iff.¢ C is a form-meaning pair <F; , S;> such that some aspects of
F; or some aspects of S; is not strictly predictable from C’s component parts or from other pre-

viously established constructions.

Given the fact that both terms — ‘linguistic unit’ and ‘construction’ — are used
to refer to roughly the same range of phenomena, they will be used interchange-
ably in this paper. So, what specifically are linguistic units/ constructions that
make up the grammar of a language? As already noted, the category is very broad
in scope and embraces form-meaning pairings of any kind and size including sin-
gle bound morphemes, words, (more or less) fixed multi word expressions, and fi-
nally abstract syntactic templates. To illustrate this point, we provide some
examples below:

bound morphemes -dis , -able , -ing, -ed

single words

(both simple and complex) sofa, read, up, over, hold-up, stopwatch

multi word expressions let alone, even if, all of a sudden, see you later

fixed idioms it takes one to know one, what’s done cannot be undone

semi-fixed idioms pull <someone’s> leg, jog < someone’s> memory kick the
bucket

partially filled (productive) have a ... (as in have a drink/ shower/ walk), what x

constructions doing y (e.g. what are you doing, lying on the floor), go and

VP ( e.g. go and prove me wrong), ‘the time away’ construc-
tion (e.g. to drink the night away, to dance the night away)

Covariational Conditional  the sooner, the better

(The X-er, the Y-er) the more you learn, the more you know

Ditransitive Subj VObj; Obj 5 (She gave him a book; He gave her a kiss)

Passive Subj aux VPpp (PP by) (The project has been completed by
Mary)
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The reservation to be made here is that the above listing is only illustrative,
which is to say that it is not meant as an exhaustive inventory of different types of
constructions as identified and elaborated on by cognitively minded grammarians.
What it is meant to show, however, is that grammar is conceived of as a conti-
nuum of linguistic items differing widely in size, complexity, and function. This,
in turn, represents an essential departure from the traditional, that is Chomskyan
approach, which views grammar as a set of abstract rules for combining words into
phrases and sentences. On cognitive account grammar is non-compositional —
it consists of a huge number (presumably hundreds of thousands) of linguistic
units which are stored in the minds of language users as all sorts of chunks or
schemas. The notion of schema plays an important role in the cognitive frame-
work — it has been instrumental in showing that linguistic units or constructions
are not random occurrences but that they form a coherent and structured networks.
The relationship between a schema and its instantiation(s) is argued to be one
of the most important structuring devices of natural languages, and has been char-
acterized by Langacker (1987: 492) as follows:

Structure A is a schema with respect to structure B when A is compatible with speci-
fications of B but characterizes corresponding entities with less precision and detail.

To take an example, a very simple and basic schema for plural nouns [N+S]
might be instantiated by a large repertoire of specific items such as dogs, houses,
ideas, etc. The only difference between the general schemas (roughly correspon-
ding to traditional rules) and actual instances of language use is in the degree
of their specificity. Importantly, schemas perform an essential function of sanc-
tioning devices, that is they are used as a point of reference by language speakers
in making grammaticality judgments — if a given item is consistent with the un-
derlying schematic representation it is grammatical, if not, it is classified as ill-
formed. However, regardless of the degree of their schematicity or specificity, all
language units are argued to have the equal status of form-meaning pairing, which
entails that all aspects of language are inherently meaningful. Hence, not only
words convey meanings (as maintained by generative grammarians), but also
much more schematic constructions. For instance the abstract ditransitive tem-
plate (Subj VODbj; Obj,), or passives (Subj aux VPpp (PPyy)) are described
as having some semantic potential independently of the words that fill them. This
is a point which has been very persuasively presented by Goldberg in her 1995
publication exploring a few different argument structure constructions. Let us il-
lustrate Goldberg’s line of reasoning with the example of the English ditransitive
construction, which she discusses in some detail. Thus, as the author suggests the
construction is inherently associated with the ‘successful transfer’ sense (mnemon-
ically labeled as: Y CAUSES X to RECEIVE Z). It is important to reiterate that
this meaning is associated with the construction as such and not the meanings
of the verbs that happen to fill it. The significance of this observation might not
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be quite clear if we limit our attention to the most prototypical instances such
as ‘Mary gave John a book’, which might be argued to owe its ‘transfer’ meaning
to the verb ‘give’. However, the point becomes much more lucid if we consider
some less typical instances:

(1) Chris baked Jane a cake.
(2) Someone left you this note.
(3) John allowed Billy a popsicle.

Goldberg’s argument is that all the above sentences imply some sort of “trans-
fer’ between the agent and the receiver. However, this meaning cannot be derived
from the meanings of the verbs, which are generally considered to be the main
meaning determinants of a sentence. In other words, there is nothing inherent in
the semantics of the verbs such as ‘bake’, ‘leave’, ‘allow’, which suggests that
one person gives or intends to give something to another person. So, the only pos-
sible solution to this problem is that the ‘transfer’ meaning resides in the syntac-
tic configuration associated with the ditransitive construction as such. Put it
differently, without the (largely subconscious) awareness of the link holding be-
tween Subj V Obj; Obj, pattern and its schematic meaning Y CAUSES X to RE-
CEIVE Z, we would be at a complete loss to understand sentences (1) —(3).

Furthermore, a single schematic construction might have more than one
meaning, that is it might be polysemous, just like a large part of lexicon. This is
a very important observation substantiating the cognitive claim that language is
a motivated and highly structured system where “everything sort of hangs to-
gether” (Taylor 2007: 115). To illustrate this point let us return to Goldberg’s
analysis of the English ditransitive construction, which has been summarized in
the diagram on page 74.

As shown in Figure 1, the senses of the ditransitive construction form a radial
network — each of the extensions (B) — (F) represents a distinct meaning, which
is, however, related to the most prototypical sense of ‘successful transfer’ on the
basis of the so called “family resemblance” principle (cf. Rosch 1975). For in-
stance, the transfer might not be actual but intended as in (F) and (D), the latter ad-
ditionally implying some action undertaken by the agent so that the transfer could
be accomplished at some future point. Furthermore, the transfer might be implied
by the “conditions of satisfaction” (cf. Searle 1983) associated with the actions de-
noted by verbs such as promise, guarantee, or owe, as in (B), or it might be merely
“enabled” by the agent, as in (E). Finally, it might also be the case that the notion
of transfer is evoked by negating it as in (C), which is probably the least proto-
typical of all the extension, as listed by Goldberg?.

? Listing specific linguistic items typically or most strongly attracted by a particular con-
struction is becoming an increasingly common research procedure within constructivist
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permit, allow

E. Agent enables recipient to
receive patient

Verbs of permission:

F. Agent intends to cause recipient
to receive patient

Verbs involved in scenes of creation:
bake, make, build, cook, sew, knit
Verbs of obtaining:
get, grab, win, earn...

A

D. Agents acts to cause recipient
to receive patient at some
future point in time

Verbs of future transfer:
leave, bequeath, allocate, reserve,
grant

bring, take...

A. Central Sense:
Agent successfully causes recipient to receive patient

Verbs that inherently signify acts of giving:
give, pass, hand, serve, feed...
Verbs of instantaneous causation of ballistic motion:
throw, toss, slap, kick, poke, fling, shoot...
Verbs of continuous causation in a deictically specified direction

B. Conditions of Satisfaction
imply that agent causes
recipient to receive patient

Verbs of giving with associated
satisfaction conditions:
guarantee, promise, owe

Figure 1 (after Goldberg, 1995: 38)

C. Agent causes recipient
not to receive patient

Verbs of refusal:
refuse, deny

framework. This approach has recently gained some momentum due to the work by Ste-
fanowitsch and Gries ( 2003, 2004, to appear) concerned with the statistical methods of
assessing the degree of attraction between constructions and their lexical *fillers’.
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Thus, as the diagram makes clear, the different senses of the ditransitive con-
struction are not random or arbitrary occurrences but are motivated by their “fam-
ily resemblance” to the central meaning of ‘successful transfer’. Goldberg’s
discussion is not, however, limited to the cases presented in the diagram. The sec-
ond and equally important part of her analysis is devoted to demonstrating the
role of metaphor in motivating the semantic extensions of the ditransitive con-
struction. Here are some examples:

(4) Mary gave Joe a kiss.

(5) Mary’s behavior gave John an idea.
(6) She gave me the flu.

(7) The medicine brought him relief.
(8) The rain bought us some time.

While on the traditional account the above sentences would be thought of as
idiosyncratic uses of verbs ‘give’ and ‘bring’, in Goldberg’s analysis they are all
instances of the underlying conceptual metaphor CAUSAL EVENTS ARE
TRANSFERS, and thereby constitute a part “of a large and productive class of
expressions that are based on systematic metaphors” (Goldberg 1995: 141). Yet an-
other metaphor underlying the semantic extensions of the ditransitive construction
as discussed by Goldberg is the Conduit Metaphor (cf. M. Reddy 1979) accord-
ing to which IDEAS ARE OBJECTS and COMMUNICATION IS ATRANSFER
OF THESE OBJECT FROM THE SPEAKER TO THE HEARER. Here are some

examples:

(9) She told Jo a fairy tale.
(10) She quoted Jo a passage.
(11) She gave Jo her thoughts on the subject.

Our discussion of the ditransitive construction, selective and incomplete as it
might be, brings together the most important insights of the constructivist ap-
proach to grammar, which can be summarized as follows:

— grammar is not a set of abstract rules but a vast and diversified repository

of constructions, that is form-meaning pairings,

— lexis-syntax dichotomy is invalid — they constitute two poles of the same

language continuum,

— all aspects of grammar are meaningful,

— constructions are not random or arbitrary occurrences but form a coherent

network of senses related to the prototype by “family resemblance”, or con-
ceptual metaphors.

We shall conclude this section by emphasizing that the strength of the cogni-
tive approach, as we conceive of it, manifest itself most clearly in its ability to ac-
commodate the whole spectrum of language usage, that is both — fully schematic
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and very productive patterns as well as much more idiosyncratic instances. This
has been very pertinently expressed by Goldberg (1995: 6) in the following pas-
sage:
Theorists working within this theory share an interest in characterizing the entire class of struc-
tures that make up language, not only the structures that are defined to be part of “core gram-
mar.” This interest stems form the belief that fundamental insights can be gained form

considering such non-core cases, in that the theoretical machinery that accounts for non-core
cases can be used to account for core cases. In addition, much of actual corpus data involves

such non core cases.

The view of language as presented in this section is commonly referred to as
a usage-based model to emphasize the fact that grammar includes both item-spe-
cific knowledge and broad generalizations, which coexist side by side. In fact,
these two types of knowledge mutually complete one another in that the more
schematic units arise as generalizations from more specific instances of language

usc.

The usage-based model has been very influential not only in descriptive and
explanatory work of theoretical linguists, but it has also been integrated into the
theory of language acquisition, to which we turn in the following section.

2. How is grammar learnt?

The cognitive definition of grammar as an inventory of linguistic units in-
evitably raises the question of how such a huge and diversified collection of items
can be learnt by a language learner given the limited amount of input she is ex-
posed to. Even more importantly, there is the question of how it is possible for
a language leaner to produce sentences which have never occurred in the input.
These are the kinds of questions that any sound theory of language must, sooner
or later, come to terms with. There have been many answers to these questions so
far, the most influential of which is undoubtedly the generative model of Univer-
sal Grammar postulating the existence of Language Acquisition Device — an in-
nate predisposition of human mind to produce and comprehend language.
Cognitive Grammar runs counter to this widely acknowledged conception and
puts forth the thesis that language learning is item-based rather than rule-based.
There is an extensive body of research which provides empirical support for this
thesis (e.g. Ninio 1988; Peters 1983; Tomasello 2000, 2002, 2003). Tomasello,
for instance, demonstrates in one of his longitudinal studies that item-based lan-
guage learning proceeds in a strictly specified order — infants first acquire spe-
cific items, that is words, next more complex multi word chunks, before
developing abstract schematic categories such as SubjVObj. What is remarkable
about this study is that young learners move very smoothly to the stage of cre-
ative language use and begin to construct new utterances “out of variously already
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mastered pieces of language of various shapes and sizes, and degrees of internal
structure and abstraction” (Tomasello 2003: 307). On Tomasello’s account lin-
guistic productivity is strongly associated with the so called pattern-finding skills
which “comprise a necessary component in children’s acquisition of language —
children could not learn the meaningful syntactic constructions of a natural lan-
guage without them — so their existence in pre-linguistic children is among the
most important discoveries in recent years in the study of child language acquisi-
tion” (Tomasello and Akhtar 2003: 317).

What is worth emphasizing here is that cognitively-oriented researchers ex-
hibit a considerable amount of optimism with respect to the language learning
process, arguing that “constructions can be learned, and learned quickly, on the
basis of input” (Goldberg 2006: 227). The main point behind this simple but ap-
pealing formulation is that the general cognitive abilities a human being brings
with her to the process of language learning provide a sound enough basis for ac-
tual learning to take place. It should be reiterated here that the cognitive skills em-
ployed for language learning are ‘general’ in the sense that they are not limited to
linguistic behavior only but are used for other cognitive tasks as well.

In her recent publication Constructions at work. The Nature of Generalization
in language Goldberg presents some experimental research in support of the
‘learning’ theory. The key observation that emerges from the authors’ psycholin-
guistic experimentation is that linguistic productivity is to large extent a result of
the natural ability of the human mind to generalize over familiar instances. Gold-
berg derives this observation from the empirical study (Goldberg and Casenhiser
2005) aimed at testing “learners ability to learn to pair a novel construction mean-
ing with a novel form: exactly the task that the child faces when naturalistically
learning a language” (Goldberg 2006: 79). The authors invented novel, non-exis-
tent constructions with familiar nouns and non-existent verbs arranged in a non-
sense way according to the following pattern: NOUN PHRASE; NOUN
PHRASE, NONSENSE VERB. These constructions were subsequently assi gned
the meaning of ‘appearance’. For instance, the sentence ‘The spot the king
moopos’ was paired with visual stimuli (video clip) which showed a spot appear-
ing on the king’s nose. In the initial stage of the experiment these stimuli were
used to teach the learners to link the syntactic pattern in question with the “ap-
pearance’ meaning. All the learners were taught 5 new (non-existence) verbs al-
together, which were presented in 16 sentences conforming with the nonsense
syntactic pattern. The participants (children aged 5-7) watched the video clips ac-
companied by a voice describing particular scenes. Importantly, the children were

3 Inventing nonsense linguistic items is a common procedure in psycholinguistic experi-
mentation to ensure that the forms have not been previously acquired by the learer.
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divided into three groups — the control, balanced frequency, and skewed frequency
condition group. All the children watched the same clips but the control group
could not hear the sentences describing the scenes because the sound was turned
off. The balanced frequency and the control frequency groups, on the other hand,
differed in term of the frequency with which they heard particular verbs. In the bal-
anced group the three novel verbs occurred four times and two novel verbs oc-
curred twice (4-4-4-2-2). In the high frequency group one of the verbs appeared
with much higher token frequency (eight times) than the other ones, which oc-
curred only twice each (8-2-2-2-2). After the training, the children were tested on
the same syntactic patterns, which were, however, filled with new verbs, not heard
by the learners in the training session. The children’s task was to choose the sen-
tences which matched the new video clips, only half of which presented the ‘ap-
pearance’ meaning. The result of the test was as follows: the control group did
very poorly at this task, the balanced frequency group showed a statistically sig-
nificant improvement on the control group, while the skewed frequency group
showed the highest percentage of corrects answers.

Casenhiser and Goldberg’s experiment has been presented here in some de-
tail as it seems to provide very convincing evidence for what constitutes the very
basic assumption of the usage-based model, namely that people are capable of
learning new form-meaning pairing on the basis of the input and that this process
proceeds very quickly and efficiently (the training lasted only 3 minutes). The
second important observation is that people do make generalizations on the basis
of the previously learned instances, that is they extend the learned patterns to novel
situations. Finally, the quality of the input has an important role to play, as the
case of the skewed frequency group has shown. Specifically, the fact that in nat-
ural discourse particular constructions tend to be filled with one high frequency
item significantly facilitates the acquisition of constructional meanings. In other
words, most constructions appear to be focused around particular verbs which are
much more frequent in this construction than any other lexical filler*. Hence, not
only the human ability to generalize over what has already been learned but also
the structure of the natural linguistic input works towards facilitating the process

of language leaning.

In summary, let us recapitulate the main assumptions associated with the
usage-based approach to language acquisition:

— language is learned item-by-item on the basis of input and general cognitive
abilities,

4 As has been noted in the previous section, some empirical evidence for this observation
can be found in the works of Stefanowitsch and Gries (2000, 2003).
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—knowledge of language involves both knowledge of instances and knowl-
edge of generalizations,
— skewed input facilitates the process of generalizing over familiar instances.

The above conclusions have been formulated on the basis of the empirical
evidence from L1 learning. However, it is generally assumed that the mechanisms
of L2 learning are not unlike those of L1 learning. Consequently, much of what
has been said in this section can serve as a point of reference in designing research
procedures aimed at investigating the patterns of L2 acquisition. In particular,
it seems worthwhile to look at how the general cognitive abilities such as gener-
alizing over familiar instances and pattern finding skills are exploited by the L2
learner. Furthermore, the role of skewed input in L2 teaching/learning process is
an area that merits further examination.

3. Cognitive approach to grammar: implications for L2 grammar
teaching

As has been shown in the two preceding sections Cognitive Linguistics offers
new answers to the two fundamental questions of what grammar is and how it is
acquired. It seems quite apparent that these insights cannot remain unnoticed or
ignored by the specialists associated with the pedagogical field, and with the field
of foreign language teaching in particular. By analogy to sections (2) and (3), our
considerations in this section center around the two general areas, namely the
‘what” and ‘how’ of language teaching. More specifically, we shall consider the po-
tential implications of the usage based model for the contents (‘what’) and meth-
ods (‘how’) of L2 grammar teaching.

Starting with the contents, the usage-based model suggests a shift from ge-
neral, all-encompassing rules (or schemas), to more specific instances and pat-
terns of language use such as all sorts of language chunks, prefabricated
expressions and partially filled patterns. As Langacker (2001: 4) has observed:

Since regular constructions of full generality constitute only a small proportion of conven-
tional patterns, complete mastery of linguistic rules (as normally conceived) does not assure
any degree of actual fluency in a language [...]. To achieve fluency, one has to learn in addi-
tion a vast store of fixed expressions and normal ways of phrasing things in particular cir-
cumstances, out of all the ways the “rules” in principle permit. Only by controlling this
immense inventory of conventional expressions and conventional modes of expression is it
possible for speakers to put together a continuous flow of complex expressions in real time.

The above view of course is not a completely new voice in the pedagogical
field. We all remember the stormy debates provoked by the publication of Lewis’s
The Lexical Approach, in which the author makes a point strikingly similar to the
one made by Langacker. However, the book incurred much criticism at the time
of its publication. The main objection was based on methodological grounds and
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concerned the feasibility of acquiring by a learner so large a number of conven-
tionalized expressions. Specifically, the argument was that learning hundreds of
thousands of expressions was too overwhelming a task for an average language
learner. It is undoubtedly a point that cannot be easily dismissed. On the other hand,
rejecting new ideas on the grounds that they seem more difficult to implement is
not the right path to follow. Admittedly, the generative notion of a finite set of rules
for generating an infinite number of sentences might seem very appealing from the
point of view of the didactic procedures. However, linguistic fluency does not re-
side in general rules, as has been argued throughout this paper. The cognitively ori-
ented psycholinguistic research shows that people do actually learn languages on
item-by-item basis, and most importantly that they are highly efficient in doing so.
As we believe, this observation provides strong basis for certain reassessments as
regards the contents of language teaching. Hence, language teaching materials
should take account of a much wider spectrum of constructions, restoring the bal-
ance between the schematic and the specific. The other thing is that the task of
learning a large number of constructions is not necessarily so overwhelming as it
may seem if one takes into account the central cognitive assumption that con-
structions are not random or arbitrary occurrences but form a coherent and highly
structured system. This, in turn, suggests some methodological solutions. For in-
stance, the motivating links holding between different constructions such as part-
whole relationship, schematic-specific relationship, “family resemblance”,
conceptual metaphors might be turned into an additional channel of more efficient
language learning. Seen from this perspective, Goldberg’s diagram representing
the ditransitive construction (cf. Figure 1) looks like an almost ready-made teach-
ing resource and as such could find its place in pedagogical grammars. Of course,
it requires some adjustments in terms of the language used or the granularity of the
semantic representation e.g. some senses might be lumped together to increase
the clarity of the presentation. The point is that presenting grammatical construc-
tions as a radial network of senses allows to accommodate a number of seemingly
very diverse and unrelated bits of language. (e.g. ‘John gave Mary a book’ and
‘John gave Mary a kiss’). Hence, the motivated nature of linguistic categories
might be turned into teaching procedures aimed at promoting meaningful inter-
actions with the target language structures and thereby limiting the amount of rote
learning in the foreign language classrooms. Given the fact that the process of
learning new things is more effective if based on logical reasoning and networks
of various associations, the usage-based model seems a good place to start. Since
a further discussion of this point would inevitably lead us to more specific peda-
gogical problems, which, as has been noted earlier, are eschewed in this paper,
we shall finish this section with a few broad statements summarizing what has
been said above:
— the contents of grammar teaching should be modified in order to restore the
balance between fully general patterns and more idiosyncratic instances of

80



language use — the former should not be prioritized at the expense of the lat-
ter, as it is currently the case in most FLT classrooms,

— the methods of language teaching should take account of the motivated and
structured nature of linguistic categories,

— language teaching procedures should be correlated with human natural cog-
nitive abilities such as generalizing over familiar instances and pattern-find-
ing skills (cf. section 3).

Concluding remarks

It goes without saying that language teaching enterprise needs solid founda-
tions in the form of a valid model of language to serve as a point of reference for
syllabus designers and materials writers. The generative model, which has con-
tinued to provide such a point of reference for many years, has proved either in-
sufficient or outright wrong in many critical aspects. The optimistic point,
however, is that the field of theoretical linguistics is in the state of constant de-
velopment and does not cease to provide us with fresh ideas and, as we believe,
increasingly more adequate answers to the fundamental questions of what lan-
guage is and why it is the way it is. It is our firm belief that the cognitive approach
to grammar (and language in general), as sketchily outlined in the present paper,
constitutes a viable alternative for language teaching profession. Particularly ap-
pealing from the point of view of the didactic process is the special emphasis cog-
nitively minded linguists place on meaning and uncovering the underlying
conceptual phenomena governing the structure and use of linguistic forms. As
convincingly argued by Goldberg and other researchers of the same persuasion,
syntax has strong semantic foundations, which determine the distribution of par-
ticular syntactic categories. The cognitive approach thus effectively undermines
the traditional notion of syntactic arbitrariness bringing to light the structured and
motivated nature of grammar. The realization and appreciation of these facts by
language teaching professionals could mark an important step towards more mean-
ingful and effective L2 grammar teaching/learning.

REFERENCES

Croft, W. 2001. Radical Construction Grammar: Syntactic Theory in Typological Per-
spective. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Evans, V. and M. Green. 2005. Cognitive Linguistics: An Introduction. Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh University Press.

Fillmore, Ch., P. Kay and M. C. O’Connor. 1988. Regularity and idiomaticity in gram-
matical constructions: The case of lef alone. Language 64 (3), 501-538.

Fillmore, Ch. and P. Kay. 1993. Construction grammar coursebook. Berkely: University
of California Press.

81



Fillmore, Ch. J. and P. Kay. 1996. Construction Grammar. Manuscript, University of Cal-
ifornia at Berkeley Department of Linguistics.

Goldberg, A. E. 1995. Constructions: a construction grammar approach to argument
structure. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Goldberg, A. E. 2006. Constructions at Work. The Nature of Generalization in Language.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Goldberg, A. E. and D. Casenhiser. 2005. English Constructions. In: Handbook of English
Linguistics. Cambridge, UK: Blackwell.

Gries, S. Th. and A. Stefanowitsch. 2004. Extending collostructional analysis: a corpus-
based perspective on ‘alternations’. International Journal of Corpus Linguistics 9 (1),
97-129.

Kay, P. and Ch. Fillmore. 1999. Grammatical constructions and linguistic generalizations:
the What’s X doing Y? construction. Language 78, 453-481.

Langacker, R. W. 1987. Foundations of cognitive Grammar. Vol.1. Standford, Calif.:
Standford University Press.

Langacker, R. W. 1990. Concept, Image, and Symbol. The Cognitive Basis of Grammar.
Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Langacker, R. W. 2001. Cognitive Linguistics, Language Pedagogy, and the English Pre-
sent Tense. In: M. Piitz, S. Niemeier and R. Dirven (eds). Applied Cognitive Lin-
guistics I: Theory and Language Theory. Berlin, New York, 3-39.

Lewis, M. 1993. The Lexical Approach. Hove: Language Teaching Publications.

Ninio, A. 1988, On formal grammatical categories in early child language. In: Y. Levy,
I. Schlesinger and M. D. S. Braine (eds). Categories and Processes in Language Ac-
quisition. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Peters, A. M. 1983. The Units of Language Acquisition. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Reddy, M. 1979. The Conduit Metaphor. In: A. Ortony (ed.). Metaphor and Thought. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 284-324.

Rosch, E. 1973. Natural Categories. Cognitive Psychology 4, 328-350.

Rosch, E. 1978. Principles of categorization. In: E. Rosch and B. Lloyd (eds). Cognition
and Categorization, Hillsdale, New York: Lawrence Erlbaum Association,
27-48.

Searle, J. R. 1983. Intentionality: An Essay in the Philosophy of Mind. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Stefanowitsch, A. and S. Th. Gries. (2003). Collostructions: investigating the interaction
of words and constructions. International Journal of Corpus Linguistics 8 (2),
209-243.

Stefanowitsch, A. and S. Th. Gries. (To appear). Channel and constructional meaning:
A collostructional case study.

Tomasello, M. 2000. First steps in usage-based theory of language acquisition. Cognitive
Linguistics 11, 61-82.

Tomasello, M. 2003. Constructing a Language: A usage-based theory of Language Ac-
quisition. Cambridge. MA: Harvard University Press.

Tomasello, M. and N. Akhtar. 2003. What paradox? A response to Naigles (2002). Cog-
nition 88, 317-323.

Taylor, J. 2007. Ten Lectures on Applied Cognitive Linguistics. In: Y. Gao and T. Fuyin Li
(eds). Ten Lectures on Applied Cognitive Linguistics by John Taylor. Beijing: Foreign
Language Teaching and Research Press.

82



ABSTRACT

The present paper takes up the issue of the relationships holding between theoretical
models of grammar and the theory and practice of L2 grammar teaching. It is argued that
the generative model, which has continued to exert a strong influence on what happens in
ELT classrooms, is largely invalid, and thus is the source of theoretical and methodolog-
ical problems in L2 education. We consider the usage—based model, as developed by re-
searchers working within the framework of Cognitive Linguistics, to be a much more
reliable alternative both in terms of its descriptive and explanatory power. The paper is in-
dented as a brief introduction to the usage-based model, addressing two general questions
of what grammar is and how grammar is learned - whose importance for language teach-
ing profession is beyond any dispute. More specifically, we focus on the misconceptions
associated with the rule-based view of language and suggest that the construction-based
model represents a much more adequate reflection of the true nature of language, and thus
has all the potential of making a positive contribution to language teaching profession.
The paper is concluded with some considerations on the pedagogical implications of the
cognitive approach to grammar. However, the discussion in this last section is very general
in nature, avoiding any specific methodological questions and solutions.



