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  Preface


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    This book is hoped be helpful to English language teachers and students to explore and learn about Subject-Verb Agreement (SVA) in English language learning. The writer as a student and later as an English language teacher and lecturer found it a major challenge to teach English generally and grammar specifically. It is a common phenomenon in Malaysian English as a Second Language (ESL) classrooms that teachers find it challenging to teach and students find it perplexing to learn this important language principle. The writer of this book discovered that this important grammar principle (referring to SVA rules) has deeply affected students’ language learning and teachers’ language teaching based on her classroom observations and professional experiences. Hence, keeping in view of the need for the students and teachers, the writer researched into this area thoroughly.
  


  
    

  


  
    The writer believes that this book will provide a clear frame to the language teachers and students to understand the SVA rules and its crucial role in writing essays in English. The book also provides new insights to the readers to discern SVA rules and its relationship with language learning which is generally overlooked in the teaching and learning process. Principally, the book provides a firm foundation to language teachers by giving them some guidelines and techniques to teach SVA rules by incorporating them in essay writing activities in English. Thus, students may write more effectively and meaningfully.
  


  Chapters in the Book


  
    
      

    


    
      

      This book consists of five chapters.

    


    
      

    


    
      Chapter 1: This chapter provides an introduction to English language learning. The chapter also gives a glimpse on the importance of English language and English as a second language in Malaysian schools. Besides, the teaching approaches practised in writing and grammar lessons are discussed in detail. The significance of the adopted strategies is highlighted in terms of the effectiveness of the students’ performance in writing essays.
    


    
      

    


    
      Chapter 2: This chapter presents a detailed discussion on the theories of language teaching and learning. The chapter also highlights the importance of understanding the role of behaviourism and cognitivism in language teaching and learning and the different approaches appropriate to teach writing and grammar components. The chapter also provides some general introduction to the procedures of carrying out a simple study in the classroom such as action research and cases studies as practical examples to help students improve the targeted language component in English.
    


    
      

    


    
      Chapter 3: This chapter gives a detailed account on the concept of SVA and its application in essays. The chapter also highlights the topics that can be given to students to practise SVA in their writing.
    


    
      

    


    
      Chapter 4: The chapter highlights the implications of this intervention programme for future ESL classrooms. This chapter also presents the conclusions and recommendations based on a small scale intervention programme that can be conducted in ESL classrooms to teach SVA effectively.
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  CHAPTER 1


  Overview



  
    This chapter provides an introduction to English language learning. The chapter also gives a glimpse on the importance of English language and English as a second language in Malaysian schools. Besides, the teaching approaches practised in writing and grammar lessons are discussed in detail. The significance of the adopted strategies is highlighted in terms of the effectiveness of the students’ performance in writing essays.

  


  
    

  


  
    English Language


    
      English is being used worldwide. Countless information found in the print and electronic media is predominantly written in English (Practices & Officers, 2010). In addition, English has become the discussion topic of many organizations, associations and even individuals. English also means information. Apart from being a global language, scholars state that English continues to make news daily in many countries (García & Kleifgen, 2010; Hung, 2015). In fact, some writers confirm that a high percentage of the international organizations use English as one of their working languages and many European organizations listed in a recent yearbook of international associations cite English as a working language (Crystal, 2012; Richards, 2015).
    


    
      

    


    
      Obviously, people have started to realize the importance and growth of English, worldwide. Milroy & Milroy (2012) have consistently stated that there is always a considerable increase in the numbers of people learning and using English. Malaysia, like many other countries is also in the process of promoting English language mainly to school students due to its international position in terms of language popularity (Daud et al., 2016). It is a very important factor that the subject of English is seen as providing the space within the school curriculum for exploring the communicative demands of the new millennium (Pennycook, 2017; Rajadurai, 2016). Hence, to keep up with the development and globalization, one should start learning and acquiring as much knowledge as possible in English.

    


    
      

    


    
      Apparently, it is not too much to say that a good command of English will ensure that the future generation will not be left out in order to survive in this competitive world in the years to come (McArthur et al., 2018). In order to achieve this huge target or hope, it is important to have specially-trained English teachers and trainers in schools and institutions. This move should be the base to develop the language. Meanwhile, the in-service teachers and the pre-service teachers should indulge themselves in finding out more effective methods theoretically and pragmatically. The teachers need to utilize various ways and techniques of teaching and learning of English in schools so that students can make the most of it (Jayapalan & Pillai, 2016). In order to make this happen, teachers need to have not only a good command of the language but also the skills to impart the knowledge successfully so that students learn effectively (Bennui, 2016; Hall, 2017). The approaches that the teachers choose and implement in the classroom will determine the success and failure of the lessons daily, weekly, annually, or even by leaving a lifelong impact on the students with regard to learning English.

    


    
      

    


    
      English in Malaysian Schools


      
        In Malaysia, English is taught as a compulsory subject in both primary and secondary schools. However, English is not a compulsory subject to pass in order to move up to the next levels. Likewise, English is also not an obligatory subject in the national public school examinations. Students may attain school leaving certificates at the end of the term of their primary and secondary school sessions without having good grades in English. Hence, many do not perceive English as an important subject as compared some other subjects, which require a compulsory pass. Subjects, such as Bahasa Malaysia (Malay Language) or Mathematics in which, a pass is compulsory in order to get a certificate upon completing their high schools receive more focus comparatively. The lack of emphasize contributes to the lack of interest in mastering the language. This attitude towards English makes the situation worse when it comes to learning the various components of the language in detail such as writing and grammar skills.
      

    


    
      

    


    
      In Malaysia, English language holds the position of a second language in all schools and there are four basic language skills in the syllabus – listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Grammar is incorporated in all the skills relatively. Recently, language arts is also included in the syllabus to encourage students learn literary works. Even though English is a second language in Malaysian context, in reality, sadly, it is also viewed as a foreign language by some students. Thus, many students adopt a lackadaisical attitude towards English as they perceive they can survive without acquiring a proper command of the language skills. However, Malaysian government, on its part, tries out many ways and means to upgrade the students’ proficiency level in English (Botley & Dillah, 2016; Hanapi & Nordin, 2014). The government has been introducing various measures to improve the level of the overall English proficiency, ranging from allowing the teaching of Science in English at public universities to providing teacher support at schools and introducing writing skills in Year One at primary level itself (Marlina & Giri, 2014; Rashid et al., 2016). Students are expected to learn and progress well in the language from time to time. However, in contrast to this hope, there is ample of report stating that students do not achieve the targets when they leave schools or higher institutions.

    


    
      

    


    
      There has always been a lot of hues and cries over the deterioration and incompetency of English language in this country (Hall, 2017). The workplace blames the higher institution, the higher institution blames the secondary school, the secondary school blames the primary school and the primary school blames the kindergarten education and so on, for that matter. In reality, everybody is working hard and doing their part for real but the approach used in teaching the subject and facilitating the learning matters very much to ensure that effective learning is taking place. One of the reasons students find it important to learn English before they find it useful for life is that they need a good grade (Nelson & Greenbaum, 2015). The examination results and the grades become their stepping stone to move forward in life. Hence, teachers should grab this point to ensure that their students learn, having in mind that teaching is not only for good grades but also for students to achieve the targeted skills of the language. In this way, students would focus in learning the language despite the complications faced in mastering the language. However, it is undeniable that the challenges are vast.

    


    
      

    


    
      The examination papers usually contain a huge portion for writing and in order to score high marks in writing, language accuracy plays an important role. In this case, grammar accuracy is crucial as far as good grades are concerned. Teachers may focus on small sections of grammar components to teach from time to time even though all those grammar points are not highlighted in the syllabus directly. It is up to the teachers’ discretion to embed the grammar items into other related skills such as writing, wisely. This can help the teachers to teach in line with the requirement of syllabus as well as getting their targeted grammar items taught. Of course, teachers need to take into consideration of many other factors when planning their lessons such as students’ proficiency level, time constrain, materials, and many more but teachers know their students better. Therefore, with some additional effort this can be done.

    


    
      

    


    
      The writer has been in the teaching profession for more than 20 years and has taught in several schools (primary and secondary), teacher education institute, and university. During this long period, it was observed that, many students’ proficiency levels (in English) are not up to the standard, especially among those studying in the sub-urban and rural area. There are many factors that come into play for this situation such as family background, lack of exposure, practice, knowledge of the subject, and many more. However, in urban schools, the situation is usually better where there is more exposure towards the language.

    


    
      

    


    
      The writer noticed that many students in the school she taught, mainly referring to the upper secondary students, were weak in English because of several factors. The fundamental reason was that they could not write effectively in English with the correct use of grammar. This is one area, where the writer found that the students were losing marks for making mistakes because they lacked some primary skills in grammar competency such as the correct use of Subject-Verb Agreement (SVA) and tenses which were important in writing essays. Therefore, the writer found the need to teach some upper secondary students to write essays well with the correct use of SVA. The students who were of average to low proficiency level (in English) seemed to struggle with grammar accuracy while writing essays that had affected their scores largely. Therefore, a small scale intervention programme was conducted to study if a selected grammar item such as SVA can be taught by using the model essays. In this way, writing can be taught by embedding grammar points into the activities so that students do not learn grammar separately which can be less interesting to them. Furthermore, learning grammar in isolation can also be challenging to the students.

    


    
      

    


    
      The writer planned to conduct an intervention programme for the needy students. The continuous writing section from the upper secondary examination paper was selected to be taught. Based on the mark scheme used for marking essays, the correct use of language including grammar was very much emphasized. Generally, grammar mistakes are separated into two categories – serious mistakes and minor mistakes (Botley & Dillah, 2016; Leech & Svartvik, 2013). Serious errors include mistakes in tenses, SVA, distortion of meaning and wrong choice of words while minor errors include spelling, punctuation and more. Hence, a good grasp of grammar is very important for the students to write well in essays. Therefore, grammar accuracy is crucial in order to obtain a good grade in the essays and also to strike a good score in the subject, which is English language.

    


    
      

    


    
      Teaching Writing


      
        Writing seems to be very difficult to deal with because it is a discourse where not only the content needs attention but also other language components. Teaching and learning writing skills are the toughest tasks as writing comprises a large number of components such as grammar, punctuation and structure. It is a fact that most teachers perceive writing as the most complex skill to teach compared to other skills. Even famous writers have lamented over the writing task. According to Nelson & Greenbaum (2015), many researchers have stated that it is not uncommon to find great writers musing on the difficulties they experience in writing. In addition, Smith (2015:7) wrote that, ‘All good writing is swimming under water and holding your breath.’ The writers’ comments show that writing is indeed a tiresome task.
      

    


    
      

    


    
      As for students, writing is the most difficult task to perform especially when it comes to writing essays. Students need to initiate an idea which must then be developed and expanded, modified and organized so that it makes sense to the reader (Beach et al., 2015). Moreover, correct grammar and spelling must be included. In order to produce a piece of good writing, a writer needs to deal with the following factors: syntax, grammar, mechanics, organization, word choice, purpose, audience, content, and writer’s process (Beach et al., 2015). Therefore, the process of writing is usually perceived tedious and difficult by students especially in the second language context.

    


    
      

    


    
      The writing component for the upper secondary students (in Malaysia) requires them to write essays according to the criteria set for the selected genre such as facts, argumentative and narrative based on the examination format. The respective English teachers would teach the conventions of different types of essays need to be taught to students such as narrative, letters, reports, and many more. However, some writers believe writing has been a neglected area of English teaching due to its complexity in the teaching and learning process (McArthur et al., 2018; Trudgill & Hannah, 2017). One only has to look at the large number of books which are available to teachers on reading and the relative insufficiency of books on writing to see the imbalance, though in recent years this imbalance has been redressed a little (Herrell & Jordan, 2011). Therefore, this book is hoped to fill this gap to a certain extent.

    


    
      

    


    
      In schools, students are introduced to various techniques of writing, so that they are able to write coherently and cohesively in a manner suitable to the reader and purpose intended. These skills will enable students to spell, punctuate and use grammar correctly. Sometimes, much attention is given to the process involved in writing which are planning, drafting, revising and editing, and less attention on language accuracy (Morrow, 2018). On the other hand, many researchers feel that language errors become a necessary learning device (Echevarria & Graves, 2007). Other linguists view errors as a learner’s strategy in gaining competence in second language (Lippi-Green, 2012). Hence, by knowing the students’ area of weakness and the common errors they make, teachers will be able to help them to overcome their problems. Even though there are numerous ways of teaching writing what matters is that learning should take place within the students (Leech, 2014). In order to teach the writing skills effectively, a clear understanding of the nature of second languages, especially English (in this case), is vital. Moreover, from the comments made by scholars and linguists, it is clear that grammar is an important component that cannot be separated from writing. Hence, possessing a good knowledge of grammar will be a valuable asset for students when writing where a big hurdle is resolved and students can be on the safe side, as far as writing is concerned. Therefore, sufficient grammar skills can be very useful in order to produce a good piece of writing.

    


    
      

    


    
      Teaching Grammar


      
        Grammar and the teaching of grammar are important components of language teaching and learning processes with many definitions from various sources. Grammar is defined as the rules of a language, governing the way in which words are put together to convey meaning in different contexts. The definitions of grammar and grammar lessons boil down to one issue, that is the importance of placing words correctly in a sentence, contextually. The placing of correct words is very important to construct appropriate sentences, which is vital in all the learning skills, thus, ensuring the ability of the learners in the command of the language. English language writers have defined grammar as the way words are put together to construct correct sentences (Graddol, 1997; Harmer, 2008). Besides, other scholars also stressed that, ‘the learning of grammar should be seen in the long term as one of the means of acquiring a thorough mastery of the language as a whole, not as an end in itself’ (August et al., 2005:5). Apart from that, teaching grammar involves the instructional technique that draws learners’ attention to some specific grammatical form. In this way, students can understand the grammar items taught meta-linguistically and process it in comprehension so that they can internalize it.
      

    


    
      

    


    
      The debate on teaching grammar in isolation and in context has been an ongoing issue. Teachers may teach grammar items specifically, if they feel it is necessary to do so and later integrate them with other skills (McCarthy & Carter, 2014; Cook, 2016; Hudley & Mallinson, 2015). However, some writers argue that grammar is to be incorporated into the four language skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) and should be taught in context and in a meaningful way (Trudgill & Hannah, 2017; Jenkins, 2013).

    


    
      

    


    
      As a matter of fact, grammar together with other components including the sound system, vocabulary and syntax need to be integrated with the other language skills so that the teaching and learning take place successfully. The selected grammar items are listed in the specification section in the syllabus where teachers could choose the grammar component to teach according to the topics and themes. Hence, it is clear that the teacher in charge of a class may choose to teach grammar specifically (if there is a need to do so) in an appropriate manner since teachers are the ones who know well about the strengths and weaknesses of their students.

    


    
      

    


    
      The curriculum specifications for English in Malaysia do not show a transparent representation on how grammar should be incorporated into the topics that teachers plan to teach (Budin, 2014). Hence, there are critics about the syllabus regarding the teaching of grammar component (Marlina & Giri, 2014). In this case, the teachers have the liberty to design and redesign the syllabus when the sub-skills are unclear. However, teachers may face problems in incorporating the necessary grammar items into their lessons that is suitable for the topics taught for each lesson (Coulthard et al., 2016). Apparently, some teachers may find this task difficult where selecting and teaching the respective grammar components appear to be challenging. Consequently, teachers may even resort to avoid teaching grammar which in return, will affect the students’ language competency in the long run (McKay, 2002). On the other hand, the research done by Ahmed (2015) has indeed illuminated people not about the flaws in the syllabus where grammar skills are vague but the importance of grammar that teachers are aware of. Therefore, teachers in Malaysia perhaps realize that there is a need to teach the grammar skills thoroughly for the mastery of the language and they complain when they are unable to do so (Rostan, 2015). Hence, there a great need to improvise the syllabus as it is supposed to be a good guide especially for the novice and inexperienced teachers on how to embed grammar skills into the lessons together with other skills meaningfully or to teach grammar separately.

    


    
      

    


    
      Some writers mentioned that there was a dispute between the two schools of thought as to achieve the objectives of teaching grammar (Oxford & Crookall, 1989, Mokhtar & Dzakiria, 2015). The first was a shallow-end approach and the other was deep–end approach. In the former approach, a language was learned in order to use it where the rules were learned and then applied in real-life communication. In contrast, in the latter approach a learner needed to learn to converse by communicating, where rules were not introduced prior to the usage of the language compared to the first approach. Proponents of the deep-end approach argue that by means of activities that engage learners in real-life communication, the grammar will be acquired unconsciously. Nonetheless, some researchers also argue that studying the rules of grammar is simply a waste of valuable time (Gopang et al., 2015). In addition to these issues, there are always arguments by some scholars whether to teach grammar or not teach grammar before deciding on how grammar should be taught (Herrell & Jordan, 2011). Therefore, the discussion of grammar and teaching grammar is endless.

    


    
      

    


    
      In this book, the writer reasons that it is very important for students to master the necessary grammar skills not only to write essays well but also to be competent in English. The lack of knowledge in grammar especially in SVA has its own disadvantages for students where many good students fail to score distinction, average students fail to obtain good grades and below average students struggle to pass whereas the very weak ones submit empty papers for the writing section during examination. This phenomenon needs attention especially to motivate the respective students to write according to their own capacity of language ability.

    


    
      

    


    
      Since SVA errors are considered serious mistakes and these mistakes can lower the scores of the students, the writer intends to introduce the readers to the correct use of SVA through model essays. For this purpose, sufficient knowledge of SVA is important for the upper secondary students mainly because they will be sitting for a public examination before competing their secondary education. Furthermore, they will leave the school for future undertakings such as for tertiary education at the local universities or abroad. Some students may opt to work. Hence, a good knowledge of the language would be an asset for them to face the future more confidently. Being proficient in the language will also help them earn the confidence of others towards the quality of language they possess as far as English is concerned (August et al., 2005; Fairclough, 2013).

    


    
      

    


    
      This book aims to clarify how to make use of writing section as a platform to teach grammar components (SVA). In this case, model essays were used as the teaching tools and students were required to write essays, in order to investigate the mastery of SVA. An intervention programme was designed to provide opportunity for the selected students to practise SVA by writing essays with the guidance of model essays. Meanwhile, the writer also studied the perceptions of the students about the use of the models to learn the SVA skills. The specific purpose of the intervention programme was to address two objectives which were to use model essays to help students address problems in SVA and to study the students’ perceptions regarding the effectiveness of using model essays to teach SVA.

    


    
      

    


    
      Mistakes in SVA will be very glaring as most of the time present tense is used in communication and the presence of the subject and verb are compulsory in sentences. Since the demand of good examination results is increasing, there is a need for teachers to move from traditional or general teaching to teaching for specific purpose. There have not been many programmes or studies conducted (in Malaysian context) on the use of SVA correctly in improving the students’ grades in writing among secondary students. Hence, this book is important because it informs the language teachers about the kinds of mistakes that the students make. Mainly, this attention helps teachers to deal with the average and below average students. Hence, teachers can be prepared to handle such challenges efficiently and rectify them in a more meaningful manner. Moreover, the outcome of the intervention programme could be a guide to many teachers to improvise their current teaching methods and teaching aids for the benefit of their students.

    


    
      

    


    
      This book is also important for the students. Based on the programme outcome, most of the students were able to build up their confidence level in writing correct sentences especially simple sentences with the correct use of SVA and produce better essays as far as syntax and semantic are concerned when they get the grammar intact. A class of upper secondary students who had to improve their writing skills, participated in the programme (as participants). Apparently, English language result plays a crucial role in education and workplace which becomes a ‘yardstick’ for the students to get admission into the tertiary education and work place, locally or internationally. A good grade embedded with a good grasp of grammar and ability to write well would be an asset to those who intend to work with firms that require good command of English, be it written or spoken. Hence, this book will not only be useful for the teachers to tackle problems in teaching SVA but also for the students to earn a better future by improving their writing skills by acquiring appropriate grammar skills.
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