The Role of Metalanguage in Schools


In the past few decades, there has come a debate issue in the linguistic field—whether languages are naturally acquired or should be learnt. Children worldwide usually pick up their mother- tongues through vast exposure to them, i.e. by listening, repeating etc. They acquire the grammar of their mother-tongues spontaneously, without a need of receiving formal learning. However, for those who want to master a foreign language or formally study their mother- tongues in depth, the learning view is more prevalent. Hong Kong students learning English, for instance, usually takes place systematically in schools and the process can last for more than ten years. In this type of learning, metalanguage, the technical terms used to talk about language, forms a significant part. This essay is going to discuss, from the perspectives of language teachers and students, the usefulness and importance of understanding and using metalanguage. 


To begin with, it is generally suggested that language teachers know and understand metalanguage. This is because they are expected to have thorough awareness of the rule system of their discipline language, which in turn ensures the quality of their teaching. However, unlike their counterparts in science subjects which can be proved or derived, grammatical rules of all languages are descriptive, which are composed of descriptions of various language phenomena, e.g. the subject must agree in number and person with the verb of a sentence in English. Scientific explanations are by no means provided. In mastering these rules, it is inevitable to come across different grammatical terms (in the above example, one has to know the definitions of ‘subject’ and ‘verb’ before understanding what is meant by ‘subject-verb agreement’, which is also a technical term itself). The more advanced a teacher’s awareness of a particular language, the more grammatical terms he/she has encountered. In fact, there exists another factor which makes teachers’ understanding of metalanuage a necessity: they should prepare themselves to answer any questions from their students in this aspect.  


Essential though it is for language teachers to grasp metalanguage, it is unwise for them to use it blindly in their teaching. On the one hand, metalanguage does help teachers organizing their lessons by delivering the grammatical rules more systematically; it, on the other hand, diminishes students’ interest in learning languages. The lower the level of the students, the more bored they will be in coping with the technical terms. Notwithstanding, the above example of subject-verb agreement reveals that metalanguage cannot be excluded from teaching grammar of any language. Consequently, it is of supreme importance for teachers to manipulate metalanguage appropriately in their lessons. For junior students, the use of metalanguage should be minimized, so as not to frustrate them through failures in learning languages. However, for senior students who are assumed to have mastered the basic grammatical rules and are thus less likely to be discouraged, metalanguage can be used more frequently, as it effectively enhances the teaching of complicated language items (e.g. the introduction of coherency and topicalisation in teaching skills of writing academic essays). In addition to this criterion, teachers should also take into consideration such factors as standard variations within the same class of students while deciding how much metalanguage they should use.     


Apart from teachers, students should also understand metalanguage, but to a lesser extent. Form two students, for example, must learn the grammatical terms that are most basic and commonly used. For them, learning languages can be better achieved through extensive reading of storybooks and other interesting materials. Students of higher forms, however, should try to master metalanguage as much as possible. This is to equip them with the major prerequisite of exploring the grammar of different languages. Particularly, in most advanced reference grammar, like “Practical English Usage”, numerous grammatical terms are used, with no explicit definition given, in delivering their contents.


In conclusion, no language teacher or student can neglect metalanguage in their daily practice. It, like other components of languages, has both positive and negative influences upon one’s learning a language. Thus, both of the above parties have to make an attempt to understand the role of metalanguage in their study or career, with a view to taking the maximum advantage of it.    
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