& frontiers

@ Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Manuela Heinz,
University of Galway, Ireland

REVIEWED BY
Brian Jon Birdsell,

Hirosaki University, Japan

Emilee Moore,

Autonomous University of Barcelona, Spain

*CORRESPONDENCE
Steph Ainsworth
s.ainsworth@mmu.ac.uk

RECEIVED 02 October 2023
ACCEPTED 19 December 2023
PUBLISHED 01 February 2024

CITATION

Ainsworth S and Bell H (2024) Towards an
aesthetics of grammar learning: lifting the veil
on language.

Front. Educ. 8:1305532.

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2023.1305532

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 Ainsworth and Bell. This is an
open-access article distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (CC BY). The use, distribution or
reproduction in other forums is permitted,
provided the original author(s) and the
copyright owner(s) are credited and that the
original publication in this journal is cited, in
accordance with accepted academic
practice. No use, distribution or reproduction
is permitted which does not comply with
these terms.

Frontiers in Education

Frontiers in Education

TYPE Hypothesis and Theory
PUBLISHED 01 February 2024
pol 10.3389/feduc.2023.1305532

Towards an aesthetics of
grammar learning: lifting the veil
on language

Steph Ainsworth* and Huw Bell

School of Education, Faculty of Health and Education, Manchester Metropolitan University,
Manchester, United Kingdom

The last few decades have seen growing interest in the field of disciplinary
aesthetics. While the physical sciences and mathematics have attracted
significant interest in this area, relatively little attention has been given to the
aesthetic potential of learning about the structure of one’s own native language.
Within this paper, we bring together ideas from evolutionary aesthetics,
philosophy, psychology and neuroscience to explore the question of what
might characterize an aesthetics of grammar learning. The paper connects
our previous empirical findings with theoretical developments across these
disciplines. We argue that explicit grammar learning has a particular potential
to evoke aesthetic experience due to its role as a mediator between procedural
and declarative knowledge. We suggest that by facilitating the transformation
from knowhow to knowledge, grammar learning has the potential to generate
cognitive consonance, experienced as an aesthetic-epistemic feeling of
fittingness. The discussion draws parallels between the characteristics of
grammar and the properties of entities more traditionally conceived to
be aesthetic (such as art works and performances). In particular, we note that
meta-linguistic labels (grammar terms) provide concrete tokens which facilitate
virtual models, supporting the transition from ‘automatism’ to ‘conscious
reflection’. The paper concludes by exploring the implications for the field of
disciplinary aesthetics and for developing pedagogies which maximize the
aesthetic potential of grammar.

KEYWORDS

disciplinary aesthetics, aesthetics, grammar, declarative knowledge, procedural
knowledge, epistemic emotions, aesthetic-epistemic feelings, cognitive consonance

Introduction

Background: towards an aesthetics of explicit grammar
learning

The day I learnt the basics of grammar as an eight year old was a joyous day for me [...]
I loved that there was a set structure that underpinned the language we all employed to
communicate and to think (McMahon, 2015, p. 156)

Recent years have seen growing interest in the field of disciplinary aesthetics. Loosely, this
can be defined as the ways in which aesthetic judgments, feelings and emotions are expressed
or experienced in specific curriculum areas. The development of disciplinary aesthetics can
be seen as a component of a wider ‘affective turn’ in education, the growing recognition of the
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importance of affect and emotion as central to educational experience
(Zembylas, 2021). While the aesthetic elements of physical sciences
and mathematics have attracted significant interest, we believe that
almost no attention has been given to the aesthetic potential of
learning about the structure of one’s native' language. In this paper
we therefore consider this area of learning from a disciplinary
aesthetics perspective.

Historically, in a philosophical literature stretching back to the
ancient world, aesthetics as a field of investigation has been most
closely associated with those areas which are typically held to have a
close affiliation with ‘beauty’—primarily art, music and drama, and the
natural world (e.g., Ulrich, 1983). More recently, aesthetics has been
explored across a broader range of disciplinary fields such as education
(e.g., Dewey, 1934), psychology (e.g., Jacobsen and Hofel, 2003) and
sociology (e.g., Bourdieu, 1984). There has been considerable interest
in aesthetic responses to mathematics, which originally considered the
aesthetic nature-the ‘cold and austere beauty’ (Russell, 1919, p. 60)—of
mathematics itself. Recent interest has since widened to include the
neurobiological explanations for aesthetic reactions in the study of
mathematics (e.g., Zeki et al., 2014) and perceptions of beauty in
mathematics among both experts (Hayn-Leichsenring et al., 2022)
and laypeople (e.g., Johnson and Steinerberger, 2019). Similarly, there
is a substantial body of work investigating the relationship between
aesthetic responses and science education (for example,
Chandrasekhar, 1979; Girod et al., 2003; Jakobson and Wickman,
2008; King et al., 2015; Wickman et al., 2022). Perhaps unsurprisingly,
given their close relationship to mathematics, considerable attention
has also been paid to aesthetics in chess (e.g., Margulies, 1977),
information theory (e.g., Moles, 1973) and computer programming
(e.g., Fishwick, 2006).

Where it directly addresses language, aesthetic theory has typically
been preoccupied with the forms of or reactions to language: for
example, the aesthetic engagement with literary works as a reader
(e.g., Stockwell, 2009), or the language of literature in contrast to
everyday language, either in general or in the works of ‘great writers.
Analyses also exist of the ways in which some languages or language
groups use grammar for aesthetic purposes (e.g., Williams, 2019), and
of the individual features of ‘beauty’ in words and/or sounds (e.g.,
Crystal, 1995). In addition, over the last 40 years there has developed
a substantial literature on affect and second language learning: early
work (e.g., Horwitz et al., 1986) dealt largely with language learning
anxiety, since which the field has developed considerably (Dewacle
and Li, 2020, provide an oversight), and there has been some attention
paid to emotional responses to teaching (rather than learning)
grammar (Watson, 2012).

However, to the best of our knowledge there is no work dealing
specifically with the affective or aesthetic implications of developing
explicit knowledge of first language grammar, or of metalinguistic
learning in general (which could be about first or other languages).

1 We refer to 'native speakers’ throughout this paper, despite the difficulties
associated with the term (Cheng et al., 2021), as shorthand for the types of
grammar learners typical of those in our classes. The vast majority of these
are monolingual inhabitants of the United Kingdom who, like most English
students (Hudson and Walmsley, 2005) had not studied the grammar of English

at school.
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Despite the lack of research specifically about aesthetic responses to
learning about grammar, the similarities between grammar and
mathematics, together with the convincing evidence that mathematics
can induce aesthetic perceptions suggest that an aesthetic-emotional
response to learning about grammar is possible, as McMahon’s (2015)
‘joyous’ recollection suggests. It is not necessary to accept Lambek’s
assertion that ‘to check the grammaticality of an English sentence is
like finding the proof of a theorem’ (Lambek, 1989, p. 271) to see that
mathematical activities can indeed be ‘quite analogous’ to linguistic
activities (Lambek, 1989, p. 257).

Within this paper, then, we explore the potential for explicit
grammar knowledge to act as an aesthetic object. We suggest that
learning about grammar has a particular potential to evoke aesthetic
experience due to its role as a mediator between procedural and
declarative knowledge. For clarity, in this paper we use the phrases
‘learning about grammar’ and ‘grammar learning’ to refer to the
conscious development of explicit knowledge about grammar, rather
than the implicit, unexamined knowledge which speakers of a
language must have in order to merely use grammar. As a simple
example, native speakers of English talk about events which happened
in the past using a wide range of formal identifiers, including
appropriate tenses, aspects and adverbials; but without specialized
learning they are normally unable to state clearly if or how ‘T went to
see her’ is different to Thad gone to see her’ or ‘T was going to see her’.
Developing the conceptual and terminological knowledge to
distinguish them is learning about grammar, and grammatical
metalanguage is the grammatical terminology which helps us do this.

Empirical motivation for a hypothesis
about the aesthetics of grammar learning

Our interest in the aesthetic dimension of learning explicit
grammar knowledge arose from our experiences teaching English
grammar to student teachers who were preparing to deliver the
National Curriculum (DfE, 2013) in primary schools in England. This
curriculum contains a significant amount of explicit grammar
terminology (e.g., fronted adverbial, prepositional phrase) which
primary school teachers are required to teach to pupils aged 5-11. The
inclusion of this terminology represented a fairly radical change to
education in England after the decline of formal grammar education
in the 1960s (Hudson and Walmsley, 2005), and our research initially
explored how student teachers might respond to the challenge of
mastering (and then teaching) a range of grammatical terms and
related concepts that many of them had never encountered. What was
most striking to us during this project was the fact that the students
expressed strong emotional reactions when learning about the
structure of their native grammar. Crucially, many of these reactions
seemed to be of a distinctly aesthetic nature.

While this project has been reported in detail elsewhere (Bell and
Ainsworth, 2019; Ainsworth and Bell, 2020; Bell and Ainsworth,
2021), we provide a brief summary below of the students involved in
the project and the nature of the grammar sessions that they engaged
with. This will help situate the discussion that follows, where
we return to some of the data from the project to illustrate our thesis
about the aesthetic dimensions of explicit grammar learning. The
grammar sessions which we will refer to were offered to student
teachers on the BA in Primary Education. They were offered as an
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optional extra to the core program, providing an opportunity for the
students to develop their subject knowledge in preparation for
teaching grammar to primary school children. The data is drawn
from group interviews with 29 student teachers who had attended the
grammar sessions. The interviews took place at three time points,
following three different iterations of the grammar course delivered
to three cohorts of students. The maximum number of sessions
available to students was 10 (across a 10-week period), although
attendance varied due to the optional nature of the course and
competing student commitments.

Within this paper, we speculate as to why the kind of learning that
students engaged with within these grammar lessons, might lead to
strong affective responses like those that we observed. We explore the
hypothesis that explicit grammar learning has the potential to evoke
aesthetic-epistemic feelings associated with the transformation of
procedural to declarative knowledge, drawing upon theoretical ideas
from a range of disciplines: evolutionary aesthetics, philosophy,
psychology and neuroscience.

Before we present our arguments to support this hypothesis,
we will briefly clarify some key terminology, namely the terms
epistemic emotions, epistemic feelings and aesthetic-epistemic
feelings. Epistemic emotions and epistemic feelings, which Olin
(2018), p. 1 collectively calls feelings for knowing) are the terms given
to affective states relating to epistemic aims or processes. A key
distinction often made between emotions and feelings is that while
emotions are physical reactions to the environment (e.g., an increase
in heart beat), feelings are a person’s conscious perception of emotions
such as a conscious feeling of anxiety (e.g., Damasio, 1999). However,
when it comes to epistemic emotions/feelings specifically, these terms
are often used interchangeably with different distinctions being made
across disciplines (Arango-Mufoz and Michaelian, 2014). For
example, while Dietrich et al. (2020) refer to curiosity as an epistemic
feeling, Vogl et al. (2019) categorize it as an epistemic emotion. For the
purposes of this paper, we will use the term epistemic feeling in
preference to emotion to reflect the fact that that our analysis is
centered around students’ reports of their (consciously experienced)
feelings. The term aesthetic-epistemic feeling refers to affective states
that have both an aesthetic and an epistemic character (Todd, 2018).
In the discussions that follow we will argue that grammar learning has
the potential to evoke such hybrid affective states in the form of a
feeling of fittingness.

10.3389/feduc.2023.1305532

Towards an aesthetics of grammar learning

We will now embark on an attempt to identify some of the key
characteristics of grammar learning which make it a potential source
of aesthetic experience. For each of these characteristics we will try to
unravel its epistemic and aesthetic dimensions. While grammar
learning is often considered to be a rather dry and austere enterprise—
what Hinsliff (2017) calls not ‘bringing language to life but dissecting
its cold corpse’~we will argue that it has the potential to evoke rich
aesthetic experience. Specifically, we will argue that the intertwined
epistemic-aesthetic experience of grammar learning has the potential
to evoke a particular kind of ‘feeling for knowing’ (Olin, 2018, p. 1).

Analytic approach

In this paper we report a speculative exploration of the aesthetic
potential of grammar learning, by bringing our previous data
(Ainsworth and Bell, 2020) into conversation with ideas from
evolutionary aesthetics, philosophy, psychology and neuroscience. In
the discussion that follows, we draw heavily on Consoli’s (2014) paper
on evolutionary aesthetics, as we noticed remarkable parallels between
the characteristics of aesthetic experience that Consoli identifies in the
context of the evolution of early art/performance and the aesthetic
characteristics of explicit grammar learning that seemed to be coming
through within our data. While Consoli’s ideas predominate in the
ensuing points, we also integrate other concepts from a range of
disciplines to illuminate our thoughts on the dual epistemic/aesthetic
nature of learning about grammar. Table 1 represents an attempt to
summarize the ideas that led us to the hypothesis central to this paper.
It helps us to tell the story (albeit tentatively) of what might have been
‘going on’ during our grammar sessions. This table resulted from an
iterative process of meaning making where we moved back and forth
between our data (reported in detail in Ainsworth and Bell, 2020) and
the relevant literatures from the disciplines listed above. We searched
for ways to ‘plug these texts into one another’ (Jackson and Mazzei,
2013) in a search for clues as to how we might explain and find a
language to talk about the strong affective responses which seemed to
accompany our students’ experiences of learning about grammar
(reported in detail in Ainsworth and Bell, 2020). The connections
we noticed across these literatures led us through a process of iterative

TABLE 1 An initial framework for thinking about grammar learning as an aesthetic experience.

Characteristics of grammar learning

Epistemic dimension

Aesthetic dimension

Explicit bringing into consciousness

processing

Shift from procedural to declarative knowledge
Cognitive consonance - > feeling of fittingness

Resonance between external stimuli and internal, self-related

Novelty x familiarity
Structure appearing from the shadows

Harmony between the external world and the self

Language as an artifact

Abstraction anchored by metalinguistic labels

Materiality of concrete tokens supports aesthetic

experience

Conscious monitoring and manipulation of language

Metacognitive tools for reflection and manipulation

Aesthetic experience supports virtual realities

socially shared understandings

Knowledge of self through decoupled/simulative imaginings
The self-relevance of aesthetic experience - being
‘touched within’
(Tools for exploring) desired meanings grounded in Knowledge of others Aesthetic experience as a vehicle for mind-reading

Declarative knowledge as a collective workspace to be shared

Aesthetic experiences as social glue
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thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) until we settled on Table 1
as an initial framework for thinking about the aesthetics of grammar
learning. This framework is not posited as a definitive ‘theory” of
explicit grammar learning, but rather a first attempt to conceptualize
what an aesthetics of grammar might look like, by bringing together
ideas from across disciplines. In this way it aligns with a relational
onto-epistemological stance (Rovelli, 2022), where we are not
attempting to describe an objective ‘reality’ that we stand outside of.
But rather, we are engaging in a process of meaning-making, that
comes from identifying useful patterns, in this case between the
different ways in which aesthetic experience is characterized across
disciplines and the aesthetic responses that our students described.

An initial framework for thinking about
grammar learning as an aesthetic
experience

The framework takes as its starting point Myhill’s definition of
metalinguistic understanding as:

the explicit bringing into consciousness of language as an artifact,
and the conscious monitoring and manipulation of language to
create desired meanings grounded in shared

understandings’ (Myhill, 2012, p. 250).

socially

Within Table 1 and the surrounding commentary we have parsed
this definition into four key characteristics of grammar learning,
which we will explore in turn, considering both the aesthetic and
epistemic dimensions of the type of learning involved. In this way,
we provide evidence to support our speculative hypothesis that explicit
grammar learning has the potential to evoke aesthetic-epistemic feelings
with  the of procedural  to
declarative knowledge.

associated transformation

i. Explicit bringing into consciousness. ..

Learning about grammar represents a particular type of learning.
Prior to our grammar sessions, the students were able to use language
entirely fluently and correctly, but were unaware of how they did it.
For example, they were proficient at producing speech which used the
typical structures of English clauses (e.g., subject, verb, object) without
knowing that they were doing this, much less the names for the
structures or elements of clauses. In epistemic terms, this kind of
learning is characterized by a shift from procedural (know how)
knowledge to declarative (know that) knowledge (Ryle, 1949). This
characteristic of grammar learning distinguishes it from many other
academic activities (e.g., learning calculations in mathematics), where
pupils are learning completely new facts or skills (such as number
bonds to 10 or how to carry out long division), rather than shifting
existing tacit knowledge into a more visible form.

One of the reasons why this knowledge transformation might
evoke aesthetic experience is that it lies at the nexus of novelty (which
generates interest) and familiarity (which generates feelings of
pleasingness) (Dokic, 2016). In this way grammar learning is
potentially double weighted in aesthetic terms. Novelty is experienced
as students acquire a new set of explicit metalinguistic labels—
transforming language structures that were previously hidden into
‘glittering linguistic subjects’ (Crystal interviewed by Marques, 2017,
p. 1084). The familiarity, on the other hand, comes from the examples

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2023.1305532

of everyday language used to teach this new knowledge and the related
dawning that they knew’ this all along: ‘Oh! Actually, well we do know
that. We just did not know, like the correct word to describe it’
(Ainsworth and Bell, 2020, p. 606).

Another way to conceptualize the moments of insight that
students experience when they integrate their new declarative
knowledge with their existing procedural knowledge is in terms of a
‘feeling of fittingness. This term is borrowed from Todd’s (2018),
p- 212 exploration of aesthetic evaluation in mathematics. Todd uses
the term ‘fittingness’ to describe the pleasurable feeling mathematicians
can experience when engaging with elegant mathematical proofs.
Todd suggests that when the relation between certain properties of a
stimulus and certain cognitive processes operating within the
mathematician’s mind are consonant with one another, the person
experiences the perception of an ‘inevitability of fit' (Kosso, 2002,
p- 39). While for Todd, the stimuli of interest are mathematical proofs,
here we suggest that similar feelings of consonance may be experienced
when students ‘fit” the newly learned structure of grammar onto their
existing tacit representations and experience a sense of things falling
into place.

Todd argues that this phenomenon of ‘cognitive consonance’
arises when the stimuli/processing relation is characterized by
coherence, breadth of scope, simplicity and fluency (2018, p. 229). Upon
reading Todd’s work, we were struck by the fact that the metalinguistic
map which students acquire through learning about grammar meets
each of his criteria for cognitive consonance:

o Grammar learning provides an overarching explanatory structure
that matches students’ everyday language use (coherence)

This structure is able to capture the complexity of language use
in all its variety and generativity (breadth of scope)

English grammar is parsimonious and requires knowledge of a
relatively small number of building blocks and rules (simplicity)
o Grammar knowledge feels familiar and readily forms a new layer
of consciousness (fluency) due to the tacit knowledge already
being place

We therefore speculate that explicit grammar learning evokes a
special kind of cognitive consonance, resulting from the mapping of
declarative knowledge onto existing procedural knowledge.

Todd (2018) argues that feelings of fittingness have a hybrid
aesthetic-epistemic nature. As well as being associated with an
epistemic experience of understanding, cognitive consonance is
proposed to evoke an aesthetic experience of harmony/fit. In support
of the notion of feelings of fittingness having an aesthetic nature, a
neuroscientific study by Vessel et al. (2013) found that intense
aesthetic responses may occur ‘when our brains detect a certain
“harmony” between the external world and our internal representation
of the self” (p. 7). While Vessel et al’s study involved participants
engaging with artwork, they argue that their findings are likely to
be the ‘tip of the iceberg suggesting that ‘instances of resonance
between external stimuli and our internal representation of the self’

2 Note that we would not expect the same type of cognitive consonance
when learning L2 grammar as this would not involve mapping declarative

knowledge onto existing procedural knowledge.
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(p. 7) may occur frequently in a range of contexts. In the case of
grammar learning, students are not engaging with mathematical
proofs or artworks, but rather are having the structure of their native
language revealed to them, generating moments of insight. These
moments might be likened to those experienced during Gestalt
detection (e.g., the sudden detection of a hidden structure within a
‘Magic Eye’ image). While students have always had access to the
underlying structural rules of their native language (indeed, they have
been using them to communicate competently for many years), it is
only through explicit teaching and/or learning that the rules
are revealed.

Research in the field of psychology, has demonstrated the link
between such moments of insight and aesthetic experience. For
example, Muth and Carbon (2013) showed participants images which
contained hidden faces that were barely detectable. They found that
the intensity of the moments of insight reported by participants
correlated with levels of aesthetic appreciation-in other words, the
bigger the sense of ‘aha;, the more the participants reported liking the
image. This and similar studies (Muth et al., 2013) suggest that the
experience of suddenly seeing hidden structures within complex
stimuli is associated with a pleasurable moment of insight. We suggest
that our students experienced a similar ‘Aesthetic Aha’ (Muth and
Carbon, 2013, p. 28) when they began to ‘se¢’ the structure of language.
For example one student in our previous research, described a
satisfying moment of insight as they realized the extent of their (albeit
tacit) linguistic expertise:

It is kind of gratifying when you finally get it and you think, ah!
I knew what that was all along, but I didn’t know what it’s called!
(Ainsworth and Bell, 2020, p. 605)

As noted by Reber (2019, p. 457), Aha moments, where
information is integrated in a new way, ‘combine understanding with
the aesthetic’ and are signaled by a feeling of pleasure. While the
aesthetic dimension comes from the learner’s newfound ability to
appreciate the coherence of language as a structural system, the
epistemic dimension comes from the sense of understanding how all
the pieces map onto their existing procedural knowledge. In the words
of Fisher (1998), p. 31 ‘the mind says ‘Aha!’ in the aesthetic moment
when the spirit says Ah”

ii. Oflanguage as an artifact...

When learning about grammar, students’ attention is drawn to
language as an object of inquiry; they are now encouraged to
consciously consider it rather than use it unreflectingly. An important
vehicle for making language visible is the use of labels, which act to
anchor the previously tacit knowledge onto a visible map of concepts
and interrelations between them. At an epistemic level, acquiring
knowledge of this map, requires a process of abstraction which
provides the students with a virtual model of language,
decontextualized from specific examples of language use. In aesthetic
terms, the newly acquired metalinguistic labels may be conceptualized
as providing beacons, illuminating the structure of language. It is this
quasi-visual element of grammar learning which makes it a potential
source of aesthetic pleasure, where ‘the “sensory” of the “aesthetic”
(Vasalou, 2015, p. 91) comes from a mental appreciation of the
analytic structure rather than from actually seeing a physical object.

When considering the aesthetic dimensions involved in admiring
language as an artifact, we identified some intriguing parallels between
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learning about grammar and engaging with art. In his discussion of
an ‘evolutionary perspective on aesthetic experience’ (2014, p. 37),
Consoli emphasizes the central role of concrete tokens in aesthetic
experience. For Consoli (2014), concrete tokens (e.g., a painting or
temporal performance) are powerful sources of aesthetic experience
because of their ‘material presence’ (p. 41). It is their materiality which
grabs and holds the audiences attention and facilitates the
development of a virtual model, shared between the artist/performer
and the audience. Grammar learning shares with art a reliance on
concrete tokens. The ability to see language as an artifact’ (Myhill,
2012, p. 250) is mediated by metalanguage: grammar terms which
allow teachers, students, linguists to think about and talk about
language. We view this experience as aesthetic as it shares with more
traditionally aesthetic endeavors, the phenomenon of ‘pleasure that
comes with the perception of order’ (Starr, 2023, p. 5). By bringing the
structure of language into focus, learning about grammar provides
students with an opportunity to make sense of the complexity of
language, leading to the kind of ‘generalized sense of comprehensibility’
(Starr, 2023, p. 5) that often emerges from aesthetic experience.

As well as supporting conscious access to an ordered picture of
language, the metalinguistic labels themselves (adverbial, modal verb,
subordinate clause, etc.) may also have an intrinsic aesthetic appeal.
Consoli (2014) argues that the materiality of concrete tokens ‘is
attractive and produces pleasure per se, and is appreciated and valued
for itself” (p. 41). This resonates with our experiences of teaching
grammar, where students seemed to derive intrinsic pleasure from
learning new technical terms. In our previous work (Ainsworth and
Bell, 2020) we described how students talked excitedly about their love
of labels and how grammar tapped into their thirst for ‘knowledge for
knowledge’s sake’ (p. 602). Such conversations revolved around the
pleasure that comes from simply being able to attach a new word to
an existing concept, rather than for instrumental reasons. We argue
that the process of learning new labels, which is central to opening up
language as an artifact to learners, taps into a particular aspect of
humans’ ‘epistemic hunger’ (Dennett, 1991), namely our status as
logophiles (e.g., see Crystal, 2013). In this way, grammar learning has
the potential to evoke intrinsic motivation in students (Deci and Ryan,
2000), tapping into the ‘active integrative tendencies in human nature
assumed by SDT’ (Ryan and Deci, 2020, p. 2), self-determination
theory. These tendencies are proposed to ‘motivate individuals to
assimilate ongoing experience into increasingly elaborated self-
structures’ (Ryan and Deci, 2004, p. 87). We speculate tentatively that
students’ seemingly intrinsic drive to acquire new conceptual labels
(in this case labels for linguistic structures) might be a manifestation
of these broader tendencies.

iii. ...and the conscious monitoring and manipulation of language

One of the things that we found most interesting in our data was
the fact that students’ new declarative knowledge seemed to follow
them round outside the sessions, lurking in the background and
catching them unawares. Students reported a new tendency to ‘see’
language through a grammatical lens while going about their
day-to-day business:

T1l be like reading a magazine and T'll be like ooh, there’s the
subject, there’s the object!’

I'll be all weird like, ‘Ooh! But should that have a comma, because
that’s a ... whatever’ (Ainsworth and Bell 2020, p. 607).
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They seemed to have developed a new layer of consciousness with
respect to their language use, which ‘sees’ language as parsed into
grammatical elements. As well as providing a scaffold for conscious
monitoring and reflection on language (as seen in the quotes above),
their recently acquired metalinguistic knowledge also provided a new
platform for conscious manipulation of language:

I was using adverbials pretty much to start every single sentence.
You know, like ‘however), ‘therefore. But then I was like, you don’t
always have to do that. [...] I didn’t even know what an adverbial
was six weeks ago. So then I was like, actually I can move that
around (Ainsworth and Bell, 2020, p. 607).

Within this last example, the student is now able to imagine/
simulate new ways of writing sentences, thanks to the virtual model
of language that they have now acquired. By virtual, we refer to a
model of language which allows a decoupling of language from its
immediate use within specific contexts. This decoupling occurs as a
consequence of acquiring knowledge of abstract grammatical
categories. In the example above, now that this student understands
the abstract ‘adverbial” category, it has enabled them to perceive that
the adverbial tends to be more mobile than other clause elements-i.e.
it can often take a wider range of positions in relation to other parts of
the sentence (e.g., Yesterday I went home/I went home yesterday).
Consequently, they are now able to imagine different ways to express
their ideas through language and to simulate the effect of different
possibilities (e.g., by better predicting the effect that the adverbial
would have if placed in different parts of the sentence).

This decoupling of specific exemplars of language use (e.g., real
sentences) into abstract categories is analogous to the decoupling
afforded by aesthetic experience in Consoli’s (2014) account of human
evolution. According to Consoli (2014), one of the key adaptive
features of aesthetic experience (in the context of early art) is that it
‘provides modal knowledge of and about possibility” and ‘allows the
exploration of possibilities in conceptual space on the basis of
imagination’ (p. 40). Similarly, Markovi¢ (2012) notes that the creation
of ‘virtual reality’ is a key characteristic of aesthetic experience.
Consoli (2014) and others (e.g., Asma and Gabriel, 2019) argue that
decoupling is an important stage in the human evolutionary story. The
capacity to generate ‘imaginative simulations ... that are decoupled
from the actual state of the world’ (Consoli, 2014, p. 40) evolves first
in the form of dreaming (a precursor of aesthetic experience) and is
also implicated in play, aesthetic experience and language. Each of
these competencies has in common a metarepresentational structure
which abstracts regularities or ‘isomorphisms’ (Asma and Gabriel,
2019, p. 161) from concrete experiences. In the context of art, Consoli
(2014) argues that aesthetic experiences allow the artist to depict
concepts through concrete tokens in a way that is decoupled from the
concept itself (e.g., a cave painting may depict a horse that is not
immediately present). This is a powerful tool for communicating
ideas. There are of course, strong parallels between art and grammar
in this regard, as grammar provides a common metarepresentational
structure through which we can make our thoughts intelligible to one
another, and through conscious reflection, we can make our own
language use intelligible to ourselves.

While linguistic communication is, of course, effective without the
need for any declarative knowledge of grammatical structure, this
additional metalinguistic map, layered onto the underlying procedural
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knowledge, enables what Consoli (2014, p. 45) describes as ‘a flexible,
de-constrained use of imagination. In this way, grammar provides a
further layer of decoupling (or abstracting out from the particular),
providing ‘the doorway into a wider aesthetic universe’ (Tooby and
Cosmides, 2001, p. 19). This decoupling opens up the structure and
generativity of language, which not only has instrumental advantages
(e.g., by improving one’s authorial style) but also creates an aesthetic
experience in itself: the experience of being able to ‘see’ the structure
of our own language use as it unfolds in real time.

Consoli (2014) emphasizes the centrality of concrete tokens to
the construction and sharing of virtual models by and between
humans. We contend that the materiality of metalinguistic terms
plays an analogous role, making visible to learners, a universalizable
virtual model’ (Consoli, 2014, p. 44) of language which they can
then reflect on and consciously manipulate in a way that was not
possible before. Explicit grammar learning may be conceptualized
as concrete labels being attached onto the ‘nodes’ of the learner’s
existing language structure, anchoring their tacit knowledge into an
intelligible, concrete frame. This virtual model supports the
development of a conscious awareness of how we use language to
construct and share meaning with others. In this way, explicit
grammar learning allows you to peer inward to reflect on the way
that you as an individual represent and use language. For example,
in the quote below a student is reflecting on how following the
grammar sessions, they had developed an augmented understanding
of the way that they use language:

This morning I was talking to my son and I was like, ‘Go!” And
I was like ‘Oh! You go’ and then I was thinking that was one of the
things wed spoke about in one of the other sessions. So it’s like,
there’s actually a word missing from that sentence [the subject],
(Ainsworth and Bell, 2020, p. 603)

In this moment of insight, the student realized that when we issue
commands, we do not usually include the subject (We say ‘Go!” rather
than “You go!’) as the audience (in this case the participant’s tardy son)
will automatically infer from the context that the command is being
directed at them. In response to the student’s comment, the first
author joined in with a reflection on the consequences of their own
in terms

recent progress of developing their knowledge

about grammar:

I know what you mean because I often say ‘Get me them pens’ or
‘Get me them cakes, you know like when I'm at home. And now
I always think, ‘Oh, that’s interesting! Because what I'm doing is
swapping a determiner for a pronoun’ (Ainsworth and Bell, 2020,
p. 607).

While the above examples involve reflections on the individuals’
own language use may seem trivial, the discussion around them was
lively. We speculate that the positive affect which accompanied these
reflections may reflect an aesthetic feeling associated with self-
understanding. Within both the philosophy and psychology literatures
aesthetic experience is often associated with self-relevance experienced
as being ‘touched from within’ (Vessel et al., 2013, p. 1). In that same
study, while reporting neuroscientific markers of harmony (see also
section 1), Vessel and colleagues argued that ‘certain artworks can
“resonate” with an individual’s sense of self” (p. 6). While the research
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of Vessel et al. reports on aesthetic responses to artwork that seem to
be related to a drive for self-knowledge, we tentatively suggest that the
metalinguistic knowledge that students acquire when learning about
grammar might also generate aesthetic responses through a similar
mechanism. In the latter case, it is the ‘picture’ of how language works
that is provided by grammar learning which ‘reaches the self” (ibid),
fostering a satisfying sense of self-understanding.

iv. ... to create desired meanings grounded in socially

shared understandings

Learning about grammar is a socially driven and socially situated
enterprise. At the very heart of language use is the desire to construct
and share meaning within and between people. At a procedural level,
grammar is clearly a tool which people use to make themselves
intelligible to one another-a shared system for communication of
ideas. But less has been written about the social dimensions of learning
declarative grammar knowledge. We explore below some of the ways
in which ‘the social’ is implicated in grammar learning, and the
aesthetic character of each of these aspects.

Learning about others through learning about grammar. Learning
about grammar helps us to develop knowledge of other people. By
drawing attention to the way that people use language structures to
communicate in different ways, grammar learning provides an
additional tool for reflecting on people’s thoughts, behaviors and
intentions. This particular affordance of learning about grammar lies
at the intersection of grammar and pragmatics, which are
‘complementary domains within linguistics’ (Leech, 1983, p. 4),
focusing on the interrelated areas of language structure and language
use, respectively.

While the potential for grammar to foster learning about others
did not feature in the data from our previous study, we will provide a
brief reflection from the first author’s own experiences of learning
about grammar to suggest a further parallel between grammar
learning and more traditional aesthetic experiences. Firstly, to provide
some context, it may be useful to note that the first author only
acquired declarative knowledge of modal verbs relatively recently as
they strived to bring themselves up to speed with the new requirements
of the National Curriculum (DfE, 2013) in their role as a teacher
educator. The quote below describes the first author’s reflections on
the way in which becoming more aware of grammar, allowed them to
become more aware of the subtle ways we communicate with each
other, and of the pragmatic function of our particular authorial
choices when constructing a particular communication act (e.g., an
apology, request, demand, etc.).

After the grammar sessions, I was struck not only by the intrinsic
satisfaction that I gained from acquiring the new grammar term
‘modal verb, but by the way in which my newfound grammar
knowledge spontaneously came to mind when I was reading my
emails. For example, I could feel myself bristling when reading an
overly direct presumptuous email bluntly making demands with
no attempt to soften them. This feeling of irritation at receiving
this kind of message was not unusual; but what was new was the
addition of an another feeling—a combined sense of recognition
and interest: recognition that what made the message so jarring
was the lack of carefully chosen modal verbs to signal politeness;
and interest, as to whether this absence was deliberate

or unwitting.
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This example illustrates how declarative knowledge about
grammar can provide an additional tool for thinking (and talking)
about the language choices that people make, allowing for a more
concrete pinning down of the nature of those choices (e.g., rather than
just a vague sense of knowing that someone ‘sounds rude’), which in
turn can provide grounds for inferring intention of the language user.
In this way, explicit grammar knowledge has the potential to help us
to better understand the ways in which people position themselves
through their use of language. This ability for grammar knowledge to
open up new spaces for making sense of others’ behavior is something
which is shared with other forms of aesthetic experience such as art
and performance.

Aesthetic experience is often a vehicle for understanding others,
including ‘helping individuals learn group behaviors and adapt to
changes quickly’ (Starr, p. 11). Consoli (2014) argues that aesthetic
experience co-evolved with ‘mind reading’-the capacity to understand
‘others’ complex mental states as integrated patterns of beliefs, desires,
and intentions’ (p. 49). In the context of art, the painting, performance
etc. acts to convey the artist’s intentionality. Language, of course, plays
a similar but more direct role, where we use words as mediating
signals (or tokens) of our thoughts, feelings and ideas. As described in
section (iii), a key affordance of art is its ability to simulate ‘imaginings.
Language is also simulative in that it allows us to cultivate a particular
imagining in someone else’s mind (e.g., I write the words ‘fat cat’ and
you cannot help but picture one) (Asma and Gabriel, 2019).
We suggest that the additional layer of tokens which declarative
knowledge provides—in the form of a metalinguistic map-allows us to
gain a deeper understanding of how we and others are using language
to signal what we/they are thinking. While art and words are
mediating objects that allow us to put ideas into people’s heads,
explicit grammar knowledge provides a map of how the meaning is
being mediated-what we might call a meta-mediation map. We argue
that this concrete schematic of language provides a ‘mediated
workspace’ analogous to that afforded by art, through which ‘subjects
can become reflexively conscious of mind reading itself” (Consoli,
2014, p. 48).

Sharing learning about grammar. The collective workspace
which grammar opens up is something which learners seem
surprisingly keen to share with others. Within our previous
research, students talked animatedly about how they had been
sharing their newfound knowledge about grammar with family and
friends, at home and even in the pub. The quote from one of our
students below, provides an example of the level of giddiness that
grammar learning can foster along with a compulsion to share
the excitement:

Every time I met somebody, I just had to tell them all about it.
I was like, ‘Did you know that there is no future tense in the
English language?!”” And they were like, ‘What do you mean?” And
then I was totally explaining it [...] I was like, It's amazing, isn’t
it?l’ [....] It’s fascinating, because it's something thats so ... it's one
of the first natural things you do in the first year ... and then when
you suddenly ... it just ... when you learn something, about a
language that you have spoke for twenty years of your life, and
you realize that there’s no future tense in your language, it just
completely blows your mind. You're like, ‘What?!" (Ainsworth and
Bell, 2020, p. 608)
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We were struck by students’ enthusiasm for talking about
grammar beyond the sessions (for example, emailing us jokes about
grammar and showing up in great numbers to the post-session focus
groups to share their experiences of learning about grammar). They
also reported trying to recruit new followers to what had unexpectedly
become more of a grammar club than a series of lessons: ‘We were like,
“Are you coming? Honestly, it was really, really good!”(Ainsworth and
Bell, 2020, p. 609).

The fact that students were so keen to talk about grammar
resonates with Consoli’s observation that aesthetic objects are meant
for sharing, as they provide ‘a collective workspace dedicated to
common, cultural processing’ (2014, p. 42). The language of
metalanguage allows for shared understandings and a shared
vocabulary to talk about how language works, how it is used to create
‘desired meanings grounded in socially shared understandings’
(Myhill, 2012, p. 250), and to appreciate the wonder of this incredible
human capacity. In addition to the specific affordances that might
come from sharing knowledge about grammar with others (i.e.,
opening up the collective workspace to develop shared understandings
about language), part of students’ compulsion to share may be related
to the aesthetic nature of language structure being unveiled:

‘We care about aesthetics because we care about having aesthetic
experiences. And, most of the time, we care about having aesthetic
experiences together. Sitting next to each other in the movies,
dancing, listening to music together’ (Nanay, 2022, p. 29).

The eagerness with which students shared their learning about
grammar felt akin to the impulse we have to tell our friends about a
book, film or television series that we have just delighted in. This
might be understood in relation to Nanay’s suggestion that aesthetic
phenomena can act as a ‘glue for social cohesion, (Mechner, 2018,
p- 297) providing a ‘medium for sharing perceptions, information and
beliefs’ (ibid, p. 303). Indeed, from our subjective standpoint within
our grammar lessons and follow-up focus groups, we experienced a
sense of relational affective intensity, or ‘transpersonal affects’
(Anderson, 2009, p. 608) as students shared their journey into the
‘aesthetic universe’ (Tooby and Cosmides, 2001, p. 19) of
grammar together.

Discussion
Summary of findings

In the preceding analysis we have presented an exploratory
framework for considering the potentially aesthetic nature of
learning about grammar. We have suggested that the layering of
declarative knowledge on top of existing procedural knowledge has
the potential to generate cognitive consonance as the new concepts
map onto the learners’ tacit understanding and experience of
language. We speculate that the representational harmony which
learners experience as the structure of language suddenly emerges
from the shadows might be accompanied by an aesthetic-epistemic
feeling of fittingness (Todd, 2018). We have further argued that the
‘material presence’ (Consoli, 2014, p. 41) of metalanguage may
be central to the potential of grammar learning to evoke aesthetic
experience. These concrete tokens support the development of a
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virtual map, which provides a metacognitive platform for reflection
on and manipulation of language. Here there are further parallels
with more traditional aesthetic experiences. While art (and also
language) involves the construction of virtual realities by decoupling
concepts from their immediate referents (e.g., a painting of a cat
represents the cat without it actually being there; Consoli, 2014),
metalanguage supports decoupling of grammar elements from their
immediate use within specific contexts. This decoupling process
enables conscious reflection on one’s own language use, which
supports self-knowledge and may lead to an aesthetic experience of
being ‘touched from within’ (Vessel et al., 2013, p. 1). It also allows
‘simulative imaginings’ (Consoli, 2014, p. 49), which may support
diversification of the language user’s grammatical repertoire.
We have argued that learning about grammar also has social
relevance. Declarative knowledge, when brought together with
pragmatics, provides an additional tool for ‘mind reading’ - a
capacity that is implicated in other aesthetic endeavors. And finally,
we have suggested that as with other forms of aesthetic experience,
grammar knowledge is best shared with others, providing a collective
workspace for exploring socially shared understandings.

Significance for disciplinary aesthetics

To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first time that the potential
of grammar learning to evoke aesthetic experience has been explored
in depth. We have identified a number of facets of learning about
grammar that make it a potentially rich source of aesthetic pleasure.
In this way we contribute to the expanding field of ‘disciplinary
aesthetics’ (Wickman et al, 2022, p. 719), which argues for the
importance of considering the aesthetic dimensions of all curriculum
areas not just the arts. Our findings contribute to the growing body of
evidence which suggests that aesthetic experience plays an important
role in learning and meaning-making (Wickman, 2006; Vessel et al.,
2013; Lemke, 2015). Aesthetic experience has been argued to serve the
epistemic goal of knowing (Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson, 1990;
Consoli, 2014), making it particularly advantageous to ‘infovores’
(Biederman and Vessel, 2006) like humans (Starr, 2023). In fact Starr
(2023) argues that aesthetic experience ‘emerges as a necessary
outcome of the way humans learn and the parameters of human
learning’ (p. 2). The arguments presented above provide support for
the notion that cognition and affect are intertwined and for the
impossibility of ‘separating affect from the moment of knowing’
(Wickman et al., 2022, p. 720). Specifically, we have speculated that
aesthetic-epistemic feelings of fittingness (Todd, 2018) may emerge as
learners perceive a resonance between their outer (metalinguistic
labels being learnt) and inner worlds (existing tacit knowledge of
language). In this way we have contributed to thinking in relation to
the relationship between perceptual insights (in this case suddenly
‘seeing’ the structure of language) and aesthetic pleasure (Consoli,
2015). As well as supporting meaning-making at a processual level
(e.g., by signaling a state of cognitive consonance), aesthetic
experience may also foster meaning in life, which comes in part from
being able to make sense of your life and the world around you (De
Ruyter and Schinkel, 2022). We have contributed to understandings
around the relationship between meaning in life and disciplinary
aesthetics by beginning to explore some of the ways in which learning
about grammar might foster self-knowledge and knowledge of others.
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From a methodological perspective, we have added to the growing
body of work in disciplinary aesthetics which adopts a synthetic
approach (see Special issue: Wickman et al., 2022). In order to avoid
the limitations associated with using pre-defined categories of
aesthetics to generate the exploratory framework presented within
Table 1, we started from the bottom up, using our data as an initial
basis for the development of our arguments. At the point of data
collection, neither the students nor the study authors had aesthetics
in mind. Rather we were engaged in an open-ended exploration of
what happens when students need to develop a substantial body of
declarative grammar knowledge quickly (in order to prepare for
teaching the National Curriculum). The focus on aesthetics occurred
post hoc, as we were struck by the affective dimension within the
students’ narratives. By adopting this ‘bottom-up approach, we were
able to focus on the ‘emergent interactions’ (Wickman et al., 2022,
p. 723) that occurred when students engaged with grammar learning,
rather than attempting to fit a preconceived aesthetic framework onto
their experiences. In addition, by adopting an interdisciplinary lens
we have been able to identify resonances between our students’
responses to learning grammar and ideas from the fields of
evolutionary aesthetics, philosophy, cognitive psychology and
neuroscience. These resonances were mobilized to create a speculative
framework for understanding the aesthetics of grammar learning,
which in turn has significant implications for education.

Towards a comparative disciplinary
aesthetics

A central aim of the field of disciplinary aesthetics is to explore the
aesthetic potential of learning within specific disciplines (Wickman
etal,, 2022). One might therefore wonder whether the framework set
out within Table 1 is unique to explicit grammar learning or might
also be applicable (in part or in full) to other types of learning. As an
initial attempt to address this question, we will briefly compare explicit
grammar learning (ELG) with two other examples of learning: explicit
learning of conceptual metaphors (ELM) and explicit learning of
walking (ELW).> We will briefly speculate on the extent to which the
epistemic and aesthetic dimensions set out within Table 1 might apply
to these other types of learning. These tentative comments illustrate
that we are not arguing that explicit grammar learning is the only
potential source of the kind of aesthetic-affective responses that
we observed among out students. Rather, we are suggesting that there
are likely to be both commonalities and differences across different
subject areas/types of learning in terms of their potentiality for
evoking aesthetic experience.

The two other types of learning which we will compare with ELG-
ELM and ELW provide useful reference points as they each share with
grammar the characteristic of bringing previously tacit knowledge into
consciousness. Given that one fundamental aspect of our thesis in this
paper is that developing declarative knowledge of grammar from
procedural knowledge can give rise to a particular epistemic-affective
reaction, one important question is whether explicit learning about
grammar is different in kind from other instances of learning where

3 With thanks to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting these examples.

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2023.1305532

there is a shift from procedural to declarative knowledge. Beginning
with the case of ELM, humans frequently, and largely unwittingly, use
metaphor within their everyday language. For example, phrases such as
warm welcome and cold stare are used commonly within speech, usually
without the speaker being conscious of their metaphoric nature (Lakoff
and Johnson, 1980). If a student develops declarative knowledge of this
existing procedural knowledge, e.g., by attending a cognitive semantics
lecture on conceptual metaphor, then the structure that motivates such
expressions (i.e., AFFECTION IS WARMTH; Lakoff and Johnson,
1980; Grady, 1997) will then be revealed to them. ELM might therefore
have the potential to evoke an aesthetic experience as students ‘se¢’ the
structure of this particular aspect of language appearing from the
shadows. In the case of ELW, a student acquiring knowledge about the
process of walking (e.g., as part of their medical or physical therapy
training) is unlikely to have the same kind of aesthetic experience,
which we have likened to Gestalt detection, because arguably learning
about walking does not involve the unveiling of an overarching structure
in the way that it does for ELG and ELM. Learning about walking does,
however, share with the other types of learning, its place at the nexus of
novelty and familiarity, so it may be that ELW has the potential to
generate an aesthetic experience of some kind due to it affording the
opportunity for learners to see an aspect of their everyday behavior
(walking) in a new light.

ELM is closer to ELG than ELW as it sits within the same broad
area of learning about language. This means that we might expect ELG
to share, at least to some extent, grammar’s potential to evoke aesthetic
experience. For example, ELM shares with ELG the potential to
encourage students to develop an extra layer of self-knowledge-in the
case of ELM, knowledge about conceptual organization and how
we use metaphors to map between conceptual domains (Lakoff and
Johnson, 1980). In a broader sense, if ELM occurs within the context
of a course on cognitive semantics/cognitive linguistics it has the
potential to open up to learners the relationship between mind and
meaning. In this way, we might wonder if ELM could have the
potential to provide a similar aesthetic experience of being ‘touched
from within® (Vessel et al., 2013, p. 1) to that described above in
relation to ELG. ELW on the other hand, also involves knowledge of
the self, but this involves acquiring an understanding of motor
processes rather than cognition, and while it may well have the
potential to give rise to aesthetic-epistemic feelings, this would likely
be underpinned by a different (but perhaps partially overlapping) set
of epistemic and aesthetic dimensions. Similarly, even though ELM
shares many commonalities with ELG in terms of the types of learning
invoked, we would not expect the aesthetic profile to be identical. For
example, we might speculate that ELG and ELM share the potential
for fostering ‘simulative imaginings’ (Consoli, 2014, p. 49), given that
they both provide a meta-mediation map of the way in which we use
language to conjure images in the minds of others. However, arguably,
ELM learning does not afford the same opportunities for manipulating
and experimenting with language as ELG (or at least not to the same
extent), and therefore we might not expect it to harbor the aesthetic
potential that comes a new lens through which to ‘see’ language as a
structure of manipulable building blocks. In fact, it is possible that the
more distal ELW, may share some overlap with ELG in this regard.
When patients who are recovering from stroke re-learn how to walk,
declarative knowledge about walking is sometimes used to support
them in re-developing their procedural knowledge of walking, e.g., by
introducing concepts. One of the approaches used to support stroke

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1305532
https://www.frontiersin.org

Ainsworth and Bell

patients’ rehabilitation involves engagement with virtual reality
environments (e.g., Kim and Kaneko, 2023). Within these programs
patients receive explicit feedback on their walking movements, which
is presumed to activate explicit learning (Taylor et al., 2014). One
might speculate as to whether these virtual reality interventions to
support ELW, have the potential to stimulate aesthetic experience due
to their simulative nature.

In summary, we have argued that each subject area is likely to have
its own aesthetic profile, which will be defined by the particular kinds
of learning involved. Given the overlap across subjects in terms of the
kinds of learning being promoted and the associated cognitive
mechanisms (e.g., connecting procedural and declarative memories),
these profiles may contain shared aspects across subjects. We suggest
that consideration of the three dimensions shown within Table 1-the
key characteristics of the type of learning and the associated epistemic
and aesthetic dimensions—might be a useful framework for exploring
the aesthetic potential of other subjects. We argue that such a
framework might be generated through bringing together learners’
first-hand experiences of engaging with the subject with insights from
the literature about the kinds of learning processes which they
highlight as being most pertinent to how it feels to engage with
that subject.

Pedagogical implications

Aesthetic experience has been argued to be ‘both epistemically
motivating and epistemically inventive’ (Schellekens, 2022, p. 123). In
other words, aesthetic experience has the potential to spur us on
towards our overarching aim of knowing, while also fostering
creativity. Aesthetic experiences have the potential to promote
learning gains by enhancing motivation and guiding learners towards
a ‘sweet spot’ in terms of learning gain (Starr, 2023, p. 10). Aesthetic
experiences have also been argued to foster broader flourishing
(Lomas, 2016). Yet formal education remains focused on preparing
learners to be economically viable citizens (Reber, 2019; De Ruyter
and Schinkel, 2022) and the role of aesthetics remains largely
unexplored within pedagogical inquiry and practice, especially within
the area of language learning (Reber, 2019). Our findings demonstrate
that learning about grammar has the potential to generate rich
aesthetic experience. Consideration of the aesthetic characteristics of
grammar learning (and indeed of other curriculum areas) leads
naturally to exploration of how such aesthetic aspects might best
be harnessed within the classroom. While a full exploration of what
might constitute an aesthetic approach to teaching grammar is beyond
the scope of this paper, we will make some tentative preliminary
remarks about the potential of the exploratory framework presented
in Table 1 to inform pedagogical inquiry and practice.

4 The students described in this paper have full control of English, yet typically
very little metagrammatical knowledge. Students learning English as a second
or other language, by contrast, typically do not have full procedural knowledge
(they are learners, after all) and yet depending on contextual factors many
have some metalinguistic knowledge. In this section, therefore, we limit our
discussion to ‘monolingual native speakers studying the grammar of their first

language’.
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Making grammar ‘insight-full’. One of the ways that educators can
cultivate aesthetic experience is to provide opportunities for students
to experience the kind of ‘aesthetic aha’ (Muth and Carbon, 2013,
p- 28) experiences that we reported above. Aha-experiences have been
shown to foster positive attitudes in other curriculum areas (e.g.,
mathematics), sometimes dramatically so (Liljedahl, 2005). The
enthusiasm with which our students spoke about grammar and their
compulsion to bring others along for the ride, suggests that pedagogies
for teaching grammar (and perhaps other subjects) which provide the
space for moments of insight to be ‘sparked’ might foster intrinsic
motivation and enjoyment. Liljedahl (2005) identified two categories
of aha moments experienced by students learning mathematics: those
relating to teaching (where the teacher revealed something to them)
and those relating to discovering (where the insight came from
working something out themselves). As one might expect, the latter
category was found to be far more prevalent, suggesting that students
are more likely to experience moments of insight when they are
engaged in solving problems themselves. Liljedahl (2005) suggest that
when trying to cultivate an environment conducive to moments of
insight, it is important to provide students with plenty of time to
explore and talk about problems in groups without too much
intervention from the teacher (see also Bell and Ainsworth, 2019).
More recently, Brady et al. (2022) have also suggested that collaborative
work may foster aha experiences, providing evidence that group work
can support ‘the emergence of tacit knowledge onto the plane of the
explicit’ (p. 230). While this research was conducted in the context of
mathematical modeling, given the parallel emphasis on bringing tacit
knowledge to the fore within grammar learning, these findings may
be useful in informing thinking around how to foster insightful
moments when develop students’ metalinguistic understanding. From
a methodological perspective, observation of students engaging in
group work may be a promising approach for exploring the aesthetic
dimensions of grammar learning, as Brady et al. (2022) argue that:

using the interactional dynamics of groups as a lens into tacit
knowledge can provide a means of studying processes that are
hidden and their
manifestation in the social space of interaction (p. 230).

inaccessible in individuals, through

As well as harnessing the potential for group dynamics to foster
(and make transparent) conceptual transformation, we suggest that
opportunities for moments of insight within grammar learning might
be maximized when grammar teaching is grounded in real life
examples of language use. In order for students to achieve cognitive
consonance with the declarative knowledge being learnt, it needs to
be brought into contact explicitly and meaningful with their own
language use. This aligns with Myhill’s (2013) pedagogical principles
for teaching grammar, which include the suggestion that metalanguage
‘is always explained through examples and patterns’ and that links are
always made between the feature introduced and how it might
enhance the writing being tackled’ (2013, p. 105). Interestingly Myhill
(2013) also highlight the benefits of collaborative work, ‘encouraging
critical conversations about language and effects’ (p. 105).

Harnessing the materiality of metalanguage. Another promising
approach to harnessing aesthetic experience might involve capitalizing
on the ‘materiality’ or concreteness of metalanguage. According to
Consoli (2014), concrete tokens (in this case metalinguistic labels)
mediate aesthetic experience by guiding and prescribing imagination
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in the construction of a virtual model. We suggest that aesthetic
experience might be maximized by adopting strategies which are
designed to support the learner to ‘see’ language in terms of abstract
chunks/categories. Blair’s (2019) treatise of ‘the ornament of grammar’
provides an interesting experiment into how grammar may
be interpreted visually, as a ‘means of ‘seeing’ a voice lending to
thought at a detailed level’ (p. 137), however, this work has a theoretical
rather than a pedagogical focus. At a more practical level, we might
take advantage of the materiality (Consoli, 2014, p. 41) of
metalanguage by using carefully chosen visual scaffolds to support the
process of mapping new grammar terms onto existing tacit knowledge.
For example, Myhill (2013) describe a lesson focusing on ‘how modal
verbs can express different levels of assertiveness or possibility in
persuasion’ (p. 105). Students first explore modal verbs in famous
speeches before they are asked to have a go at writing their own
persuasive speeches. When analyzing this task, we might consider the
concrete label of ‘modal verb’ to serve as a potential anchor for
students’ discussions around authorial choices. Without the term
modal verb, it would arguably be harder to pin down and talk about
those choices and their effects within the speeches. In this lesson the
students are provided with a list of modal verbs to refer back to,
providing a visual scaffold which makes the category of modal verbs
(which the students may still be acquiring at an explicit level) visible
to the students. While Myhill (2013) do not refer to aesthetics
explicitly, it is striking how many words there are within the article
that are associated with the domain of aesthetics e.g., ‘to see how
language works’ (p. 105); ‘making visible and explicit the authorial
choices’ (p. 105); ‘makes the process of writing more visible’(p. 108);
‘to see the process of writing as a process of design’ (p. 108). While
Myhill (2013) argue that the grammar terms should not be the key
focus of a lesson, they suggest that the explicitness that they bring is
useful as a vehicle for ‘see[ing] through language in a systematic way’
(Carter, 1990, in Myhill, 2013, p. 109). Similarly, in their pedagogical
guidebook for teachers, Corbett and Strong (2014, p. 101) recommend
using visual strategies for teaching grammar with the following advice:
‘to draw attention to specific structures or words, use color to make
the features stand out. While our findings lend support to the rationale
for such approaches, which draw attention to abstract grammar
categories in very explicit ways, further research is needed into how
the aesthetic affordances of concrete labels for categories might best
be harnessed within the grammar classroom.

Encouraging Simulative imaginings. A related approach to
maximizing the aesthetic potential of grammar might focus on the use
of metalanguage to guide ‘simulative imaginings’ (Consoli, 2014,
p- 49)-in other words using metalinguistic knowledge to support
conscious reflection on and manipulation of language. Both Myhill
(2013) and Corbett and Strong (2014) suggest practical activities for
how this aesthetic dimension of grammar learning might be utilized
within lessons. For example, Corbett and Strong (2014, p. 101) argue
for a multisensory approach to grammar learning, underpinned by the
principle ‘hear it, say it, see it, move it, make it!” Many of the activities
suggested by Corbett and Strong (2014) can be conceptualized as
involving simulative imaginings as they involve students physically
manipulating and playing with language structures in order to ‘see’
what is possible. For example, one activity involves students reading a
passage where all the adjectives have been replaced with names of
sweets (liquorice, jelly baby etc; Corbett and Strong, 2014). The
children then imagine what the adjectives might have been. This
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activity is simulative because the students need to try out possibilities
and get an aesthetic sense of if it ‘feels’ right. Experimenting and
analyzing the effects is an important part of ‘beginning to understand
the writer’s craft and the possibilities open to a writer’ (Myhill, 2013,
p- 106); we argue that it is also an inherently aesthetic endeavor.

When considering what an aesthetically informed grammar
pedagogy might look like, it might be fruitful to explore ideas from the
burgeoning field of embodied education (Shapiro and Stolz, 2019). This
relatively new area, seeks to apply insights from embodied cognition
within the classroom, developing teaching approaches which
foreground the complex interplay between mind, body and
environment. Such approaches emphasize the importance of integrating
firsthand knowledge (direct bodily experience) with secondhand
knowledge (learnt through language, e.g., written texts or verbal
explanations; Schwartz et al.,, 2005). For example, Goldberg (2008)
describes an embodied approach to the teaching of reading, which
involves children being trained to physically manipulate toys in a way
that reflects what is happening in the story, before then learning how to
perform an ‘imagined manipulation’ of what is happening in their
heads. This approach, which supports the child in ‘creating mental
models from the text’ (p. 307) was found to promote better attainment
than a traditional approach involving re-reading the story. Goldberg’s
(2008) findings were interpreted as evidence in support of an embodied
account of language comprehension where words, phrases and
grammatical constructions are indexed (mapped) to concrete objects
and events, ‘thereby grounding the symbols and imbuing them with
meaning’ (p. 305). While the above example focuses on the process of
learning to read, the process of learning about grammar also involves a
mapping between firsthand and secondhand knowledge, and is widely
conceived to be embodied. This leads us to speculate as to whether
pedagogies analogous to those used by Goldberg (2008), where students
are encouraged to engage in physical manipulation of grammatical
elements in real sentences-see for example, Corbett and Strong’s
‘human sentence’ activity (2014, p. 109)-before moving on to simulating
the effects of different grammar constructions in their heads might
be helpful in supporting learners to apply the simulative potential of
grammar knowledge in an embodied way.

While on the surface, grammar may appear to be archetypically
abstract, ‘even syntax is shaped and given meaning by the contours of
our bodily experience’ (Johnson, 2017, p. 27). It therefore, stands to
reason that pedagogies to promote grammar learning, should provide
opportunities for embodied learning. A number of studies in the area
of second language learning have explored the pedagogical
implications of the embodied nature of grammar (e.g., Evans and
Tyler, 2005; Sunier et al., 2023). In a recent study, Boieblan (2022)
found that an embodied approach to teaching spatial prepositions (in,
on, at, etc.), which foregrounded ‘the geometric and functional
properties of figure and ground and how these intersect in space’
(p. 1391), led to learning gains for Spanish learners relative to the
control group. To the authors’ knowledge, there are no studies which
have explored the pedagogical implications of ‘the embodiment of
language’ (Johnson, 2018, p. 623) for teaching explicit grammar
knowledge to native speakers. The potential transferability of
embodied L2 approaches to explicit L1 grammar learning represents
an interesting line of inquiry for future research.

Making room for mind reading. Finally, educators might consider
emphasizing in their teaching the potential of metalinguistic
understanding to support an understanding of authorial intentions-a
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form of ‘mind reading’ (Consoli, 2014, p. 48). Such an approach might
involve framing grammar as a collective workspace for understanding
how different language structures are used to generate ‘desired
meanings grounded in socially shared understandings’ (Myhill, 2012,
p- 250). A simple example could involve asking learners to rank an
assortment of emails or commands in relation to how polite they ‘feel’
or in terms of where you would place the author on a scale of how
angry you think they are, using consideration of their language choices
to explain their reasoning. As well as incorporating the aesthetic
endeavor of mind-reading, these activities also tap into children’s
procedural knowledge (sense of what’s right). This is advantageous in
the sense that learners would be able to do these activities relatively
easily, providing reinforcement for them that they are already ‘experts’
on language. This kind of approach to teaching grammar, which
highlights what students already know, is in opposition to the
common negative perception of grammar as a difficult subject likely
to leave learners feeling ‘defeated by the operations of their own words’
(Kennedy, 2016, 00:07:50). We therefore tentatively suggest that in
order to maximize the full aesthetic potential of grammar learning it
might be beneficial to support learners in understanding the
relationship between grammar and pragmatics with activities that
draw upon their existing (but tacit) knowledge of how language is
used to convey particular effects and intentions. Notably, while
grammar is currently a very visible strand within the National
Curriculum (DfE, 2013), pragmatics is not explicitly mentioned.

Concluding remarks

In summary this paper has taken an initial step towards
conceptualizing the aesthetic dimension of learning about grammar, an
area which has hitherto been overlooked. We have also begun, albeit
briefly, to make some preliminary suggestions about what
‘metalinguistically aware teaching’ (Myhill, 2013, p. 110) might look like
when viewed through an aesthetic lens. We hope that the speculative
framework presented in Table 1 opens up a broader conversation
around the aesthetics of grammar as a discipline and motivates further
research in this area. Gaining a deeper understanding of the potential
role of aesthetic experience within the grammar classroom (and
education more generally) is crucial, not just because an aesthetically
oriented approach might optimize learning, but because it can foster
authentic engagement (Ainsworth and Bell, 2020) and human
flourishing (Reber, 2019; De Ruyter and Schinkel, 2022).
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