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Partl| Language Expression

Language is very important in any culture as it enables people to communicate with
each other. But different languages have different features. In order to communicate
effectively in a foreign language, we need to have knowledge and understanding of its
features as they determine methods of expression in that language.

Unit 1 Words and Collocations

Words and collocations are the most basic unit for any writing. Due to the fact that
great differences in lexical features and idiomatic expressions exist between Chinese and
English, few equivalents can be established. Consequently, a large number of mistakes
in writing are associated with the usage of words and collocations, making it important
for us to compare and contrast the similarities and differences of these aspects within
these two languages. This unit will highlight the differences to help students guard
against the negative transfer their mother tongue imposes on them.

No matter how well a student learns grammar, no matter how successful they
master the sounds of a second language, without words to express a wide range of
meanings, they cannot successfully communicate in that language in any meaningful
way. Rudyard Kipling, a British author, characterized words as “the most powerful
drug used by mankind. ” A student learning to write in English usually finds it hard to
express the many ideas filling their mind. To give these ideas proper expression, they
must gain an understanding of the English words. Only when they have done this, will
they be able to learn how to use words correctly, effectively, and imaginatively.

English Conventions

English is frequently presented as an inflectional language, a language in which
grammatical function of clause elements is primarily derived from inflections of words
rather than from word order and preposition. English has S-V concord, case, voice,
morphological changes ( gender, number, case, tense, voice, mood, degree of
comparison, person, and part of speech) in lexicon and frequent use of connective
words, formal subject and formal object as well. These features are the basis of English
language.

Countable /Uncountable nouns

In English, there is a division between countable and uncountable nouns. A noun is
countable if it can be regarded as one of several separate units, for example, book, egg,
or horse. As the name suggests, countable nouns can actually be counted. A noun is
uncountable if it cannot be thought of as one of several separate units, but only as a
single idea or substance, for example, butter, music, or advice. These nouns cannot be
counted. The following, adapted from the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary
English , are some important grammatical differences in the usage of countable and
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uncountable nouns.
» Basic usage of countable and uncountable nouns

©® A countable noun can be used in the singular or in the plural, for example book/
books, egg/eggs, horse/horses, ticket/tickets, university/universities. Don’t try to use
uncountable nouns in the plural. Don’t say butters, musics, advices, informations,
Sfurnitures. It is a common mistake to use an uncountable noun in the plural.

Correct: You should listen to his advice.

Incorrect: You should listen to his advices.

® A countable noun can be used with a or an: for example a book, an egg . a
horse , a ticket , a university. Don’t use a or an with uncountable nouns. Don’t say «
butter , a music , anadvice , aninformation, a furniture. It is a common mistake to use
a or an with an uncountable noun.

Correct: [ like listening to music.
Correct: 1 like listening to the music.

-Incorrect: [ like listening to a music.

® An uncountable noun can be used with quantity words such as some and any:
some butter , any music. If these quantity words are used with countable nouns, the
nouns must be put into the plural, and we should say some tickets, any eggs.

Correct: She bought some books.

Incorrect: She bought some book.

O The quantity expressions much, how much , or a little must be used with uncountable
nouns. With countable nouns, we have to use many, how many, or a few.

Uncountable Countable

I don’t have much money. He doesn’t have many friends.
How much time do you have? How many records do you have?
There is little hope left. There are a few rooms available.

® An uncountable noun can be used on its own without such words as the, some,
or any.

She doesn’t eat meat.
If you need advice, don’t be afraid to ask.

A countable noun cannot be used in the singular in this way—only in the plural.

Correct: [ like reading books.
Incorrect: I like reading book.

@ Some nouns can be used in either a countable or an uncountable way, depending
on their meaning. The following pairs of sentences show how the meaning can change:
in each case, there is a countable noun in the first sentence and an uncountable noun in
the second.

Countable: Would you like a cake? (One of several cakes which someone can take to eat)
Uncountable: Do you like chocolate cake? (A type of food)

Countable: The lambs were born early this year. (The animals)
Uncountable: There are several ways of cooking lamb. (A type of meat)

@ Proper names, names of particular people, places, times, occasions, events,
and so on, are usually used in the singular, but they can be used in the plural only if
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they can be thought of in a countable way. This is especially common with proper nouns
expressing time.

On Tuesdays I go swimming.
Are the Robinsons coming to the party?

©® Most abstract nouns, such as love, anger, knowledge, intelligence, or
freedom, are always uncountable. But some abstract nouns can also be used in a
countable way.

Uncountable Countable

They did it with difficulty. They have had a lot of difficulties.

Her voice sounded full of doubt. I have my doubts about whether he’s the right person for the
job.

e Nouns which are only singular
Several nouns are used only in the singular. There are three main types:

@ Most uncountable nouns, such as music and advice, are only singular.

Music is an art form whose medium is sound.
Unsolicited advice is not welcome.

® A group of nouns are used in the singular, even though they end in -s. These
include the names of certain subjects, diseases, and games, such as physics,
linguistics, mumps, measles, billiards, etc. A common mistake is to think of these as
plural, and use them with a plural verb or form a singular noun from them.

Correct: Billiards is a game.

Incorrect: Billiards are a game.

Correct: Poor Mike has got the measles.
Incorrect: Poor Mike has got the measle.

¢ Nouns which are only plural
Several nouns are used only in the plural. There are three main types:

® A few nouns are related to things consisting of two joined parts. They include
jeans, binoculars, trousers, pliers, scissors, etc. To talk about these in the singular,
we use a pair of.

Correct: Your jeans are in the wash.

Incorrect: Your jeans is in the wash.

Correct: I need to buy another pair of jeans.
Incorrect: I need to buy another jeans.

Incorrect: I need to buy another jean.

® A few nouns ending in -s are used only in the plural. They include
congratulations, outskirts, remains, stairs, thanks, etc.

Correct: The stairs were steep and winding.

Incorrect: The stair was steep and winding.

These are not uncountable nouns, because they are used with how many ., not how
much.

Correct: How many stairs are there?

Incorrect: How much stairs are there?
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® A few nouns express the idea of groups of people or animals. They include
people, folk, police, cattle, poultry, livestock.

Correct: The police are outside.
Incorrect: The police is outside.
Incorrect: The polices are outside.

s Irregular plurals
Usually, a countable noun is changed into its plural form by adding an -s or -es
suffix, but there are also several irregular ways of forming a plural.

@ Some nouns are changed into their plural form by changing the vowel.

man—men woman— women
foot —feet goose —geese®d
mouse—mice tooth—teeth
louse—lice

® A few nouns are changed into their plural form by changing the final -f to -v
before adding the -s or -es ending.

knife—knives leaf—leaves
wife—wives half —halves

Some nouns in this group have a regular plural as well: scar fs and scarves, hoo [s
and hooves. Both possibilities are correct.

® Some nouns are changed into their plural form by adding -en or -ren.

ox—oxen, child—children, brother—brethren (only in the religious sense)

O A few nouns which have been borrowed from foreign languages have an irregular
plural.

stimulus—stimuli, crisis—crises, criterion—criteria, phenomenon — phenomena

In some cases these nouns may have two plurals: they have developed a regular
plural but have also kept their original irregular one. In these cases, the regular form is
more informal and popular; the irregular form tends to be used by specialists.

“ 9

However, nouns ending in “s” (stimulus, crisis) do NOT pluralize with the addition of
an extra -s, -es, or ’ ending.

There are no certain formulas for success. (informal)
We have to learn all the relevant chemical formulae. (specialist)

® A few nouns have no plural ending, but we can still use them in a singular or
plural way: they include the names of some animals (such as sheep, deer, cod), certain
nationalities (such as Japanese, Swiss), some nouns expressing quantity (such as ron,
pence) , and a few others (such as aircraft, crossroads, kennels, offspring).

The sheep was making noise.
The sheep were making noise.

® Compound nouns combine two or more words into a single unit. They are
usually made plural by adding -s at the end of the word: canopeners, grownups. But
in a few cases, the first part of the compound takes the -s ending, especially when the
compound contains a preposition.

runner-up runners-up; passer-by —— passers-by

@ While goose transforms from singular goose to plural geese, the plural of moose is NOT meese, but mooses.
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In some cases for compound nouns, the changing noun is irregular, and must
follow the rules for changing irregular nouns.

men-of-war

man-of-war

Sometimes, a regular plural form has developed, which is slowly replacing the
irregular one.

mother-in-laws (also mothers-in-law)

Tense

Tense is a grammatical category of the verb or verbal inflections, such as present,
past, and future, that expresses the temporal relations between what is reported in a
sentence and the time of its utterance. To write proper English, students must have the
rudiments of different kinds of tense. A detailed description of each kind of tense is
adapted from Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English as follows.

¢ The present
English has two main ways of talking about present time: the simple present and
the present progressive (also called present continuous).

¢ The simple present time

The simple present is made by using the verb stem or basic verb form. We add -s or
-es to the verb stem in the third person singular.

The simple present is used in the following ways:

@ We use the simple present to talk about something which is happening now, and
which will continue to happen in the future. We often use the simple present in this
meaning to talk about things that are true about our life, such as our residence, our job,
or the kinds of things we like.

Martin lives in Canada.
I work in a hospital.
“What kind of books do you read?” “I mostly read science fiction. ”

»

@ We use the simple present when we talk about something which happens again
and again, or when we say that something happens regularly at a particular time. Use
words such as always, often, sometimes, occasionally, and never, or phrases such as
on Tuesdays or every day with the simple present in this meaning.

They often go out to restaurants.
I travel to London twice a month.
He gets up at 6 o’clock.

She goes to church every Sunday.

® We use the simple present to talk about something which stays the same for
ever, such as a scientific fact.

The sun rises in the east.
Two and two make four.

O We use the simple present when we are describing what is happening at the exact
moment when we are speaking. This meaning of the simple present is used, for
example, in sports commentaries.

Shearer gets the ball from Gascoigne. He shoots and scores!
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» The present progressive (or present continuous)

We make the present progressive (or present continuous) by using a form of the
verb be in the present tense, followed by the main verb with an -ing ending, for
example [ am waiting , she is coming.

The present progressive is used in the following ways:

@ We use the present progressive to talk about something which is happening now
at the time we are speaking or writing. We often use this meaning with words and
phrases that express present time, such as now, at the moment, and currently.

“What is Bob doing?” “He is watching television. ”
« It is raining again.
I am looking for my glasses.

® We use the present progressive to say that something is happening now, but will

only continue for a limited period of time. Compare these pairs of sentences:

We live in France. (France is our permanent home. )
We are living in France. (We are living there for a limited period of time. )

He cooks his own meals. (He always does it. )
He is cooking his own meals. (He does not usually do it.)

¢ The past

In English, there are also several ways of talking about actions that happened in the
past. These include the simple past, the past progressive, the present perfect, and the
past perfect.

e The simple past

We usually make the simple past by adding -ed to the end of the verb, but many
common verbs have irregular simple past forms, and so we have to use a special ending,
or change the verb in some other way. For example:

I go — [ went
we buy — we bought
they see — they saw

The simple past in used in the following ways:

@ We use the simple past to talk about an action which happened and finished in
the past. There is a space between the time when the action happened, and the time
when we are speaking or writing about it.

He kicked the ball into the net.
I went home early because I had a headache.
The police found a dead body in the river.

® We often use words or phrases such as at midnight, on Tuesday, in 1992 ,
yesterday, and last year with the simple past, to draw attention to the time when
something happened. For example:

QOur visitors arrived yesterday.
Where did you go last week?
The war ended in 1945.

® If we use words or phrases about time with the simple past, they must have a
meaning which shows there has been a space between the time when the action or event
happened and the time when we are talking or writing about it. For example:

I saw John yesterday/a week ago/last Tuesday.
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¢ The past progressive

We make the past progressive by using was or were, followed by the main verb
with an -ing ending. That is to say, the past present progressive is just like the present
progressive in formation, except that the appropriate “to be” form is past tense. For
example, I was looking , they were laughing.

The past progressive is used in the following ways:

©® We use the past progressive when we want to talk about something that
happened in the past, and continued to happen for only a limited period of time.
We were living in France at that time.

1 was trying to get the waiter’s attention.
The man was looking at me in a very strange way.

® We use the past progressive to talk about something which continued to happen
for a period of time, during which another thing happened. There are some key words
that identify the need to use past progressive, such as “while” or “when”.

I was watching TV when the phone rang.
They met each other while they were staying in London.

e The present perfect
We make the present perfect by using has or have, followed by the past participle
form of the main verb, for example, I have walked , she has gone, they have seen.
The present perfect is used in the following ways:

@ We use the present perfect to talk about something that happened in the past and
is finished, but which still affects the situation now.

Someone has broken the window. (RESULT NOW: it is still broken, and needs to be mended)
The taxi has arrived. (RESULT NOW.: someone needs to go and get into the taxi)
Jane has hurt her hand, so she can’t write. (RESULT NOW . Jane can’t write)

@ We use the present perfect to say that something started to happen in the past,
and has continued to happen up to now. There is a clear difference with the past tense,
which you use when the action is finished. Compare these sentences:

present perfect: I have lived in Chicago for many years. (I still live there now. )

simple past: I lived in Chicago for many years. (Now I live somewhere else. )

present perfect: Jim has worked for us since 1992 (He still works for us now. )

simple past: Jim worked for us from 1992 to 1996. (He does not work for us any more. )

® We use the present perfect to talk about something that happened at some time
in the past before now, but it is not important to say when it happened.

She has had several jobs abroad.
There have been problems with this system in the past.

If we give the date, year, or time when something happened, we must use the
simple past, not the present perfect. For example:

Correct: I spoke to him yesterday.
Incorrect: I have spoken to him yesterday.

Correct: They arrived in the US last week.
Incorrect: They have arrived in the US last week.

O If we use other words or phrases about time with the present perfect, they must
have a meaning which shows that the action has continued up to the present, and may



