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PREFACE

This book has its origins in my attempts at responses, over the past fifteen
years, to requests from learners and teachers of English for explanations
concerning English grammar. The more I was required to explain, the more
I found myself reading and thinking about the questions, and the more ex-
perienced [ became at offering answers. This doesn’t mean that the answers
are necessarily or absolutely correct. They have turned out to be, for the most
part, pedagogically useful answers. By this description, I mean that learners
and teachers have been able to use the information offered in the following
chapters as a way of thinking and talking about how the grammar of English
works and what it is for. This approach provides answers to why-questions.
The grammar is viewed as a set of constructions in which differences in form
can be explained in rerms of differences in conceptual meaning or interpre-
tation in context. The framework of analysis is one in which form, meaning,
and use are scen as interconnected aspects of what it is language users know
when they know a grammatical construction.

The material reflects its pedagogical origins. The topics covered are those that
give rise to the most why-questions. They are the most problematic areas of
the grammar. Consequently, this isn't a comprehensive treatment of the type
to be found in a standard reference grammar of English. It is a pedagogically
oriented grammar. It is organized in such a way that the chapters can be read
individually or in a different sequence from the one presented. The sequence
presented is the one that I have come to use and reflects the fact that certain
basic concepts seem to be more easily illustrated in the early chapters and
some connections seem to flow better from one topic to another in the
sequence presented here.

Each chapter begins with a description and exemplification of the basic
forms and structures. In describing these forms and presenting information
on the frequency of one form rather than another, I have benefited a great
deal from the published results of many different corpus studies of contem-
porary English. These studies have provided a much clearer picture of where
and how often a particular grammatical form is actually used in texts and
hence how likely we are to encounter it. More information on those studies
can be found in the references included in the Further reading section at the
end of every chapter.

Following the description of basic forms, each chapter moves on to cover
basic meaning distinctions conveyed by particular forms and structures. In
this type of analysis, I have been helped by published research in semantics,



Preface

the study of meaning. From a semantic perspective, each grammatical
construction can be viewed as a regular and conventionally recognized
means of expressing conceptual meaning. This discussion of conceprual
meaning establishes connections between language structures and the repre-
sentation of situations, with participants and actions, in the organization of
experience. Additional information on this topic can also be found in the
references in the Further reading sections.

After basic forms and basic meanings, each chapter includes a section on how
meaning can be shaped by context and communicative purpose. In prepar-
ing this section of each chapter, I have included a lot of insights from studies
in pragmatics and discourse analysis. For many people, pragmatics is the
study of a speaker’s (or writer’s) meaning in context and that perspective is
often invoked in the explanations of structures offered here. Work in
discourse analysis has also helped us understand how structures are typically
used in the presentation of information in text, both spoken and written.
Throughout this book, the effects of information structure are often
presented as a way of explaining choices of grammatical structures in texts.
References to relevant studies in these areas are also included in the Further
reading sections.

Within this general organization of each chapter, specific problem areas of
different kinds are identified and explanations offered. After each major
section, the main points are presented in summary boxes, followed by exer-
cises on those points. Answers to these exercises are offered in an appendix.
At the end of each chapter, there is one section containing discussion topics
and projects for further investigation, and another section offering teaching
ideas for classroom exercises, activities, and tasks. The Further reading
section concludes each chapter.

Whether used as a coursebook, a self-study text, or supplementary reading,
this material will, I hope, prove to have some value as a resource, or simply
as a useful companion, for those learners and teachers who are prompted to
ask why certain aspects of English grammar are the way they are. But mostly
I hope they will realize that Explaining English Grammar isn't as difficult as
it sounds.
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