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The Student’s Grammar
of English



Preface

As the title indicates, our grammar is meant for students, more specifi-
cally for university students and students in teacher training estab-
lishments specializing in English at undergraduate.level.

To serve the needs of this target group our grammar:

a gives a systematic introduction to grammatical analysis, presup-
posing no previous skills in this respect and defining categories
with a high degree of explicitness;

b provides a comprehensive self-sufficient survey of the major phe-
nomena of English grammatical usage;

c provides a sufficient basis for further work in English grammar,
particularly with more advanced descriptive grammars.

In order to reach these objectives, we have aimed at descriptive
accuracy within a pedagogical approach.

Descriptive accuracy means that the grammar must be based on a
consistent and sufficiently explicit model and be comprehensive
enough for students specializing in English.

The pedagogical approach involves:

a building up step by step the descriptive apparatus needed to deal
with English grammatical usage;

b providing the simplest possible criteria for using this apparatus
efficiently and confidently;

¢ providing memorizable and explicit definitions of the major cate-
gories;

d promoting not only a knowledge of grammatical phenomena, but a
knowledge based on the understanding of categorization pro-
cedures;

e selecting the grammatical phenomena on the basis of their rele-
vance to the competent handling of English structure.

In seeking to fulfil these requirements we had numerous sources to
draw inspiration from, including our own experience in teaching
English grammar. However, we had no direct models. Indeed, had that
been the case, yet another grammar would hardly have been necessary.
In terms of comprehensiveness and pedagogical orientation R. W.
Zandvoort’s A Handbook of English Grammar came closest to what we
had in mind. To these features, together with its high scholarly stan-
dard and ‘manageable’ size (although not all students would agree on
this!), it undoubtedly owed its unprecedented popularity — it dominat-
ed the field of English pedagogical grammar for over 30 years.
However, Zandvoort’s Handbook was meant for a generation of stu-
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dents who specialized in English having already acquired the basic
grammatical skills. Also, its linguistic approach was still largely that of
the parts-of-speech model, which served as the foundation for such
monumental works as those by Poutsma, Jespersen and Kruisinga, but
which has meanwhile been superseded by models of wider scope.

Yet Zandvoort’s Handbook is a major source of inspiration for the
present grammar, as is, in a different way, the Grammar of Contempo-
rary English by Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech and Svartvik (to be referred
to as GCE). Not only is GCE the richest source of information available
on present-day English usage, it also offers a model of grammatical
description which, while clearly related to the great tradition of
scholarly grammars, is sufficiently inspired by recent developments in
theoretical linguistics to appeal to the present generation of students of
English grammar.

What we have attempted to do in the present grammar is to apply
the overall model of GCE to a pedagogical grammar with the com-
prehensiveness of Zandvoort’s Handbook. The result is simultaneously a
course book and a reference book. Despite its methodological hazards,
this combination has proved its worth in countless students’ hand-
books.

Our grammar takes clause structure, and the syntactic functions of
the elements within it, as the basis for its grammatical model. It deals
with phrases and word-classes in terms of their various syntactic func-
tions. It is, therefore, a linguistic grammar and not a communicative
grammar. We believe that, in spite of the increasing communicative
orientation of language teaching and learning, insight into the linguistic
system of a language is indispensable to all those who are or may
become professionally concerned with it. We might have added a
chapter on communicative functions and their realizations. However,
such a chapter could not have achieved the comprehensiveness of the
present chapters (and limitations were imposed even on these — parti-
cularly Chapters 9 and 11 — by the need to keep the book within a
manageable size). Knowledge of communicative grammar is becoming
more and more necessary to a student of English; but the subject has
such scope and importance that it requires a separate volume rather
than a single chapter.

If our indebtedness to Zandvoort’s Handbook and to GCE is apparent
throughout our book, there are, we trust, enough features to dis-
tinguish it as an original contribution in the field of pedagogical-
descriptive grammar. Our combined aims of descriptive and
pedagogical adequacy required certain significant adaptations of the
model used in GCE, certain changes in the terminology, and in particu-
lar considerably greater explicitness in the definition of grammatical
categories than has been customary so far. They also required a thor-
ough reconsideration of the scope of coverage, the balance between the
various subjects, and the depth of treatment most suitable for a book of
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this kind. In composing the various chapters we have drawn upon a
variety of sources including original work carried out by ourselves and
our students. Totally unoriginal is the system of textual division
(chapters, sections, headings, numbering), which we adopted in toto
from GCE, simply because it seemed to us to be the most adequate one.
The ‘facts of English usage’, it will be obvious, are to be found in many
publications; their selection and presentation as well as, in several
cases, their systematization, are our own. The examples we have made
up ourselves. Thanks to intensive scrutiny by native speakers of
English, particularly Alexandra Gaylord, we trust that even though
they are not authentic, they may not be found unrealistic. If some of
them echo too closely illustrations given elsewhere, this is due to the
trick of memory that we, like all those who have taught grammar for
many years, are subject to.

In spite of intensive pre-publication trialling, this edition will have
the inevitable faults of first editions. We should be very grateful if
users would point them out to us.

Jan A. van Ek
Nico J. Robat
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* ungrammatical and/or otherwise unacceptable
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tone contour: fall-rise



Contents

Preface
Acknowledgements

Works referred to
Abbreviations and symbols

02 U b WN~=

o)

10
11

Simple sentence

Complex sentence

Noun phrase

Pronouns and pronoun-like determiners
Verb phrase

Verb phrase complementation
Adjective phrase

Adverb phrase

Prominence

Word formation
Inter-sentence relations

Index

vii

Xi
Xii

25

86
143
191
297
333
346
400
427
441
467



T
Simple sentence

Contents
1.1 Sentences
1.2 Subject and predicate

1.3-8  Sentence elements within the predicate
1.9-15 Subject

1.9 syntactic characteristics
1.10 semantic relations with the predicate
1.11-15 form
1.16-23 Adverbial
1.16 syntactic characteristics
1.17 semantic roles
1.18-23 form
1.24 Vocative

1.25 Predicator

1.26 Verb-patterns

1.27 Intensive verbs and extensive verbs
1.28-30 Subject attribute

1.31 Intransitive verbs and transitive verbs
1.32 Adverbial complement (1)

1.33-37 Direct object

1.38-39 Indirect object

1.40 Object attribute
1.41 Adverbial complement (2)
1.42 Predicator complement

1.43 Complementation : survey



11

1.2

1.1 SIMPLE SENTENCE o

Sentences

Our grammar is essentially a sentence grammar. The SENTENCE is the
largest linguistic unit whose structure can be described in terms of
regular patterns and deviations from them.

In written texts sentences can be easily identified. They are strings
of words beginning with a capital letter and separated from other
strings by sentence-final marks of punctuation (. ! ?).

In connected speech the identification of sentences is much more
difficult and sometimes impossible. Often, it is true, the beginning and
end of a sentence are clearly signalled by the intonation. Frequently,
however, such signals are not clear enough to make definite identifica-
tion possible. This becomes apparent when we try to record speech in
writing. Taking down one and the same utterance in writing, two
people may do this in different ways:

We had brussels sprouts last night, and I hate them.
We had brussels sprouts last night. And I hate them.

Nevertheless, it is convenient to describe language in terms of sen-
tence structure. Even if it may not always be possible to split up
spoken utterances into sentences with clearly defined boundaries,
speech, too, is composed of units which are combined in accordance
with the kind of rules that also determine the form of sentences in
writing.

Subject and predicate

The sentence John smiled consists of two parts, John and smiled, each
with its own role. John refers to a person who performs a certain
action, and smiled says what action that person performs. Now John
smiled is an exceptionally short sentence. Usually a sentence contains
more words, particularly to say what action is performed : John quickly
cleared the table. In grammatical terms we say that both in John smiled
and in John quickly cleared the table the form John is the SENTENCE
ELEMENT that fulfils the function of SuBJECT and that the rest of the
sentence, which says what John does (smiled; quickly cleared the table),
is the PREDICATE.

Note that the term ‘predicate’ does not itself refer to the function of
a sentence element. It is used here as a convenient term to denote that
part of a sentence which expresses such things as ‘what action the
subject performs’ (see also 1.10). This may be expressed by just one
sentence element — as in John smiled — or by more than one sentence
element — as in John quickly|cleared|the table.
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1.3 Sentence elements within the predicate

14

Normally predicates in SIMPLE SENTENCES (sentences with only one
subject—predicate structure; see also 2.1) contain one sentence element
whose function may be referred to as that of PREDICATOR. This is the
element which consists of words belonging to the word-class of VERBS.
In John smiled, smiled is a verb and fulfils the function of predicator. In
John quickly cleared the table it is cleared which fulfils this function.
Often the predicator contains more than one verb: John would have
smiled. Here would, have and smiled are verbs, and together they fulfil
the function of predicator.

One of the main characteristics of verbs is that they are capable of
expressing TENSE. This means that they have different forms which
may express whether what is said in a sentence refers to the past or to
the present:

John was smiling just now.
John is smiling now.

We needed a lot of eggs for that recipe.
We need a lot of eggs for that recipe.

In addition, the large majority of verbs have a form ending in -ing
(smiling; being; raining), a form in -s (he smiles; it rains), a special form
used after have (he has smiled; I have found it), and a form used after to
(he didn’t want to smile; it was difficult to find the book; I'd like to be
with you tomorrow). See also 5.3.

Verbs are either AUXILIARY VERBS (Or AUXILIARIES) Or LEXICAL VERBS.
Auxiliaries (‘helping verbs’) are typically used together with other
verbs. Lexical verbs do not require the presence of other verbs, and, if
combined with auxiliaries, always follow them.

The following sentence contains only a lexical verb:

We all speak English.

In the following sentence the first three verbs are auxiliaries and the
last verb is a lexical verb:

It may have been found.

Semantically, lexical verbs may be broadly characterized as denot-
ing events (1)~2), or states (3) (see 5.18):

—

The sailor hoisted the flag.
The taxi arrived at ten sharp.
The picture hangs in the chapel.

— — —
W N
Nt S



15

1.6

1.7
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1.5 SIMPLE SENTENCE 4

The lexical verb plays an important part in the composition of a predi-
cate since it determines whether or not sentence elements other than
the predicator have to be present in order to make a sentence gram-
matical. A verb such as smile can be used by itself (with or without
auxiliaries), while verbs such as clear and put need further completion:

John smiled.
*John put.
*John cleared.

Within the class of verbs needing further completion there are
various subclasses. A verb such as find needs only one element to
complete a sentence:

John found a dollar bill.
With put one complementary element is not sutticient:

*John put the bottle.
*John put on the table.
John put the bottle/on the table.

Sentence elements that complete a lexical verb in the way illustrated
above are said to function as complements. They are obligatory elements,
i.e. they cannot be left out without making the sentence ungrammatical
or changing the meaning of the lexical verb:

John quickly cleared the table. —

*John quickly cleared. (ungrammatical)
John put the bottle on the table. —

*John put. (ungrammatical)
John wouldn’t move his car.—

John wouldn’t move. (different meaning of

lexical verb)

A predicate may also contain elements that can be left out without
making the sentence ungrammatical or changing the meaning of the
lexical verb: optional elements. Such elements are said to function as
ADVERBIALS (for a fuller definition, not only covering adverbials
included in the predicate, see 1.16). In John quickly cleared the table,
quickly is such an optional element and functions as adverbial.

Subject, predicator, complement and adverbial are the names of the
main functions that sentence elements may fulfil. Strictly speaking,
when analysing a sentence, we should always say that ‘sentence
element X functions as Y’, e.g. John in John smiled ‘functions as subject’
and smiled ‘functions as predicator’. In practice, we tend to use a
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5  SUBJECT 1.10

simpler formulation, saying that John ‘is’ the subject and that smiled ‘is’
the predicator. This simpler formulation will be used frequently in this
grammar, too.

Subject

syntactic characteristics

The subject has various syntactic characteristics:
a In STATEMENTS the subject precedes the predicator:
Then John smiled.

b In YES/NO QUESTIONS (i.e. questions that may be answered by yes or
no) the subject follows the first word of the predicator:

Did John smile?
Was John smiling ?

¢ In TAGS (see 2.15), the subject is repeated in the form of a PERSONAL
PRONOUN (I, you, he, she, it, we, they):

John smiled, didn’t he?

d The subject may determine the form of the first word of the predi-
cator (a phenomenon called CONCORD):

You smile — John smiles
Were you smiling? — Was John smiling?

semantic relations with the predicate

In 1.2 it was said that the function of subject was fulfilled by the
sentence element that referred to the person performing a certain action.
That this is by no means always the case is shown by the following
sentences where the subject (John) undergoes the action or is affected by
it:

John was hit by a motor-car.
John received a medal.

Moreover, the predicate may not express an action at all:

John was ill.
John failed his driving test.

In the following sentence we see that the function of subject may
also be fulfilled by elements not referring to persons:

This car has excellent road-holding qualities.
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11 SIMPLE SENTENCE 6

The element fulfilling the function of subject may even have no
meaning at all, in which case we refer to it as FORMAL SUBJECT (in this
case ‘empty it'):

It poured the whole day.
It’s the fourth of March.

It will be clear from the examples that between subject and predi-
cate many different semantic relations are possible. The same is true of
semantic relations between other sentence elements. This is why we
prefer to use, as far as possible, purely syntactic criteria when identify-
ing sentence elements and their functions. The most important criteria
for the identification of the subject were given in 1.9.

form

The function of subject may be fulfilled by a single word or by a group
of words:

John smiled. (4)
It is Thursday. (5)
Butter is expensive nowadays. (6)
This car has excellent road-holding qualities. (7)
Our son of eighteen left the country yesterday. (8)

Structures such as the ones in (4)-(8), whether single words or
groups of words, which can typically function as subject in a simple
sentence, are called NOUN PHRASES. This term recognizes the fact that
these structures typically contain as their most important word, or
HEAD, a word belonging to the word-class of NOUNS or that of PRO-
NOUNS.

NOUNS are words that have the following characteristics:

a They typically follow, or may follow, words that belong to the
word-class of DETERMINERS (the, a/an, this, my, every, such, etc.; see
3.37):

the war
this fortune
such butter
our John

b They may distinguish NUMBER, i.e. they may have different forms to
refer to one single specimen — the SINGULAR form — and to more than
one specimen — the PLURAL form (for exceptions, see 3.23-27):

the war — these wars
this fortune — these fortunes
one child — two children



