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Introduction

Learning a language is a never-ending story. This is because languages are living, com-
plex structures – it is tempting to say “organisms” – which develop and change, even to 
some extent in the course of just a few decades. For example, fifty years ago, a mouse 
was just a small rodent that people preferred to avoid having much contact with. Then, 
for a few years, it was also something that many found it impossible to live without, 
assuming they used a computer, of course. Today, thanks to technological innovation, 
the hand-held mouse has largely been replaced by the word “touchpad”, at least in rela-
tion to laptops (another recently coined term). It will be interesting to see how long the 
words touchpad and laptop live before new technology renders them obsolete and they 
are replaced by some as yet unknown newcomers.

If you think about it, most people will even keep on learning something new about 
their mother tongue for as long as they live. It might be words and expressions that they 
didn’t know or understand before, or perhaps the origin of words and expressions that 
they are familiar with and use on a regular basis.

Doctors, electricians and plumbers – to mention just a few random examples – must 
keep abreast of developments in their field of expertise. The same goes for teachers, of 
course. For teachers of English, this means, among other things, constantly enhancing their 
own language skills and thinking about what to teach their pupils, and how best to teach it.

We the authors have many years’ experience in teacher training, and the last couple 
of years of teaching KFK (Kompetanse for kvalitet) have convinced us of the need for 
an approach which better accommodates the classroom experience and requirements 
of the teachers who take these courses.

In this book we present the basic grammar and phonetics of English in a user-friendly, 
clearly structured fashion. In addition, we suggest ways in which items can be taught 
in the classroom, as well as tests for the readers and for their pupils. In most chapters 
there is an “Expert’s Corner”, where we go a little deeper into selected topics.

As teachers and learners of English ourselves, we hope that we have managed to 
impart some of the fascination for the language that inspires and motivates us, and that 
you will find the book interesting and useful, whatever your background and ambitions 
may be.
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WHAT IS GRAMMAR?
The Oxford Dictionary defines grammar as “the whole system and structure of a lan-
guage or of languages in general, usually taken as consisting of syntax and morphology 
(including inflections) and sometimes also phonology and semantics”. A more simple 
definition would be to say that grammar defines the ways that words are put together 
to express meaning in a language.

The word grammar is not mentioned in the English curriculum, but it states quite 
clearly that by the end of Year Seven, pupils should be able to “bruke grunnleggende 
mønstre for rettskriving, ordbøying, setnings- og tekstbygging i produksjon av tekst”. 
These are the same features of language that we find in a dictionary definition of the 
word grammar. How can we help our pupils achieve these skills without teaching gram-
mar? We can’t. The question is: how do we teach grammar?

In earlier times, it was not uncommon for grammar to be taught as something sepa-
rate from the rest of the language learning activities. Texts and sentences were made 
with the sole purpose of illustrating some grammatical feature, for example was/were, 
who/which, it/there etc. Teachers often noticed that pupils who had a maximum score 
on the gap-filling or multiple choice tests still made the same mistakes when writing 
their own texts. In other words, learning to pick the right word does not necessarily 
mean that the grammar feature has become fully integrated into the pupil’s language. To 
make matters worse, grammar was frequently seen by pupils as boring and confusing.

Today most teachers agree that grammar should not be taught in isolation, but as 
an integrated part of the language-learning process. It should be seen by pupils as a 
useful tool rather than a hindrance. For a teacher, it is important to ensure that incorrect 
usage does not become part of a pupil’s language which it can be difficult to remove 
later. On the other hand, correcting mistakes should not be done in such a way as it 
demotivates the pupil or gives rise to insecurity. Making mistakes is also a part of any 
learning process, especially when new items are being learnt. For example, it is more 
important that a pupil starts experimenting with relative clauses than that the correct 
relative pronoun is used in every case.

For the younger pupils, explanations should not be too theoretical. Learning a foreign 
language is and should be an exciting experience. Part of what makes language learning 
exciting for pupils is when they discover the rules, see similarities and differences, and 
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understand a text which they are interested in. These aspects should therefore play a 
central role in their language learning.

Since all pupils are different, it is inevitable that some methods will work better for 
some than for others. For this reason, it is important that we vary the methods that we 
use in the classroom. We can find new ideas by looking at other course books than the 
one we use in class, or talk to colleagues, either face-to-face or on social media.

We hope that you will try out some of the activities and approaches that we suggest 
in this book.
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1

Words and Phrases

Polonius: “What do you read, my Lord?”
Hamlet: “Words, words, words.”

(From Hamlet, Act 2, Scene 2)

In this chapter we shall introduce you to some useful terminology which we need when 
we are discussing certain aspects of grammar. These are:
•	 Words
•	 Phrases
•	 Clauses
•	 Sentences

WORDS
Words are the most basic building blocks in a text. Words can join with other words to 
form phrases. Phrases join forces to form clauses and sentences. Sentences can form 
paragraphs, which again are usually part of a longer text. The word “text”, by the way, 
is related to “textile” (from the Latin “texere”, to weave), and writers weave words, 
phrases and sentences together to make their text. In this chapter we shall be looking 
at words and phrases.

We usually distinguish between two groups of words: lexical words and function words. 
Lexical words are those with meaning, namely nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs.

All the other types of words – pronouns, prepositions, determiners, conjunctions 
etc. – are function words. They also have some degree of meaning, but their main job 
is to combine with lexical words to form phrases and sentences.

Let us look at two versions of the same sentence, one with just the lexical words, 
the other with only the function words:
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The complete sentence is:
Suddenly a member of the audience fainted, and the speaker asked if there was a doc-
tor present.

With only lexical words: 
Suddenly member audience fainted speaker asked doctor was present.

With only the function words: 
a of the and the if there a.

As you can see, the lexical words on their own give a rough idea of the situation, whereas 
the function words on their own are literally meaningless.

Lexical word classes are by far the largest. Moreover, they are open, which means 
that new nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs can be made or borrowed. Some exam-
ples of fairly new words in English include: app, Google, clickbait, Brexit, photobomb.

Function words, on the other hand, are much smaller classes, and it is extremely unu-
sual for new members to be admitted. English, just like any other language, has enough 
pronouns, prepositions and determiners and does not need any new ones. A notable 
exception to this “rule” is the fact that a new gender-neutral pronoun has been launched 
in English. Whether or not “ze” will catch on, however, is an open question.

WORD CLASSES
It is important to be familiar with word classes for a couple of reasons. For one thing, 
without an understanding of word classes, looking up words in a dictionary can eas-
ily become something of a lottery. Secondly, many of the grammatical explanations 
in this book require a basic understanding of word classes. We shall now look briefly 
at English word classes, most of which will also be dealt with in more detail in later 
chapters in this book.

Lexical words
Nouns
Nouns are the names we give to animals, things, people, ideas, places, organizations 
etc: cat, house, child, love, democracy, England, the United Nations

Most nouns are common nouns and are spelt with a small letter. Proper nouns 
are names of someone or something specific: John, Jane, Paris, India etc. (The word 
“proper”, by the way, is related to “property”, because the name belongs to someone 
or something.)
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Verbs
Most verbs are lexical words and carry meaning. The meaning can have to do with 
actions and conditions: love, hate, discover, eat, freeze, consider, believe, be, have. (Be 
and have can also be used as auxiliaries, see below.)

Adjectives
Adjectives are words that describe a noun or a pronoun: she is intelligent, that was 
interesting, a black cat, a large house, true love

Adverbs
There are several types of adverbs.

Adverbs of manner give more information about a verb: They ran quickly. She spoke 
clearly. I answered politely.

Adverbs of degree occur with adjectives or other adverbs: extremely happy, rather cold, 
dreadfully sad. They ran very quickly. She spoke quite clearly. I answered fairly politely.

Adverbs can also make a comment on a complete statement: unfortunately, luckily, 
apparently, obviously etc.

Adverbs can also say something about place and time: here, there, now, later, tomor-
row, yesterday.

Function words
Determiner
Determiners occur in noun phrases: a girl, an old city, the reason, their new car, two red 
roosters, that idea, these people, some books.

Pronoun
Pronouns are used instead of nouns: he/she, nobody, everything, who/which, that/those etc.

Auxiliary verbs
The word “auxiliary” means “assistant”, and auxiliary verbs are used with lexical verbs. 
There are two types of auxiliary verbs:

Modal auxiliaries: can/could, will/would, shall/should, may/might, must.
Grammatical auxiliaries: BE and HAVE, which can be auxiliary verbs as well as 

lexical verbs.
BE:

Nobody knows when the wheel was invented. (Forming the passive)
I am finishing that report tomorrow. (Forming the progressive)
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HAVE:
Elvis has left the building. (Forming the present perfect)

Prepositions
Prepositions are small words that say something about time, place and other relation-
ships: in August, at Christmas, on Monday, under the table, behind the door, during the 
war, after the break etc.

Co-ordinating conjunctions
These words link words, clauses and sentences: and, or, nor, but.

Subordinating conjunctions
Subordinating conjunctions introduce dependent clauses: although, because, since, 
when, before etc.

Existential there
Once upon a time, there was a wise old king …

Infinitive marker “to”
To be or not to be, that is the question.

You have probably noticed that some words can belong to different word classes. “Love” 
can be a noun and a verb. “That” can be a determiner, conjunction, personal pronoun, 
relative pronoun and adverb.

The word “well” can also belong to five word classes:

•	 You look well. (adjective)
•	 Kim writes well. (adverb)
•	 We get our water from a well. (noun)
•	 He felt tears begin to well up in his eyes. (verb)
•	 Well, you are a sight for sore eyes! (interjection)

PHRASES
Phrases can be very short (only one word), or much longer. A phrase will typically 
consist of several words that belong together, in the sense that they form a meaningful 
unit. There are five types of phrases: noun phrase, verb phrase, adjective phrase, adverb 
phrase and prepositional phrase. If the most important word in the phrase is a noun or 
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pronoun, it is a noun phrase. If the most important word is an adjective, it is an adjec-
tive phrase, and so on.

Noun phrases
Here are some examples:
•	 He
•	 That chap
•	 That grumpy-looking chap
•	 That grumpy-looking chap in the corner

Verb phrases
•	 He read the report
•	 He has read the report
•	 He has been reading the report
•	 He must have been reading the report

Adjective phrases
•	 Exciting
•	 More exciting
•	 Far more exciting
•	 Far more exciting than I had imagined

Adverb phrases
•	 Thoroughly
•	 Very thoroughly
•	 As thoroughly as she could
•	 As thoroughly as was humanly possible

Prepositional phrases
•	 at last
•	 in the end
•	 before the beginning of March
•	 on the table
•	 on the other hand
•	 in my opinion
•	 in the kitchen
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