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Discovering Grammar
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1-02

It must be quite a magical moment when a child realizes that, if sounds are strung
together in a certain way, things start to happen. Say ‘dada’, and the man talks to
you. Say ‘mama’, and the woman does. Say ‘bye-bye’, and people wave at you. Say
‘all gone’, and someone takes your dish away or gives you some more to eat. Say
‘night-night’, and people give you kisses.

Once children have worked out that words are interesting and useful, the flood-
gates open. By 18 months, most have learned to say about 50 words. What are they
talking about, these tiny language-users?

They talk about what’s going on around them - what’s happening in the ‘here
and now’ — using words like the following (of course, they won't all be pronounced
perfectly at this age):

* words to talk about people, such as the members of their family as well as
visitors - ‘dada’, ‘grandma’, “Tom’, and ‘milkman’.

* words to talk about the events of the day, such as ‘hello’, ‘night-night’, ‘all
gone’, and ‘fall down’.

* words to talk about the actions that people do, such as ‘kiss’, ‘tickle’, and ‘go’
— and also the main words that stop actions happening: ‘no’ and ‘don’t’.

* words to talk about food, such as ‘milk’, ‘juice’, ‘drink’, and ‘din-din’.
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» words for parts of the body, such as ‘nose’ and ‘toes’, and what some of those
body-parts do, such as ‘wee-wee’.

» words for clothing, such as ‘hat’, ‘nappy’ (or ‘diaper’ in America), and ‘pyja-
mas’ (usually pronounced ‘jamas’ at this age).

* words for animals, including the really exciting ones seen on the television or
a DVD, such as ‘dog’, ‘bird’, and “Tigger’; they are often made child-friendly
by adding an extra bit — ‘doggie’, ‘birdie’, ‘kitty’, and ‘moo-cow’.

* words for vehicles, another highly exciting world, such as ‘car’, ‘tractor’, ‘train’,
and ‘bus’, and not forgetting unusual means of transport, such as ‘wheelbar-
row’ (pronounced ‘eeba’ by my son Steven at that age).

* words for toys and games, such as ‘ball’, ‘book’, and ‘claphands..

» words for household objects, such as ‘cup’, ‘light’, and ‘spoon’ — and especially
those which make a noise, such as ‘clock’ and ‘hoover’.

* words for identifying locations, such as ‘where’, ‘there’, and ‘look’, and the
very important ‘in’ and ‘on’.

* words for describing things, such as ‘big’, ‘hot’, and ‘yum-yum’.

* words which show youre taking part in a conversation, such as the reply-
words ‘yes’ and ‘ta’.

This is a pretty impressive range of vocabulary for someone who didn’t have any
words at all six months before. It shows how, once the vocal organs are mature
enough to cope, babies rapidly put them to use to talk about the world.

It’s the speed of learning that impresses me most. If children have an active vo-
cabulary of around 50 words at 18 months, that means they must have been coming
out with a new word, on average, every three or four days! And they understand
many more words than that. Their passive vocabulary which I talked about at the
end of Chapter 3 is probably three or four times larger. Children understand an
awful lot of what is being said around them.

1-03

But there’s a limit to what you can say, if you're restricted to saying just one word
at a time. It’s virtually impossible to have a sensible conversation if all you have
available are one-word sentences. It makes a good party game, actually. Two people
have to talk about a topic, such as where they went on holiday, but theyre only al-
lowed to say one word each (‘Holiday?’, ‘France’, ‘Weather?’, ‘Lovely’). It gets tricky
very quickly, as the sentences they really want to say (such as “What did you do?’
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and ‘We had a great hotel just by the beach’) are banned.

Young children evidently begin to feel the need to say more complicated things
ataround 18 months, because that’s the age when they start joining words together.
They stop saying ‘gone’ and start saying ‘teddy gone’, ‘juice gone’, ‘daddy gone’.
They no longer say ‘milk’ but start telling us things about the milk - ‘milk there’,
‘milk gone’, ‘milk cup’ (meaning ‘the milk is in the cup’).

1-04

Adults are really rather pleased when children reach this stage, because com-
munication has been a bit hit-and-miss previously. Here’s the sort of thing that
happens. I remember, when my daughter Sue was about 16 months, she came tod-
dling into the sitting room holding a favourite teddy bear. She stood in front of me
and said ‘push’. I thought for a moment what she might mean, and then gave her
a playful push. That wasn’t right. She put on a cross face and said ‘No! Push’. So I
made another guess, and said: ‘Come on, then. Give me a push’, and I waited. That
wasn’t right either. ‘No!! Push!’

I was at a loss, and she could see it, so she took me by the hand and brought me
into the other room, where there was a toy swing. She put her teddy on the seat and
turned to me. ‘Push!” So that was it. I had to push teddy on the swing.

‘Why didn’t you tell me that at the beginning?’ I asked her, and got a cold stare
for my pains. I know what she was thinking. It was something like this: ‘Look, I'm
not even one-and-a-half yet, and I only know how to say single-word sentences. I
haven’t learned much grammar! Give me a break!’

1-05

Certainly, to make it clear what she wanted to say, she would have had to know a
bit more grammar than she already had. If she’d meant my first guess, she should
have said something like ‘push me’ or ‘you push me’. If she’d meant my second
guess, she should have said ‘me push’ or ‘me push you’. As it was, she meant to say
‘you push teddy’ - or even, ‘come with me into the other room and give teddy a
push on the swing’.

All this was well beyond her, at 16 months. But things would soon change. A few
months later she would be able to say ‘push me’. Soon after age two she would be
able to say ‘you push teddy’. And the long version? That would come sometime after
her third birthday, once she’d learned to handle such important linking words as
‘and’.

So what is this grammar she is discovering? What is grammar? Think about
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‘push’ again, for a moment. What was wrong with that? It didn’t make sense. I un-
derstood what the word meant, but I couldn’t see what she was getting at. So that’s
the first big thing we have to appreciate about grammar. Grammar is the way we
make sense of words. Without grammar, there’s only vagueness.
1-06

The trouble with words is that most of them have got more than one meaning -
they’re ambiguous. We can see this straight away if we look in a dictionary. Most
of the entries give more than one meaning for a word. Take a word like ‘band’. We
might think its meaning is obvious: ‘a pop group’. But that’s only one of the mean-
ings of ‘band’. It could just as easily refer to a group of marching musician soldiers.
Or a group of soldiers or outlaws, such as those who followed Robin Hood. Or a
piece of elastic used for holding things together. Or a flat strip of material forming
part of a dress or a hat. If we look the word ‘band’ up in a dictionary, we’ll find it
has about a dozen meanings. How do we know which is which?

The answer is simple. We put the word into a sentence. And we use the grammar
of the sentence to tell us what the word means. For example:

e The newsreader on the television tells us: ‘Soldiers were fighting a band of
rebels in the south of the country.” That has to be the ‘group of outlaws’ mean-
ing. It couldn’t possibly mean a pop group.

e The DJ on the radio says: “The band has a new single out this month.’ That has
to be the pop group.

e The lady in the shop offers us a choice: “You can have the jacket with a red
band on the sleeve or a green one’. That has to be the strip of material.

In each case, the other words in the sentence help us to work out which meaning
of ‘band’ is the right one.

That is what sentences are for. They help us to make sense of words. Without
sentences, what we say simply won’t make sense. Little children have to learn that
lesson. And so do we, if we want to understand how language works. We need to
learn all about the ways our language allows words to come together in sentences.
Some ways are possible:

The poodle chased the cat.
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And some aren't:
Poodle cat the the chased.

Changing the order of the words can change the meaning:
The cat chased the poodle.

And changing the endings of words can change the meaning too:
The poodles chased the cats.

There are hundreds of ways of building sentences out of words, and children have
learned most of them by the time they go to school. They can make sentences that
describe events, ask questions, give commands, and do all sorts of other things.
They can join them together to tell stories, hold conversations, and send text mes-
sages. Without sentences, they’d be lost.

1-07

So, when we study a language, we need to work out how its sentences are built.
Each language does it in a different way. Some languages, such as French, change
the endings of words more than English does. Some languages, such as Chinese,
don’t have endings like English at all. Some languages, such as Welsh, put the words
in a different order.

If we want to understand how people express their ideas and understand each
other, then we need to study the way they build their sentences. And the study of
the structure of sentences is what we call grammar.
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PLAYING WITH GRAMMAR

One of the easiest ways of making a joke is to take a
word and use grammar to play with its meaning. Come-
dians and TV sitcoms do this all the time. They say some- VN

thing which makes you think of a word in one way, and \& o
then the next sentence does something totally different. e

A\
%

We get a surprise, and that makes us laugh. Here’s an
example.
Soldiers were fighting a band of rebels in the south of the country. They didn’t
like their last album.
There’s no limit to the number of jokes waiting to be told in this way. (I'm not
saying they’re good jokes, mind!) Here’s the opening line of another one. You
can make up whatever punchline you like.
Sharon had a bright green band on her hat. It ...
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EXERCISES

AXOAHABICEIHDICIE T2, EDEVHEDICIEF % () ICEZAAHE IV,

By 12 months, most children have learned to say about 50 words. ()
Children’s active vocabulary is probably three or four times larger than
their passive vocabulary. ()
()

Most words have more than one meaning.

() ICAZBYLFEZ TOREHD SRV DEFHNISBEYBERICEZTEZRAL L,

1.

When my daughter said ‘push; I gave her a playful push. But she

( ) on a cross face and said ‘No! Push!’

I only know how to say single-word sentences. I haven't learned much
grammar! Give me a ( ).

I understood what the word meant, but I couldn’t see what she was

( ) at.
The ( ) with words is that most of them are ambiguous.
The study of the structure of sentences is what we ( ) grammar.

break call get put trouble

ROZSOXEVThE =B OBKCHRT 5 EFTEET (SHTT),
ZhEDEHEEVB L,

1.

I saw Mary near the bank.

2. 'The shooting of the hunters is terrible.

3.

I like Chris more than Jackie.






