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Unit 1 Grammar Matters
Hello, everyone. I am Piers Williamson. Welcome to our special lecture “Modular Approach to Reading”.
In this unit, we will examine the importance of grammar when you read and comprehend English sentences
accurately.

Grammar Matters!
Let us first play a language game: “reconstruct a worm-eaten sentence”. Look at the following example in
Japanese. Suppose that we found an old document, some parts of which have been eaten by worms and are
missing. Try to fill in the missing parts and reconstruct the sentence. Note that there are several
possibilities.
__

__

___
?

In addition to this simple way, we may have the following as well.

If it is a fairy tale, the following reconstruction is also possible.

In other words, content words such nouns and verbs alone cannot tell us what the sentence actually means.

Grammar Matters!!
Now, we will see that exactly the same applies to English. Consider the following worm-eaten sentences in
English.
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Alice ____ eat ___ carrots ____ the garden.
Try to reconstruct the sentence by filling in words or verbal endings in the blanks. Remember that there are
several ways to do this. For example, you may easily construct the sentence like this.
Alice will eat the carrots in the garden.
And many other examples like these are also possible.
Alice can eat m any carrots of the garden.
Alice has eaten som e carrots from the garden.
Alice is eating carrots in the garden.
Further, if it is a fairy tale,
Alice was eaten by the carrots in the garden.
is also grammatically possible. Right? Now we can recognize an important fact about reading English
sentences. Just looking at content words such as Alice, eat, carrots, garden is not good enough. Grammatical
function words such as auxiliaries has, verbal endings such as –en, and prepositions such as from are crucial
elements to understand the sentence accurately.

Bearing this in mind, let us look at the very last part of the Lincoln’s famous Gettysburg Address.
… We here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain,
that this nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom
and that government of the people, by the people, for the people
shall not perish from the earth.
freedom, government,
people, perish, earth
Satoshi (S): Hi Piers.
Piers (P): Hi Satoshi.
S: It seems you like that side.
P: Yes, I like this side because I speak English; the left edge is very important in English.
S:
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Watch the Right Edge of Japanese
Look at a Japanese example.

?

If you add a question marker “No” with a rising intonation at the right edge, the sentence turns into a
question sentence.
Fill in one “Hiragana” in each blank and complete the sentences.
[
[

__ ]
]

Yes. By adding the declarative marker “to” at the right edge of the embedded clause, the embedded sentence
is marked as a declarative clause.

[

__ ]

Notice that you use a different marker when the embedded clause is a question type.
[

]

By adding the question marker “ka” at the right edge of the embedded clause, the embedded sentence is
marked as an interrogative clause.

Watch the Left Edge of English
Now, let us consider the English version.

Look at these sentences.

Yuko said [ ___ John ate the pizza].
Put one word in the underlined part to complete each sentence.
Yuko said [that John ate the pizza]. By adding “that” at the LEFT edge of the embedded clause, you can
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mark the clause as a declarative clause. Now, how about the next sentence?
Yoko asked [ ___ John ate the pizza].
Just like the Japanese case we have just seen above, we use a different marker. Yuko asked [ if John ate the
pizza]. To complete this sentence, you have to add a question marker “if” at the LEFT edge of the embedded
clause. You can use “whether” instead in this case, but the point is you mark the clause at the LEFT edge in
English. This “if” indicates that the embedded clause is an interrogative type.

Now, let us next consider multiple choice quizzes.

[

]

The bracketed part is supposed to modify the book to explain what kind of book it is. Which is the most
appropriate form of “kaku”? Of course, it is “Kaita” that is the most appropriate form in this case.

The form of the verb at the right edge is extremely important in Japanese, to indicate the function of the
clause properly.
[

]+

Let us finally consider English.
Which is the most appropriate form to make the bracketed clause function as the one modifying the book?
the book

wh

John read the book

[

who

is expensive].

when
which
whose
Of course, it is “which” that is the most appropriate form here.
the book
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The form of the relative pronouns at the LEFT edge is extremely important in English, to indicate the
function of the clause properly. In order to decide the correct form of the relative pronoun, you have to take
into consideration the semantic type of the antecedent noun phrase as well as the relation between the noun
phrase and the modifying clause.
+[

]

Wrap Up
OK?

Let us wrap up today’s point.

Grammatical function words such as prepositions, auxiliary verbs, articles, and verbal endings are crucial to
understanding English sentences properly. Not looking at these words carefully is just like ignoring “te, ni, o,
ha” in Japanese.

Next, we have seen the right edge is important in Japanese, while the left edge is crucial in English.
When you find a chunk or a unit in an English sentence, examine the left edge. It will give you a significant
clue to identifying the function of that chunk or unit.

[

____ ]

John came [ ____ the school]
Is “the school” John’s destination or John’s point of departure?
Now, you all know that the right edge is the key in Japanese, whereas it is the left edge that is the key in
English.
(

Keys:

[
from

]

[

to

)
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]

[Piers and Satoshi are standing on the wrong sides]
Satoshi (S):
Piers (P): Satoshi!

We are on the wrong sides!

S: Oh! You are right.

What a shame!

[Exchange the locations]
P: Well, how was today’s lesson.
S: (Phew. I’m comfortable here)
P: We hope you enjoyed it. Good luck, and keep working hard!

Tips from Center for Language Learning

[s]

(2)

[g]

see

-

saw

-

seen

give

-

gave

-

given

play – played, love - loved, walk – walked

(mi)

-

-

-(e)d

-

(tabe)

(mi)

(tabe)

?

(kuru)

(kita)

(konai)

[k]
(sinai)

(suru)
[s]
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(sita)

see/saw/seen

give/gave/given

go – went

go

see/saw

went

give/gave
2
go

gone

went
went

suppletion

good – better
?

yom-u

yom-eru

aruk-u

aruk-eru
-eru, -rareru
?

(

)

go – went
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