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Unit 4 Working with Chunks
Jay (J)

Hello, everyone. I am Jay Tanaka. Welcome to our special lecture “Modular Approach to Reading”.

In this unit, we will learn that “word chunks” are very important to understand English sentences,
especially when sentences are long.
Satoshi (S)
Jay: Let us start by looking at the following sentence in Japanese.

Looking for a Chunk:
(1)

…

Wait, Satoshi. Did he eat a desk?
…
(1)

[

]

Oh, I see. Yes, it is important to look at the sentence as a whole, not just a part of it.
[

]

True. The same applies in English. If you look at only a part of an English sentence;
(2)

… John are going to visit us.

(3)

… I are interested in this project.

something may look very strange: “John are going to visit us”?? “I are interested in this project”?? But if you
look at the relevant chunk, the sentences make sense;
(2)

[Mary and John] are going to visit us.

(3)

[My sister and I] are interested in this project.

This simple observation suggests that human language works as a unit, or a word chunk, and that it is
important to not just look at words next to each other.

Bearing this in mind, let us consider how to make yes/no questions in English. Look at the following
examples.
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[Ho w to m ake a Y es/No que sti on ?]
John is very nice.
They can play tennis.
You are busy.
It looks very easy to make a yes/no question out of these sentences.

John is very nice.

! Is John

nice?

They can play tennis.

! Can they

play tennis?

You are busy.

! Are you

busy?

Now, it may seem that you just exchanged the positions of the first and the second words, but it turns out
what is really happening is not that simple. For instance, if you try to make a yes/no question sentence out of
“The woman with a tennis racket is nice,” you really have to take the relevant chunk into consideration,
right?
[The woman with a tennis racket] is nice. ! Is [the woman with a tennis racket]

nice?

2
How about the next one?
The woman who is playing tennis on the lawn is nice.
So, how to make a yes/no question out of this?
Yes/no

?

is

Yes. You have to say “Is the woman who is playing tennis on the lawn nice?” The subject is a big chunk in
this case, and thus the “second” is moves to the front.
[The woman who is playing tennis on the lawn] is nice.
! Is [the woman who is playing tennis on the lawn]

nice?

Satoshi: Hi, Jay, what are you thinking about?
Jay: Well, students of mine say college English texts are a lot more difficult than high school English.
Satoshi: For example?
Jay: Students complain that sentences are long, and their structures are complex.
Satoshi: OK. So let’s see if considering chunks may help.
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[a chunk]

Long and Complex? What if you look for a Chunk?:

?

…

You may have something like this in your junior high school English textbook:
“Ken is now visiting Nemuro.”
In a college level textbook, however, you may have something like this.
Ken Yamada, 47, a professor of marine biology at Hokkaido University,
is now visiting Nemuro, the eastern edge of Hokkaido, where you can observe
a substantial number of wild animals.
It may look complex at first glance, but if you focus on word chunks, or structural units, the sentence turns
out to be not that complicated.
The basic frame is just “Ken Yamada ... is now visiting Nemuro”, which may appear in any junior high
school textbook.
Now, there are four chunks in this instance, which provide additional information to the basic frame. The
first two chunks, “47,” and “a professor of marine biology at Hokkaido University,” are appositive phrases to
the subject Ken Yamada.
47
The other two chunks are [the eastern edge of Hokkaido], and [where you can observe a substantial number
of wild animals], which are also appositive phrases to Nemuro, explaining the character of this place.
2
So, if you identify the relevant chunks, or structural units, you may find that the entire sentence structure is
not very complex.
So, when you try to read English sentences, especially when they are long and look complex, it is very
important to try to identify chunks, or structural units, because a sentence is not just a linear sequence of
words.

OK?
So finally, let us give you another tip for reading college level English.

Difficult Words may not be Difficult:
Look at the following examples.
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Killer whales are carnivorous, meaning that they eat meat.
Hair crabs are omnivorous; they eat both meat and plant life.
Sea urchins are herbivorous, which means that they eat only plant life.
You may not know the words “carnivorous”, “omnivorous”, and “herbivorous”, and find them difficult.
3
Yes. You can see that the meanings of these words are already given here; that is, the chunks following
these words function as definitions.

When you see unfamiliar proper names, or difficult concepts or terms, it is likely that the author provides
the definition and/or explanation of such words in the text. So it is quite often the case that difficult words
are not actually difficult by themselves.
OK, let us wrap up.

Wrap Up
Today, we learned that a sentence is not just a linear sequence of words like beads on a string. Rather, a
sentence consists of several units or chunks. Hence, identifying the relevant word chunks is very important
when you read English sentences.

Jay: Satoshi, is the woman who is playing tennis nice?
Satoshi: I have no idea.
[Tomo walks behind Jay and Satoshi]
Tomo: Oh, you can have it. [Gives the carrot to Jay]
Jay: Thank you …
Tomo: Have a good day. [walks away]
Jay: She is nice!
Satoshi: Yes!
Jay: Well, how do you like today’s lesson? That’s all for today. Good luck, keep working hard, and see you
next time.
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Tips from Center for Language Learning

2

(6)

1

1

Unit
a telescope

Mary

a boy

Mary saw a boy with a telescope.
[a boy with a telescope]
Mary

[a boy with a

telescope]

[saw a boy]
[with a telescope]
Mary
Mary
[a boy]

[with a telescope]

[with a

telescope]
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