Glossary of  commonly taught grammatical areas, excluding tenses 


active voice - the opposite of passive voice. In sentences such as The e-mail was sent by John. (passive voice), we can change it to active voice by swopping the position of subject and object. Thus, the active form would be as follows – John sent the e-mail. In an active structure a person is normally the subject. 
adjectives – these are words that describe nouns. As such, they are useful for providing more colour and creativity to a sentence. For instance, Irene Forsyte was a beautiful woman. 

adverbs – these are words that describe verbs - Irene played the piano. She played it beautifully.  

agreement - this refers to the noun and the verb matching or agreeing correctly, e.g. He lives (He live), They live (They lives), John and Sally live in London (correct), Greg lives in Shanghai (correct).

antonyms – these are words that carry the complete opposite meaning to other words. For instance, large would be the antonym of small.
articles – these are the words A, An and The which are placed in front of nouns to help to refer to a single item or place emphasis on a single item. A and An are referred to as the indefinite- and The as the definite article. There is also a Zero article. 

capitalisation – capital letters are needed at the start of any sentence. Also, they are used for proper names, e.g. Linda and John. 

cardinals – these are numbers that are written normally as one, two, three, four. (c.f. ordinals which are written as first (1st), second (2nd), third (3rd) , fourth (4th)…  

clause – a group of words that can be part of a sentence and contain a subject. A main clause stands on its own as a complete sentence. A subordinate clause cannot stand on its own and needs a main clause to help it form a complex sentence. Two main clause, joined via a conjunction, can form a compound sentence. (see main clause and subordinate clause).
closed questions - a closed question is where the answer is often a single word. For example, Where do you live ? Compare this to: Why do you live in the UK?. Here the answer has to contain a lot more information and so is very useful when testing internationals students’ ability to speak in English, as well as indirectly monitoring their listening skills. (see also Open questions and Yes/No questions) 

complex sentence – a complex sentence can involve a main clause and a subordinate clause. For example, Cats like to sit down when they are washing themselves. The main clause is Cats like to sit down, as this is a complete sentence that can stand on its own. The remainder of the sentence is a subordinate clause, which cannot stand on its own unless supported by a main clause. 

compound sentence –  this can consist of 2 main clauses joined via a conjunction. For example, Cats sit and Dogs run. However, this simple construction could be extended to: Cats like to sit down and dogs like to run about.

conditionals – there are 3 basic conditional sentences in the English language, e.g. If it rains I will take my umbrella (Type1: probable), If it rained I would take my umbrella (Type 2: hypothetical), If it had rained I would have taken my umbrella (Type 3: impossible)  

conjunction - for the purposes of the ISA a connector refers to words such as and, or, but, since which link one sentence clause to another so that intra-sentence coherence is maintained 
connector – for the purposes of the ISA, a connector refers to linking words such as Therefore, However, As a result, In addition…which connect the points made in different sentences… so that inter-sentence coherence is maintained.

content words – content words are those that carry the meaning in a sentence (as opposed to structure words). Examples would include nouns, adjectives, verbs and adverbs. In the simple sentence, The cat sat on the mat, the content words are highlighted in red font. In a way, using content words is similar to making notes. 

contractions – these are structures such as I’ve, He’s, They’ve, Doesn’t, etc..which are used in conversation where the register is informal. Therefore, they should be avoided at all costs when writing an assignment.   
ellipsis – think of this as ghost words. That is, words that you know are there but you cannot see them. For example:  When he got home he got out of the car, locked the doors, the boot, and the petrol cap. Then, he went inside and closed the front door. In the previous sentence the word he, as in he locked the doors is missing. Also,  the word locked is also missing, as in he locked the boot and he locked the petrol cap , but the reader understands they are really there. Thus, ellipsis is under the umbrella of redundancy.
exclamation mark – this is the punctuation mark !  and is used to show emotion, e.g. when someone is relieved they may exclaim, “Thank goodness for that !”  

full-stop – also known as the period, this is a punctuation mark which indicates that the writer has finished making his point and so there is a long pause before the next point is made.

infinitives – There are 2 main types, the full infinitive (To walk, to talk, to eat, to drink, to sleep, to wake up etc…) and the bare infinitives (Walk, Talk, Eat, Drink, Sleep, Wake up etc…). Infinitives can be perceived as embryonic verbs. That is, a place where they starts life before growing into tenses. 
intransitive verb – such a verb does not need an object, e.g. My shoulder aches. The train arrived. Such verbs cannot form a passive voice construction.

IS (incomplete sentences) errors – these are caused most often by the student starting a sentence with a linking word but then forgetting to add the necessary main clause to the subordinate clause to complete the sentence. For example – Although the company reinvested most of its revenue in the business and continued to innovate. Here we have two subordinate clause in desperate need of a main clause to complete the sentence - Although the company reinvested most of its revenue in the business and continued to innovate, it still lagged behind the market leaders.

main clause – this is a complete sentence that stands on its own as grammatically correct. It could be as simple as The cat sat on the mat or as part of a complex sentence, e.g. While the cat was sitting lazily on the new mat, the dog was enjoying the delights of a new bone which his master had recently purchased from the butchers shop in the high street. 
modal verbs – these are verbs of mood such as will/would, can/could, shall/should and may/might. Need and dare are also modal but less common in most academic writing. Each verb changes the mood or colour of a sentence or clause. I can drive is different from I must drive. The former implies ability while the latter implies the writer has no choice.
noun – a noun is a word that describes anything we can see or think about. Thus, if you look around the room that you are sitting in every object is a noun, including yourself. Thus, desk, table, computer, ceiling, floor, wall, door, student, lecturer, are all nouns. Words such as advice and experience are not visible objects but we can think about them. Thus, owing to their cerebral nature we can refer to them as abstract nouns.   
object – an object is a word or phrase that normally comes after the verb in a sentence. In a simpler sentence, such as The cat sat on the mat, the cat is the subject while the mat is the object. 
open questions – an open question where the answer provides more detail than a simple Yes/No question. For example, Why do you live in the UK? (Compare this do Where do you live ?). See also closed questions and Yes/No questions.

ordinals – these are numbers that are written as first (1st), second (2nd), third (3rd) , fourth (4th)…etc…, as opposed to cardinals which are written as one, two three four, …etc… 

paraphrasing – writing an idea, that belongs to another author, in your own words. If we simply copy text we do not show the lecturer/examiner/marker that we truly understand its meaning. Consequently, we can be accused of the academic crime that is called plagiarism. In order to avoid plagiarism students needs to make good use of the following: synonyms, parts of speech and active/passive voice.  

part of speech (POS) – an word that belongs to the commonly recognised grammatical groups such as noun, pronoun, verb, adverb, adjective, exclamation, preposition, article, determiner. By understanding and using a variety of POS, the writer can demonstrate skills in paraphrasing.  
passive voice – the opposite of active voice. In sentences such as John sent the e-mail (active voice), we can change it to passive voice by swopping the position of subject and object. Thus, the passive voice would be as follows – The e-mail was sent by John. In a passive structure a thing is normally the subject/emphasis, whereas in an active structure a person is normally the subject/emphasis. 
phrase – a group of words that can be part of a sentence, e.g. a noun phrase, a verb phrase (phrasal verb), an adjectival phrase, a prepositional (adverbial) phrase.  However, there is no subject. When a subject is introduced a phrase become a clause. 

phrasal verbs – a phrasal verb is any phrase where the function of the whole unit is the same as a single-word verb. Native speakers use them all the time in conversation and in more formal written texts. Academic examples could include:   hand in, sum up, finish off, think over.   
plagiarism – this is an academic crime and involves copying parts of an original text without using citations/referencing and without using paraphrasing techniques. The best way to avoid this is to employ the 3 main techniques explained in the earlier definition of paraphrasing. 
prefixes – this, just like a suffix, is not an actual word but a particle. That is, it is a few letters which when added to a word transform its meaning. Examples include the particles im-, un-, dis-, to name but a few. Prefixes alter words by changing their meanings to the opposite (to antonyms). Such words are normally adjectives.
prepositions – words in English such as in, on, at, of, to, etc… that refer to time, place and position. They create some of the most common errors for the most gifted students. If you choose the wrong preposition you can alter the meaning of a grammatical structure completely. For example, The  magazine was placed on the desk is totally different in meaning to The magazine was placed in the desk, i.e. in a draw. However, the only grammatical change is a single word preposition. Thus, we must tread very carefully when using prepositions. 
pronouns – these are words such as he, she, it, you, we, they, his, her, your, our, their etc.. that replace the names of the people (or things) that were referred to in an earlier sentence. Thus, they are useful devices for avoiding repetition in essay writing.   

punctuation – these are the numerous devices that allow the reader to pause briefly or stop momentarily when reading. Thus, it allows the writer to show the reader how to pace their reading. Examples of these devices include full-stops/periods, commas, colons, semi-colons, inverted commas, question marks and exclamation marks (./,/:/;/”...”/?/!/). Punctuation avoids the problem of everything being crammed into one sentence, and the reader having to take one single breath to read it all!  In Shakespearian times, the comma contained one beat, the semi-colon two beats, the colon three beats and the full-stop four beats. This musical approach helped the players (actors) to learn the pacing of their lines. 

quotation marks – these are the punctuation marks indicated by the symbols “……….”, to show when someone is speaking. 

redundancy – words and phrases that can be removed from any sentence, without changing the meaning, are called redundant. Basically, they are the fatty tissue of grammar.
register – this refers to the level of formality in a verbal or written communication. The use of the AWL by students and the avoidance of contractions (it’s, he’s, I’d’ve) shows good register. 
reported speech – this is the term used to describe the past tense version of a grammatical structure. For example, I will give you the power tools, but you must build the house is translated from future simple tense to past simple tense:  He said that he would give us the power tools but we would have to build the house.

semi-colon – this is shown by the punctuation mark “ ; “ and is normally used in sentences to replace conjunctions. 

simple sentence – this is the smallest sentence unit and can consist of a subject and a verb group (predicate) for example, Cats sit. However, it can be extended to include the classic combination of subject-verb-object, e.g.  The cat sat on the mat.
STL (Sentence Too Long) errors – This sounds like an obvious error category. Nevertheless, many students do not realise why they write such long sentences. It can be a particular problem with domestic students that are L1 English. 

The main reason is usually the overuse of conjunctions such as and/or/since/but. The effect of all this is to create more and more clauses and thus an increasing number of thoughts/points. Rather than keeping sentences of a reasonable length, the writer tries the impress the reader with his skill. Unfortunately, we all know what can happen the longer you write a sentence. That is, you expose yourself to potential mistakes in grammar and logic/coherence. 

Thus, it is wiser to have a sentence mix where there are short, medium and longer sentences present in your written assignments. Indeed, as a ball-park figure, I would recommend no more than 50 words in any single sentence, assuming font size 11. Any longer than this and you make life difficult for the reader(ship).

structure words – structure words are those that make the sentence grammatically correct  (as opposed to content  words). Examples would include articles, pronouns, prepositions and some small verb forms such as be/do/is/am. In the simple sentence, The cat sat on the mat, the structure words are highlighted in red font. They are normally the small words in a sentence. 

subordinate clause – this is part of a sentence that is incomplete and needs a main clause to create a finished sentence. These clauses are the main reason why IS errors occur. For instance, although the weather was cold and wet. By adding a main clause such as She went jogging, the two clauses together create a complex sentence and the structure is complete:  Although the weather was cold and wet she went jogging.   

subject – This is the word or phrase that normally begins a sentence, e.g. The man, The woman standing outside the boutique, The beautiful beach. It is more useful for the student of English to try to think of subjects and objects as units of language rather than single words. It is very common for a subject (or object) to consist of a phrase, rather than a single word. 
suffix – a suffix is not a word but a particle and with examples such as – ic, - able, -ly, it can change a word from a noun to an adjective (e.g. magnet to magnetic) or from an adjective to an adverb (e.g. beautiful  to beautifully). This knowledge is very useful when trying to create a paraphrase, in order to avoid plagiarism.

synonyms – these are words which have a similar meaning to other words and so can replace them in essays in order to avoid repetition. However, be sure that you understand the context of the sentence in question. Just because a word means roughly the same as another does not mean it can be exchanged for that word regardless of the context.
tense – verbs change from one form to another depending on the time period expressed. Thus, we have structures such: Yesterday I went to the library (past simple tense) / Tomorrow I will go to the bank (Future simple tense). 

transitive verbs - such a verb is followed by an object, e.g. I met Linda this afternoon, or I’m reading a newspaper. Such verbs can form a passive voice construction. Thus, transitive verbs are useful when trying to paraphrase an original piece of text, whereas intransitive verbs are not.

uncountable nouns (UC) – These are nouns that have no plural form and need additional language to show pluralisation, e.g. three pints of beer (not 3 beers). However, when we speak in English we do not worry too much about perfect grammar (the opposite when writing) and often say Two  coffees, please, in a café or Three beers in a pub/bar. In fact many UCs are linked with food and drink (cheese/butter/milk/beer/wine etc..). For the benefit of the more advanced student, please note that most nouns are A(%) countable and B(%) uncountable. The basic rule:  How much + UC  ? How many + C ?. It all depends on specialist necessity. The word water is 100% uncountable for most people but not for the coastguard service or meteorologists (weather forecasters) – e.g. There is a typhoon approaching Hong Kong waters that is currently listed at signal number 8.   

Verbs – these are generally action words/doing words. Thus, words such as eat, drink, walk, talk,   work, swim, run, paint, draw  are all examples of verbs. Depending on the context of the sentences that they are likely to occupy, they will take different forms which are called tenses.
Wh-type questions- questions which begin with the words Who, What, When, Where, Why, Whose and even Whom (though more rare these days). The intonation at the end of such a question normally falls. For example, Who is your supervisor ? What is the title of your assignment ? When do you have to hand it in ? Where are your references ? (see also, Yes/No questions).
word formation- this refers to the way that words can be transformed from one part of speech to another. This skill is important for increasing our vocabulary. For instance the words transport, transportation and transportable are verb, noun, and adjective respectively. However, they all refer to the same basic meaning. We all increase the size of their vocabulary by understanding the various inflections and derivations extracted from the basic headword/root. Thus, an understanding of suffixes (and prefixes) is vitally important to the task of increasing one’s vocabulary.     

yes/no questions- These are questions that start with verbs forms such are Do, Does, Is, Are, Can, Could, Have, Has. For example, Are you a full-time student?.  Do you come from China ? Are you studying on the full-time MBA ? Can you drive ? Have you got any presentations to make this term ? They can make conversations dull and boring but are useful for getting information
zero articles – Most students know that there are three articles in grammar, namely a, an and the. A and an are called the indefinite articles and the is called the definite article. However, there is a fourth article which exists called the zero article. Almost like the Higgs-Bosun particle of atomic Physics we know it is there but we cannot see it.  In examples such as I like music or I like the music both sentences are main clauses and are grammatically correct. However the meaning is different. In the former, it is implied that the writer likes music in general, whereas in the latter example the writer likes the music that is being played right at that moment in his/her immediate enviroment. (note the use of ellipsis in the previous sentence, in order to avoid repetition and increase coherence)

The bulk of this glossary has been written by David C. Williams, Lecturer EAP, The International Centre, Swansea Metropolitan University. However, some items are via Gould, A. (2007). Division of Learning Enhancement, Access and Partnership. University of Greenwich. 

