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Agenda
What is grammar?  Why do we teach it?
Why all the exceptions?
What is reliable?
What never changes?
Practice 



Grammar
How does the word “grammar” make you feel?
How would you rate your knowledge of and confidence in English 
grammar?

What does grammar mean to you?
What does it include?
What does it exclude?
What is universal among all/most languages you know?
What is unique about English grammar?







Exceptions….
“Rules are not…airtight formulations: they always have 
‘exceptions.’ …it is important that teachers understand 
that almost every linguistic category or generalization has 
fuzzy boundaries.” (Celce‐Murcia, M & Larsen‐Freeman, D. 1999) p3

Do you find yourself saying… 
“I don’t know why.”
“That’s just the way it is.”
“English is crazy!” 



Old English
(400‐1100)

•Anglo –Saxons 
replaced Celts 
(German)

•15% remains

Early Modern
Renaissance
(1500‐1700)

•30,000 new 
words added!

•Latin and Greek

Middle English
(1100 ‐1500)

•French invasion
(21% of vocab)

•Lose case markers

(“Old English Words”)
(Graddol et al, 1996)

(“A Brief History”) 
(Dawson, n.d.)

Melting Pot
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•30,000 new 
words added!

•Latin and Greek

Middle English
(1100 ‐1500)

•French invasion
(21% of vocab)
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ch = /ch/
chair
church
chew
cherry

ch = /sh/
mustache
chef
brochure
machine

ch = /k/
choir
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mechanic
stomach (“Old English Words”)

(Graddol et al, 1996)

(“A Brief History”) 
(Dawson, n.d.)
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What are the functions of these nonsense words?

My prack bepped a rybiz woaz at the lafim.
Subject    verb       object

My [noun] [verb] a [adj] [noun] at the [noun].
Subject    verb object where

“English rarely strays from the SVO pattern”      
(Kunz, “Grammar for ESOL” p3)



SVO Foundation

The bells ring.
Ring the bells.



SVO Foundation
Because of this predictable SVO pattern, 
FIRST look at where a word is located in 
order to determine its function. 
(Kunz, “Grammar for ESOL” p13)

 Tracy doesn’t like her job. 
She has a job interview tomorrow.

 Rick is parking in the parking lot.

 He hurt his back while he was backing
up and hit the back door.



ObjectVerbSubject



ObjectVerbSubject

“Receiver” of an 
action

Action“Doer” of an action

Mary washes the dishes.

Mary washes the dishes.

Noun Box
noun, noun phrase,

noun clause

Noun Box
noun, noun phrase,

noun clause



ObjectVerbSubject
“Receiver” of an 

action
Action“Doer” of an action

Noun Box
noun, noun phrase,

noun clause

Noun Box
noun, noun phrase,

noun clause

Their very tired mother washed the extremely dirty dishes.

Their very tired mother washed the extremely dirty dishes.



ObjectVerbSubject
Completes the verb
“Complement” 
(Gluck & Kunz, n.d.)

Describe a subject or 
its state of being 
(non‐action/stative)

Who or what the 
sentence is about

Mary looks tired.

Mary looks tired.

Noun Box
noun, noun phrase,

noun clause

adjective
adverb

(prepositional phrase)

thoughts, emotions, senses, 
possession, measurements



ObjectVerbSubject
“Receiver” of an 

action
Action“Doer” of an action

Completes the verb
“Complement” 
(Gluck & Kunz, n.d.)

Describe a subject or 
its state of being 
(non‐action/stative)

be, appear, seem 
sound, feel, look, get

Who or what the 
sentence is about

Noun Box
noun, noun phrase,

noun clause

Noun Box
noun, noun phrase,

noun clause

Noun Box
noun, noun phrase,

noun clause
adjective

adverb (prep phrase)



Slot Sheets
 “For beginning and 
intermediate ESL writing 
students, ‘slotting’ sentences 
from the book and from their 
own writing is the single most 
important practice of English 
word order.”(Gluck & Kunz, n.d., pp.14, 36‐37)



My adaptation







Choose the correct answer!
1. Ancient Egyptians would ____ off their eyebrows when their cats died.

A. would shaved
B. would shave
C. would shaving

2. Households in the U.S. with cats have ____ to 29%.
A. have risen
B. have rises
C. have rising



Choose the correct answer!
3. A group of kittens is ____ a kindle.

A. is called
B. is calls
C. is call

4. Most cats don’t ____ getting wet.
A. don’t like
B. don’t likes
C. don’t liking



Native Speaker: Built-In
 SVO (reliable)
 Certain words always go together.
 Certain words never go together.



“Many times English grammar lessons are centered 
around exceptions, but X‐Grammar gives us rules that 
are consistently true.”

https://www.accessiblexword.com/



The X-Words (“Helpers”)
MODALDOHAVEBE
can     could
will    would
shall   should
may    might
must

do
does
did

have
has
had

am
is
are
was
were



The X-Words (“Helpers”)
Every sentence has one!
They have “100% no exceptions match‐up” of helpers and 
verbs.  (Gluck & Kunz, n.d., p. 26)

They help us make
 Negatives
 Questions
 Short Answers

They help us find the subject



The X-Words (“Helpers”)
 Read a story.
 Identify the “helpers”
Notice what follows each “helper”



Story of Eric
This is Eric.

BE

HAVE

DO

MODAL

Accessible X‐Word Grammar: Video Lesson 3
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Story of Eric
This is Eric.
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Most of his money is spent on cigarettes.
He would like to stop.

BE
is Eric
is spent

HAVE
has smoked

DO

MODAL
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BE
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BE
is Eric
is spent
are smoking
is thinking

HAVE + 3rd
has smoked
hasn’t made

DO
doesn’t have
don’t know

MODAL
would like
will quit
can stop



BE
is Eric
is spent
are smoking
is thinking

HAVE + 3rd
has smoked
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doesn’t have
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MODAL
would like
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BE
is Eric
is spent
are smoking
is thinking

HAVE + 3rd
has smoked
hasn’t made
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doesn’t have
don’t know

MODAL
would like
will quit
can stop



BE
is Eric
is spent
are smoking
is thinking

HAVE + 3rd
has smoked
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BE
is Eric
is spent
are smoking
is thinking

HAVE + 3rd
has smoked
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BE
is Eric
is spent
are smoking
is thinking

HAVE + 3rd
has smoked
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doesn’t have
don’t know
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BE
is Eric               BE + noun
is spent
are smoking
is thinking

HAVE + 3rd
has smoked
hasn’t made

DO + base
doesn’t have
don’t know

MODAL + base
would like
will quit
can stop



BE
is Eric               BE + noun
is spent            BE + 3rd
are smoking
is thinking

HAVE + 3rd
has smoked
hasn’t made

DO + base
doesn’t have
don’t know

MODAL + base
would like
will quit
can stop



BE
is Eric               BE + noun
is spent            BE + 3rd
are smoking    BE + ing
is thinking       BE + ing

HAVE + 3rd
has smoked
hasn’t made

DO + base
doesn’t have
don’t know

MODAL + base
would like
will quit
can stop



Match-ups (“Formulas”)

BE + ing
BE + noun
+ adjective
+ adverb (prep p)

HAVE + 3rdBE + 3rd

MODAL + baseDO + base





The X-Words (“Helpers”)
Every sentence has one!
They have “100% no exceptions match‐up” of helpers and 
verbs.  (Gluck & Kunz, n.d., p. 26)

They help us make
 Negatives helper + not
 Questions helper moves to the front
 Short Answers pronoun + helper

They help us find the subject everything before the helper



MODAL + base
 Janet can dance.
 Janet can not dance.
 Can Janet dance?
 Yes, she can.  No, she can not.

 Students should practice.
 Students should not practice.
 Should students practice?
 Yes, they should.  No, they should not.

 The movie will start soon.
 The movie will not start soon.
 Will the movie start soon?
 Yes, it will.  No, it will not.

Negative = helper + not
Question = move helper to front
Short Answer = pronoun + helper



HAVE + 3rd
 Janet has left.
 Janet has not left.
 Has Janet left?
 Yes, she has.  No, she has not.

 The students have begun.
 The students have not begun.
 Have the students begun?
 Yes, they have.  No, they have not.

 The boy had caught the ball.
 The boy had not caught the ball.
 Had the boy caught the ball?
 Yes, he had.  No, he had not.

Negative = helper + not
Question = move helper to front
Short Answer = pronoun + helper



BE + ing
 Janet is dancing.
 Janet is not dancing.
 Is Janet dancing?
 Yes, she is.  No, she is not.

 The students are working hard.
 The students are not working hard.
 Are the students working hard?
 Yes, they are.  No, they are not.

 The car was making a noise.
 The car was not making a noise.
 Was the car making a noise?
 Yes, it was.  No, it was not.

Negative = helper + not
Question = move helper to front
Short Answer = pronoun + helper



BE + 3rd
 The lamp is broken.
 The lamp is not broken.
 Is the lamp broken?
 Yes, it is.  No, it is not.

 The markers were dried out.
 The marker were not dried out.
 Were the markers dried out?
 Yes, they were.  No, they were not.

 My house was built in 2009.
 My house was not built in 2009.
 Was my house built in 2009?
 Yes, it was.  No, it was not.

Negative = helper + not
Question = move helper to front
Short Answer = pronoun + helper



BE + noun BE + adj BE + adv
 Janet is a dancer.
 Janet is not a dancer.
 Is Janet a dancer?
 Yes, she is.  No, she is not.

 The book was funny.
 The book was not funny.
 Was the book funny?
 Yes, it was.  No, it was not.

 The students were late.
 The students were not late.
 Were the students late?
 Yes, they were.  No, they were not.

Negative = helper + not
Question = move helper to front
Short Answer = pronoun + helper



DO + base
 Janet dances beautifully.
 Janet does not dance beautifully.
 Does Janet dance beautifully?
 Yes, she does.  No, she does not.

 These grapes taste sour.
 These grapes do not taste sour.
 Do these grapes taste sour?
 Yes, they do.  No, they do not.

Negative = helper + not
Question = move helper to front
Short Answer = pronoun + helper

Shy







DO + base
 Janet danced beautifully.
 Janet did not dance beautifully.
 Did Janet dance beautifully?
 Yes, she did.  No, she did not.

 Sam drove home.
 Sam did not drive home.
 Did Sam drive home?
 Yes, he did.  No, he did not.

Negative = helper + not
Question = move helper to front
Short Answer = pronoun + helper

Shy



yes

Is ted 
ded?

–ed pronunciation

Listen for 
“did”

started
needed

Delete the “e”
listened
laughed

no

Victoria Williams
Eva Easton



Tricky HAVE
 Helping Have (Spanish “haber”) – indicates verb tense

 Has Stacy left?  Stacy has gone to the store.
 Stacy has not gone to the store.
 HAVE + 3rd

 Main verb Have (Spanish “tener”) – indicates possession, “eat,” 
expressions (have fun), obligation (have to)
 Stacy has three children.
 Stacy does not have three children.
 Does Stacy have three children?
 Yes, she does.  No, she does not.
 DO + base



HAVE
Helper =  HAVE + 3rd

Main verb =  have + noun (possession)
have + noun (eat)
have fun, have a good time (experience)
have to + base (obligation)

Helper is DO



Practice
 Identify
 Edit

 Simple sentences
 Easy story
 Student writing examples



Label each sentence with its Helper – be, do, have, or modal.  Then write 
its formula.

Helper Formula
Example I went to the grocery store yesterday. _______ _______

Simple Sentences
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4. Mary wants to find a job. _______________ _______________
5. Paula won’t be at class today. _______________ _______________
6. Roberta is eating cake. _______________ _______________
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5. Paula won’t be at class today. _______________ _______________
6. Roberta is eating cake. _______________ _______________
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its formula.

Helper Formula
Example I went to the grocery store yesterday. did DO + base

Helper Formula
1. Jennifer is an engineer. __is__________ BE + noun
2. Bobby can swim in the deep end._can__________ _______________
3. I have been to Omaha twice. _______________ _______________
4. Mary wants to find a job. _______________ _______________
5. Paula won’t be at class today. _______________ _______________
6. Roberta is eating cake. _______________ _______________
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Label each sentence with its Helper – be, do, have, or modal.  Then write 
its formula.

Helper Formula
Example I went to the grocery store yesterday. did DO + base

Helper Formula
1. Jennifer is an engineer. __is__________ BE + noun
2. Bobby can swim in the deep end._can_________ MODAL + base
3. I have been to Omaha twice. _______________ _______________
4. Mary wants to find a job. _______________ _______________
5. Paula won’t be at class today. _______________ _______________
6. Roberta is eating cake. _______________ _______________

Simple Sentences



Label each sentence with its Helper – be, do, have, or modal.  Then write 
its formula.

Helper Formula
Example I went to the grocery store yesterday. did DO + base

Helper Formula
1. Jennifer is an engineer. __is__________ BE + noun
2. Bobby can swim in the deep end._can_________ MODAL + base
3. I have been to Omaha twice. __have_________ HAVE + 3rd
4. Mary wants to find a job. __does_________ DO + base
5. Paula won’t be at class today. __will_________ MODAL + base
6. Roberta is eating cake. __is__________ BE + ing
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