From Parts of Speech to Complete Sentences

How many of you have ever lost points when you answered a question on some classwork, and you didn’t use a complete sentence? How many of you have thought, “Oh, come on! You knew what I meant, and I had the right answer! Why is it such a big deal for it to be in a complete sentence?”

A different question: How many of you have learned about parts of speech? Nouns, verbs, adjectives, etcetera? How many of you have wondered, “Why exactly is this important?”

Today, I’m going to take those two topics—parts of speech and sentences—and connect them with some other information into a more sensible bigger picture. But again, why do you need to know this stuff? Most of you have been speaking English since you were toddlers, and are now completely fluent in it. 

One reason is that this is basic vocabulary you need to have if you’re ever going to talk intelligently about your writing or anyone else’s. Soccer players, imagine trying to have an intelligent conversation about soccer if you don’t know the words for corner kicks, goal kicks, and penalty kicks: “Uh, so one guy kicked the ball from the corner of the field into the main part of the field, and another time everybody on one team made two lines in front of the goal, while someone from the other team kicked the ball between them.”

Another reason is that if you don’t learn the basics of how your language works now—and I mean learn it so you can explain it to yourself or someone else, not just so that you can speak it—you’ll wish you had when you grow up. Just to write your resume or a cover letter, you need confidence in knowing what is and is not a complete sentence, and when to use sentences and when and how to use other structures. People who didn’t learn grammar in school spend lots of time and money having other people correct their writing, or buying books like Grammar for Dummies, trying to figure out what they missed that they need to know so they don’t look like an idiot on paper. All they remember about grammar is that there are a lot of rules about what not to do, and for them writing is like walking through a minefield of grammar don’ts. 

And the bad part is: Some of the people who write grammar books and give grammar advice don’t really know so much about it themselves! They’ll give a rule that they learned but didn’t understand, or take their own pet peeves and turn them into rules. For example, somewhere along the line you may hear the rule, “Don’t start a sentence with because.” Well, why not? As it turns out, this rule is complete baloney. It was created because it is possible to accidentally write incomplete sentences if you start a sentence with because. But trying to forbid starting a sentence with because is like saying, “You’re not allowed to play tag, because some kids get hurt when they do it.” If you know the basics of how phrases and sentences are put together, you’ll be able to recognize and ignore the bogus rules.

So that’s my opinion on why this stuff is good to learn. Now let’s get on with the show. We’re going to be working with a sentence that you’ve probably heard:

The quick brown fox jumped over the lazy dogs.

PART 1: WORDS THAT FIT; WORDS THAT DON’T FIT
We’re going to start with parts of speech. Linguists look at parts of speech a bit differently from the way you’ve probably learned them. They group words into classes not based on whether they name a “person, place, or thing,” or “an action or state,” etc. but on what kinds of places they can fit into.
To get see what I mean, let’s take a look at the words in this sentence. What are some  words that could replace the first the? a, every, each, some, my, no,one
What are some words that could NOT replace the first the? All, few, two, ugly, dig
What are some words that could replace the second the? All, two, no, some
What are some words that could NOT replace the second the? one, a, wow

What are some words that could replace quick or brown?
What are some words that could NOT replace quick or brown?
What are some words that could replace fox?
What are some words that could NOT replace fox?
What are some words that could replace jumped?
What are some words that could NOT replace jumped?
What are some words that could replace over?
What are some words that could NOT replace over?
What are some words that could replace lazy?
What are some words that could NOT replace lazy?
What are some words that could replace dogs?
What are some words that could NOT replace dogs?
These word classes are better known as parts of speech. Words that can replace the are called determiners. Some of them, like this, a(n), and every, are singular determiners. Others, like those, many, and all, are plural determiners. And some, like the, my, Dad’s¸ can be either. So why are both kinds called determiners? Why aren’t they different parts of speech? We’ll talk more about that in part 2.
Words that can replace quick or brown are called adjectives. Just like there are different kinds of determiners, there are different kinds of adjectives, too. For example, you can use very with some, but not with others. I’ll say a sentence, and I want you to put very in front of the adjective.

Mrs. M is a good teacher.

This is a long book.
My dad is an electrical engineer.
So why don’t they call these different kinds of adjectives different parts of speech? More about that in part 2. 
Words that can replace fox are called nouns. There are different kinds of nouns, too. Some have to go with a determiner, like fox. You can’t say *Fox jumped; it has to be A fox, or The fox, or That fox, or Your fox or something. Others don’t have to, like dogs or water. You can say Dogs barked or Water covers the planet. So why are they all called nouns, instead of different parts of speech? Part 2. 

Words that can replace jumped are called verbs. There are lots of different kinds of verbs. Some of them can replaced jumped. Others, like tried or believed, can’t. So why are they all called verbs? Part 2.

Words that can replace over are called prepositions. 
PART 2: CLUSTERS OF WORDS
In a sentence, some words stick together more tightly than others, and form clusters. Smaller clusters stick together to form larger clusters. One way of identifying these clusters is finding where a single word can replace a group of words. 
What are some single words that could replace the quick brown fox?
Etc for other phrases
Another way of identifying these clusters is seeing if a group of words can be moved somewhere else. How could we rewrite our sentence with over the lazy dogs in a different place? 
Sometimes wh question words can help us identify clusters that other tests don’t reveal. So let’s see about quick brown fox. Suppose someone said to you, The [mumble mumble] jumped over the lazy dogs. You might ask...? And if someone said, The quick brown fox jumped over the [mumble mumble], what might you ask?

What are some strings of words in our sentence that don’t pass any of our cluster tests? The quick brown fox jumped; brown fox jumped. What about jumped over the? 

These clusters are called phrases. The quick brown fox and the lazy dogs are examples of noun phrases. But how do we know they’re both the same kind of phrase? Well, they fit in the same kinds of places. The lazy dogs works in the same kinds of places as The quick brown fox does. The quick brown fox works in the same kinds of places as the lazy dogs does. 

Over the lazy dogs is an example of a prepositional phrase. Jumped over the lazy dogs is an example of a verb phrase. What about quick brown fox and lazy dogs? They’re too big to be parts of speech, but they’re not noun phrases, either. Different people call them different things; we’ll call these clusters nominals.
What about all those different kinds of determiners, adjectives, nouns, and verbs I said I’d talk about in part 2? Remember we identified two kinds of determiners: singular and plural. They can replace different kinds of words, but what they have in common is that they combine with nouns (and maybe adjectives) to give us noun phrases. In the same way, even though there are different kinds of adjectives, most of them can combine with nouns to give us nominals. And even though believed and tried can’t replace jumped, they can each form a verb phrase, like believes he’s really smart and tried to steal the chickens, and those can work in the same kinds of places as the verb phrase jumped over the lazy dogs can.
So far, we’ve identified kinds of words, which we called parts of speech, and the kinds of phrases they make. Where do sentences fit into all this? We’ll find out in part 3.

PART 3: MAPPING THE CLUSTERS 
Now that we’ve identified all the parts of this sentence, let’s map out how they fit together. They way we’re going to do it is put a tent over each of the smallest clusters, and then put bigger and bigger tents over the bigger and bigger clusters. So what’s one of the smallest clusters we have?
Lazy dogs, quick brown fox: nominals

The lazy dogs, the quick brown fox: noun phrases

Over the lazy dogs: prepositional phrase

Jumped over the lazy dogs: verb phrase

Here’s how we read these tents. The top of a tent is its overall category, and the categories you find immediately underneath it are the parts that make it up. So we can see that one way of forming a nominal is to put an adjective with a noun, like we did with lazy dogs. What’s another way of forming a nominal? Two adjectives and a noun! How about a noun phrase? We only have one way of doing it in this sentence: A determiner plus a nominal. What about a prepositional phrase? A preposition plus a noun phrase. What about a verb phrase? A verb plus a prepositional phrase. Are these the only way of forming these kinds of phrases, by the way? No!
So now we’ve put tents over all the phrases we’ve identified, but what about the largest phrase of all, the whole thing? Let’s put a tent over that, and the category for this phrase is ... sentence. And reading off our diagram, we can see that one way of forming a sentence is to put a noun phrase with a verb phrase. This rule may sound familiar to you. Your teachers have probably told you, “A sentence has a subject and a predicate.” The subject is our noun phrase, and the predicate is our verb phrase. Is this the only way to form sentences? No. Questions arrange subject and predicate a bit differently, and imperatives often leave out the subject, but our sentence today illustrates the basic way of forming sentences in English.

So to sum up: Parts of speech don’t just float around loose inside sentences. They clump together to form larger and larger phrases, and the sentence is made up of these phrases. There are even words that combine with entire sentences to form other phrases—words that turn entire sentences into noun phrases or adjective phrases or adverb phrases. And these phrases can form even larger phrases and sentences, but that’s where we’ll leave things for today.
Answer Key

From Parts of Speech to Complete Sentences

Our sentence:

The quick brown fox jumped over the lazy dogs.

PART 1: WORDS THAT FIT; WORDS THAT DON’T FIT
1. Linguists group words into classes not based on whether they name a “person, place, or thing,” or “an action or state,” etc. We group words based on what kinds of places they can fit into.
2. What are some words that could replace the first the?

Answers will vary
3. What are some words that could NOT replace the first the?
Answers will vary
4. What are some words that could replace the second the?

Answers will vary
5. What are some words that could NOT replace the second the?

Answers will vary
6. What are some words that could replace quick or brown?

Answers will vary
7. What are some words that could NOT replace quick or brown?

Answers will vary
8. What are some words that could replace fox?

Answers will vary
9. What are some words that could NOT replace fox?

Answers will vary
10. What are some words that could replace jumped?

Answers will vary
11. What are some words that could NOT replace jumped?

Answers will vary
12. What are some words that could replace over?

Answers will vary
13. What are some words that could NOT replace over?

Answers will vary
14. What are some words that could replace lazy?

Answers will vary
15. What are some words that could NOT replace lazy?

Answers will vary
16. What are some words that could replace dogs?

Answers will vary
17. What are some words that could NOT replace dogs?

Answers will vary
18. These word classes are better known as parts of speech.

19. Words that can replace the are called determiners. 

20. Some of them, like this, a(n), and every, are singular determiners.

21. Others, like those, many, and all, are plural determiners.

22. And some, like the, my, Dad’s¸ can be either. 

23. Words that can replace quick or brown are called adjectives.

24. Words that can replace fox are called nouns.

25. Words that can replace jumped are called 
verbs.

26. Words that can replace over are called prepositions. 

PART 2: CLUSTERS OF WORDS
27. In a sentence, some words stick together more tightly than others, and form clusters. Smaller clusters stick together to form larger clustes. One way of identifying these clusters is finding where a single word can replace a group of words.
28. What are some single words that could replace the quick brown fox? he, she, it, Bob
29. What is a single word that could replace the lazy dogs? them 
30. What is a single word that could replace over the lazy dogs? there
31. What is a single word that could replace jumped over the lazy dogs? did
32. Another way of identifying these clusters is seeing if a group of words can be moved somewhere else.

33. Rewrite our sentence with over the lazy dogs in a different place. Over the lazy dogs the quick brown fox jumped; over the lazy dogs jumped the quick brown fox.

34. Sometimes wh question words can help us identify clusters that other tests don’t reveal. 
35. Give a cluster that we identified by using this test: quick brown fox, lazy dogs
36. What are some strings of words in our sentence that don’t pass any of our cluster tests? Answers will vary; e.g. (quick) (brown) fox jumped; 
37. These clusters are called phrases.
38. The quick brown fox and the lazy dogs are examples of noun phrases.

39. Over the lazy dogs is an example of a prepositional phrase.
40. Jumped over the lazy dogs is an example of a verb phrase.

41. What about quick brown fox and lazy dogs? They’re too big to be parts of speech, but they’re not noun phrases, either. Different people call them different things; we’ll call these clusters nominals.
PART 3: MAPPING THE CLUSTERS
42.
Starting with the smallest clusters, show every cluster we’ve identified by putting a tent over it: (. Smaller triangles will form parts of bigger triangles. Label the tops of the tents with the kind of phrase they’re covering.
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43.
What do we call the biggest cluster of all in this diagram? sentence
44.
So one rule (not the only one!) for forming a sentence is S = NP + VP. You’ve probably heard this rule as “A sentence has a subject and a predicate. 
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