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TIREE KEYS TO ENGLISH 4

Virginia I'rench Allen
Spring Institute for
International Studies

Tn a TESOL version of the old story ahout Thrae Wishes, supposc we
have been given the power to help students learn three thungs, Which three
:ngights will we wish them to develop? Which three would contrel ar unlock
major arcas of the language? Let's consider a few potential choices,

I'erhaps we should wish students to understand -- really understand
-- the unportance of Word Order in English. That was the insighl consider-
ed most essential by C. C. Fries and other structural linguists of the 19408
and '50s8. Dus, for thal very reason, e may not need to include il among
our Keys loday. Nowadays, as the result ol Fries's work, teachers and
textbooks generally succeed in showing the importance of Word Order, as
in these sentences:

JIM TOVES POLLY ve POLLY LOVES JIM
THEY FOUND THE MAN DFAD ws THEY FOUND THE DEAD MAN
L LIKF CTIOCOLATE MITK vz 1 LIKE MILK CTIOCOLATE

Since Word Order is generally treated quite effectively in English
programs today, lel’s not spend any ol our three wishes on that Key ta
English,

Withoul any douht, students need a reliable key Lo the use of the
articles. la recent years, a little helpful work has Leen done on that subject;
but there 18 3 great deal still to be learned. The same is trae of prepusilions,
especially as used with verbs like got, put and take (get up/ofi/oves; put an/
off/up with; take offfup/in, etc,, otc.] As [or verhs, the syslem of tenses
would be a good choice for one ol our three special wishes, But in mosl Eag-
lish programs there is vigorous work on verbs.

It scoems Lo me there are vther needed insights into the mysteries
of Fnglish -- [acts that students ulten must discover for themselves.

First, there is a facl that teachers and texthooks do not olten mention:

The most conunon words have (wo correct pronunciations,
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I do not mean Lhat dilferent speakers from different regions or differ-
ent social groups pronounce those words in different ways. Nu, whal L mean
is that cerlain words are spoken differently, by the same speaker on different
occasions, or even in different parts of the same sentence. Moreover, this
shift in pronuncialion is predictable; there is 2 regularity sbout it

Even advanced ¢lassee need help in discovering this fact, thal many

words have moure than one proanunciation -- and that these words are the mosl
common of all. As an itern wn a dictionary, the word the rhymes with see:
a rhymes with day: and rhymes with hand, But that is not how the, = and
and are generally pronounced in natural speech. As o diclionary item, or
citation lorm, or word in a ligs, cach one sounds dilferent [rom the way it
sounds in & senlence like

THE MAN WANIS A HOUSE AND A CAR,

In such a sentence, spoken without special emphasis, the "diclivnary’ pros
nunciation of those most common words is rarcely used. Among nalive speak-
ers of Englisl, such a pronunciation usually indicates hesitation, or self
conscivusness, oOF a contrast hetween two idews, as in the lollowing, spoken
hegitantly and self-consciously:

"The .., man ... wanls a house, not the house.

Other very common words with two pronunciations include am, an,
are, as, at, can, dues, for, have, has, or, than, them, and to. For each,
there is a diclivnary pronunciatsion and there is the pronuncialion generally

used in urdizary, ubhemphatic specch.

Why could this fact be considered & Key? It is a key to the comprehen-
sion of English -- to understanding whal nalive speakers say, Swadents who
grasp this key are prepared fur hearing many words, for recognizing words
they know, And students who learn Lo shift from dictionary pronunciations in
their own production of sentences will be more intelligible to native speakers.
This first Key, then, raduces the barriers that exiss when what is heard seems
different [rom whas the listener expecls Lo hear,

The secand Key is close to the [irst, The vowel sound which is gener.
ally used in each of those mosl common words (am, an, and the rest) in ord-
| inary unemphatic sentences 18 the most common sound in English, I refer to
the sound which i often written as "uh'" in Amersican English, It is the vowel
sound heard in bul, or sun, or ane. Since it is the most frequently vsed, we
could call it the "number one' sound of English (as Robert T., Allen calls i
in his system of numbers for English vowels). This Key ta English can be ex-
preseged as follows:

The "uh'" sound is the #1 sound of Engligh.

l,———
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il hus already heen noted that the most common words are usually pro-
nounced with: the #1 sound in natural speech. We can remind students of this by
writing #1 below each letter that native speakers pronvunce with that vawel
sound:

THE MAN WANTS A TTOUSE AND A CAR.
1 1 1

IFurthermnre, students need to know Lhat the number one sound also occurs in

the "weak' syllables of polysyllabic words. They need to natice that pen does

sul sound like pen when it is the weak syllable of the word épen.  And ate does

uul sound like ate when it is part of the word clitnate. Students should notice,

too, that able rhymes with table when able is used as & word; but as a suffix,

it is pronounced with the £1 saund (as in pdrighle) and sounds more like

trouble or bubble than table. In the same way, gain sounds more like "gun"

than like gain in the word bargain, because it is in a "weak™ syllable. We can

help students by writing #1 Lelow Lhe sppropriate letters in words like mduntain
moveam

and Thiirope and unpdrianl.

For lislening comprehension, and for the production of spoken English,
nothing is more vital than a grasp of the Key we have jusl considered -- the
ubiquity of the #1 sound in the language.

Now, for the last of our three keys, let's consider the written as well
as the spoken language. There 18 a facl aboul sentence construction which is
rarely grasped in its totality., That is because textbooks present only small
picces of it at widely separaled intervals during the instructional program. 1
call this phenomenon, this Key:

The Magic of Green Words.

Creen Words are twenty words which have been given dillerent names by others,
A. 5. Hornby called them Amomallus Finiteg; Robert L. Allen has called them
Kawurds., 1 call them Green Words for two reasons:

The wordy are printed in green on a chart which hangs at the
(ront of the classroom every day,

They are prioted in green because they are the GO wards of
English -- the words that make many types of sentences GO,

As cach Green Ward i5 introduced, it is added (o the charl, until
all twenty appear:

can, could; will, would; shall, should (Thege words rhyme.)

tnay, might, must; have, has, had (3 with m, 3 with h)
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am, is, are, was, wore (the "tune-telling” forms of BE)

[—d_n, dues, did | {Notice the "box' around these three)

To reinfurce the nation of GO wurds, students may be asked:
VWhen we change each of the following statements into a Yes/Nu
question, which word will GO [rum its statement position to the

ront of the sentence?

I can help. Tcould see. [ would lose. I shall try. I should know.
We may leave. IL might rain. They must pay.
You have scen il. He has left. She had eaten,
Tam wrong. ~That is right, They are here. That was it, You were late.

In converting any of those slatements to a2 question, the first
step is Lo [ind the Green Word. That word is then muoved Lo in-
itial posilion, before the Subject of Lthe sentence,

Now the signilicance of the "box" arvund do, dacs and did can be made
clear. If the stutement does not already contain a Green Word, there is ne
word that can GO Lo the front of the senlence. Therefore we musl "lake a ward
out of the bux' -- take the word du, or does or did. Fur each of the follewing,
therefore, do or does or did must be "taken out of the boux' and put at the front
of the sentence:

He finizshed it. Did he {inish it?
She lives there, Tocs she live there?
You speak English, Do you speak English?

The way Lo choose among those three words is then explained. . Students learn
that does ie needed for Lhe guestion if the main verb of the statement cnds in
-5 that did is needed if the main verb ends in -d (0r has some other indica-
tion of past tense): in other cases, du is the word that is ""taken [rom the box!'

1n addition, they learn this very essential point: I we take 2 Green
Word [rom the box, we change the main verb to its basic or simple form.

Thus there are three important rules for Green Words.

1. If the sentence already contains 2 Green Word, uge it

2. If there is no Green Word, lake the right one firum the box,

3. If you lake do, does ur did, change the main verb 1o its
bagic or simple form.
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Part of the "magic” of Green Words is thal Lhese three steps apply to
such a wide variety of major sentence types in English, They include the follow-

ing:

--Emphatic sentences (She DOES look pretty. We MUST gel tugether.)

--Negative statements (T do not like him, They might not see it.)

-=Shart additions tn statements (... but | do/bul she can; and 1 do, tuo;
and so da I; and neither does he/neither will you)

--Tag questions (She dances, doesn't she? 1t should help, shouldn't
it?)

--Short answers (Yes, he does. No, they cannot. Columbus did.)
--Certain types of Whe« questione {Where did he buy it? When did he
leave? How did you know? What did you say? How much does it

cost? How long do they stay?)

When students become aware of the magic of Green Words, they devel-
op a special feeling about the power and utility of these ollen unappreciated
words. Ina sense, as can be scen, Lthe Green Words are the "herves™ of Lhe
sentences, They are the words that must be there to periorm essential tasks.
In fact, do, dues and did are "superheroes.” Just as Superman arrives on the
scene Lo pecform a rescue, sv the word do, does or did will come "out of the
box" to periorm when there is no mere "hera' around zo depend on,

People sometimes complain that "English has no grammar' and "There
are nu rules lu help us lormmn English sentences, ™ Students who have grasped the
ird Key know that such complaints are not based on fact. They are able ta
consatruct the major types of sentences by following one sct of hasic rules, step
by step. This is & Key that opens doors to confident uwse of the language.,

These, then, are fundamental understandings for students to develop.
First: The most common wards have two pronunciations, and both are correct,
One is wsed for saying the ward when the word is an item in a dictionary or a
list. The other is heard in unemphatic sentences in natural speech.

Sccond: The "uh'" sound iy used for countless words Lhal doe not lock
like "uh" words. They are not spelled with the letter ""u''; but the vowel really
sounds like the vowel in sun or cne. This "awnber one' vowel of English cccurs
in many of the commonest short words, and in weak syllables of many longer
words,

Thern, in addition to those, there is a third Key for students to grasp:
the magic of Green Words in grammar, With these three, many doors (o mas-

tery of English can be unlacked,




