Grammar for Dummies

Fighting for me and mine – an adventure in pronouns


“I get up at seven o’clock every morning.  Wash face, eat breakfast and brush teeth.  Go to school at eight o’clock.  Practice basketball.  Very fun.”
Anyone who has spent any significant amount of time teaching English in Japan will have encountered sentences like the above.  The poor student has translated the sentences directly from Japanese, following Japanese conventions of not using subjects, which often include pronouns.

One of the features of English conventions is avoiding repeating the same noun over and over.  Pronouns help us achieve this by taking place of the noun.  You can quite easily imagine how cumbersome our language would be without pronouns.


There was an old woman


The old woman lived in a shoe.


The old woman had so many children


The old woman didn’t know what to do.


The old woman gave the children some broth


Without any bread


And whipped the children all soundly


And sent the children to bed.

The variety of pronouns in the English language is quite large, even excluding the possessive pronouns (which are actually adjectives and not true pronouns; they are included in this topic for the sake of simplicity), so learning them is quite a challenge.

As teachers of English in the Japanese classroom, we are faced with a number of linguistic obstacles to overcome.  

I’ve already mentioned the Japanese convention of omitting the subject from a sentence.  Japanese is a contextual language, which requires both the speaker and listener to be familiar with the topic.  However, it can be difficult to grasp what the subject of the sentence is if several people have been discussed in the previous sentences.

The Japanese language has several words for “you”, but with levels of politeness that are fraught with the risk of causing offence.  The word is usually omitted altogether and replaced with the listener’s name, title, or label.

Also, the Japanese words for “he” and “she” are identical to the words for “boyfriend” and “girlfriend” respectively, leading to a further reluctance to use them in the native language.  They then get omitted in the translation.  (And the problem is compounded when dealing with 12 and 13 year olds!)

The Japanese language has no individual items of vocabulary that equates to the objective pronouns (me, him, her, etc.) or the possessive pronouns/possessive adjectives (my, mine, your, yours, etc.) – beginners invariably are forced to use the grammar to decide the word, a method that we all know is hit-and-miss.  Thus we hear constructs like “She name is Yuki.”, or the “Keep You Best” advertising campaign.

On the English side, there is the “dummy pronoun”.  This is not a pronoun with a lower IQ than the others; it is the subject pronoun for a noun that is not used.  Common examples include:  “It is hot today”, “It’s almost one o’clock” and “Thank God it’s Friday!”
English also has a general pronoun “you”.  This is not you the individual person, instead it is the same as “one”, as in, “You can ski in Hokkaido.”  (I don’t know if you personally can ski, or if you personally are going to Hokkaido, but it is possible for people in general to ski in Hokkaido.)

Furthermore, English does not always follow the rules of English grammar.  “I am taller than him” is correct by common usage, but “I am taller than he” is correct by the rules of grammar.  You will probably never catch a 21st century native speaker of English saying “Who? I?”, even though the grammar Nazis would have made them disappear in the middle of the night for that utterance in another time.
On the teaching side, whilst pronouns are used from the first program of Sunshine 1, they are not actually studied until program 8.  This is both a blessing in that the students actually have the chance to infer from context long before they are forced to learn, and a curse in that highly dependent students will perpetually confuse the meanings of “you” and “your”.

Many teachers will have their students memorize the “I, my, me, mine” chart.  I (a native speaker, believe it or not) have immense difficulty in doing this – I remember meanings and contexts, not words in isolation.

Finally, students need to be reminded that in many dictionaries the possessives are often replaced with a general “one’s”, as in “Wash one’s face”, and that these need to be converted to the appropriate possessive, otherwise they end up producing constructs like “I wash one’s face” or “I wash my one’s face”.

We will look at pronouns more deeply in a later article on relative clauses.

Until then, I hope all is well with you and yours.

