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GRAMMAR FOR WRITING

The Prescriptive Approach versus the Descriptive Approach to
Grammar:
There are two popular approaches to the study and teaching of grammar, the
prescriptive and the descriptive approaches. Both are useful, and neither is “more
right” than the other, but they are not useful in the same way.

The prescriptive approach looks at the rule first and then examines the rule in
practice, which is essentially a deductive approach. Certainly you've been taught
rules like:

Do not begin a sentence with a coordinating conjunction.

Never end a sentence with a preposition.

The biggest problem with prescriptive rules is that there are many exceptions to
the rule. These do not invalidate the rule, but they do make effective language use
difficult if you have to learn each rule and its exception(s).

The descriptive approach to grammar looks at how the language is used by edu-
cated, native speakers and writers, and then formulates a rule from that usage—a
more inductive approach. Descriptive rules would be stated as follows:

Whatever follows a coordinating conjunction in a sentence will be linked (in the
reader’s or listeners mind) to whatever immediately preceded it.

The time or space relationship conveyed by the preposition can be lost or misdirected
if the preposition comes after its object.

Exercise 2: Examine the following groups of sentences. Briefly explain what each
sentence means and then develop a rule that describes how word order communi-
cates that meaning. The first one has been done for you.

1. Bob liked Mary.
Mary liked Bob.

MEANING, SENTENCE ONE:
Bob had a feeling of regard and affection for Mary.

MEANING, SENTENCE TWO:
Mary reciprocated Bob's feeling.

RULE:

The noun that comes first in the sentence is the performer of the action. The

noun that comes last in the sentence is the receiver of the action.
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Chapter 2 e Grammar, Locic and CommuniCations

2. Bob gave Mary a ring.
Mary gave Bob a ring.

MEANING, SENTENCE ONE:
Before the sentence, Bob had the ring. After the sentence, Mary had it.
The ring was given to Mary by Bob.

MEANING, SENTENCE TWO:
Before the sentence, Mary had the ring. After the sentence, Bob had it.
The ring was given to Bob by Mary.

RULE:

The noun that comes first in the sentence is the performer of the action.
The noun that comes last in the sentence is the receiver of the action.
The noun that comes immediately after the verb tells who or what is
receiving the direct object, for whom (or what) the action is being per-
formed.

3. Only Bob gave Mary a ring.
Bob gave only Mary a ring.
Bob gave Mary only a ring.

MEANING, SENTENCE ONE:
No one except Bob gave Mary a ring.

MEANING, SENTENCE TWO:
Bob gave a ring to no one but Mary.

MEANING, SENTENCE THREE:
Bob gave nothing to Mary but a ring.

RULE:
The word only modifies the word it comes immediately before.
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GRAMMAR FOR WRITING

4. On the porch, Bob waved to Mary.
Mary, on the porch, waved to Bab.

MEANING, SENTENCE ONE:
Bob was standing on the porch when he waved to Mary.

MEANING, SENTENCE TWO:
Mary was standing on the porch when she waved to Bob.

RULE:
The prepositional phrase will modify the word closest to it in the sen-
tence.

5. After the dance, Bob asked Mary to marry him.
Bob asked Mary to marry him after the dance.

MEANING, SENTENCE ONE:
Bob waited until the dance was over to ask Mary to marry him.

MEANING, SENTENCE TWO:
Bob wanted Mary to marry him as soon as the dance was over.

RULE:

The prepositional phrase will modify the part of the sentence to which it

is closest.
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GRAMMAR FOR WRITING

4. On the porch, Bob waved to Mary.
Mary, on the porch, waved to Bab.

MEANING, SENTENCE ONE:

MEANING, SENTENCE TWO:

RULE:

5. After the dance, Bob asked Mary to marry him.
Bob asked Mary to marry him after the dance.

MEANING, SENTENCE ONE:

MEANING, SENTENCE TWO:

RULE:
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