Step-by-step grammar
1. Noun phrases
Grammar can be fun, especially for young children,
maintains Jim Crinson.
Here, he starts a major new
series on how to respond
to the current pressure to
teach grammar, whilst
ensuring that this is done
in the context of children’s
own reading and writing.
Grammar.There’s something doleful in
the very word, isn’t there? Well, not
really. I like to think of working with
grammar as similar to a visit to the
dentist: adults hate going to the
dentist, but children don’t mind,
because the visit hasn’t yet become
associated with pain. Grammar can be
like that.
In this series of articles, I will be
sharing with you some of the strategies
I have devised that have made grammar
interesting to the children in my
school. As I describe these strategies, I
hope to convert you to my way of
looking at grammar. I find this approach helps children both to understand sentence construction for the
purposes of their own speaking and
writing, and, later, to get off to a good
start in learning another modern
languages.

Getting started
Let’s jump straight in. Consider the
selection of noun phrases in the panel
to the right. (I am not going to explain
the concept yet, because looking at
examples usually makes it clear.)
I wrote this list on the board for a
Year 3 class, and asked what they
thought might have been happening in
the story the phrases came from.
(I did use the word phrase, but
didn’t explain it at this point). The
children guessed various things,
including that there was a giant, and

What might have been happening
in the story these phrases come
from?

the very brink
the strong wind
his right foot
his enormous iron right foot
the cliff
nothingness
his iron legs
his iron arms
his great iron ears
his great iron head
all the separate pieces
the sea
the rocky beach
the bits and pieces
an old, sand-logged washed-up
seaman’s boot.

that the story took place at the seaside.
You will probably have guessed that
the phrases came from the opening
pages of Ted Hughes’s The Iron Man.
The children were intrigued by the
phrases. I asked them which ones they
liked best, and many were especially
keen on the last one, which is a very
good example of how noun phrases
can get very large indeed.

Headwords
I then introduced the idea of a
headword. A noun phrase always has a
word which is the ‘boss’, which is its
irreducible minimum . In the case of
nothingness, the choice is obvious, but
what about an old, sand-logged washed-up
seaman’s boot?
Linguists have proposed tests for
headwords in noun phrases, but in my
experience it is usually obvious which
word it is. The last phrase in the list is
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clearly about a boot. It is easy enough
to remove the other bits and pieces in
the noun phrase (like peeling an
onion) and reveal the minimum, which
is a boot.

Underlining
I gave the children photocopies of the
list and asked them to underline the
headwords in each phrase, which they
were all able to do. I then gave them
copies of the first four pages of the
book (thanks to the copyright licensing agreement, the best present schools
have ever had for the teaching of
grammar).
I asked the children to underline
on their copy the noun phrases I had
pulled out for them. This enabled
them to identify noun phrases in
context. I then read the text to them,
asking them to think about the music
of the text, the poetry in the prose.
Next, I asked if the children could see

any phrases they could change, in the
way that a boot could be changed to an
old, sand-logged washed up seaman’s boot.
They highlighted the phrases they
intended to change, and wrote their
own version in the spaces on the
copied pages.

A change for the better?
The pages were then passed around,
and the children discussed whether or
not their changes were an improvement. A discussion ensued as to
whether adding things to noun phrases
(I didn’t use terms like adjectives at
this point) was always a good thing.
The children realised that phrases
gained colour from additions, but that
too much colour made the mixture
too rich.
I did this with a couple of other
texts, to reinforce the idea of a noun
phrase. The procedure will work with
any text.You need to eliminate one or

two noun phrases which contain other
material embedded in them (we leave
these for later: much later). A rule of
thumb is, if you don’t quite understand
it, don’t use it.
The procedure described here
helps children prepare for:
◆ looking at nouns, adjectives, articles
and other items typically found
inside the noun phrase
◆ seeing how noun phrases combine
with verb phrases to make up
clauses and sentences
◆ most importantly (in my view),
looking at how language is used
effectively and creatively by writers,
and how we can all do the same.
If you want to consider noun phrases
further, I recommend David Crystal’s
excellent Rediscover Grammar.

Jim Crinson is Headteacher of Collingwood Primary School, North Shields
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