The Hammer is Grammar

By Reginald Hart BA, MA

If you gave someone a hammer, a handful of nails and three pieces of wood, what would they build? Most would not build anything, due to a lack of instructions. Some may fashion any number of small structures: a rough triangular shape, a nearly straight line, a miniature altar or a rickety cross-bridge. Those more imaginative may do something innovative such as using the hammer to split the wood into smaller pieces or hack and shape the wood with the pointy nails.

But, using these sketchy materials, could a novice build a complex structure? Could he build a wall? A room? A cathedral? Of course, larger structures need more tools, more wood and more nails. Yet, even a natural born genius, could not immediately construct a flawless Cathedral or a basic housing complex, regardless of an abundance of materials. 

It is doubtful that any apprentice carpenters ever built a structurally sound wall on their first attempt. Nor did they build a beautiful table, a comfortable chair or any other work rivaling an expert craftsman. Given time, and experience, some builders may stumble into some good designs and learn how to properly use the nails and the wood. But even driving a nail is not always easy. And how do we know which kind of nail suits which kind of wood? Some wood is hard, some nails are soft. Different nails and different woods produce different results. In the end, many years of experience are not enough to help the carpenter complete a beautiful house. Expertly wielding a hammer does not make one an architect capable of designing Westminster Abbey or Notre-Dame. To build a pleasant room, a functional house -or an elegant church- we need to understand models, plans and blueprints. We need to know how to examine an existing structure and dismantle it; using our imaginations to shape the pieces into new forms.

If we gave an English language novice three words (subject, verb, object), some punctuation marks and some grammar rules, could they construct a sentence? Imagine the wood is words, the nails are punctuation and the hammer is grammar. Just as we cannot expect a beginning carpenter to construct any noteworthy structure, we cannot expect a novice English speaker to instantly compose immortal lines like Shakespeare or become a brilliant public orator like Martin Luther King. 

Just as a carpenter needs to apprentice under an experienced craftsman, English students need competent teachers and plenty of practice. Above all, they need good models to examine and emulate. One can never build good sentences if teachers fail to provide good examples. The Cathedrals of language: great speeches; informative essays; irreplaceable tales, fables, novels and short stories were all constructed after years of practice with careful examination and analysis of previous works. Studying the work of amateurish hacks -- and staring at sentences carved out of context -- leads to confusion and sloppy workmanship.

English teachers must help students become master builders. They must carefully provide proper instruction about the grammar hammer, the various punctuation nails and the different qualities, shapes and grains of words. Language students need to examine and then emulate existing models. They must be taught the map of a sentence, the blueprint of a paragraph, the skeletal structure of an essay and the dimensional diagrams of fiction. 

Given the right tools, enough materials, ample experience and a solidly defined plan -- anyone can construct a simple dwelling. 
Occasionally, some brave soul will create a Cathedral. 

--------------------

* Originally published in the Korean Times. 
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