Finite Verbs

Most of us who became English teachers did so because of our love of reading, or a fascination with literature and the media, or perhaps an English teacher who inspired us. It probably wasn’t that we were excited about finite verbs. 

Me too. But there’s something important here, especially if we’re genuinely keen to improve our pupils’ language skills. 

A few years back, on behalf of QCA, a team led by Exeter University’s brilliant Deborah Myhill undertook a detailed comparison of the writing features of pupils getting grade A, C and F at GCSE. (Their final report always struck me as supremely worthy but not quite practical enough to get its implications into regular classroom use. It definitely deserves more attention. See it for yourself at: http://www.qca.org.uk/3396.html).

Take this example from their findings:

	Final grade
	Number of sentences
	Number of Finite verbs
	Co-ordinated clauses
	Subordinate clauses

	A
	5.2
	11.0
	2.5
	4.1

	C
	6.2
	13.1
	3.1
	4.7

	F
	6.4
	13.7
	4.0
	4.3


This should help us to start coaching our pupils towards better writing. Let’s take first the concept of finite verbs. The finite forms of a verb enable us to make a contrast in such things as tense (I think / I thought) and person (he sees / I see). Non-finite verbs stay the same and therefore are less explicit. Our best students use fewer finite verbs. Using more non-finite verbs can make our writing richer and more varied – like this:

	Grade C – using finite verbs
	Grade A – using some finite plus some non-finite verbs

	I arrived at the station and I noticed the crowds

He was shoved into the corner and he started to cry.
	Arriving at the station, I noticed the crowds.

Shoved into the corner, he started to cry.


Of course, we don’t want our pupils writing like the right-hand column all the time. If every sentence was constructed like that, it would feel like the work of some second-rate Victorian novelist. 

But simply reminding pupils that using –ing and –ed verbs at the start of some clauses is likely to enrich their writing is helpful, and likely particularly to benefit those pupils from backgrounds which don’t give them access to a variety of linguistic styles.

Our top-achieving pupils also tend to use more adverbials – again a key feature of writing that has style and precision. So that’s what we’ll look at next time.
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