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Word classes explained
Richard Hudson
Talk about grammar, and most people think of nouns and verbs – what used to be called ‘parts of speech’, nowadays called much more straightforwardly ‘word classes’. If you find word classes mysterious, pointless or frightening, this article is for you. 

Let’s take a simple case: the word round. What word class does it belong to? As soon as you think of the answer, you start to see the point of word classes because they help to distinguish different uses. For example, look at these sentences: 

(1) It was a round table.

(2) I ate a round of bread.
By classifying round as an adjective in (1) and as a noun in (2) we explain the difference between these two uses. Why does round stand immediately before a noun (table) in (1)? Because that’s what adjectives do. And why is round  in (2) separated from the following noun by of? Because that’s how nouns behave. How do we know? Because that’s how we use countless words that we lump together as ‘adjectives’ and ‘nouns’. 

In other words, the whole point of a word class is to allow generalizations in which we can apply to particular words; and the mark of a really good word class is that it brings together a large number of general properties. For example, by classifying round as an adjective in (1), we are explaining not only why it stands before a noun, but also why it could have stood after be (The table is round) and why it could have combined with very (a very round table) – typical properties of an adjective.

This may sound elementary and obvious, but it’s very different from the lay view of word classes, summed up in the so-called definition of an adjective as a ‘describing word’. This misses the point of word classes by trying to pick out one property – ‘describing’ – as the sole relevant property. If this really was the only thing that adjectives had in common, what would be the point of the word class? Some words describe, others don’t; some words begin with B, others don’t. So what? And to make it worse, the one property which is promoted in this way is virtually useless as a genuine criterion for adjective-hood – how on earth do you decide which words are ‘describing’? For a start, what about the verb to describe? 

Coming back to our first two examples, round is an adjective in (1) not because it is a describing word, but because it is being used according to the general rules for adjectives, whereas in (2) it follows the general rules for nouns. Now look at another use of round:

(3) He looked round the corner. 

Here we have another word class: ‘preposition’. In (3), round is a very straightforward preposition. How do we know? Because it links a following noun (the corner) to the verb, could have linked it to an earlier noun (as in the house round the corner), and could have a modifying word such as right or just before it (right round the corner). 

Now let’s look at a slightly less straightforward case:

(4) He looked round.

Is this a preposition or an adverb (compare quickly in He looked quickly)? This is tricky, and the experts won’t necessarily agree. One possible answer is that it is sometimes one, sometimes the other. It’s a preposition if it means ‘round it’, as in 

(5) He came to the corner and looked round.

Round what? Round the corner. If it means the same as ‘round it’, we might as well say it is the same word – a preposition – but without the pronoun. But look round can mean ‘look behind’, as in (6).

(6) I’m going to face the wall till I count to ten, then I’m going to look round.

Here, you can’t express the same idea using the preposition round (e.g. look round me means something different) so you might as well say it’s a different use of round, belonging to a different word class: adverb. However, you can see that this conclusion lies at the end of a somewhat tenuous chain of assumptions so you could challenge it, and indeed some grammarians would challenge it. Such is the nature of grammar: an area of research like history or chemistry.

 
So what? So next time you’re faced with a word you can’t classify, don’t panic. Think about the word’s grammar, and especially about how it combines with other words; think of other words that behave in the same way; think what to call this class; and rejoice at your growing understanding of grammar. 
