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The landscape of English Language Teaching (ELT) and English as a Second Language (ESL) has been 

significantly shaped by a handful of foundational texts. Among these, A Practical English Grammar, specifically 

the Fourth Edition authored by A.J. Thomson  and A.V. Martinet, stands as a seminal work. Originally published 

by Oxford University Press, this text has served as the backbone for intermediate and post-intermediate linguistic

instruction for decades. This technical analysis explores the structural architecture, pedagogical methodology, and

functional application of the 4th Edition, providing a comprehensive evaluation for educators, linguists, and

advanced learners.

The Evolution of Pedagogical Grammar: Historical Context

The journey of A Practical English Grammar began in 1960. Over the subsequent decades, the text underwent 

rigorous revisions to adapt to the evolving nature of the English language and contemporary teaching 

methodologies. The Fourth Edition (often identified by ISBN 9783464055434 or ISBN 3464055434) represents the 

pinnacle of Thomson and Martinet’s collaborative efforts. Unlike earlier editions, the 4th Edition introduced a more 

streamlined layout, updated examples that reflect modern usage, and a refined organizational structure that caters 

to the post-intermediate student (CEFR levels B2 to C1).

Historically, grammar texts were often divided into two categories: purely prescriptive (dictating rigid rules) or purely 

descriptive (observing how language is used without judgment). Thomson and Martinet successfully navigated a 

middle path, providing a prescriptive-functional hybrid. This approach ensures that while the structural integrity

of the language is maintained, the practical utility of the rules is prioritized for non-native speakers.

Core Theoretical Framework and Structural Architecture

At its core, the 4th Edition is a comprehensive survey of English structures and forms. The book is organized into

383 pages of dense, information-rich content, typically divided into 38 distinct chapters. Each chapter focuses on a

specific grammatical category, moving from the most foundational elements (articles and nouns) to highly complex

syntactical structures (non-finite verb forms and conjunctions).

The Hierarchical Organization of Content

The technical organization of the 4th Edition follows a logical progression designed to build linguistic competence.

The following table outlines the primary structural divisions found within the text:



Structural Division Focus Area Pedagogical Objective

Morphology Nouns, Pronouns, Adjectives, Adverbs Understanding the forms and 
functions of individual word classes.

The Verb System Tenses, Progressives, Perfectives Mastering temporal relationships and 
aspectual nuances.

Modality Can, Must, Should, May, Might Expressing obligation, possibility, and 
permission.

Complex Syntax Conditionals, Relative Clauses, 
Reported Speech

Developing the ability to construct 
sophisticated, multi-clause sentences.

Functional Tools Prepositions, Conjunctions, 
Interjections

Connecting ideas logically and 
maintaining discourse flow.

The "Practical" Methodology

What distinguishes this text as "Practical" is its emphasis on usage over abstract theory. For example, rather than 

spending dozens of pages on the historical linguistics of the Subjunctive Mood, Thomson and Martinet provide 

clear, actionable rules for its use in modern structures like "I suggest that he be present." This focus on the 

functional applicationof grammar allows students to immediately apply what they have learned to writing and

speaking contexts.

Technical Analysis of Key Grammatical Components

To understand the depth of the 4th Edition, we must examine how it treats complex linguistic systems. The text is 

renowned for its breakdown of the English Verb Tense system , which is often a primary pain point for ESL

learners.

1. The Temporal Logic of Verb Tenses

Thomson and Martinet utilize a systematic approach to tenses. They do not merely list the tenses but explain the 

situational contextfor each. For the Present Perfect, they distinguish between the "Resultative Past" (where the

action is finished but the result is relevant) and the "Inclusive Present" (where the action continues from the past

into the present).

2. Conditionals and Hypothetical Formulations

The text provides a rigorous breakdown of conditional sentences, categorized into Type 0, Type 1, Type 2, and

Type 3. The technical formulas provided are as follows:

•  Zero Conditional: If + Present Simple, ... Present Simple (Used for universal truths).

•  Type 1: If + Present Simple, ... Will + Infinitive (Used for real possibilities).

•  Type 2: If + Past Simple, ... Would + Infinitive (Used for hypothetical or unreal present/future situations).

•  Type 3: If + Past Perfect, ... Would + Have + Past Participle (Used for unreal past situations/regrets).

By providing these mathematical-like modelsfor language, the 4th Edition minimizes ambiguity for the student,

allowing for high-precision output.

Comparative Evaluation: Thomson & Martinet vs. Modern Competitors



In the contemporary market, several other grammar references exist, most notably Raymond Murphy’s "English 

Grammar in Use" and Michael Swan’s "Practical English Usage". Comparing these helps clarify the unique 

value proposition of A Practical English Grammar 4th Edition.



Feature Thomson & Martinet (4th 
Ed)

Raymond Murphy (In Use) Michael Swan (PEU)

Target Audience Intermediate to Advanced Elementary to Intermediate Advanced / Teachers

Tone Formal, Academic, 
Authoritative

Accessible, Friendly, Visual Reference-based, 
Alphabetical

Exercise Integration Separate Books (Exercises 
1 & 2)

Integrated (Face-to-face 
pages)

None (Reference only)

Depth of Theory High - Detailed 
explanations

Moderate - Pattern focused Very High - Linguistic 
nuance

Best For Systematic study and 
Teachers

Self-study and Quick 
practice

Troubleshooting specific 
errors

As the table demonstrates, the 4th Edition is particularly well-suited for students who require a deep, systemic 

understandingof the English language rather than just a collection of patterns. Its formal tone prepares students

for academic writing and professional environments.

The Role of Supplementary Exercise Books

One of the technical strengths of the Thomson and Martinet system is the separation of theory and practice. The 

Grammar Book provides the knowledge, while two supplementary volumes, Exercises 1 and Exercises 2,

provide the application. 

•  Exercises 1: Focuses on basic structures, articles, and simple tense usage.

•  Exercises 2: Targets more complex structures like gerunds, infinitives, and advanced clause construction.

This decoupling allows teachers to assign specific drills tailored to a student’s weakness without cluttering the 

reference text. The exercises are designed to be used either with or without a teacher, making them versatile for 

both classroom environments and autonomous learning.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Educators

For educators seeking to integrate A Practical English Grammar 4th Edition into their curriculum, a structured 

approach is recommended. Because the book is incredibly dense, it should not be read cover-to-cover. Instead, it 

should be used as a diagnostic and remedial tool.

Step-by-Step Integration Procedure:

1.  Diagnostic Testing: Use the supplementary exercises to identify specific grammatical gaps in the student’s 

proficiency.

2.  Targeted Reading: Direct the student to the specific chapter in the 4th Edition that explains the logic behind 

the error.

3.  Syntactic Modeling: Have the student transcribe the formulas (e.g., the structure of Reported Speech) to 

internalize the pattern.

4.  Controlled Practice: Execute the corresponding exercises from the workbook.

5.  Free Production: Require the student to produce a short essay or dialogue specifically utilizing the newly 

mastered structure.



Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting

While the 4th Edition is a masterpiece of pedagogical engineering, users may encounter specific challenges. Below

are common operational hurdles and their solutions:

1. Information Overload

Problem: Students may feel overwhelmed by the level of detail provided for even simple topics like "Articles."

Solution: Focus on the "Special Uses"sub-sections first, as intermediate students usually already know the basic

rules. Use the index to jump to specific points of confusion.

2. British vs. American English Nuances

Problem: As a product of Oxford University Press, the text naturally favors British English conventions (e.g., "have 

got" vs. "have").Solution:Teachers in American English contexts should supplement the text with notes on local

variations, particularly in prepositional usage and spelling (e.g., -ise vs. -ize).

3. The Absence of Modern Digital Slang

Problem: Since the 4th Edition was finalized in the late 20th century, it does not account for the impact of digital 

communication on grammar.Solution: Use the text to establish the Standard Formal Base, and then discuss how

modern internet usage (elliptical sentences, etc.) deviates from these established norms.

Advanced Theoretical Insights: Non-Finite Verb Forms

One of the most technically accomplished sections of the book is the treatment of Gerunds and Infinitives. This

area is notoriously difficult for non-native speakers because the choice between a gerund and an infinitive often

changes the meaning of a sentence entirely. Thomson and Martinet provide a clear matrix of verbs followed by

each form, including those that can take both with a change in meaning (e.g., "Remember to do" vs. "Remember

doing").

Analysis of Meaning Shift:

The 4th Edition explains that verbs like stop, try, and regret operate on a temporal logic:

•  Action + Infinitive: Often refers to an action that is yet to happen or a purpose (Future-oriented).

•  Action + Gerund: Often refers to an action that has already happened or the process itself (Past/Process-

oriented).

This level of semantic analysisis what elevates the 4th Edition from a simple rulebook to a professional linguistic

reference.

The Synthesizing Value of Thomson & Martinet

The enduring relevance of A Practical English Grammar 4th Editionlies in its uncompromising commitment to

clarity and precision. It does not attempt to entertain the student with colorful illustrations or simplified games;

instead, it respects the learner’s intellect by providing a rigorous, technical, and exhaustive map of the English

language. 

For the technical writer, the book is an example of information architecture at its finest. Every paragraph is 

numbered, the index is incredibly granular, and the cross-referencing system allows the reader to navigate between 

related concepts (such as the connection between Modals and Conditionals) with ease. This systematic approach 

ensures that the learner does not just memorize rules but understands the interconnectedness of the English 



linguistic system.

As we look toward the future of language learning, where AI and automated grammar checkers are becoming 

ubiquitous, the need for a foundational understanding of "why" a sentence is constructed a certain way remains 

vital. Thomson and Martinet’s 4th Edition provides that "why." It empowers the student to move beyond reliance on 

software and toward linguistic mastery. Whether used as a primary textbook or a desktop reference, its place in

the canon of English education is secure, offering a timeless framework for the pursuit of grammatical excellence.
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