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In the domain of pedagogical linguistics and advanced English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction, the text 

Communicate What You Mean: A Concise Advanced Grammar by Carroll Washington Pollock stands as a

seminal work. Published by Longman and currently in its second edition, this resource addresses the critical gap

between theoretical grammatical knowledge and communicative competence. For the advanced learner, the

challenge is no longer the rote memorization of basic syntax, but the mastery of nuance, register, and the

psychological impact of structural choices. This article provides an in-depth technical analysis of the frameworks

presented in Pollock’s work, examining the cognitive science of language acquisition and the procedural execution

of advanced English syntax.

The Theoretical Framework of Communicative Competence

To understand the efficacy of Pollock's methodology, one must first explore the underlying theory of 

Communicative Competence, a term coined by Dell Hymes in response to Noam Chomsky’s concept of linguistic

competence. While Chomsky focused on the abstract internal knowledge of rules, Hymes—and subsequently

Pollock—emphasized the ability to use those rules in social contexts to achieve specific outcomes.

The text operates on the principle that at an advanced level, grammar is not a set of rigid constraints but a toolkit 

for semantic precision. This involves three primary dimensions:

•  Syntactic Accuracy: The technical arrangement of words and phrases to create well-formed sentences.

•  Semantic Intent: Ensuring that the chosen structure accurately reflects the speaker's internal meaning.

•  Pragmatic Utility: Adapting the language to the social context, whether it be academic, professional, or 

interpersonal.

Pollock’s approach is uniquely "concise," which in a technical sense refers to the elimination of redundant 

nomenclature in favor of functional application. By focusing on the Cognitive Load Theory , the book structures

exercises that move from controlled manipulation to free production, ensuring that the student’s working memory is

not overwhelmed by abstract jargon.

Technical Analysis of Core Grammar Mechanics

The core of advanced grammar lies in the mastery of complex structures that allow for the expression of 

hypothetical situations, temporal nuances, and logical relationships. Below, we break down several key mechanical 

workflows addressed in Communicate What You Mean .

1. The Tense-Aspect System and Temporal Nuance

English tenses are often misunderstood as mere indicators of time. However, Pollock illustrates them as Aspectual 

Frameworks. The distinction between the Simple Past and the Present Perfect, for instance, is not just about 

'when' an action happened, but about its current relevance and durative nature.

Consider the formulaic representation of the Present Perfect Progressive:

[Subject] + [have/has] + [been] + [Present Participle (V+ing)]



In a technical context, this structure signals a continuous action that began in the past and has direct implications

for the present. Pollock’s exercises force the learner to distinguish between "I have worked here" (resultative) and "I

have been working here" (process-oriented), a distinction critical for professional reporting and technical

documentation.

2. Subordination and Syntactic Embedding

Advanced communication requires the ability to embed clauses within one another to create dense, information-

rich sentences. This involves the use of Relative Clauses and Noun Clauses. Pollock provides a procedural guide

for transforming two simple sentences into a single complex sentence using relative pronouns (who, whom, whose,

which, that).

The technical challenge here is the Reduced Relative Clause. For example:

•  Full: The report that was published by the committee highlights the risks.

•  Reduced: The report published by the committee highlights the risks.

This reduction requires the deletion of the relative pronoun and the verb 'to be,' leaving a past participle that

functions adjectivally. Pollock identifies this as a hallmark of concise, high-level academic writing.

Comparison & Evaluation: Intermediate vs. Advanced Grammar

To appreciate the depth of Communicate What You Mean , it is helpful to compare the focus areas of intermediate

grammar against the advanced specifications found in Pollock’s text.



Feature Intermediate Grammar Focus Advanced Grammar (Pollock) Focus

Verb Usage Basic tense formation and subject-
verb agreement.

Nuanced use of modals (e.g., might 
have been) and subjunctive moods.

Sentence Structure Coordination (and, but, so) and basic 
subordination.

Complex embedding, inversion for 
emphasis, and ellipsis.

Focus & Cohesion Linear paragraph development. Informational packaging through cleft 
sentences and passive voice 
manipulation.

Vocabulary Integration High-frequency general vocabulary. Collocations, idiomatic phrasal verbs, 
and technical registers.

Procedural Execution: The Oral-Written Exercise Workflow

One of the defining characteristics of the second edition of Pollock’s text is its dual-modality approach. The Oral-

Written Exercise Workflow is designed to bridge the gap between explicit knowledge (rules you can state) and 

implicit knowledge (rules you use automatically).

Step-by-Step Implementation Guide:

1.  Structural Identification: The learner identifies a specific grammatical target (e.g., Third Conditional) within a 

provided technical text.

2.  Cognitive Modeling: The instructor or text provides a model of the target structure applied to a real-world 

scenario (e.g., "If the server had been backed up, the data would not have been lost").

3.  Oral Manipulation: The learner engages in rapid-fire response drills to build phonological loop efficiency. This 

reduces the time spent on syntactic assembly during live communication.

4.  Contextual Writing: The learner produces a short technical summary or argumentative paragraph utilizing the 

target structure, focusing on the semantic precision of the message.

5.  Peer Review and Error Analysis: Utilizing Pollock’s answer keys and discussion topics, learners troubleshoot 

their own output for interference errors (L1 to L2 transfer).

Case Studies: Troubleshooting Advanced Syntactic Failures

Even advanced learners encounter specific failure modes when dealing with complex grammar. Below are two case

studies based on common challenges addressed in Pollock’s framework.

Case Study A: The Overuse of Passive Voice in Technical Reports

The Problem: A student consistently uses the passive voice to sound "objective," but creates sentences that are 

wordy and obscure the agent of action.

The Solution: Pollock’s methodology suggests a transition to Active Voice with Impersonal Subjects. Instead of

writing "It was determined by the software that...", the text encourages "The software determined that...". This

maintains objectivity while increasing clarity and conciseness.

Case Study B: Misalignment in Conditional Logic

The Problem: A learner confuses the Second Conditional (unlikely future) with the Third Conditional(impossible

past).



The Solution: The text provides a comparison matrix for Hypothetical Conditionals. By mapping the time-frame

(Past vs. Present) against the reality-status (Fact vs. Contrary-to-Fact), learners can mathematically determine the

correct verb form.



Condition Type Time Frame Reality Status Verb Formula (If-Clause / 
Main Clause)

Second Conditional Present/Future Contrary to Fact Simple Past / would + verb

Third Conditional Past Contrary to Fact Past Perfect / would have + 
past participle

Mixed Conditional Past (Cause) / Present 
(Result)

Contrary to Fact Past Perfect / would + verb

The Role of Cognitive Science in Pollock’s Pedagogy

The reference to Cognitive Science in many descriptions of Communicate What You Mean  is not accidental. The 

book leverages Schema Theory , which suggests that we learn better when new information is attached to existing 

mental frameworks. By using "discussion topics" that relate grammar to real-world sociology, technology, and 

ethics, Pollock ensures that the grammatical structures are encoded into long-term memory via elaborative 

rehearsal.

Furthermore, the text addresses Syntactic Priming. When a learner is exposed to a specific structure (like a 

causative verb: "He had the mechanic fixthe car"), they are more likely to use that structure in their own

subsequent output. Pollock uses repetitive but varied exercises to prime these advanced patterns, making them

part of the learner's natural repertoire.

Advanced Field Guide: Implementation in Professional Environments

For professionals using this text to enhance their technical writing or corporate communication, the following field

guide outlines how to apply Pollock’s principles to daily tasks.

Developing Executive Summaries

Use Pollock’s sections on Noun Phrasesto condense complex ideas. Instead of three sentences explaining a

process, use an appositive phrase or a gerund phrase to summarize the action concisely. This respects the

reader's time and demonstrates high-level linguistic control.

Navigating High-Stakes Negotiations

Master the use of Modals for Hedging. Pollock explains how words like would, could, might, and shouldfunction

as tools for politeness and strategic ambiguity. In a negotiation, saying "That might be difficult to implement" is often

more effective than "That is impossible," as it leaves room for further discussion while maintaining a professional

boundary.

Technical Documentation Accuracy

Focus on Prepositional Precision. Many advanced learners struggle with the nuances of prepositions in technical 

phrasal verbs. Communicate What You Meanprovides exhaustive lists and exercises for these combinations, which

are vital for writing clear SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures) and technical manuals.

Synthesizing the Advanced Grammar Experience

The journey from intermediate to advanced English proficiency is marked by a transition from learning *how* to 



speak to learning *how to mean*. Carroll Washington Pollock’s Communicate What You Meanprovides the

necessary scaffolding for this transition. By stripping away the unnecessary complexities of traditional linguistic

theory and focusing on the practical, communicative power of the English language, the text empowers students to

express complex thoughts with clarity and sophistication.

As we have explored through the technical workflows of tense-aspect systems, the mechanics of clause 

embedding, and the cognitive science of language acquisition, advanced grammar is a multifaceted discipline. It 

requires not only an understanding of rules but an appreciation for the functional architectureof communication.

The second edition of this work remains a cornerstone for anyone seeking to master the English language at a

professional and academic level, proving that even the most complex ideas can be communicated clearly when one

truly understands what they mean. The integration of oral practice with rigorous written analysis ensures that the

learner moves beyond the page and into a realm of fluid, accurate, and impactful global communication.
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