All Sorts of Information about Language


In the year 2000, there were approximately 6,000+ languages in the world.  It was estimated at that time that half of those languages are going to die in the next 100 years- by the year 2100.  That’s 3,000 languages in 1200 months, 2½  per month, 1 every two weeks.  There were 51 languages with just one speaker left, 28 in Australia alone.  Ninety-six percent of the world’s languages are spoken by just four percent of the people.  Of 6,000+ languages, only 81 different languages are spoken by 10 million or more people.
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What is in common with every one of those different languages, however, is that they all have a built-in learned grammar.  That is to say that there is a standard way to put each word together to construct a sentence.  This is called grammar.  Grammar is why we don’t go up to someone and in English say, “Are today you how?”  Sentences in every language in the world can only be put together in certain ways.  In English, for example, a person can only construct sentences in five different basic variations.  We expand those variations, but if a person said a sentence in a different word order, the listener would probably question what was being said.  The most recent example of a grammar that is different can be seen in the Star Wars movies.  Yoda speaks his words in a different grammatical form, but it is consistent. 


In the English language, the most comprehensive source for all words is the Oxford English Dictionary.  This dictionary, which took 70 years to compile, now consists of 20 volumes; 21,730 pages; and weighs 137.72 pounds.  There are 615, 100 word forms that are considered as entries.  Since its original publication in 1928, over 50,000 new words have been added due to additions to our vocabulary.  Can you think of words that have been added during your life time?

When a child is first born, he/she has no idea of language.  Language is not inherited; it is not an instinct.  It is learned!  If you took an American born baby from its mother and gave it to French parents, it would speak French.  There have been cases of children left in the woods and cared for by animals.  These children do not speak at all; they make animal noises.  By a child’s first birthday, he/she already knows hundreds of words, ½ are objects, ½ are actions.  Around the age of 18 months,  a child’s vocabulary rate increases at the unbelievable rate of approximately one new word every two waking hours.  This rate continues up to adolescence.  Thus, at an average of 2,000-3,000+  new words a year, you already know approximately 50,000 words by 7th grade.  At 18 months a child already knows the sense of basic grammar (syntax).  By age two to three years, grammatical conversation is increasing so rapidly that researchers are overwhelmed. 

Words in all languages, depending on their definition and use, fall into the same basic categories.  These categories are called the parts of speech.  These are the essential building blocks of the English language.  Each of the parts of speech has its own function (job) and importance in English grammar.  These parts of speech are what we will be studying.

In the 1950’s researchers dissected over 500 different texts, sampled from 15 different categories (newspaper articles, magazines, religious texts, different genre of fiction, government documents, school books, etc.), reading over 5 million words.  From their work, they produced A General Service List of English Words.  This list consists of the 2,000 words to be of the greatest service to learners of English.  It consists of 85 percent of all the words in books.  The most important word, the word by far used most often by speakers of English is the word the.  The next top ten words are the following: be, of, and, a, to, in, he, have, and it.  I tell you these words so that when we are studying grammar and the parts of speech, you realize that many of the words are used over and over again.  

So what are the parts of speech?  Just how many of each are there in the English language?  Is there a way to count them? 

There are eight categories (or nine), only eight categories (or nine) into which every single word in the English language can fit.  They are the parts of speech.  These eight categories are divided into two basic groups:  form class words and function words.  The information below is based on the 9th edition of the Concise Oxford Dictionary (1995) consisting of 90, 673 entries.  The proportions listed below are probably not too far from the proportions for the complete Oxford dictionary.*
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Nouns

55, 532  (61.9%)


Interjections
286    (0.32%)


Adjectives
19, 458  (21.5%)


Prepositions
127    (0.14%)


Verbs

8, 852    (9.67%)


Pronouns
109    (0.12%)


Adverbs
6, 098    (6.83%)


Conjunctions
  75    (0.08%)









Determiners
  50    (0.06%)

(Thanks to Jeremy H. Marshall for answering my query at AskOxford.com)

