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Grammar-ettes
One-Minute Grammar Drills — Basic Level

 Theoretically, PLS students should learn their grammar semi-naturally 
through in-class English and all the grammar embedded in our homework. They 
don’t. At least not at a satisfactory pace, nor to an acceptable level. These 
supplementary drills are an attempt to rectify this curriculum shortcoming. They 
are an elective requirement in the 8th and 6th Ranks.

 With low-ranked students, some weeks can be well-spent drilling only on 
modal auxiliary verb “can” statements. And it can be a very positive experi-
ence for all—until we go ‘negative’ with “can’t” statements. The idea is to build 
a strong foundation with the back and forth of the basic drill patterns before 
seriously attacking the slippery “be” verb, or discovering how much there is to 
dislike about the likes of “like” and “have”. 

 Push ahead too quickly, and/or without well-orchestrated strictness, and 
drill time will be a discordant mess of doubtful value. But with older classes that 
quickly become smooth and on track, there’s no need to move so deliberately 
through early levels.

 The time goal for the first week is two to three minutes; the second week, 
two minutes. After that, just one. The drills should probably be done during the 
first third or at least first half of the class.

 Sparing use of Japanese is recommended to be sure each student always 
completely understands the meaning of what they’re obliged to say (and, as 
usual, always with factual truth). Spot-check comprehension by requiring the 
class as a whole to give Japanese translations of their English output; also oc-
casionally call on individual students to do the same.

 Advancement should normally not proceed until each attempt is smooth in 
unison, with good pronunciation audible (but never loud) from each and every 
one. Provide clear modeling as needed, and have them repeat until they’re 
right on. Super-strictness is essential, particularly early on, for this not to be-
come a royal, ragged headache.

 Soon you will begin to imitate the gesticulations of an orchestra leader, 
gesturing more than speaking while critically monitoring, correcting and requir-
ing repeats as needed. Each line and each level, if shaky, should be repeated 
until the kids are as locked in unison as a platinum record quintet. Use an 
animated face to convey approval, joyously extending hand(s) toward those to 
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next be reported on.

Level 1: “Can” with 3rd, 1st and 2nd person singular
“Jiro can swim” • “I can swim” • “You can swim”

 T: “Who can swim? If you can swim, raise your hand.” (If most or all kids 
cannot, switch action verbs. See below.)

 T: “Jiro can swim.”
  (Teacher gets all but Jiro to repeat this in unison.)
 Ss: “Jiro can swim.”
  (Teacher models Jiro’s response, which he repeats.)
 J: “Yes, I can swim.”
  (Teacher has kids repeat this statement in unison, and Jiro gives his 

response, until all are speaking smoothly with good pronunciation. 
Teacher motions toward Aki, indicating—but not saying, unless abso-
lutely necessary—that kids are to make a statement about her as they 
have about Jiro.)

 Ss: “Aki can swim.”
  (Teacher may join in this chorus of voices at first, but only until kids get 

the idea. After that, the teacher just carefully monitors, correcting as 
needed.)

 A: “Yes, I can swim.”
  (Teacher goes on to gesture, one at a time, toward every swimmer in 

class. Probably last, teacher points to own chest, grins proudly, pan-
tomiming an Australian crawl, to elicit a “you” statement.)

 Ss: “You can swim.”
 T: “Yes, I can swim (too)” (He/she beams.)

 We want to avoid negatives (“can’t”) for now. If any kids can’t swim, find 
and substitute something they can do: Skate? Ski? Ride a bike?
 Ss: “Miho can jump rope.”
 M: “Yes, I can jump rope.”

Level 2: “Can” with singular and plural persons
Level 1 + “Miho and Jiro can swim” • “We can swim”

 Continue with “swim”, “ski”, and so on, being sure that each kid gets to 



— 252 —

Sentence-Making & Self-expreSSion activitieS

answer, “Yes, I can” or, “Yes, we can”. Teacher warms up with a repeat of Level 
1, but introduces the pattern for plural persons by simultaneously ‘pointing’ 
(extending hands toward) two or three kids.

 Ss: “Miho can jump rope.”
 M: “Yes
  (Teacher gestures toward Keiko, nodding his head affirmatively while 

pantomiming the Australian crawl.)
 Ss: “Keiko can swim.”
 K: “Yes, I can swim.”
  (T then indicates, with both arms extended, two students.)
 Ss: “Jiro and Miho can swim.”
 J&M: “Yes, we can swim.” (Spoken in tight unison.)
  (Teacher then indicates one or two students and him/herself.)
 Ss: “Aki, Namie and you can swim.”
 T, A, N: “Yes, we can swim.”
  (Continue till all are doing well or time forbids. With sufficient student 

number, teach that the “and” goes only before the very last name in a 
series.)

Level 3: “Can/can’t” with singular and plural 3rd and 1st persons
“Jiro can’t drive” • “Keiko and Miho can’t drive” • “That’s right, I/we can’t”

  (After teacher has modeled the needed English, indicate Jiro, pantomime 
driving, shake head ‘no’.)
 Ss: “Jiro can’t drive.”
 J: “That’s right, I can’t.”
  (Teacher indicates two students this time, repeats the above.)
 Ss: “Keiko and Miho can’t drive.”
 K&M: “That’s right, we can’t.”  
  (More of the same until teacher points to own chest, pantomimes driv-

ing, nods head ‘yes’.)
 Ss: “You can drive.”
 T: “Yes, I can drive.”

 Change action verb to get a mixture of “cans” and “can’ts”, but don’t pair 
“can” and “can’t” kids yet. For example, “Aki and Keiko can’t cook” is appropri-
ate at Level 3, but, “Miho can cook, but Aki can’t” should be saved for Level 5. 
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Level 4: “Can/can’t” with two verbs
“Jiro can swim and ski” • “Keiko can’t drive or ski” • “I can do both” • “I can’t do either”

 Ss: “Jiro can swim and ski.”
 J: “Yes, I can do both.”
 Ss: “Keiko can’t drive or ski.”
 K: “That’s right. I can’t do either.”
 Ss: “You can drive and play ping-pong.”
 T: “Yes, I can do both.”

Level 5: Pairing students who “can” and “can’t”
“Miho can cook, but Jiro can’t” • “Namie can ski, but you can’t”

 Ss: “Namie can ski, but Aki can’t.”
 N: “Yes, I can ski.”
 A: “That’s right, I can’t.”
  (The arbitrariness of these reply patterns might be relaxed later, but for 

a time are best stuck with to make unison speech easier.)

Level 6: Levels 1, 2 and 3 with errors

 Repeat the sentence patterns from Levels 1, 2 and 3 but make, and cause 
kids to make, deliberate errors.

  (Teacher knows Jiro can swim, but points to him, pantomimes swimming, 
and shakes head “no”. Kids obligingly make a false statement.)
 Ss: “Jiro can’t swim.”
 J: “No, I can swim!” (Jiro is incensed; our goofy teacher apologizes for 

the mistake, but just makes another.)
 Ss: “Keiko and Miho can drive.”
 K&M: “No, we can’t drive!”
 Ss: “Aki can ski, but Namie can’t.”
 A: “No, Namie can ski, but I can’t.”
  (That’s wrong” may be substituted for “No”.)

Level 7: “Like” with 1st, 2nd and 3rd person, singular and plural 
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 Choose a food all are likely to like (e.g. ice cream) to practice affirmative 
statements only. Elicit, “Miho likes ice cream”, “Jiro and Keiko like ice cream”, 
“Yes, I/we like ice cream”, and, “You like ice cream”.

Level 8: “Like/likes”, “don’t/doesn’t like”

 Intermix foods that some or all students don’t like, to elicit both “like” and 
“don’t like” versions of all the grammar covered in Level 7.

Level 9: “Like/likes to”, “don’t/doesn’t like to”

 Introduce verbs—things that students “like to” or “don’t like to” do—to 
elicit first, second and third person sentences, both singular and plural, as in 
Level 8.

Level 10: “Is/are”

 This level and those below follow the same pattern of progression as what 
has come before. At present, we leave it to teachers to infer what sort of state-
ments and follow-through will be appropriate beyond level 10.

Level 11: “Have/has”

Level 12: “Is/are”, “isn’t/aren’t”

Level 13: “Have/has”, “don’t/doesn’t have”

 And the educational fun need not stop here. Continue 1- to 2-minute drills 
on other topics of interest and plain-present-tense functionality, such as ‘play 
[an instrument]’, ‘eat [a food] for [meal]’, ‘play [a sport]’, ‘watch [a TV show]’, 
before delving into past, present perfect, future, and other verb tenses. The sky 
(and our admittedly tight class-time schedule) is the limit!


