
 

 

GENERAL ENGLISH REVISION NOTES 

 

This is a summary of important basics that you have time to practise and get to grips with 

at the moment. 

 

I PARTS OF SPEECH 

Parts of Speech refers to the different names of the categories of words we use every day. 

Different types of words have different functions – some name things, some describe things, 

some join sentences, and so on. 

Some words fit into more than one category; e.g. BLUE can be a noun (I love the colour 

blue.) or it can be an adjective (My mom bought me a blue shirt.)  You need to look at the 

sentence and decide what “job” the word is doing. 

 

NOUNS 

Nouns name things. There are several different types of noun. 

COMMON NOUNS – these are the names of ordinary, generic, non-specific things e.g. boy, 

girl, city, street, school, day, month etc. 

PROPER NOUNS – these are the names of specific things e.g. Thabo, Sibongile, Maryvale 

College Primary School, Tuesday, Johannesburg, March, Orchards Road. Proper nouns are 

written with capital letters: Cape Town, Balfour Park, Human Rights Day, Mrs Smith. 

COLLECTIVE NOUNS – are the names of collections of things – a flock of birds, a library of 

books, a bouquet of flowers, a school of fish. 

COMPOUND NOUNS – are nouns that are formed when two nouns join to make one word 

e.g. rainbow, schoolhouse, tracksuit, sunflower. 

ABSTRACT NOUNS – are the names of ideas, concepts or feelings. They cannot be seen or 

touched e.g. education, love, faith, war, affection, respect, friendship. 

Nouns that you can see and touch are called concrete nouns. Nouns that can be counted 

are called countable nouns - rivers, tables, cities, flowers etc. Ones that cannot be counted 

are called uncountable nouns – hair, grass, sand, water etc 

 

EXERCISE 1 

Draw a table with the following headings 

COMMON NOUNS PROPER NOUNS COLLECTIVE NOUNS ABSTRACT NOUNS 

    

 



 

 

Look at the nouns on the list below and place each one in the correct column on your table. 

grass  Easter Sunday  pack  money  choir  bunch 

joy  book  imagination  Mercedes Benz  flowers 

January truth  bacon   Queen Street   courage 

Sandton City page  cheese   congregation   orchestra 

Mrs Manyathi   constellation  patience   beach 

Tuesday suite  bird  kindness  leaf 

 

EXERCISE 2 

Find out what the collective nouns are for the following: 

Poems  flowers  trees  keys  singers  friends 

Stars  cars  angels  relatives stairs  worshippers 

Cattle  sheep  bees  kittens  wolves  lions 

Camels furniture fish  books  oranges birds 

 

VERBS 

Verbs describe actions. To test whether a word is a verb ask  Can I … For example, Can I 

run? (Yes, you can run; it is a verb) but Can I tree? (no, you can’t tree, it is not a verb). 

REMEMBER: IS, AM, ARE, BE, WERE are verbs. 

 

There are three verb tenses. 

 Past tense – things that have already happened 

 Present tense – things that are happening now 

 Future tense – things that are still going to happen. 

 SIMPLE 
Usually used 

CONTINUOUS 
Action is/was/will be 
ongoing 

PERFECT 
Action is/was/will be 
complete 

PRESENT TENSE 

 

I wash I am washing I have washed 

PAST TENSE 

 

I washed I was washing I had washed 

FUTURE TENSE 
 

I shall wash I shall be washing I shall have washed 

 

 



 

 

For example: 

I washed all the dishes after supper last night. (simple past tense) 

I was washing the dishes after supper last night when the lights went off. (continuous past 

tense) 

I had washed all the dishes after supper last night when the lights went off. (perfect past 

tense) 

INFINITIVES – When the word to stands in front of the verb, the verb is an infinitive. 

I am going to play soccer next term. 

They started to read the book in class. 

Sasha found it difficult to complete the test on time. 

Infinitives should not be split: NOT She started to eagerly describe her new dress. BUT 

Eagerly, she started to describe her new dress. 

FINITE VERBS A finite verb can stand on its own, and together with a subject makes a 

complete sentence: They ate. He argued. 

Finite verbs indicate whether the subject is singular or plural. 

 She wants her book. (singular) 

 They want their books. (plural) 

Finite verbs indicate tense. 

 I eat my lunch every day. (present tense) 

 I ate my lunch earlier today (past tense) 

 I shall eat my lunch later. (future tense) 

AUXILIARY (HELPING) VERBS – Auxiliary verbs stand in front of the verb they are helping; 

e.g. They have worked all day. 

Common auxiliary verbs are: am, are, be, can, could, had, has, have, is, may, might, must, 

shall, should, was, were, will, would. 

Auxiliary verbs can act as finite verbs as well. 

 He is in the cricket team. (finite) 

 He is hoping to be chosen for the cricket team. (auxiliary) 

  



 

 

IRREGULAR VERBS Do not follow the usual pattern of adding -ed to verbs when changing 

to past tense. Below are some useful irregular verbs to remember. 

begin began catch caught find found read read stand stood 

bleed bled choose chose forget forgot run ran swim swam 

blow blew come came freeze froze say said take took 

break broke dig dug go went see saw write wrote 

bring brought drive drove know knew shine shone wear wore 

buy bought eat ate leave left spin spun wind wound 

 

EXERCISE 1 

Rewrite the sentences correctly, changing the tense as instructed. 

e.g. I am working on my English grammar. (Yesterday) 

Yesterday I was working on my English grammar. 

1 I ate my lunch at midday. (Tomorrow…) 

2 I have read the whole book. (By tomorrow…) 

3 I am playing the piano. (Yesterday …) 

4 Thato ordered a hamburger for lunch. (Yesterday …) 

5 Everyone in the class is working well. (Later today …) 

6 This cake is delicious! (change to future tense) 

7 I am scared of the dark, (When I was little …) 

8 My family is going to Cape Town on holiday. (Next year …) 

9 Winter was approaching fast. (change to present tense) 

10 Were missing all our friends. (change to present tense) 

 

EXERCISE 2 

Choose the verb that completes the sentence correctly. 

1 My parents (is/are) going to be home later. 

2 I (bake/baked) a cake for dessert tonight. 

3 Our soccer team always (win/wins). 

4 My baby sister (cries/cried) when she fell. 

5 There (s/are) no more milk in the fridge. 

Use the words you did not choose correctly in your own sentences. 

 



 

 

ADJECTIVES 

Adjectives give more information about nouns and pronouns. 

 The little boy stood in the empty classroom. 

 She is talented. 

There are different kinds of adjective. 

DESCRIPTIVE – answer the question what kind? 

 The blue bird flew over the tall trees. 

PROPER – proper nouns used as adjectives – they are written with capital letters. 

 The Easter service was very moving. 

QUANTITY – answer the question how many? 

 Several children saw two men running away. 

ORDER – gives position 

 Maanda was the first person to arrive. 

DEMONSTRATIVE – answers the question which ones? 

 Put that basket on this chair. 

POSSESSIVE – answers who does it belong to? 

 We put our bags next to her car. 

INTERROGATIVE – question words 

 Which car is the best? 

COMPOUND – two word joined with a hyphen 

 She was enjoying a well-deserved break. 

Some adjectives compare things, they are called degrees of comparison. There are three 

degrees of comparison: 

 Positive – sweet 

 Comparative – sweeter 

 Superlative – sweetest 

Oranges are sweeter than lemons. 

 

  



 

 

ADVERBS 

Adverbs tell us more about verbs, adjectives and other adverbs. 

 He sings beautifully. (tells more about the verb, sings) 

 My dad is very patient. (tells more about the adjective, patient) 

 You’re walking too slowly. (tells more about the adverb, slowly) 

There are different kinds of adverb. 

MANNER – tells how 

 He ran quickly up the street. 

PLACE – tells where 

 He went home. 

TIME – tells when 

 He is playing soccer tomorrow. 

DEGREE – tells to what extent 

 You are speaking too softly, 

FREQUENCY – tells how often 

 He always eats alone. 

Adverbs can also have degrees of comparison. Sam runs faster than all the other boys; he is 

the fastest runner in the grade. 

 

EXERCISE 1 

Fill in suitable adjectives or adverbs. Try and use interesting words. 

1 The _____ flowers grew _____ in the garden. 

2 The _____ children ran _____ around the field. 

3 Thandi painted a _____ painting which her parents _____ displayed. 

4 Sumaya is _____ at Maths than I am, but I am ______ at History than she is. 

5 My dad drove _____ down the road towards the _____ sunset. 

6 Oageng jumped _____ out of his desk and shouted _____. 

7 We all _____ enjoyed the _____ TV programme. 

8 My gran always sits in the _____ chair next to the _____ window. 

9 Jay announced _____ that his _____ bike had been stolen. 



 

 

10 The library has many books that are _____ and _____. 

11 The _____ dress was _____ expensive. 

12 They ______ bring their _____ brother to play with my _____ ball. 

13 The _____ , ______ hole at the bottom of the garden was _____. 

14 The dogs barked _____ at the _____ intruders. 

15 She whispered _____ to her _____ friend that the cakes were _____. 

 

READ YOUR SENTENCES AND CHECK THAT THEY MAKE SENSE!! 

 

PRONOUNS 

A pronoun stands in the place of a noun in a sentence. 

Pronouns are I, you, he, she, it, me, him, her, your, they, them, their, we, our, my, his, her. 

Examples: 

Bophelo and Angela said that they were going to take their bags to the hall. 

Ms Rose said that she would be in her classroom at break. 

Mr Gamu had his cricket bat at school with him. 

The class asked me what my favourite colour was. 

 

EXERCISE 1 

Replace the underlined words in each sentence with an appropriate pronoun. 

1 Thapelo said that Thapelo had left Thapelo’s book at home. 

2 Ms Winnie said that Ms Winnie liked chocolate. 

3 Mrs Smith told all the boys to go to Mrs Smith’s office. 

4 The class held a cake sale to raise money so that the class could have a party. 

5 The Grade 7s took the Grade 7s’ bags to the hall and left the bags on the stage. 

6 The choir was proud of the choir’s performance in the competition. 

7 Linda said, “Give that to Linda, it is Linda’s.” 

8 Mr Moyo was in Mr Moyo’s classroom marking the class’s tests. 

9 Vincent and Ikgomotseng said that Vincent and Ikgomotseng had finished the work. 

10 Tshepang asked Tshepang’s brother for help. 



 

 

CONJUNCTIONS 

These are words that join two or more sentences to form one longer sentence. 

Common conjunctions are and, but, although, because, however, if, or, since, so, then, 

unless, until, when, whether, while 

Try not to use and or but too often. 

e.g.  He is feeling ill. He came to school. 

 He is feeling ill, however he came to school. 

Conjunctions can be used at the beginning of a sentence. 

 Although he is feeling ill, he came to school. 

 

EXERCISE 1 

Join the sentences below with the conjunctions given in brackets. 

1 Lerato is setting the table. Bophelo is making supper. (while) 

2 You may not go swimming. You have finished your chores. (until) 

3 Sumaya expects to do well in the test. She studied very hard. (since) 

4 My gran was coming to visit us. She is feeling ill. She cannot travel. (however; so) 

5 I cannot come out with you. My dad won’t allow it. (because) 

 

EXERCISE 2 

Use IF, WHEN, THEN and UNLESS to join sentences that you make up. 

 

PREPOSITIONS 

These are words showing the relationship of one thing to another. 

 He is sitting at the table. 

 The flowers are in the vase. 

Well-known prepositional phrases are: 

 Afraid of  Approve of   Interested in 

 Proud of  Accuse somebody of  Believe in 

 Tired of  Different from   Rely on 

 Scared of  Good at/for   Object to 



 

 

EXERCISE 1 

Write your own short sentences with each of the prepositional phrases on the previous 

page. 

e.g. My baby sister is afraid of loud noises. 

 

II PUNCTUATION 

Punctuation marks make the things we write easier to read. 

CAPITAL LETTERS: 

✓ Start sentences 

✓ Are used for proper nouns 

FULL STOPS [.] 

✓ Are used at the end of sentences that are not questions or exclamations. e.g. I am a 

pupil at Maryvale College. 

✓ Are used in some abbreviations. 

QUESTION MARKS [?] 

✓ Are used at the end of sentences that ask a question. e.g Where do you go to school? 

EXCLAMATION MARKS [!] 

 Used at the end of an exclamation or to show emotion or emphasise a point. e.g  Get 

out! Oh no! My little brother is so naughty! 

COMMA [,] 

✓ Separate items on a list – e.g. We need bread, cheese, milk and oranges. 

✓ Separates additional information in a sentence – e.g.  Lia, the tallest girl in the class, 

sits at the back. 

✓ Separates elements in a sentence – e.g. Yesterday, Chan brought cupcakes to school. 

APOSTROPHE [‘] 

✓ Shows possession – e.g. My brother’s bike is red. 

✓ Shows contraction – e.g. He doesn’t know the answer. (does not) 

APOSTROPHES ARE NOT USED TO SHOW THE PLURAL FORM IN ENGLISH!! 

QUOTATION MARKS [“ “] 

✓ Indicate that you are quoting someone’s exact words. 

✓ Indicate direct speech. 

Other punctuation marks are the semi-colon (;), colon (:), parenthesis, or brackets () and 

ellipsis ( …) 

  



 

 

III SENTENCES 

There are four types of sentence. 

✓ STATEMENTS – give information – e.g. There are three cars parked outside. 

✓ QUESTIONS – ask for information – e.g. What is your favourite colour? 

✓ COMMANDS – give instructions – e.g. Put your books on the front desk. 

✓ EXCLAMATIONS – express surprise, anger, fear, pain etc. – e.g. Oh no! 

SIMPLE AND COMPOUND SENTENCES 

A simple sentence deals with one idea, it has one verb – e.g. Angela enjoys reading. 

A compound sentence has two or more verbs, and is usually two or more simple sentences 

joined by conjunctions – e.g. Angela enjoys reading and dislikes running. 

Sentences are made up of a subject and a predicate, 

The subject performs the action – Angela enjoys reading – Angela is the subject. 

The predicate is the rest of the sentence, including the verb. 

SUBJECT PREDICATE 

I don’t like apples. 

The team won the match. 

The big brown dog barked at the people in the street. 

My older brother rode his bike to the river 

The predicate can be broken down into verb, direct object and indirect object. 

Direct object = whatever the verb was “done to” -  e.g. The boy kicked the ball. 

The indirect object answers the question to whom/what or for whom/what after the direct 

object – e.g. The boy kicked the ball to his teammate 

EXERCISE 1 

Rewrite the sentences, underlining the subject in green and the predicate in purple. 

1 Ms Winnie read the Grade 1s a story. 

2 Mr Gamu coached the soccer team. 

3 Ms Rose taught the Grade 7s Maths and Science. 

4 Ms Trace enjoys teaching at Maryvale College. 

5 Mr Moyo is an accomplished mathematician. 

 

  



 

 

EXERCISE 2 

Rewrite the sentences. Underline the verb, circle the subject, draw a box around the direct 

object and put a zigzag line under the indirect object. (hint: there isn’t always an indirect 

object) 

1 Sasha baked a delicious chocolate cake for he sister. 

2 Mrs Manyathi read a funny story to her class. 

3 Amber washed the dishes. 

4 He wrote an article about the fun day. 

5 Leon helped his brother to fly his kite. 

 

IV FIGURES OF SPEECH 

Writers and poets use Figures of Speech to create “word pictures” in our heads. The 

language used is not used literally. For example, if you say someone has a heart of stone, 

you do not mean that they have a heart made of rock (literal meaning), you mean that the 

person is unfeeling and unsympathetic. 

There are many different figures of speech. 

SIMILE – A comparison that always the words like or as in it – e.g. She looked as pretty as a 

picture. The clouds look like sheep floating above us. 

METAPHOR – A comparison that does not use like or as – e.g. The sun is an orange ball. The 

clouds are sheep floating above us. 

PERSONIFICATION – Inanimate objects or concepts are given human characteristics – e.g 

The kettle whistled cheerfully on the stove. Grief held her in its tight grip, 

ALLITERATION – The repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words that are 

close together e.g. The clumsy clown clasped the coconut carefully. 

ONOMATOPOEIA – These are words that imitate the sounds they describe – e.g. hiss, buzz, 

crackle, dripI 

RHYME – Words that sound the same, usually at the end of lines in poetry – e.g. 

Mary, Mary, 

Quite contrary, 

How does your garden grow? 

With silver bells 

And cockle shells 

And three pretty maidens in a row 

 



 

 

HYPERBOLE – The use of over-exaggeration – e.g. I have asked you a thousand times to put 

away your toys! She had prepared enough food to feed an army. 

 

V PREFIXES AND SUFFIXES 

PREFIX A group of letters added to the beginning of a root word to change the meaning of a 

word or to create a new word – e.g. complicated - -uncomplicated; cycle – bicycle 

SUFFIX -A group of letters added to the end of a root word to modify the word. Sometimes a 

suffix changes the part of speech to which the root word belonged – e.g educate (verb) – 

education (abstract noun); beauty (abstract noun) – beautify (verb). 

COMMON PREFIXES & THEIR MEANINGS 

PREFIX MEANING EXAMPLE  PREFIX MEANING EXAMPLE 
ante before antenatal  hyper exaggerated hyperactive 

anti against antiseptic  In/im/ir/il not inactive 
impossible 
irrelevant 
illogical 

auto self autograph  multi many multivitamin 

bi two/twice bicycle  pre before premature 

co together co-operate  re again revise 

de away/down/remove deactivate  semi/hemi half Semicircle 
hemisphere 

dis not disarray  sub under submerge 

fore in front/before forecast  un not unconventional 

 

COMMON SUFFIXES &HOW THEY MODIFY A WORD 

SUFFIX HOW IT MODIFIES WORDS  SUFFIX HOW IT MODIFIES WORDS 
able/ible Able to be - reliable  dom Forms abstract nouns - freedom 

age Forms nouns -postage  ed Makes past tense - enjoyed 

al/ial Forms adjectives - practical  ful Comprising/full of - joyful 

ance/ence Forms abstract nouns - 
innocence 

 ish Like/ having the nature of - 
selfish 

ar/er/or Forms occupations - teacher  less Without - joyless 

ary/ery/ory/ury Forms nouns or adjectives – 
stationery; injury 

 ship In a position of - directorship 

ate Forms verbs - communicate  wards In the direction of - backwards 

 

Knowing the meanings of prefixes and suffixes can help you to work out the meanings of 

words that are unfamiliar to you. 

 

VI SYNONYMS AND ANTONYMS 

Synonyms are words with the same or a similar meaning – pretty, beautiful, attractive, good-

looking; while antonyms are words with opposite meanings – compulsory/optional, 

light/dark or heavy. 

  



 

 

EXERCISE 1 

1 Find as many synonyms as you can for the following words: 

ASK; FRIENDLY; HELP; BIG; KIND; GOOD; QUICK; SMALL; HAPPY; SAD; SAY 

When you write paragraphs and essays, try and use some of the words you researched. 

2 What is the name of the reference book that lists synonyms? 

3 Write sentences in which you use the following antonyms. Use both words in one 

sentence e.g. I thought the bag would be light, but it was actually quite heavy. 

ADULT/CHILD; ANCIENT/MODERN; BLUNT/SHARP; DAMAGE/REPAIR; 

INCLUDE/EXCLUDE; LOOSE/TIGHT; LOSE/FIND; TAME/WILD 

 

VII HOMONYMS, HOMPHONES & HOMOGRAPHS 

Homonyms have the same spelling and pronunciation but have different meanings. 

 BALL -a round object used in games OR a formal dance 

 BARK – the sound made by a dog OR the outer covering of a tree trunk. 

Give two different meanings for each of the following homonyms: 

BAT; COLD; CRICKET; DUCK; FAIR; JAM; SECOND; SPELL; SPRING; TIP; TRIP 

Homophones sound  the same but have different spellings and meanings. 

 PAIL, a bucket and PALE, very light in colour 

 PEAR, a fruit and PAIR, a set of two 

Explain how the meanings of the following homophone pairs differ: 

AISLE/ISLE; BREAK/BRAKE; FLOWER/FLOUR; MEAT/MEET; WEAK/WEEK; 

PEACE/PIECE; SWEET/SUITE; THEIR/THERE 

Homographs have the same spelling but different pronunciations and meanings. 

 MINUTE – sixty seconds OR tiny 

 DESERT – a dry, arid region OR to abandon 

Explain the different meanings of the following homographs by writing them in a sentence – 

e.g. The soldier who deserted his post ran off into the desert. 

OBJECT; PRESENT; BOW; SOW; REFUSE; TEAR; WOUND 

  



 

 

VIII IDIOMS AND PROVERBS 

An idiom is a fixed way of saying something. It is not meant literally. For instance, if we say 

it is raining cats and dogs it means it is raining heavily, not that animals are falling out of 

the sky. 

Explain in your own words what the underlined idioms mean. 

1 It was a real feather in his cap to be chosen for the team. 

2 He’s a real fence sitter. 

3 She felt like a real fish out of water on her first day at the new school. 

4 The day she graduated was a red-letter day for her family, 

5 That argument was a real storm in a teacup. 

6 Don’t be such a wet blanket, come to the party with us! 

7 She just added fuel to the fire with her controversial opinions. 

8 You shouldn’t talk behind people’s backs, 

9 That was a silly argument, why don’t we bury the hatchet? 

10 You’ve made such good progress, don’t throw in the towel now! 

 

A proverb is also a fixed way of saying something and is not meant literally, but a proverb 

also offers a life lesson or wisdom of some sort. 

 Rome wasn’t built in a day: large undertakings take time and patience to complete 

 Don’t put all your eggs in one basket: Don’t risk everything on one decision 

See if you can find out what these proverbs mean: 

✓ Early to bed, early to rise makes one healthy, wealthy and wise. 

✓ A tree is known by its fruit. 

✓ It takes a village to raise a child. 

✓ A spark can start a fire that burns the prairie. (A prairie is a large, wide, open plane) 

✓ All that glitters is not gold. 

✓ Don’t cry over spilled milk. 

✓ Even a tiny star shines in the dark. 

✓ After the game, the king and the pawn go into the same box. 

✓ Actions speak louder than words. 

✓ It is always darkest before the dawn. 

 

 

 


