Comparison of the Telenex Network with the Practical English Usage

Introduction


For many years, users and learners of the English Language in Hong Kong have regarded reference grammar books as their only solution whenever they encounter problems in the English usage. However, in recent years, the blooming development of multimedia references has provided a vast amount of alternatives to the traditional solution. Among all of them, the web pages in the Internet are the most popular, as users can approach them economically and conveniently through their computers.


In order to have a better understanding of this new type of grammar reference, the following essay is going to compare the Telenex network—a grammar backup homepage designed mainly for teaching purposes—with the Practical English Usage (PEU)—one of the most prominent reference book for general users in the past two decades. This will be carried out in six aspects, namely contents, accuracy, clarity, completeness, ease of understanding and format. Furthermore, for convenient sake, only the Present Perfect Simple will be taken into account in this comparison.

a) Contents

In comparing the discussions on the uses of the Present Perfect in the two sources of reference, it was found that they share a number of similarities. Firstly, it is claimed in both of them that the Present Perfect can be used to refer to past and finished actions or events which are connected with the present. Secondly, they also argue that the Present Perfect can be used to represent habits (repeated actions/events) in a period leading up to now.

However, there are still a number of points which are present in one of the sources but not the other. For instance, only the PEU states that the use of the Present Perfect in subordinate (dependent) clauses to refer to future time is to emphasize the idea of completion of the events or actions in those clauses. Also, it points out that the Present Perfect is the normal tense for expressing ideas of achievements.

Significantly, there are two contradictions between the two sources in the uses of the Present Perfect; the first of which is that in the PEU, it is said that the Present Perfect is used to represent past events together with their present results. Nevertheless, in the Telenex, this concept of ‘present results’ is criticized to be misleading. Instead, it advocates the idea of current relevance. The core of this conflict, in fact, lies in the definition of the term ‘results’. In the Telenex, results are restricted to the observable changes caused by the past events. Hence, in the example that it suggested,

‘ I’ve explained the meanings of the present perfect many times, but my students still don’t understand.’

the latter part is not considered as the result of the former part. Nonetheless, in the PEU, the respective definition is broader and it includes all the influences, either apparent or not, that the past events can bring forth. Thus, in the above example, although the explanations provided by the teacher have no observable increments in the students’ understanding of the Present Perfect, his/her attempts must have initiated the students think about or even discuss this grammar item.

The second contradiction lies in the structure in which the Present Perfect is combined with such definite time indicators as ‘this morning’ and ‘this afternoon’. In the PEU, it is claimed that this structure is not preferred in affirmative clauses
. However, in the Telenex, there is no such limitation and one affirmative sentence and one affirmative clause are given as examples in illustrating this structure as well
. 

b) Accuracy

Having been an authoritative reference grammar worldwide for nearly 20 years, the PEU can inspire confidence in its readers in the aspect of accuracy. In fact, based on my understanding of the English Grammar, there were no mistakes observed throughout its discussion on the Present Perfect. 

The Telenex, on the other hand, is relatively newer and is thus subject to a certain degree of inconsistent accuracy. For instance, in the part which talks about the use of the Present Perfect to denote events that happened within a period up to now, the following example is given:

‘We have made formal apologies on several occasions.’

One may suggest that this is an example of a repeated action (habit), rather than an event.

Likewise, in the part which discusses using the Present Perfect to describe states continuing up to the present, the following example is given:

‘We have insured Benz cars for many years’.

There is no doubt that ‘insure’ is a dynamic verb rather than a stative one. My interpretation for this sentence, therefore, is that insuring a Benz car is an action rather than a state, and the insurance company started this action many years ago, and has repeated it many times until the moment of speaking/writing.

Although different people may have different interpretations for the above examples, it is still inappropriate to include such confusing examples to illustrate the different uses of the Present Perfect. This is particularly important for those who want to distinguish among these uses through the examples provided.

Apart from the above discussion, there is still one instance of inaccuracy in the Telenex. Throughout its contents, the words ‘for’ and ‘since’ are said to be examples of adverbials
. Although one can still guess that what the writers mean are ‘for a period of past time’ and ‘since a definite past time’, it is unacceptable for such an advanced reference grammar to possess such mistakes. Particularly, they may mislead those who have not acquired the term ‘adverbial’ in building their understanding of it.

c) Clarity


In viewing the two references macroscopically, it was found that the treatment of the Present Perfect in the Telenex is better organized and thus clearer. 


Firstly, it makes use of ‘flowcharts’ and ‘timelines’ to help elaborating the complicated ideas. They not only enhance the users’ following the logic of the information being presented and thus avoid their getting confused, but also allow them to have quick revision of the central ideas of the contents whenever necessary in the future. In contrast, all but one information is presented in the form of sentences in the PEU
.   


Secondly, in using the Present Perfect to show the past with reference to the present, writers of the Telenex divided the presentation into four parts: state, habit, event and current relevance. Within each part, an independent discussion with a number of supporting examples are provided. The corresponding division in the PEU, however, is less clear in the sense that it focuses on the presence and the types of time expressions in sentences. Regarding the natures of the actions/events, the PEU only highlights that the Present Perfect can be used for ‘news’ and ‘repetition and continuation to now’. Consequently, although the PEU also provides self-explanatory elaboration (supported by examples) for these actions/events, the way in which they are organized may puzzle the users to a certain extent. 

d) 
Finally, despite the above advantages, the Telenex also has certain microscopic shortcomings in the aspect of clarity. The most obvious two are the problems of inaccuracy and ambiguity of the examples which have been discussed in the previous part. These problems, in fact, are also present in the timelines provided: all indicators of activities (e.g. actions, events), either in the forms of red dots or arrows, proceed beyond the present time. This may imply that the activities are likely to continue in the future. However, one cannot prove whether this is the actual and the only meaning that the writers want to convey, as the stated duration of such activities are just ‘up to now’.   
  

e) Completeness

Although the discussion on the Present Perfect only accounts for a relatively small proportion of the contents of both references, one should be confident that both of them fulfil such needs of general users as discussions on the forms of the tense, the situations where it is used and the expressions with which it usually collates. 

Notwithstanding, in examining the two sources more in depth, it was found that each of them has some components that are not possessed by the other. 


To begin with, only the PEU provides comparisons of the Present Perfect Simple with the Present Perfect Progressive and with the Past Simple. These comparisons are very useful for Hong Kong students, as most of the mistakes they have made in tenses are caused by their getting confused in the uses of similar but different tenses and aspects. For teachers, such comparisons can serve as a set of guidelines in teaching their students the differences among these tenses and aspects.


Besides, the PEU provides a vast amount of counterexamples in which the Present Perfect should not be used. By comparing them with their counterparts in which the appropriate tenses are used, the readers will be more aware of the situations where the Present Perfect is not used. 


In addition, the PEU also discusses the American usage of the Present Perfect. As Hong Kong is now becoming a multicultural city, citizens here are having more opportunities in contacting American English; thus, such a discussion may be helpful in their reading and listening texts in the American style.


On the other hand, there are also two features that are only present in the Telenex. The first feature is a ‘teaching implications’ section, which provides some general hints in teaching the Present Perfect; the second feature is a ‘Prof’s quiz’ section in which several questions are included to test the users’ awareness of the Present Perfect.     
f) Ease of Understanding

In this criterion, it was found that the PEU is more user-friendly than the Telenex, mainly because the latter adopts metalinguistic terms extensively throughout its contents. This can impose a barrier to the users, as they have to get familiar with the definitions of these terms before acquiring the usage of the Present Perfect. Therefore, although a convenient access to the glossary of these terms is provided
, general users may still lose their interests or even get frustrated in looking up the definitions of such terms frequently.

On the contrary, simple English with the minimum amount of technical terms are used in the PEU. This eliminates the above prerequisite of learning the Present Perfect and thus the PEU is suitable for users of all levels.

In supporting the above argument, a comparison of the choices of wording in the two sources was made: in describing such time indicators in sentences as ‘so far’ and ‘up to now’, the Telenex uses the more specific term ‘adverbials’, while the PEU adopts the more generic term ‘time expression’, which is more comprehensible to the readers.

Notwithstanding, the Telenex also has one credit over the PEU in this aspect: most examples it provides were taken from various local sources (e.g. South China Morning Post). This lets the users know how the present perfect is used in daily contexts. Moreover, in addition to extracting only the sentences in which the Present Perfect is used (i.e. out of context), the Telenex also provides the whole texts for further references. This in turn enables the users to understand why the Present Perfect was preferred in the particular sentences through their relations with other neighboring sentences. In contrast, all examples in the PEU are purposefully written to illustrate its arguments. Hence, they may show a deviation from the actual uses of the Present Perfect in daily life.   

g) Format

Since the two sources of grammar deliver the contents in different media—the PEU being in the form of a book while the Telenex in the form of a multimedia homepage, one would expect that they employ different formats of presenting information.

Firstly, at the lower part of each page in the Telenex network, there is always a list of topics related to the contents of that page. Users can get access to the discussion on any of these topics directly by clicking their option with the mouse. This can save their time in searching for the information they want. In the PEU, however, owing to practical limitations, such a convenience cannot be provided and the readers have to search for their desired topics either in the contents or the index sections.

Secondly, before delivering its contents, the Telenex first orientates the users through an ‘overview’ section which summarizes all its contents. This not only helps its users know whether the database contains information that they want, but also allows them to have a brief understanding of the logic and the order of information that will be presented. In the PEU, such a ‘briefing section’ is also absent.

In spite of the above differences, there is still one common feature in the formats of the two references—the highlight of common errors. In the Telenex, there is a ‘misconception’ section
; in the PEU, there is also a discussion on the ‘bad rules’ in using the Present Perfect. It was found that the errors included in both of them are prevalent for Hong Kong students and are thus worth paying special attention to.

Conclusion


Based on the above comparison, it is clear that each of the two sources of reference grammar has its own merits and demerits. This suggests why it is advisable for students and teachers to refer to more than one reference whenever they come across difficulties in grammar.


Moreover, despite the small number of contradictions, the two grammar sources can be said to be complementary. Therefore, it is recommended that the above two parties get access to both of them in their daily practices.

� The PEU claims that Past Simple is more appropriate in affirmative clauses.


� The examples given are: ‘I have spoken to him this morning.’ & ‘… the programmes I have outlined to you this afternoon.’ 


� It is clear that ‘for’ is a preposition and ‘since’ is either a preposition or a conjunction.


� The exception is the table which lists out the different forms of the Present Perfect.


� This can simply be achieved by clicking the G  icon next to each term.


� Actually, there is also a ‘students’ problems’ section; however, there are no such files in the aspect of the Present Perfect.
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