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UNIT 2 

GRAMMATICAL HIERARCHY  
Words, phrases, clauses, and sentences constitute what is called the grammatical hierarchy. We 
can represent this schematically as follows:  

sentences  
consist of one or more...  

clauses  
consist of one or more... 

phrases  
consist of one or more...  

words 

 

PHRASES  
A phrase is a group of related words that does not have a subject and a verb. It is a part of a 
sentence or a clause which holds together as a meaningful unit on its own, and contributes in a 
unified way to the meaning of the whole sentence or clause. It is important to notice that a 
phrase type characteristically has a number of different roles within the clause. For example, a 
noun phrase may function as a subject, object, or complement. 

As mentioned before, phrases may consist of a single word, or often of several words clustered 
around a particular head word, which in some sense carries the central idea in the meaning of 
the whole phrase. The following are examples of phrases: 

 leaving behind the dog  
 his new fence  
 before the first test  
 after the devastation  
 to learn English  
 broken into thousands of pieces  
 because of her glittering smile  

In these examples above, you will find nouns (dog, fence, test, devastation, ignorance, 
intelligence, thousands, pieces). You also have some non-finite verbs (leaving, to learn), but in no 
case, is the noun functioning as a subject doing a predicate verb. They are all phrases. A phrase 
may contain another phrase within it. In other words, one phrase may be embedded within 
another phrase.   
                                          Tom told us two very exciting stories. 
 
The noun phrase two very exciting stories includes an adjective phrase very exciting that is 
embedded in the noun phrase two stories. 

The term phrase is used even if there is only one word - the main word alone. Phrases contrast 
with clauses in that they do not contain the main components of a potentially independent 
sentence - subject and verb, and perhaps objects. A phrase may contain a verb without its 
subject, or it may itself be the subject of some verb. Phrases also contrast with sentences, for the 
same above-mentioned reasons. Sentences are in fact structured groupings of clauses. 
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There are several different kinds of phrases that are classified according to the word category 
acting as the main or 'head' element (interesting picture = NP). We can identify the following 
phrases: 

 

Phrase Type Head Example 

Noun Phrase                     NP Noun                the children in class 5 

Verb Phrase                      VP Verb play the piano 

Adjective Phrase           AdjP Adjective delighted to meet you 

Adverb Phrase               AdvP Adverb very quickly 

Prepositional Phrase      PP Preposition in the garden 

 

Noun Phrases, Adjective Phrases and Adverb Phrases are composed of three primary elements: a 
head preceded by a modifier and followed by a qualifier. Based on their position in relation to the 
modifying element, modifiers and qualifiers are also called pre-modifiers and post-modifiers. 
Modifiers that precede the noun phrase are pre-modifiers, and those that follow the noun 
phrase are post-modifiers. 

Pre-modifiers     adjectives    the funny picture 
     nouns           the fast police car 

                             participles   boring books, bored readers 
                             adverbs       the thoroughly English newspaper 

 
Post-modifiers     prep. phrases                  the picture of the actress 
       non-finite structures     the girl sitting on the sofa 
                                                                           some books to read 
                                                                          a letter written in German 
                  adjective clauses          the old building which was built in 1857 
       adverbs           his journey home 
 
          

2.1. NOUN PHRASE (NP) 
A noun phrase comprises a noun (or a pronoun) which is its head and any associated modifiers. 
We also distinguish between modifiers that are dependent on the main word and describe or 
classify the head, and determiners, which introduce the noun phrase and specify it in terms of 
definitiveness, quantity, possessiveness, etc. Thus, we give the determiner, the modifier and the 
postmodifier (qualifier) equal syntactic status as primary elements of Noun Phrases.  

determiner (s) pre-modifier head postmodifier 

the two tallest boys of the team 

 
Noun phrases may have the following functions: 

· subject                                    My best friend Peter works as an computer expert. 
· direct object     She asked me several questions.  
· indirect object     They gave her a bunch of flowers. 
· subject complement    Her father is a wealthy man.  
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· object complement    We considered the plan the best solution. 
· prepositional complement   This present is aimed for your mother. 
· pre-modifier of a noun phrase   He doesn't have office hours today. 
· adverbial      Mr. Wallis lives next door. 
· apposition     Her best friend, Alan Stuart, comes from London.   
· pre-modifier of Adj.P or Adv.P   George loved walking in the streets and admiring  

the buildings five hundred years old.   
In the sentence: 

The children considered the wild animal in the cage a very dangerous predator. 
Children, animal, cage, and predator are NOUNS. The Noun Phrase The children function as the 
subject, the wild animal in the cage as the object, a very dangerous predator as the object 
complement of the given sentences. 
 

2.2 VERB PHRASE (VP) 
In a verb phrase, the lexical verb is regarded as the main element, which either functions alone 
(a), or is preceded by one or more auxiliaries (b), which help the main verb to make up verb 
phrases. 

(a) She writes letters every day 
(b) She has been writing letters since morning. 

     
All the elements in a VP are realised by verbs, the main element by a finite or non- finite form of 
a lexical verb, and the optional ones by auxiliaries. The first auxiliary (or the auxiliary if there is 
only one) is called the operator. It is the element that helps to make the VP finite (writing - is 
writing) and to make clauses interrogative. The operator also enables us to create ellipted 
responses: 

Has she been writing letters for a long time?  -  Yes, she has. 
Does she like writing letters?  -  Yes, she does. 

There are two kinds of Verb Phrase: finite and non-finite. 

2.2.1 FINITE VP 
Finite VPs, which consist of a lexical verb + one or more auxiliary, carry contrast in tense between 
present and past, and may also be marked for person and number. The only syntactic function of 
Finite VPs is to serve as central clause elements - predicates of clauses. Verb phrases can be 
simple or extended: 

 A simple VP consists of a single element, usually the lexical element, realised by a finite of 
a lexical verb. 

They write in English. 
She writes with her left hand. 
She wrote a long letter. 
Write neatly! (imperative) 
 

 An extended VP consists of a lexical verb at the head, preceded by up to four auxiliaries, or 
five if we include the lexical auxiliaries. The order of the auxiliaries is fixed and depends on 
the grammatical meanings they convey. The structures with auxiliaries (modal, perfect, 
progressive, passive, semi-modal) occur in ordered combinations. 

    She must write a letter. 
           She has written a letter. 
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She must have written a letter. 
     She is writing / has been writing a letter. 
           The letter is written / has been written. 
          She is about to write a letter.  

She must have been writing letters for more than two hours. 
 

2.2.2 NON-FINITE VP 
Non-finite VPs are infinitives, gerunds, or participles, they do not contain any specification of 
tense and modality, and therefore, have fewer possible variations. With non-finite verb forms, it 
is important to distinguish between their role as verb phrase in the non-finite clause and the role 
which the non-finite clause as a whole has in the larger structure. 

Infinitive phrase consists of an infinitive and any modifiers or complements associated with it. 
Infinitives can act as adjectives, adverbs, and nouns: 

Peter's dream to travel to Italy for honeymoon didn't come true. (modifies 'dream' = adj.) 
Don Pedro called his grandson to tell him about his plans. (tells 'why' he called = adverb) 
She doesn't like to study English. (noun = object of the sentence) 

 

Gerund phrase is a gerund that ends in -ing. Gerund phrases act as nouns and can do anything 
that a noun can do. Other phrases, especially prepositional phrases, are frequently part of the 
gerund phrase: 
 
     Smoking a lot of cigarettes can cause cancer. (subject) 
    He doesn't like playing football. (object) 
    I'm interested in studying foreign languages for the rest of my life. (object of preposition 'in') 
 
Participial phrase can be a present participle (-ing), past participle (-ed), or other forms (for 
irregular verbs) combined with complements and modifiers. Participial phrases typically act as 
adjectives or other modifiers: 
 

Our kitchen, redecorated last month, is now bright and clean.  
Walking down the street, Tom bumped into an old friend of mine. (modifies 'Tom') 

 

2.3 ADJECTIVE PHRASE (ADJ.P)  
An adjective phrase consists of an adjective and optional modifier that qualify in some respect 
what is denoted by the adjective. 
 
 Adjective phrases function as: 
· pre-modifiers in a noun phrase  I wondered why he didn't like this interesting topic.   
· subject complements    His sister is very nice. 
· object complements      The examinee found the questions rather difficult.   
· post-modifiers of a noun phrase I should have said something more serious. 
     Teresa questioned many students involved in the project. 
Some adjectives, such as fond and afraid must have a post-modifier. 
      The girls are fond of the pop star. 

George was afraid of the dog. 
        to run away/ that he would be late.. 
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2.4 ADVERB PHRASE (ADV.P)  
The structure of an adverb phrase is similar to that of an adjective phrase. It consists of an adverb 
- the main word (head) in the phrase, and of optional modifiers. 

He treated the animal very badly indeed. 
     pre-m.  adv.   post-m.  

 
The main functions of adverb phrases are: 
· modifiers of adjectives or adverbs in phrase structures   The film was surprisingly good. 
                 We opened the box quite easily. 
· adverbials in sentence structure           Possibly, they will have finished it by Monday. 
          Bill drove his new car very carefully.  
· pre- and post-modifiers in noun phrase   
There was no evidence that the then Liberal candidate had been involved in the scandal.  

It was an exhausting journey home. 

· complements of preposition   He hasn’t done anything until recently. 

· pre-modifiers in prepositional phrases It was just in the middle of the night. 

 

2.5 PREPOSITIONAL PHRASE (PP)  
In a prepositional phrase there are two obligatory elements. It consists of a preposition and a 
noun or noun equivalent (serves as the object of the preposition), but it may also be a nominal 
relative clause, or an -ing clause (they may function as noun phrases).  

· across the street 

· about what I discussed (about the point which I discussed) 

· before entering the room 

 

There is also an optional modifier, usually realised by an adverb as in He walked right across the 

street. 

Prepositional phrases have three main functions: 

· post -modifiers of a noun (functions as an adjective or an adverb). 

The chair in the corner is comfortable. (modifies the noun 'chair' = adjective) 

They arrived by taxi. (modifies the verb 'arrived' = adverb) 

· post-modifiers (complements) of an adjective or verb   

They were worried about his results. 

We were waiting   for his arrival. 

· adverbials   

The big house they live in was built in 1997. 

 

2.6 OTHER TYPES OF PHRASES  
Absolute phrase is a group of words consisting of a noun or pronoun and a participle as well as any 

related modifiers. Absolute phrases do not directly connect to or modify any specific word in the rest of 

the sentence; instead, they modify the entire sentence, adding information. They are always set off from 

http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/nouns.htm
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/pronouns1.htm
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/verbs.htm#participle
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/modifiers.htm
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the rest of the sentence with a comma or a pair of commas (sometimes by a dash or pair of dashes). 

Absolute phrases contain a subject (which is often modified by a participle), but not a true finite verb. 

The season nearly finished, Rebecca and Sophie emerged as true leaders.  

The two superstars signed autographs into the night, their faces beaming happily. 

 

When the participle of an absolute phrase is a form of to be, such as being or having been, the 

participle is often left out but understood. 

The season [being] over, they were mobbed by fans in Times Square. 

  

Another kind of absolute phrase is found after a modified noun; it adds a focusing detail or point 

of focus to the idea of the main clause. This kind of absolute phrase can take the form of a 

prepositional phrase, an adjective phrase, or a noun phrase. 

The old firefighter stood over the smoking ruins, his senses alert to any sign of another 

flare-up.  

It is not unusual for the information supplied in the absolute phrase to be the most important 

element in the sentence. In fact, in descriptive prose, the telling details will often be wrapped 

into a sentence in the form of an absolute phrase: 

The new recruits stood in one corner of the gym, their uniforms stiff and ill fitting, their 

faces betraying their anxiety. 

 

Appositive phrase is a re-naming or amplification of a word that immediately precedes it. 
Frequently another kind of phrase will serve in apposition. 

 My favourite teacher, a fine chess player in her own right, has won several state-level 
tournaments. (Noun phrase as appositive) 

 The best exercise, walking briskly, is also the least expensive. (Gerund phrase as 
appositive) 

 Tina's goal in life, to become an occupational therapist, is within her grasp this year, at 
last. (Infinitive phrase as appositive) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/subjects.htm
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/verbs.htm#finite
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/phrases.htm#noun
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/phrases.htm#gerund
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/phrases.htm#infinitive
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EXERCISES  9-14 
9. Indicate the type of each numbered italicized phrase as: adjective (Adj.P), adverb (Adv.P), 
    noun (NP), prepositional phrase (PP), infinitive (Inf.P), participle (Part.P), gerund (Ger.P),  
    appositive (App), or absolute phrase (Abs.P) . 
 

Leonardo da Vinci, (1) Renaissance artist and inventor, was (2) left-handed. 

(3) Flying over the Rocky Mountains, the plane began (4) to shake violently. 

The (5) marble statue (6) in the park is a brilliant piece of work. 

(7) Whistling in the dressing room on (8) opening night is unlucky. 

Our history teacher, (9) Mr. Pollock, is a real expert in the field. 

Miranda worked in the (10) glass building (11) across the street.   

The (12) timid child ran (13) desperately into his grandparents’ house.  

George, (14) my best friend, was taken to the hospital. 

The boys were (15) anxiously talking about (16) winning the game. 

(17) Racing around the corner, he slipped and fell. 

The (18) screaming crowd watched the car (19), a red BMW, (20) falling into the river 

      He wrote an (21) amazing book about (22) playing ball games. 

      Her (23) childhood dream, (24) to become an actress, hasn’t come true. 

      They climbed (25) up the hill (26) to catch the last rays of the (27) setting sun. 

(1)  ______ (2)  ______   (14) ______ 

(3)  ______ (4)  ______   (15) ______ (16) ______ 

(5)  ______ (6)  ______   (17) ______ 

(7)  ______ (8)  ______   (18) ______ (19) ______ (20) ______ 

(9)  ______     (21) ______ (22) ______ 

(10) ______ (11)______   (23) ______ (24) ______ 

(12) ______ (13) ______   (25) ______ (26) ______ (27) ______ 

 
10. Identify by underlining infinitives, participles and gerunds in each sentence and label  
      them (Inf.P), (Part.P), (Ger.P). 
 

1. Being a celebrity is like living in a fish bowl.     Ger.P/ Ger.P 

2. My broken arm keeps me from playing tennis.   ______________ 

3. I’m going to punish you for disobeying orders.  ______________ 

4. Paying bills on time is necessary unless you want to be left without electricity. __________ 

5. Drinking heavily, he nevertheless finished his novel.   ______________ 

6. Matching the wallpaper is not a sound basis for choosing painting.   _____________ 

7. I just don’t feel like getting out of bed.   _______________ 
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8. The striking workers refused to let anyone cross their picket line.   _______________ 

9. A rolling stone gathers no moss.   _______________ 

10. It’s difficult to move after having been settled in a community for many years. __________ 

 

11. For each sentence below, supply the missing noun (NP), adjective (Adj.P), prepositional  
      phrase (PP), infinitive (Inf.P), participle (Part.P), gerund (Ger.P), or appositive (App). 

 

1. By showing off its (Adj.P)    colorful    tail, the peacock, (App)__________________, tries 

to attract a mate. 

2. Our (N)____________________ teacher spoke (Adv.P)__________________ so that the 

students (PP)_____________________ could hear him. 

3. (Ger.P)_________________________ is not good (PP)__________________. 

4. (Part.P)____________________________ Jimmy tried (Inf.P)_________________ the 

(Adj.P) ___________________________ children. 

5. All those (PP)________________________ will be unable  to see the game without 

(Ger.P) _______________________ binoculars. 

6. Mr. Stoney, (App)___________________________ , keeps his (Adj.P)__________ coins in 

a ( NP)__________________ box (PP)__________________________. 

7. It is really difficult (Inf.P)___________________ after (Ger.P)_________________ such 

a/an (Adj.P)_________________________ story. 

8. The workers started with (Ger.P)_____________________ the (Part.P)___________ 

building.  

9. Driving his car (Adv.P)_________________________ Robert skidded and ended up 

(PP)_____________________________. 

10. (Part.P)___________________________ to answer the (Adj.P)_________________ 

question, Henry decided (Inf.P)____________________ the exam. 

 

12. Label each item as a prepositional phrase (PP), infinitive (Inf.P), or none 

1. after she walked the dog  ______  11. that she likes it  ______ 

2. before the game  ______  12. to the park  ______ 

3. to win the match       ______  13. before they left  ______ 

4. until down       ______  14. despite her illness  ______ 

5. because of Jill  ______  15. because it’s expensive ______ 

6. as soon as she arrives      ______  16. who wants to come ______ 
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13.State whether each underlined group of words is a phrase or a clause, and label them  

     as:  App, PP, Part.P, Ger.P., Inf.P., etc. 

 

1. _Part.P_ Dialling the phone repeatedly, she attempted to find a taxi. 

2. ______  Mrs. Barnes, our English teacher, is going to retire soon. 

3. ______  It is unbelievable that they won the match. 

4. ______  Since he didn’t arrive, they couldn’t continue with the task. 

5. ______  She didn’t arrive because of the bad weather. 

6. ______  Bored by the long and uninteresting lecture, he fell asleep. 

7. ______  The film I saw yesterday wasn’t very interesting.   

8. ______  Alligators hiding in the weeds make swimming dangerous. 

9. ______  Frank visited us several times during his last stay in London. 

10. ______  Swimming in the lake and playing tennis are his favourite activities. 

 11. ______  Diet can influence mood. 

12. ______  Because John has a heart problem, he is on a low-cholesterol diet. 

13. ______  Knowing the harmful effects of fats, he limits his intake. 

14. ______  You should eat breakfast in the morning. 

15. ______  Sharon thought that she would lose 40 pounds on her new diet. 

16. ______  Due to the growing interest in better health, many people are joining fitness clubs. 

17. ______  She really likes to swim. 

18. ______  You must choose a diet which you can live with. 

19. ______  Despite her repeated efforts to lose weight, she has had no success. 

20. ______   Getting enough sleep and eating well are essential in order to stay healthy. 

 

14. Label each underlined item as a prepositional phrase (PP), an infinitive phrase (Inf.P),  
       gerund (Ger.P), participle phrase (Part.P), or a clause (Cl.). 
 

1. _______ After she walked the dog, Maria started to tidy up the kitchen. 

2. _______ David felt flattered at being considered the best man to take the chairmanship. 

3. _______ He hadn’t eaten anything before the game. 

4. _______ I am accustomed to being cold.  

5. _______ Slipping and sliding, the children crossed the icy driveway. 

6. _______ I couldn’t find out how to make the machine work. 

7. _______ He wasn’t asked to come, being considered unpopular with the all members. 

8. _______ Tom was as tall as his father. 

9. _______ His parents didn’t mind working during the weekend. 

10. _______ As George wanted to win the quiz, he took extra lessons in history. 

11. _______ Grandma always takes a nap after she finishes lunch. 

12. _______ Not having been there before, she decided to visit the spot. 

13. _______ Gaining her father’s approval was more difficult than winning her hand. 

14. _______ Sometimes, wisdom is knowing when to be silent. 


