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Abstract: The article deals with the importance of grammatical organisation in order to highlight 
and focus on certain information in a message. The choice of a certain grammatical device, which 
is influenced by the speaker/writer’s assumptions about what is known by the hearer and which 
part of the message is of greatest value, is important because it represents the angle and conditions 
of the speaker/writer as well as the current presuppositions in the discourse. The article also names 
certain principles that motivate a particular order of information, gives examples, and explains 
why the speaker/writer might wish to change the order of information and what the effects of 
using particular thematic constructions are. 
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It is well known that English has a relatively fixed and restrictive word order, where the constituents 
of the clause convey important information in the message. However, changes in the most frequently 
used “unmarked” word order (SVO [subject-verb-object] I didn’t like his manners.) into “marked” 
(OSV [object-subject-verb] His manners I didn’t like.) are common. The marked word order is applied 
to achieve a particular communicative purpose (e.g. to emphasize a sentence element) or in questions, 
and is often accompanied by a change in intonation. Non-standard word orders are also found in 
poetry in English, particularly archaic or romantic terms – as the wedding phrase “With this ring, I 
thee wed” (SOV) or “Thee I love” (OSV) – as well as in many other languages. Other languages; on 
the other hand, can convey grammatical information through inflection, and thus allow more 
flexibility which can be used to encode pragmatic information such as topicalisation or focus. 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Word_order#Sentence_word_orders) 

In the processing and receiving of information, whether written or spoken, lexical choice and 
grammatical organisation have an important role.  

Their house will ultimately be rebuilt. → It will be some time before their house is rebuilt. 
Peter sent a message to Kate. → Kate received a message from Peter. 
The teacher punished his pupils. → What the teacher did was punish the pupils. 

The truth value of the examples above is fundamentally unchanged, but the presentation is very 
different. The utterances have been put to a communicative context highlighting the aspect that is 
communicatively effective. In other words, the messages were reorganised to reach a particular level 
of communicative dynamism. Communicative dynamism refers to the variation in communicative 
value between different parts of an utterance. But although an information unit highlights one item, 
this does not mean that the rest of the unit is devoid of information.  

  This beautiful song was composed by Paul White. 
The communicative dynamism can range from very low (weak stress as with the subject This beautiful 
song), through medium (was composed), to very strong stress (by Paul White). It is common to 
process the information in a message so as to achieve a linear presentation from low to high 
information value. 

To make our message comprehensible, we divide messages into chunks known as information units. In 
oral performance, information units are phonologically realized by tone units. These units, which are 
focused on by the speaker, contain one syllable which carries greater pitch prominence and stress than 
others. Usually tone units are shorter than clauses and they often coincide with grammatical units- 
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phrases with different functions within the clause. Speakers can shorten or lengthen tone units 
according to their communicative needs. 

The grammar of English is generous in allowing us a set of options for packaging the information in a 
message in a way best suited to the needs of the hearer/listener in a particular context. In order to 
achieve a particular communicative purpose, we can express the same message in a variety of ways 
according to: what is suitable in the context, what we believe our addressee already knows, or what 
parts of our message we want to draw attention to. 

When a speaker structures a message, the information is processed into units and ordered in such a 
way as to produce the kind of message that is desired. As well as variations produced by phonological 
means, several syntactic alternatives exist for arranging information into a series of alternative 
messages. These principal types of order variations in English depending upon a range of structural, 
semantic, pragmatic, and textual factors are a number of grammatical devices used for reordering the 
information in the message. They are as follows: 

a/ Passivization 
b/ Subject-Complement  Switching 
c/ Thematic Re-ordering 
d/ Extraposition 
e/ Existential ‘There’ 
f/ Cleft and Pseudo-Cleft Sentences 

Communicatively, the most important positions in a clause are the beginning and the end. The above 
listed devices usually help us bring an element to initial position or postpone information to the end of 
a clause, where it receives end focus. 

The speaker/writer organises the information in a message in the light of the assumptions he/she 
makes about the knowledge possessed by the addressee (hearer/reader). Each information unit 
typically carries both the new information (what is thought to be new for the hearer/reader) and 
old/given information (already known to the hearer). The new information is obligatory in a tone unit 
and is marked by focus in speech. The given information is optional in a tone unit. According to the 
‘The Given-New Principle’ (Principle of End Focus), the typical unmarked sequence is for given 
information to precede new information.  New information is typically the most important part of a 
message and is usually placed towards the end of the clause in order to draw attention to it. Given 
information, by contrast, is the point from which new information is developed. As the given 
information is at the beginning of the clause, it coincides with theme. For these reasons, and in view of 
the general tendency in communication to proceed from the known to the unknown, we typically put 
given information before new.  

This principle affects the speaker’s / writer’s choice of grammatical structure. For example, the reply 
to the question: ‘Who wrote this message?’ may be: [a] ‘Heather wrote it.’, or [b] ‘It was written by 
Heather.’  Answer [b] is normally preferred as ‘Heather’ is the new information and ‘It’ (the message) 
is given because it has already been mentioned. In order to get the new information to the end of the 
message and thus conform to the Given-New Principle, a passive construction was used here.  

There are, however, other general principles that motivate a particular order of information. These are 
labelled ‘discourse factors’ since they are related to the linguistic context of an utterance, and in 
particular to what was said / written previously in a given stretch of discourse. These general discourse 
principles (factors) dictate a preferred sequence of information, and hence the selection of a 
grammatical structure permitting that sequence. 

The second principle, ‘The Principle of Clause-initial Topic’ (Topic Preservation) says that the 
constituent identifying the main topic is usually placed at the beginning of the clause/sentence. This 
initial constituent, the ‘theme’, announces what the sentence is about. According to Halliday [9], it is 
“… the point of departure for the rest of the message.” What comes first in a clause is of considerable 
importance. The topic/theme is often the initial item of the sentences across the paragraph, and thus it 
binds the paragraph together. The first constituent, the theme, then, often has a topic preserving 
function. 
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The use of a passive construction – passivization can be applied in order to preserve the topic at the 
beginning of the clauses or sentences in the paragraph.  

Example: 
The initial sentence in a paragraph ‘The teacher entered the room.’ may be continued in more ways:  
[a] ‘He was greeted by the pupils.’  
[b] ‘The pupils greeted him.’ 
Here again, a passive construction is employed and sentence [a] is preferable as it allows us to 
maintain ‘the teacher’ as the topic (he is the theme) as well as conforms to the Given-New Principle in 
that it keeps the old information at the beginning and puts the new to the end of the clause. 

In English there is a preference for placing long, complex constituents, such as noun phrases or 
nominal clauses, toward the end of the clause because in this position they seem easier to understand 
or process. According to ‘The Principle of End-Weight’, complex structures are disliked in subject 
position, thus there is a tendency to move them towards the end of the sentence. 
Example: 
[a] That he’s done it without help is obvious. 
[b] It is obvious that he’s done it without help.  
Sentence [b], is preferred to sentence [a] as the long structure (nominal clause in subject position) has 
been replaced by the anticipatory ‘It’ and the ‘that-clause’ has been postponed. 

The above mentioned general discourse principles dictate the preferred sequence of information in 
English.  To obey these principles, we can select from a choice of grammatical constructions used for 
reordering the information in a message. These are known formally as Thematic Systems of the Clause 
(informally Special Purpose Clauses). They are as follows: 

1/ Thematic Re-ordering and Subject-Complement Switching 
These grammatical devices have the effect of moving an element of the clause to the front, thereby 
giving it a special prominence; topic status. 

Thematic-reordering takes two forms: fronting and postponement. 

Fronting    
[a] We admire his dexterity.  → His dexterity we admire. 
[b] She is pretty, but she is not witty. → Pretty she is, witty she is not. 
The fronted element becomes emphatic, which is common in informal speech as in [a], or shows 
contrast [b]. 

Postponement (to final position)  
A dirty old sock lies under the table. → Under the table lies a dirty old sock. 
‘A dirty old sock’ now receives end-focus as the most important part of the message. 

Subject-Complement Switching also takes two forms: subject-verb inversion and subject-operator 
inversion: 

Subject-Verb Inversion 
The tourists ran into thick fog on their way home. → Into thick fog ran the tourists on their way home. 

Subject-Operator Inversion 
Albert walked so slowly that he missed the last bus. → So slowly did Albert walk that he missed the 
last bus. 

Subject operator inversion is found after opening negative or restrictive coordinators or adverbials, 
such as: neither, nor, never, nowhere, on no condition,, not only, hardly, no sooner, rarely, scarcely, 
seldom, little, less, only. 

 I have never seen this picture.→ Never have I seen this picture. 
Rarely does he stay at home after dinner. 
Only later did they realise how difficult it was. 



Variation of Clause Patterns – Reordering the information in a message 33 

Subject-complement switching and thematic re-ordering typically have the effect of moving an 
element of the clause to the front, thereby giving it topic status, a special prominence. The fronted 
element may then become an emphatic topic, a contrastive topic, or a given topic: 

- an emphatic topic 
In informal conversation it is quite common for a speaker to front an element (particularly 
complement) and to give it nuclear stress, thus giving it double emphasis: Her sister I’m interested 
in. Joe his name is. It is as if the speaker says the most important thing in his mind first. The 
ordering of the elements here is OSV, CSV instead of normal order SVO and SVC. 

- a contrastive topic  
Here fronting helps to point dramatically to a contrast between two things mentioned in 
neighbouring sentences or clauses: Clever she is, pretty she’s not. The fronting of the adjective 
emphasises the contrast between these two personal characteristics. 

- a given topic 
It is found in more formal, especially written, English: This gossip I heard when I met them (topic = 
object). ‘This gossip” is fronted because it is ‘given’ information. It also allows a more important 
idea to fall into final position and receive end-focus. The fronting here is more negative – the less 
important idea is shifted to the front so that end-focus can fall on another, more important idea. The 
word this/these is often present in the fronted topic, showing that it contains given information. An 
initial adverbial is not normally considered a ‘fronted topic’ because most adverbials can occur 
freely in front of the subject: Yesterday John was late for school. But some adverbials which are 
closely connected with the verb, such as those of manner and direction, do not usually occur in front 
position. These may be said to be ‘fronted’ for special purpose in clauses like: Willingly he will 
never do it. Into the smoke we plunged. 

2/ Passives (passivization) 
Passivization has the effect of reordering information in the message by reversing the subject and 
object. It is a rather structural reorganisation than that of order. We usually choose the passive if we 
want to omit the agent:       

 The window was broken. (Someone broke the window.)   
 A man was murdered in Princes Street last night. 

There are various motivations for deleting the agent: 
- the agent is unknown 
- the agent has already been mentioned 
- the agent is irrelevant or unimportant  
- the implied agent is non-specific 
- we want to be impersonal or avoid attributing responsibility  
- to  focus attention on the process/action not doer 

The passive construction is usually selected in preference to an active sentence for discourse or 
thematic reasons. It allows us to put the new information at the end, and place the given information at 
the beginning before the new (Given-New Principle), thus allowing us freer choice of element for 
thematisation (Topic Preservation). 

Example:   
The chairman finished the meeting. When he left the room, he was accompanied by his young 
secretary.  Not; his young secretary accompanied him. 

3/ Extraposition 
Extraposition allows us to move long/complex structures that are at the beginning of the clause 
(subject) towards the end of the clause and thereby keep faithful to the principle of End-Weight. Often, 
extraposition is combined with passivization, which allows us to avoid mentioning the agent of the 
source of information. 

It is said that Mr. Thompson has got divorced for the second time.  
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We usually adopt extraposition to move out a subordinate clause of subject position, which is then 
occupied by the anticipatory ‘It’:  

That we had been misled was obvious. → It was obvious that we had been misled. 
Besides subject ‘that-clauses,’ ‘ to-infinitive’ clauses as well as ‘ing – clauses’ can be extraposed, with 
the former more usual than the latter. 

To go there alone was stupid of her. → It was stupid of her to go there alone. 
Noun phrases alone cannot be extraposed. Extraposition is obligatory with such verbs as seem, appear, 
happen, as well as with phrases like look as if, it’s high time and the passive of hope, say, and intend. 
We do not move the subordinate clause when the information it contains is given. Then normal 
(unmarked) construction is preferred over an extraposed one: 

That she is the best student in the class is a well known fact. 

4/ Existential ‘There’ 
As this construction normally announces the existence of something previously not known to the 
hearer, the existential ‘there’ is used most commonly with indefinite noun phrases. In English, an 
indefinite subject containing new information in initial position seems awkward, thus we adopt 
existential the ‘there’ construction, which helps us to place a noun phrase that contains new 
information nearer the end of the clause.  

Some children were playing in the street. → There were some children playing in the street. 
‘There’ is typically followed by the verb ‘be’, however, verbs such as appear, arise, seem, emerge, 
follow, etc. can also be used with ‘there’. 

5/ Cleft and Pseudo-cleft Constructions 
Similarly to the above mentioned grammatical devices, ‘cleft’ constructions are used to draw special 
attention to particular information within the clause. Both cleft and pseudo-cleft sentences emphasize 
the complement of the verb ‘be’ since it is the most important information, whereas the rest of the 
sentence assumed to contain the known information is de-emphasized.  

If-Cleft Sentences 

He called the police, not his parents. → It was the police that he called, not his parents. 

His car was stolen last night. → It was his car that was stolen last night.  

                                          or       It was last night that his car was stolen. 

It was only because of his friends that they enjoyed the party. 

The use of cleft constructions requires division of the sentences into two parts/clauses. The main 
clause containing the highlighted element is introduced by “It”, which is followed by the verb “be” 
and the structure to which attention is drawn. The second clause, very similar to a relative clause, 
begins with “that”, but also “who” may be used to refer to a person. In speech, the emphasized 
element (the complement of ’be’) carries the main stress and the content of the relative clause is 
lightly stressed.  

 
Wh-cleft Sentences 
Wh- clefts are less flexible than it-clefts in that they cannot be used to focus on a prepositional phrase, 
an adverb phrase, or an adverbial clause. A wh-cleft sentence is introduced by a wh- word, usually 
what + be + the focused element (a noun phrase, an infinitive clause, or a finite nominal clause). Wh-
cleft sentences introduce a new topic, refer to a part of the preceding discourse, or correct an earlier 
statement.  

I really need another credit card. → What I really need is another credit card. 
What they will be hoping for is that they can get a few weeks of holiday.  

To highlight the action we use a form of ‘do’ in the wh-clause. The highlighted phrase usually contains 
a to-infinitive or bare infinitive. 

He visited her without being invited. → What he did was to visit her without being invited. 
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Clauses introduced by where and when are sometimes acceptable, but mainly when the wh- clause is 
the subject complement. 

Here is where the accident took place. 
In the autumn is when the countryside is most beautiful. 

English is very rich in cleft constructions. Besides the “It” and “Wh” clefts there are other minor types 
of clefts found in English. Cleft constructions are usually used to show contrast, as in: 

It is her face that I like, not her behaviour.  Or; What they want is money, not happiness. 
Cleft constructions allow a writer to emphasize a part of a sentence in the same way that a speaker 
does in speech using voice stress. 

 

The above mentioned grammatical devices are not very common in everyday use of language, 
however, they are important. They reflect differences in communicative needs; convey emphasis and 
other stylistic effects. We adopt them in order to make clauses fit in with the context as well as with 
particular register, and thus contribute to the building of a coherent text. (Biber [1]) 

Note: 

This article originated within the scope of the research project VEGA 1/0475/08:  
Comparative analysis of selected suprasegmental features (emphasis, internal sentence pause and 
melody) and their syntactic patterning in the English, German and Slovak languages in semantically 
identical microtextual units of colloquial style. 
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