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T
he S

tructure of the E
nglish 

S
entence

Syntax
is the w

ay in w
hich w

ords are arranged 
to show

 relationships of m
eaning w

ithin 
sentences. It is the study of sentence structure, 
in other w

ords

Sentences
are constructions that can stand on 

their ow
n as statem

ents or utterances, and have 
a syntactic structure, generally m

ade of a 
subject and a predicate.
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T
he S

tructure of the E
nglish 

S
entence

1.
She asked for a book

2.
C

om
e in

3.
The horse ran aw

ay because the train w
as 

noisy.

The sentence is the largest unit to w
hich 

syntactic rules apply.
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SEN
TEN

C
E W

O
R

D
 O

R
D

ER

The English language generally follow
s a strict w

ord orderin 
the afferm

ative and interrogative sentences:
A

FFER
M

A
TIV

E SEN
TEN

C
ES

Subject/V
erb/O

bject (Predicate): SV
O

H
E D

R
IV

ES A
 C

A
R

TH
EY FO

LLO
W

 TH
E R

O
A

D
TH

E D
O

C
TO

R
 IS C

O
M

IN
G

 (translate into Italian)
IT IS A

 BEA
U

TIFU
L D

A
Y

(translate into Italian)

W
hy?

Lack of inflection
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SEN
TEN

C
E W

O
R

D
 O

R
D

ER
QUESTIONS OR  INTERROGATIVE SENTENCES HAVE  
INVERTED W

ORD ORDER. 
THEY M

UST ALW
AYS CONTAIN

AN AUXILIARY VERB;
V

erb/Subject/ O
bject:

A
R

E TH
EY  H

A
PPY?

A
ux.V

erb/S/V
erb/ O

bj.
D

O
ES H

E D
R

IV
E A

 C
A

R
?

W
A

S H
E TA

LK
IN

G
 TO

 YO
U

?

SEN
TEN

CES (PERIO
D

O
-FRASE) BEG

IN
 W

ITH
 A 

CAPITAL LETTER AN
D

 EN
D

 W
ITH

 A FU
LL STO

P.
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SEN
TEN

C
E W

O
R

D
 O

R
D

ER
for

and
M

acintosh
W

indow
s

available
H

ot Potatoes
is

H
O

T PO
TATO

ES IS AVA
ILA

B
LE FO

R
 M

A
C

IN
TO

SH
 

A
N

D
 W

IN
D

O
W

S

w
ent

skating
M

ark
and

Sally
on

Saturday

M
A

R
K

 A
N

D
  SA

LLY
 W

EN
T SK

ATIN
G

 O
N

 SATU
R

D
AY

w
ay

cool
ice

cream
eating

is
to

good
off

a
EATIN

G
 IC

E C
R

EA
M

 IS A
 G

O
O

D
 W

AY
 TO

 C
O

O
L O

FF
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SEN
TEN

C
E W

O
R

D
 O

R
D

ER
sw

im
m

ing
go

?
K

elly
and

I
allow

ed
are

to

the
and

w
alked

store
candy

M
ary

som
e

bought
to

.

ice  
cream

nuts
top

on
like

and
I

chocolate
w

ith
syrup
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TYPES O
F SEN

TEN
C

ES

M
ajor sentences

are the m
ost 

frequent. They can be broken dow
n 

into a specific and logical pattern of 
elem

ents: Subject/V
erb/O

bject
The stock brokerbought m

any shares for his 
client;
The price of petrolhas been rising
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TH
E SEN

TEN
C

E

IT M
U

ST CO
N

TAIN
 O

N
E

O
R M

O
RE

CLAU
SES (PRO

PO
SIZIO

N
E):

I (S) quickly (A) shut (V) the door.

I (S) quickly (A) shut (V) the door 
(INDEPENDENT CLAUSE),before the dog could 
com

e in (DEPENDENT CLAUSE).
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C
LA

U
SES

The clause (proposizione) is a unit that can 
be analysed into the elem

ents  S, V, C, O
 and 

A (Subject, Verb, Com
plem

ent, O
bject and 

Adverbial)
It usually contains m

ore than one elem
ent but 

m
ust alw

ays contain a verb.
SU

BJECT, VERB AN
D

 O
BJECT are the usual 

com
ponents of a clause.

M
y father gave m

e this w
atch; 

John w
as listening to his radio.
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C
LA

U
SE ELEM

EN
TS

5 types of clause elem
ents, each expressing a particular kind 

of m
eaning.

The President has nom
inated M

r. M
onti Prim

e M
inister last 

year
The first elem

ent is the Subject, w
hich identifies the them

e or 
topic of the clause;
The Verb

expresses a w
ide range of m

eanings: actions, 
sensations, states of being;
The Objectidentifies w

ho or w
hat has been affected by the 

action of the verb;
The Com

plem
ent gives extra inform

ation about another 
clause elem

ent;
The Adverbialadds inform

ation about the situation (Cfr. 221)



16

SEN
TEN

C
ES

Exam
ples of sim

ple (ONE VERB) 
sentence (or clause) structures:

John (S) carefully (A) searched (V) the 
room

 (O
)

The girl (S) is (V) now
 (A) a student ( C ) at 

a large university (A)
H

is brother (S) grew
 (V) happier ( C ) 

gradually (A)
It (S) rained (V) steadily (A) all day (A)
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SIM
PLE SEN

TEN
C

ES
SIM

PLE SENTENCES
consist of one finite clause.

The length of a sim
ple sentence is not 

determ
inant.

The noun phrases w
hich form

 the subject, object 
or adverbial of the sentence do not lim

it its 
sim

plicity:
A num

ber of people saw the terrible accident 
in the early afternoon
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FIN
ITE V

ER
BS

Finite verbs, som
etim

es called m
ain 

verbs, are lim
ited by tim

e (tense), 
person, and num

ber.

W
ho killed

the president?
The broker boughtshares in W

all Street
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N
O

N
-FIN

ITE V
ER

BS
A nonfinite verb form

 -such as a 
participle, infinitive, or gerund

-is not 
lim

ited by tim
e (tense), person, and 

num
ber.

The shares boughtin W
all Street soon lost 

their original value;
Going

to the airport I m
et Julia

To save
tim

e, I ran tow
ards the station
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SEN
TEN

C
E FU

N
C

TIO
N

S

4 Classical types of sentence 
function: 
STATEM

ENT, QUESTION, COM
M

AND, 
EXCLAM

ATION
A statem

entis a sentence w
hose purpose is to  

state, i.e. to convey inform
ation. Statem

ents 
traditionally have a declarative

structure, in 
the sense that they declare or m

ake 
som

ething know
n
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SEN
TEN

C
E FU

N
C

TIO
N

S

A
question is a sentence w

hich seeks 
inform

ation.
3 types of questions:
a)

Yes-no questions
b)

W
h-questions

c)
Alternative questions (containing the 
connective  or).
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SEN
TEN

C
E FU

N
C

TIO
N

S

Com
m

ands
or directives are sentences w

hich 
instruct som

eone to do som
ething.

Com
m

anding, Inviting, W
arning, Pleading, 

Suggesting, Advising, Perm
itting, Requesting, 

M
ediating, Expressing good w

ishes, Expressing an 
im

precation
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SEN
TEN

C
E FU

N
C

TIO
N

S

Exclam
ations

are sentences w
hich show

 that a 
person has been im

pressed or roused by som
ething.

Single w
ord or short phrase:

Oh Dear!
Gosh!
W

hat a m
ess!

How
 nice!
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M
ultiple Sentences

A
s w

e m
entioned earlier, sentences 

w
hich contain only one clause are 

called  sim
ple sentences.

M
ultiple sentences can be analysed 

into m
ore than one clause and are 

the m
ajority in form

al w
riting.

M
ultiple sentences are of tw

o broad 
kinds: com

pound and com
plex
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M
ultiple Sentences

A CO
M

PO
U

N
D

 SEN
TEN

CE consists of 
m

ore finite clauses linked together by a 
co-ordinating conjunction (and, or, but):

He has quarrelled w
ith the chairm

an and
he has resigned;

The baby w
as crying buthis m

other 
w

asn’t listening.
He returned from

 w
ork and

im
m

ediately 
w

ent to bed.
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C
om

plex Sentences

A COM
PLEX SENTENCE contains tw

o  or m
ore finite 

clauses linked together so that one clause is an 
integral part of the other:

G
ram

m
atical S.: It is late

(sim
ple independent 

sentence)
U

ngram
m

atical S.: Because it is late
(subordinate or dependent clause)

G
ram

m
atical: I am

 going hom
e because it is 

late
(com

plex sentence: independent w
ith 

dependent).



27

C
om

plex Sentences
In the com

plex sentence:
I am

 going hom
e because it is late 

The clause because it is late form
s the 

AD
VERBIAL

(or prepositional phrase) of 
the dependent clause. 

The adverbial tells us the reason w
hy the 

subject is GO
IN

G HO
M

E. 
It is the

subordinate
or dependentclause.



28

C
om

plex Sentences

He locked the gate before letting
the 

clients out.

The clause before letting
the clients out  

form
s the AD

VERBIAL
(or prepositional 

phrase) of the dependent clause. 
The adverbial tells us w

hich action 
happened before the subject LO

CKED THE 
GATE. 

It is the
subordinate

or dependentclause.
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Subordinate C
lauses

SU
BO

RD
IN

ATE CLAU
SES are not alw

ays 
adverbials.

They can be relative clauses, or clauses 
that function as subjects or objects.

The heavy rain w
hich had fallen the night 

before
caused m

any dam
ages to the 

tow
n;

That he w
on the m

arathon
surprised 

everyone;
W

e asked her w
hat to do;
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TH
E PH

R
A

SE

Phrases are larger structural units 
that com

e betw
een the w

ord and the 
clause (or sentence).
They represent the SU

BJECT, VERB, 
O

BJECT, CO
M

PLEM
EN

T O
R 

AD
VERBIAL of the clause.

Thatboy/can notopen/ thatheavy
door
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TH
E PH

R
A

SE

Phrases are norm
ally m

ulti-words, but also 
single words can be regarded as phrases, 
as long as they are expandable into a 
larger unit:

SU
PPER,  O

U
R SU

PPER, TH
E BIG SU

PPER

The second and third exam
ples m

ust be 
considered as expansions of a central 
elem

ent or H
EA

D
.
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TH
E PH

R
A

SE

H
ilary/ couldn’t open/ the big windows 

/for a long tim
e

If the central word –
or head-

of a 
phrase is a noun, then we call it a N

O
U
N
 

PH
RA

SE.

Conversely, if its head is a verb, we would 
call it a VERB PH

RA
SE.
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TH
E PH

R
A

SE

a
the nice neighbor (noun phrase)

a
w

ere w
aiting for the m

ovie (verb phrase)

None of these exam
ples contains 

a
subjectdoing an action (subject-verb). 

Therefore, each exam
ple is m

erely a group of 
w

ords called a PH
RASE.
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TH
E PH

R
A

SE

N
O

U
N

 PH
RASE (It, John, the girl, that 

beautiful blue-eyed boy);
VERB PH

RASE (gave, has been challenged, 
having been pushed);
AD

JECTIVE PH
RASE (very m

uch happier, 
nice, rather happy);
PREPO

SITIO
N

AL / AD
VERBIAL PH

RASE 
(at a large university, for m

e ; carefully, 
steadily, all day, every year, for a long tim

e).


