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The Nominal Functions of Prepositions and Prepositional Phrases

Prepositions and prepositional phrases perform six nominal functions in the English language. The following article lists the six functions of prepositions and prepositional phrases and provides examples to illustrate use.

Prototypical Prepositional Functions

In English, prepositions and prepositional phrases perform eleven prototypical prepositional functions:

1. Prepositional phrase head

2. Noun phrase modifier

3. Adjective phrase modifier

4. Verb phrase modifier

5. Noun phrase complement

6. Adjective phrase complement

7. Verb Phrase complement

8. Particle

9. Infinitive marker

10. Adjunct

11. Adverbial

However, English prepositions and prepositional phrases can also perform six nominal functions. Nominal functions are grammatical functions prototypically performed by nouns, noun phrases, and noun clauses. The six nominal functions of prepositions and prepositional phrases are:

1. Subject

2. Subject complement

3. Direct object

4. Object complement

5. Indirect object

6. Prepositional complement

Prepositional phrases of location and time most often perform nominal functions. Also note that, although grammatically possible, prepositional phrases infrequently function as subjects, subject complements, direct objects, object complements, indirect objects, and prepositional complements. The following sections discuss the six nominal functions of prepositions and include examples to illustrate use.

Subject

Prepositional phrases first function as subjects. A subject is a word, phrase, or clause that performs the action of or acts upon the verb. The following italicized prepositional phrases are examples of subjects:

· Behind the shed needs mowing.

· Before ten is a bad time to call me.

· Under the refrigerator is disgusting!

Subject Complement

Prepositional phrases secondly function as subject complements. A subject complement is a word, phrase, or clause that follows a copular verb and describes the subject. The following italicized prepositional phrases are examples of subject complements:

· The most magical time of night is after midnight.

· The new museum display is out of this world.

· My least favorite part of the workday is during the afternoon.

Direct Object

Prepositional phrases thirdly function as direct objects. A direct object is a word, phrase, or clause that receives the action of a transitive verb. The following italicized prepositional phrases are examples of direct objects:

· We must clean under the bed.

· My mother scrubbed behind the freezer.

· Dad will decorate on top of the roof.

Note that prepositional phrases functioning as direct objects can sometimes also be analyzed as adverbials. For example, in the first sentence, We must clean under the bed, the prepositional phrase answers the questions both "what must we clean?" and "where must we clean?" Direct objects answer the question "what?" while adverbials can answer the question "where?" In the case of We must clean under the bed, the prepositional phrase under the bed is either a direct object or an adverbial depending on the particular analysis of the grammarian.

Object Complement

Prepositional phrases fourthly function as object complements. An object complement is a word, phrase, or clause that follows and describes the direct object. The following italicized prepositional phrases are examples of object complements:

· The tour guides announced the most dangerous place to swim along the southern shore.

· The reviewer named the most organized classrooms in the English building.

· I declare my favorite time of the year during the fall.

Indirect Object

Prepositional phrases fifthly function as indirect objects. An indirect object is a word, phrase, or clause that indicates to or for whom or what the action of a ditransitive verb is performed. The following italicized prepositional phrases are examples of indirect objects:

· My mom gave behind the freezer a good scrubbing.

· The decorator is giving inside the closet some serious consideration.

· My brother should give under his bed some thought.

Prepositional Complement

Prepositional phrases sixthly function as prepositional complements. A prepositional complement is a word, phrase, or clause that follows a preposition to complete the meaning of a prepositional phrase. The following italicized prepositional phrases are examples of prepositional complements:

· My siblings always nose around in my bedroom.

· She mused about under our beds.

· The secret agent is spying on inside the boardroom.

Note that prepositional phrases most often function as prepositional complements within prepositional verb constructions. Also note that such prepositional phrases can also be analyzed as adverbials similarly to the situation with direct objects and adverbials.

For additional information related to the nominal functions of prepositions and prepositional phrases in English, please refer to:

· The Functions of Prepositions and Prepositional Phrases in English
· The Internal Structure of Prepositional Phrases in English
· Translating Prepositions and Prepositional Phrases from Latin to English
· With or Without a Complement: Ending Sentences with Prepositions

For a printable study sheet of the seventeen functions of prepositions and prepositional phrases in English, please download Grammatical Functions of Prepositions and Prepositional Phrases.

For a printable sheet of some of the most common prepositions in English, please download List of English Prepositions.

Gerunds and Infinitives Part 1

1. A gerund is a noun made from a verb by adding "-ing." The gerund form of the verb "read" is "reading." You can use a gerund as the subject, the complement, or the object of a sentence.

Examples:

· Reading helps you learn English. subject of sentence
· Her favorite hobby is reading. complement of sentence
· I enjoy reading. object of sentence
Gerunds can be made negative by adding "not."

Examples:

· He enjoys not working.

· The best thing for your health is not smoking.

2. Infinitives are the "to" form of the verb. The infinitive form of "learn" is "to learn." You can also use an infinitive as the subject, the complement, or the object of a sentence.

Examples:

· To learn is important. subject of sentence
· The most important thing is to learn. complement of sentence
· He wants to learn. object of sentence
Infinitives can be made negative by adding "not."

Examples:

· I decided not to go.

· The most important thing is not to give up.

3. Both gerunds and infinitives can be used as the subject or the complement of a sentence. However, as subjects or complements, gerunds usually sound more like normal, spoken English, whereas infinitives sound more abstract. In the following sentences, gerunds sound more natural and would be more common in everyday English. Infinitives emphasize the possibility or potential for something and sound more philosophical. If this sounds confusing, just remember that 90% of the time, you will use a gerund as the subject or complement of a sentence. 

Examples:

· Learning is important. normal subject
· To learn is important. abstract subject - less common
· The most important thing is learning. normal complement
· The most important thing is to learn. abstract complement - less common
4. As the object of a sentence, it is more difficult to choose between a gerund or an infinitive. In such situations, gerunds and infinitives are not normally interchangeable. Usually, the main verb in the sentence determines whether you use a gerund or an infinitive.

Examples:

· He enjoys swimming. "Enjoy" requires a gerund.
· He wants to swim. "Want" requires an infinitive.
5. Some verbs are followed by gerunds as objects. List of Verbs Followed by Gerunds
Examples:

· She suggested going to a movie.

· Mary keeps talking about her problems.

6. Some verbs are followed by infinitives. List of Verbs Followed by Infinitives
Examples:

· She wants to go to a movie.

· Mary needs to talk about her problems.

Gerunds as Subject, Object or Complement

Try to think of gerunds as verbs in noun form.

Like nouns, gerunds can be the subject, object or complement of a sentence:

· Smoking costs a lot of money.

· I don't like writing.

· My favourite occupation is reading.

But, like a verb, a gerund can also have an object itself. In this case, the whole expression [gerund + object] can be the subject, object or complement of the sentence.

· Smoking cigarettes costs a lot of money.

· I don't like writing letters.

· My favourite occupation is reading detective stories.

Like nouns, we can use gerunds with adjectives (including articles and other determiners):

· pointless questioning
· a settling of debts

· the making of Titanic
· his drinking of alcohol

But when we use a gerund with an article, it does not usually take a direct object:

· a settling of debts (not a settling debts)

· Making "Titanic" was expensive.

· The making of "Titanic" was expensive.

Do you see the difference in these two sentences? In one, "reading" is a gerund (noun). In the other "reading" is a present participle (verb). 

· My favourite occupation is reading.

· My favourite niece is reading.

The Grammatical Subject Complement in English

The Five Words, Phrases, and Clauses that Describe the Subject

· Apr 29, 2009

· Heather Marie Kosur 

The following article explains the five grammatical forms that can function as the grammatical subject complement in the English language. 

Although nouns and adjectives most frequently function as the subject complement of sentences, five grammatical forms can perform the grammatical function of subject complement in the English language. Both native speakers and ESL students must learn and understand the five forms that can function as the subject complement in order to speak and write English fully and correctly. The five grammatical forms that can function as the subject complement are:

1. Noun phrases

2. Adjective phrases

3. Prepositional phrases

4. Verb phrases

5. Noun clauses

Subject complements are defined as words, phrases, and clauses that follow a copular or linking verb and refer back to modify or describe the subject. Subject complements are grammatical constituents embedded in the predicate of clauses.

Noun Phrases as Subject Complements

The first grammatical form that can perform the grammatical function of subject complement is the noun phrase. Noun phrases are defined as phrases that consist of a noun or pronoun plus any modifiers or complements. For example, the following italicized noun phrases function as subject complements:

· My favorite subject is grammar.

· The professor is an exceptionally intelligent person.

· My sister became a mother last night.

Traditional grammars generally use the term predicate nominative to refer to noun phrases functioning as subject complements.

Adjective Phrases as Subject Complements

The second grammatical form that can perform the grammatical function of subject complement is the adjective phrase. Adjective phrases are defined as phrases that consist of an adjective plus any modifiers or complements. For example, the following italicized adjective phrases function as subject complements:

· Grammar sometimes seems difficult.

· Grammar actually is quite simple.

· The pie tastes very sour.

Traditional grammars generally use the term predicate adjective to refer to adjective phrases functioning as subject complements.

Read This Next

· The Grammatical Object Complement in English 

· English Nouns and Noun Phrases 

· The Eight Functions of Noun Clauses in English 

Prepositional Phrases as Subject Complements

The third grammatical form that can perform the grammatical function of subject complement is the prepositional phrase. Prepositional phrases are defined as phrases that consist of a preposition directly followed by a prepositional complement. For example, the following italicized prepositional phrases function as subject complements:

· The darkest time of night is after midnight.

· Grammar is out of this world.

· The grimiest place is under the freezer.

Verb Phrases as Subject Complements

The fourth grammatical form that can perform the grammatical function of subject complement is the verb phrase in the form of present participles and infinitives. Verb phrases are defined as phrases that consist of a verb plus any modifiers, complements, particles, or infinitive markers. For example, the following italicized verb phrases function as subject complements:

· The assignment is to read about subject complements.

· Her favorite pastime is gardening.

· Your only responsibility is babysitting your younger siblings.

Traditional grammars generally use the term gerund to refer to verb phrases functioning as subject complements.

Noun Clauses as Subject Complements

The fifth grammatical form that can perform the grammatical function of subject complement is the noun clause. Noun clauses are defined as subordinate clauses that consist of a clause preceded by a subordinating conjunction. For example, the following italicized noun clauses function as subject complements:

· The problem is that you think grammar is difficult to learn.

· My concern is what many students think about grammar.

· Your guest can be whomever you want to bring.

The five grammatical forms that can function as the subject complement in the English language are noun phrases, adjective phrases, prepositional phrases, verb phrases, and noun clauses. Both native speakers and ESL students must learn and understand the five grammatical forms to properly and fully construct sentences with subject complements in both spoken and written English.

Sources
Huddleston, Rodney. Introduction to the Grammar of English. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1984.

Kosur, Heather Marie. "Lesson Plan: How to Teach ESL Students the Difference between Subject Complements and Direct Objects." Bright Hub. 14 May. 2009. Bright Hub. 21 May. 2009.

O'Dwyer, Bernard. Modern English Structures: Form, Function, and Position. Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 2000.

"Predicates, Objects, Complements." Guide to Grammar and Writing. Capital Community College Foundation. 29 Apr. 2009.

Bottom of Form

