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Exploring the                               
Parts of Speech  

Art Lightstone 

 

Mastering the use of oneôs own language, both 

written and verbal, is probably the single most 

effective thing one can do to ensure their 

academic, professional, and personal success. 

Traditional grammar identifies eight parts of 

speech. These include: 

Å Nouns  

Å Verbs 

Å Adjectives / Articles 

Å Adverbs 

Å Pronouns  

Å Prepositions 

Å Conjunctions  

Å Interjections 

Before we continue, it is important to distinguish between the ñparts of 

speechò and the ñparts of a sentence.ò  

Ą In examining parts of speech we focus on words and phrases and their 

relationships to each other.  

Ą In examining parts of a sentence we focus on words and phrases and 

their relationships to the thought, or thoughts, being expressed in the 

sentence.  

Nouns 

 

A noun is a word used to name a person, animal, place, thing, and abstract 

idea. Nouns are usually the first words which small children learn. The 

highlighted words in the following sentences are all nouns: 

 

Late last year our neighbours bought a goat.  

 

Portia White was an opera singer.  

 

The bus inspector looked at all the passengers' passes.  

 

According to Plutarch, the library at Alexandria was destroyed in 48 

B.C.  

 

Philosophy is of little comfort to the starving.  

Sidebar Ą How many noun types are there? Lots! 

Concrete nouns: physical objects, including people and animals. 

Abstract nouns: abstract concepts, such as time, justice, 

freedom. 

Proper nouns: given names such as Pierre Trudeau, Swiss 

Chalet, Bill 167 

Pronouns: a word standing in place of a noun or a noun phrase, 

such as ñhe, she, his, her, etc. There are many classifications of 

pronouns, such as demonstrative (this, that), personal (I, you, he, 

she), possessive (mine, yours), interrogative ( who, what, where), 

but we wonôt get into that here!  

Relative nouns: words such as that, who, which, whose and 

whom are used to introduce a relative clause within a sentence.  

Sidebar Ą What is a noun phrase? 

A noun phrase is either a single noun or pronoun or a group of 

words containing a noun or a pronoun that function together as a 

noun or pronoun, as the subject, or the object of a verb. 

 

EXAMPLES OF NOUN PHRASES: 

EG: John was late. 

('John' is the noun phrase functioning as the subject of the verb.) 

EG: The people that I saw coming in the building at nine o'clock 

have just left. 

The people that I saw coming in the building at nine o'clock is 

a lengthy noun phrase, but it functions as the subject of the main 

verb 'have just left'. 
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Sidebar Ą What is a participial phrase? 

A participial phrase is a group of words following a participle that 

describe or modify the subject of the sentence. A participial phrase 

can occur at the beginning, in the middle, or at the end of a 

sentence. As participles act as adverbs or adjectives, a participial 

phrase also acts as an adverb or adjective. 

  

George snored all night, making it difficult for Hilda to sleep.  

 

ñmakingò is a present participle (the verb ñmakeò converted into an 

adverb by adding ñing.ò), and it introduces the phrase, ñmaking it 

difficult for Hilda to sleep.ò  A participial phrase placed at the end of 

the sentence must be separated from the main clause by a 

comma.  

Sidebar Ą What is an adjectival noun? 

An Adjective can sometimes function as a Noun. For example:         

Å the young,  

Å the rich,  

Å the famous, etc. 

 

These are Adjectival Nouns, meaning the people who are young, 

the people who are rich, etc. 

Verbs 

 

Some believe the verb to be the most important part of the sentence. A verb 

or compound verb asserts something about the subject of the sentence - 

expressing actions, events, or states of being. The verb, or compound verb, 

is the critical element of the predicate of a sentence. 

 

The verb is highlighted in each of the following sentences: 

 

The teachers mark their assignments quickly.  

 

The students will write their exams next term.  

 
Here the compound verb "will write" describes an action that will take place 

in the future. 

 

My first teacher was Miss Crawford, but I remember the janitor Mr. 

Weatherbee more vividly.  

 
In this sentence, the verb "was" (the simple past tense of "is") identifies a 

particular person and the verb "remember" describes a mental action. 

Verb Tense and Form 

 

In English, there are three basic tenses: present, past, and future.  

 

However, there are also four ñformsò which each tense can take. These are:  

Å simple form (indicating a general statement) 

Å progressive form (indicating ongoing action)  

Å perfect form (indicating action that preceded a point in time) 

Å perfect progressive form (indicating ongoing action that will be 

completed at some definite time)  

 

The chart below outlines a comparative analysis of these tenses and their 

associated forms: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Simple  

Forms 

Progressive  

Forms 

Perfect  

Forms 

Perfect Progressive 

Forms 

Present take/s am/is/are taking have/has taken have/has been taking 

Past took was/were taking had taken had been taking 

Future will/shall take will be taking will have taken will have been taking 

Verb Tense and Form 

 

The chart below outlines a comparative analysis of these tenses and their 

associated forms used within a particular example. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Simple  

Forms 

 

a general 

statement 

 

Progressive  

Forms 

 

ongoing action 

 

Perfect  

Forms 

 

action that 

preceded a point 

in time 

Perfect Progressive Forms 

 

ongoing action that will be 

completed at some definite 

time 

 

Present I teach. I am teaching. I have taught. I have been teaching. 

Past I taught. I was teaching. I had taught. I had been teaching. 

Future I will teach. I will be teaching. I will have taught. I will have been teaching. 

Note: The greatest confusion regarding tenses and forms is invariably associated with 

the perfect form. Many students of English wonder what the difference is between the 

perfect form (action that preceded a point in time) and the past tense (action that 

occurred in the past). The answer is a matter of what the writer wishes to stress. 

 

Generally, we use the perfect form to stress three elements: experience, change, and 

a continuing situation. 

 

Consider the difference between the following two sentences: 

1. I taught English for 18 years. (This just indicates a fact.) 

2. I have taught English for 18 years. (This emphasizes the experience gained by having taught for 

such a long period of time. It could also stress the fact that this teaching is continuing presently, or it could 

emphasize a contrast with a change. [ex. The teacher will no longer be teaching English.]) 

 

Verb Phrases Comprised of the Same Verbs! 

 

To Have as an auxiliary: The verb ñto haveò is also used as an 

auxiliary to help other verbs create the perfect tense, for example, ñI 

have studied English for five years;ò or ñI have visited Vietnam.ò 

 

This does not pose a problem except when the main verb is the verb 

ñto haveò meaning to own or possess. 

 

For example, ñI have had my car for ten years.ò Have here is the 

auxiliary and had is the main verb. 

 

Therefore, you ought to remember that the verb 'to have' functions 

both as a main verb meaning to own and as an auxiliary verb to help 

other verbs create the perfect tense.  
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