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  © Rachael on the go 
            15 minute writing tip 

 

Lesson 3C. Expression—phrases 

A phrase is a group of related words in a sentence. The five phrase types are: 

1. Noun phrase—a noun and its descriptors: 

The program will help low income, under educated children. 

2. Verb phrase—the group of words that make up an action 

I will be writing the report next week.  

3. Infinitive phrase—‘to’ plus a verb, and any modifier (‘early’) or object (‘him’): 

The trick is to book him early. 

4. Prepositional phrase—a group of words starting with a preposition (here, 
the two phrases begin with ‘for’ and ‘at’): 

The medicine will work for you at once. 

5. Participial phrase—a word group consisting of an ‘ing’ form of a verb (‘calling’—
see lesson 2F) and possibly a modifier (‘immediately’) or an object (‘his staff’) 

The CEO decided quickly, calling his staff immediately. 

A bit overwhelming? An easier approach is to think about how a sentence has 
different parts (phrases) that you can cut or move into a different order. You 
don’t want your qualifying phrases to bury your sentence’s key statement. I 
can improve the following sentence by deleting the first and second phrases, 
moving the third phrase, and starting with my key message: 

At the very least, before I leave home in the morning, and after I brush 
my teeth, I will use floss, making sure I touch every tooth. 

Improved: I use floss every morning after I brush my teeth, making sure I 
touch every tooth. 
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More about prepositions (a phrase’s head word) 

Prepositional phrases begin with a preposition. And a preposition is a word 
that indicates a space or time related connection: 

for example, under, over, beneath, at, during, while, with, on 

or that has a specific semantic purpose: 

for, so, of, as.  

Some prepositions can operate in both ways:  

I worked at the building site. [‘at’ used as a spatial signifier]  

He is happy at least. [‘at’ used as part of an expression, like ‘at best’] 

In other words, a preposition indicates how its phrase connects to another part 
of the sentence. In this way, it qualifies something about the sentence.  

Where does a phrase go in a sentence? 

A phrase starting with a preposition can follow a noun (red): 

The car with engine problems 

The worker on site 

Or a verb (red): 

The car struggled with engine problems. 

The worker operates on site. 

Or an adjective (red): 

The car is fraught with engine problems. 

The worker is productive on site. 
  



© Rachael Dullahide 2014 

A bit of history 
The rigidity of the 18th century found its way into grammar doctrine, and 
cemented an idea that a sentence should not finish with a preposition. But 
the modernisation of our language has softened our interpretation of this 
rule. Good writers may choose to finish with a preposition if it serves their 
tone and message, and does not sound awkward. Winston Churchill objected 
to the rule by joking that ‘This is the sort of English up with which I cannot 
put’. He scornfully showed the silly sounding sentence that results from 
adhering to the old rule. 
Similarly, if I say ‘In the formatted version, the text will run on’, I am using 
‘on’ in the phrasal verb ‘run on’, meaning flow over (as distinct from the verb 
‘run’, meaning move quickly). So, ‘on’ has an adverbial function in the sense 
of altering the verb meaning (and adverbs are okay at the end of sentences). 
I certainly would not say ‘In the formatted version, on the text will run’. 

 


