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Understanding the intricacies of sentence structure is fundamental to mastering the English
language. Among the various types of clauses, dependent clauses often pose a challenge for learners
due to their unique characteristics and functions within sentences. Recognizing why a particular
clause is dependent and how to properly describe it is essential for clear and effective
communication. In this comprehensive guide, we will explore the fundamentals of dependent
clauses—what they are, how to identify them, why they are dependent, and the best ways to describe
and analyze such clauses for grammatical accuracy and improved writing skills.

---

Understanding Clauses in English Grammar

What Is a Clause?
A clause is a group of words that contains a subject and a predicate (verb). It functions as a basic
building block of sentences. For example:
- She runs. (a simple clause with subject "She" and verb "runs")
- The dog barked loudly. (subject "The dog," verb "barked")

Types of Clauses
Clauses are primarily categorized as either independent or dependent:

- Independent Clauses: Can stand alone as complete sentences.
Example: She finished her homework.
- Dependent Clauses: Cannot stand alone and depend on an independent clause to form a complete
sentence.
Example: Because she finished her homework.

---

What Is a Dependent Clause?



Definition of a Dependent Clause
A dependent clause, also known as a subordinate clause, is a group of words that contains a subject
and a verb but does not express a complete thought. It cannot function as a standalone sentence.
Instead, it relies on an independent clause to provide context and meaning.

Characteristics of a Dependent Clause
- Contains a subject and a verb.
- Does not express a complete idea.
- Usually begins with subordinating conjunctions or relative pronouns.
- Functions as a noun, adjective, or adverb within a sentence.

Examples of Dependent Clauses
- Although he was tired
- When the movie started
- Because she was late
- That she is my sister

---

Why Is This Clause Dependent?

Having a Subject and a Verb Is Not Enough
The phrase "It is dependent because it has a subject and a verb" emphasizes that merely possessing
these two elements does not make a clause independent. The key factor is whether the clause can
stand alone as a complete thought.

Understanding Dependence Through Function
The clause's dependence stems from its function and completeness. It requires additional
information from an independent clause to make sense. For example:
- Because she was tired (dependent clause) needs an independent clause like she went to bed early
to form a complete sentence:
She went to bed early because she was tired.

Subordinating Conjunctions as Dependence Indicators
Subordinating conjunctions are words that introduce dependent clauses, signaling their reliance on
an independent clause. Common subordinating conjunctions include:

- Although



- Because
- Since
- When
- If
- While
- After
- Before

Using these words at the beginning of a clause indicates its dependent nature and helps clarify its
function within the sentence.

---

How to Describe a Dependent Clause

Step-by-Step Approach
To effectively describe and analyze a dependent clause, follow these steps:

1. Identify the Subject and Verb
- Find the subject (who or what the clause is about).
- Find the verb (what the subject is doing or being).

2. Determine the Clause Type
- Is it a noun, adjective, or adverb clause?
- Does it modify a noun or verb?

3. Look for Subordinating Words
- Check if the clause begins with a subordinating conjunction or relative pronoun.
- This often provides clues about its function and dependence.

4. Evaluate Completeness
- Can the clause stand alone as a sentence?
- If not, it is dependent.

5. Analyze Its Role in the Sentence
- Does it act as a subject, object, or modifier?
- How does it connect to the main clause?

---

Example of Describing a Dependent Clause
Consider the sentence:
"Although she was tired, she finished her homework."

- Subject: she



- Verb: was (in was tired) and finished
- Subordinating conjunction: Although
- Function: The clause Although she was tired is an adverbial clause providing a contrast and
depends on the main clause to complete its meaning.

Descriptive notes:
- This is a dependent adverbial clause introduced by Although.
- It contains a subject (she) and a verb (was).
- It cannot stand alone and modifies the main clause.

---

Common Types of Dependent Clauses and Their
Descriptions

1. Noun Clauses
Function as a noun within a sentence. They can act as subjects, objects, or complements.
- What she said surprised everyone. (noun clause as subject)
- I believe that he is honest. (noun clause as object)

Description Tip:
Identify the clause's role and note that it can often be replaced with a pronoun like it or that.

2. Adjective (Relative) Clauses
Modify a noun or pronoun. Usually introduced by relative pronouns like who, whom, whose, which,
or that.
- The book that you gave me is fascinating.

Description Tip:
Focus on the noun being modified and the relative pronoun connecting the clause.

3. Adverbial Clauses
Modify verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs, providing information about time, place, condition, or
reason.
- I will call you when I arrive.
- She stayed home because it was raining.

Description Tip:
Note the subordinating conjunction indicating the type of adverbial clause.

---



Common Mistakes When Describing Dependent Clauses

- Confusing dependent clauses with phrases: Remember that clauses have both a subject and a verb,
unlike phrases.
- Misidentifying the clause type: Be clear whether it's a noun, adjective, or adverbial clause based on
its function.
- Ignoring the subordinating word: Recognize the importance of the subordinating conjunction in
establishing dependence.
- Assuming all clauses with a subject and verb are independent: Dependence depends on whether
the clause expresses a complete thought.

---

Practical Tips for Writing and Analyzing Dependent
Clauses

- Always look for subordinating conjunctions at the start of a clause to identify dependence.
- Check if the clause can stand alone—if not, it’s dependent.
- Determine the clause’s function—is it acting as a noun, adjective, or adverb?
- Use diagramming techniques to visualize how dependent clauses connect with independent ones.
- Practice with varied sentences to become comfortable recognizing and describing dependent
clauses.

---

Conclusion

Understanding how to describe a dependent clause effectively hinges on recognizing its key
features: the presence of a subject and a verb, but an inability to stand alone as a complete thought.
The dependency is primarily indicated by the presence of subordinating conjunctions or relative
pronouns that introduce these clauses, signaling their reliance on an independent clause to convey
full meaning.

By mastering the identification and description of dependent clauses, writers and learners can
improve their grammatical accuracy, craft more complex and nuanced sentences, and communicate
ideas with clarity and precision. Remember, the core of describing such clauses lies in analyzing
their structure, function, and the linguistic signals that mark their dependence within a sentence.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of identifying a clause as
dependent?
Identifying a clause as dependent helps determine that it cannot stand alone as a complete sentence
and relies on an independent clause to convey full meaning.

Why does having a subject and a verb classify a clause as
dependent?
Because a clause with a subject and a verb forms a complete thought only when combined with an
independent clause, making it a dependent clause that adds information but cannot stand alone.

How can you distinguish a dependent clause from an
independent clause?
A dependent clause cannot function as a complete sentence on its own and often begins with
subordinating conjunctions, whereas an independent clause expresses a complete idea
independently.

What are common subordinating words that signal a
dependent clause?
Common subordinating words include because, although, since, if, when, while, and unless, which
introduce dependent clauses.

Can a dependent clause have both a subject and a verb? Why
is this important?
Yes, a dependent clause can have both a subject and a verb; this is important because it indicates
that the clause is a complete thought within itself but still cannot stand alone without an
independent clause.

How does understanding dependent clauses improve sentence
structure?
Understanding dependent clauses allows for more complex and varied sentence structures,
improving clarity and providing additional detail within sentences.

Additional Resources
Understanding the Best Way to Describe This Clause: Its Dependency, Subject, and Verb



When analyzing sentences in English, understanding the structure and function of clauses is
fundamental. Among these, dependent clauses often pose a challenge to learners and writers
because they rely on other parts of the sentence to convey complete meaning. The phrase “What is
the best way to describe this clause? It is dependent because it has a subject and a verb,” highlights
an important grammatical concept: the identification and description of a clause’s dependency,
especially when it contains a subject and a verb.

This comprehensive guide aims to explore how to best describe such clauses, emphasizing their
dependent nature, the significance of their subject and verb, and how to accurately classify and
explain them within grammatical structures. We will delve into various types of clauses, their
functions, and methods for analyzing and describing them effectively.

---

What Is a Clause? Defining the Building Blocks of
Sentences

Before discussing dependent clauses, it’s crucial to establish a clear understanding of what a clause
is in grammatical terms.

Basic Definition of a Clause

- A clause is a group of words that contains at least a subject and a verb.
- Clauses can express a complete thought or a part of a sentence.
- Examples:
- She runs.
- Because the weather was bad, we stayed inside.

Differences Between Independent and Dependent Clauses

- Independent clauses (also called main clauses) can stand alone as complete sentences because they
express a complete thought.
- I went to the store.
- Dependent clauses (also called subordinate clauses) cannot stand alone; they depend on an
independent clause to provide full meaning.
- Because I was hungry, (needs an independent clause to complete the thought)

---

Understanding Dependency in Clauses

The core element of the phrase in question hinges on the concept of dependency. Let’s analyze what



makes a clause dependent and how to describe it accurately.

What Does It Mean for a Clause to Be Dependent?

- A dependent clause has a subject and a verb but does not express a complete thought.
- It relies on an independent clause to give it meaning.
- Typically introduced by subordinating conjunctions such as because, although, if, when, since, etc.

Why Is It Important to Identify Dependency?

- Correct identification helps in understanding sentence structure.
- It aids in constructing complex sentences properly.
- It improves clarity in writing and speaking by ensuring proper clause linkage.
- Recognizing dependency can prevent grammatical errors, such as sentence fragments or run-on
sentences.

How to Recognize a Dependent Clause

- It contains a subject and a verb.
- It begins with a subordinating conjunction or a relative pronoun.
- It does not stand alone as a complete sentence.
- Example:
- Because she was tired (dependent clause)
- She went to bed early (independent clause)

---

Analyzing the Components: Subject and Verb in the
Clause

The phrase emphasizes that the clause has both a subject and a verb, which is essential for
classification.

The Role of the Subject

- The subject is the noun, pronoun, or noun phrase that performs the action or is described.
- In the clause because she was tired, “she” is the subject.
- The subject provides the focus or topic within the clause.



The Role of the Verb

- The verb is the action or state of being.
- In because she was tired, “was” is the linking verb.
- The verb indicates what is happening or the condition of the subject.

Implication of Having Both Subject and Verb

- The presence of both confirms that the clause is structurally complete internally.
- However, without an independent clause, it remains incomplete in meaning, hence dependent.

---

How to Best Describe This Type of Clause

Given the characteristics—dependent, contains a subject and a verb—the most accurate way to
describe this clause involves understanding its function, type, and grammatical role.

Classification of the Clause

- Dependent Clause (Subordinate Clause): Because it cannot stand alone, it’s subordinate.
- Type Based on Function:
- Adverbial Clause: Provides information about time, reason, condition, etc. — e.g., because she was
tired.
- Relative Clause: Adds extra information about a noun — e.g., that she was tired.
- Noun Clause: Acts as a noun within a sentence — e.g., what she said.

Descriptive Approach

- Start by stating that the clause is dependent/subordinate because it contains a subject (“she”) and
a verb (“was”) but does not express a complete thought on its own.
- Highlight that the clause functions as an adverbial modifier, explaining why she went to bed early.
- Indicate the presence of the subordinating conjunction (“because”) as a key indicator of
dependency.

Sample Description

> This clause is a dependent (subordinate) adverbial clause introduced by the subordinating
conjunction “because.” It contains a subject (“she”) and a linking verb (“was”) and functions to
provide a reason for the main action. Because it cannot stand alone as a complete thought, it relies



on an independent clause to complete its meaning.

---

Common Types of Dependent Clauses and How to
Describe Them

Understanding the specific type of dependent clause aids in precise description and analysis.

1. Adverbial Clauses

- Describe when, where, why, or how an action occurs.
- Introduced by subordinating conjunctions like because, although, if, when, etc.
- Example:
- Because she was tired, she went to bed early.
- How to describe:
- This is an adverbial clause introduced by “because,” providing the reason for the main action.

2. Relative Clauses

- Modify nouns or pronouns.
- Usually introduced by relative pronouns such as who, whom, whose, which, that.
- Example:
- The book that she read was interesting.
- How to describe:
- This is a relative clause modifying “the book,” introduced by “that,” containing a subject and a
verb.

3. Noun Clauses

- Function as a noun within a sentence.
- Introduced by words like what, how, who, whether.
- Example:
- What she said was surprising.
- How to describe:
- This is a noun clause functioning as the subject of the sentence, introduced by “what,” containing a
subject and a verb.

---



Practical Strategies for Describing Such Clauses

To effectively describe a dependent clause containing a subject and verb, consider the following
strategies:

Step 1: Identify the Clause

- Look for a group of words with a subject and a verb.
- Check for subordinating conjunctions or relative pronouns at the start.

Step 2: Determine If It Can Stand Alone

- Ask: Does the clause express a complete thought?
- If not, it’s dependent.

Step 3: Classify the Clause

- Based on function and introduction word, classify as adverbial, relative, or noun clause.

Step 4: Describe Its Role

- Explain whether it modifies a verb, noun, or acts as a subject or object.
- Clarify how it connects to the main clause.

Step 5: Use Precise Language

- Use grammatical terminology—“dependent (subordinate) clause,” “introduced by subordinating
conjunction,” “modifies,” etc.
- Provide examples for clarity.

---

Common Mistakes to Avoid When Describing Such
Clauses

Understanding typical errors enhances clarity and correctness.

- Misclassifying dependent clauses as independent: Remember, they cannot stand alone.



- Ignoring the introductory word: The subordinating conjunction or relative pronoun is key to
classification.
- Overlooking the clause's function: Is it providing a reason, condition, description, or acting as a
noun?
- Assuming all clauses with a subject and verb are independent: Many depend on context and linking
words.

---

Examples of Well-Described Dependent Clauses

1. Because she was tired — This is a dependent adverbial clause introduced by “because,” providing
the reason for the main action. It contains the subject “she” and the verb “was,” but cannot stand
alone as a complete sentence.

2. The book that she read was fascinating — This is a relative clause modifying “the book,”
introduced by “that,” with “she” as the subject and “read” as the verb.

3. What she said — This is a noun clause functioning as the subject of the sentence, introduced by
“what,” containing a subject “she” and a verb
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