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Introduction

English grammar is a vast landscape of rules and structures, each playing a crucial role in shaping clear, engaging, 

and precise communication. Among the many components that make up this linguistic framework, subordinate 

clauses stand out as versatile tools that add depth, nuance, and specificity to sentences. Chapter /15 of our 

grammar guide—“The Clause, Subordinate Clauses, and the Adjective”—delves into the mechanics of these

clauses, especially focusing on adjective clauses that modify nouns. Whether you’re a student polishing your

essays, a teacher designing lesson plans, or a writer seeking to elevate prose, mastering the concepts in this

chapter will enhance your command of the English language.

In this article, we’ll unpack the core ideas presented in Chapter 15, explore the different types of subordinate

clauses, examine how adjective clauses function, and provide practical exercises to reinforce learning. By the end,

you’ll not only understand the theory behind subordinate clauses but also be equipped to apply them confidently in

everyday writing.

Chapter /15 Overview: The Clause, Subordinate Clauses, and the Adjective

Chapter 15 is a comprehensive study of clauses that are not independent but rely on a main clause for meaning.

These subordinate clauses, also known as dependent clauses, can serve various grammatical purposes—

providing time, condition, reason, contrast, and more. The chapter’s unique contribution lies in its focus on adjective

clauses, a subtype of subordinate clauses that modify nouns or pronouns, functioning similarly to adjectives. By

exploring both the structure and usage of these clauses, the chapter offers a balanced blend of theoretical insight

and practical application.

The structure of Chapter 15 is intentionally modular: it begins with foundational definitions, moves through

classification, and concludes with real-world usage tips and exercises. This progression ensures that readers build

a solid conceptual base before tackling more complex sentence constructions.

Understanding Subordinate Clauses

Definition and Role

A subordinate clause is a group of words that contains a subject and a verb but cannot stand alone as a complete 

sentence. It depends on a main clause to convey a full idea. Subordinate clauses add detail, context, or nuance, 

enriching the main clause’s meaning. They are introduced by subordinating conjunctions (e.g., because, although, if

) or relative pronouns/adverbs (e.g., who, which, where). Without the main clause, the subordinate clause remains

incomplete.

Types of Subordinate Clauses

Subordinate clauses can be categorized based on their function within a sentence. Below are the primary types:

•  Adverbial Clauses – Provide circumstances of time, place, manner, condition, or reason.

•  Relative (Adjective) Clauses – Modify a noun or pronoun, functioning like an adjective.

•  Nominal Clauses – Act as a noun within a sentence, often introduced by that, what, whether.



•  Conditional Clauses – Express conditions, commonly paired with if or unless.

While each type serves distinct purposes, they share the common trait of being dependent on a main clause.

Understanding these distinctions is essential for constructing clear, grammatically correct sentences.

Adjective Clauses: The Core of Chapter /15

What is an Adjective Clause?

Adjective clauses, also known as relative clauses, are subordinate clauses that modify a noun or pronoun. They 

answer questions such as who, which, what, whose, where, when, and how. For example, in the sentence “The 

book that I read last night was thrilling,” the clause “that I read last night” modifies the noun “book.”

Relative Pronouns and Adverbs

Adjective clauses are introduced by relative pronouns or adverbs. Common relative pronouns include:

•  who – refers to people (e.g., “The teacher who is new”).

•  whom – formal object form (rare in modern usage).

•  whose – possessive (e.g., “The student whose notes were missing”).

•  which – refers to objects or animals (e.g., “The dog which barked”).

•  that – can replace who/which in restrictive clauses.

Relative adverbs include:

•  where – location (e.g., “The café where we met”).

•  when – time (e.g., “The day when I graduated”).

•  why – reason (e.g., “The cause why we failed”).

Restrictive vs. Non-restrictive Clauses

Adjective clauses can be classified into two main categories based on whether they are essential to the meaning of

the sentence.

1.  Restrictive Clauses – These clauses are essential; they limit the noun’s meaning. They are not set off by 

commas. Example: “Students who study regularly perform better.” The clause identifies which students are being 

discussed.

2.  Non-restrictive Clauses – These clauses add extra information but are not essential. They are set off by 

commas. Example: “My brother, who lives in New York, is visiting next week.” The clause provides additional detail 

but does not change the identity of “my brother.”

Choosing between restrictive and non-restrictive clauses is critical for clarity. Misplacing commas can change the

sentence’s meaning or cause confusion.

Common Mistakes

Even seasoned writers can fall into pitfalls when working with adjective clauses. Here are some frequent errors:

•  Omitting the relative pronoun – “The book I read was amazing.” The clause should be “that I read” or “which I 

read.”

•  Using commas incorrectly – “The students, who study hard, passed.” If the clause is essential, remove the 

commas.

•  Mixing up that and who – Use who for people and that/which for things.

•  Confusing relative pronouns with relative adverbs – “The place where we met” vs. “The place that we met.” 

The former uses a location; the latter is incorrect.



Using Subordinate Clauses Effectively in Writing

Clarity and Flow

Subordinate clauses can make sentences richer, but overusing them can clutter prose. Aim for balance: keep

sentences concise while still delivering necessary information. A good rule of thumb is to limit subordinate clauses

to one or two per sentence, unless a complex idea demands more.

Sentence Structure Variation

Varying sentence structures keeps readers engaged. Combine simple and compound sentences with subordinate

clauses. For instance:

“I enjoy hiking, because the scenery is breathtaking, and I often take photographs.” Here, the subordinate clause

“because the scenery is breathtaking” adds a reason, and the sentence remains fluid.

Avoiding Run-on Sentences

Run-on sentences occur when two independent clauses are joined without proper punctuation or conjunctions.

Subordinate clauses help avoid this by acting as modifiers rather than independent thoughts. For example:

Incorrect: “I went to the store I bought milk.”

Correct: “I went to the store, where I bought milk.” The subordinate clause clarifies the action without creating a

run-on.

Practical Exercises from Chapter /15

Exercise /1: Identify Subordinate Clauses

Read the sentences below and underline the subordinate clauses. Indicate whether each is
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