Definition
A phrase is a group of words that function as a
unit (as modifier or noun). A phrase lacks a
subject, predicate, or both. We will review three
types of phrases: prepositional, appositive, and
verbal.

Prepositional Phrases

Prepositional Phrases
A prepositional phrase consists of a
preposition, a noun or a pronoun called the
object of the preposition, as well as any
modifiers of the object.
During the rodeo, the bull became belligerent.
Lauren is extremely angry about the parking ticket.

Prepositional Phrases
A prepositional phrase functions as an adjective
when it modifies a noun or pronoun.
Each of the dancers won an award.
I kept a written account of my travels.

A prepositional phrase functions as an adverb
when it modifies a verb, adjective or another
adverb.
Kathy was nervous during her interview.
Last year I worked as a clown in the circus.

Appositive Phrases
An appositive is a noun or pronoun placed near
another noun or pronoun to explain or identify it.
An appositive phrase includes with the appositive
all of the words or phrases that modify it.
My uncle, a mediocre chef, is no Julia
Childs, since he often drops his cigar ashes
into the food he is preparing.

My favorite pasttime, cow tipping, often
results in dirty shoes.

Verbal Phrases
Verbal phrases are verb forms that function as
nouns, adjectives or adverbs. Proper use of verbal
phrases can add variety to your sentences and
vigor to your writing style. There are three types
of verbal phrases: participles, gerunds, and
infinitives.

Participial Phrases
A participial phrase functions as an adjective and
can take four forms: present, past, perfect and
passive perfect. It consists of the participle, its
modifiers and complements.
Present:
Competing in the race, the athlete felt a surge of adrenaline.
Past:
Bothered by her husband’s snoring, the woman kicked the poor man.
Perfect:
Having typed the paper, the student was finally able to relax.
Passive Perfect:
The police officer, having been threatened by the suspect, called for
assistance.

Participial Phrases
Some participles are formed from irregular
verbs. Be aware that they will look different
in the past form.
Past form of irregular verb:
Swept away by the storm, the building’s roof was severely destroyed.
The old toy, forgotten in a corner, was destined for the garage sale box.

Absolute Phrases
Usually (but not always), an absolute phrase is a
group of words consisting of a noun or pronoun and
a participle as well as any related modifiers.
Absolute phrases do not directly connect to or
modify any specific word in the rest of the sentence;
instead, they modify the entire sentence, adding
information. They are always treated as
parenthetical elements and are set off from the rest
of the sentence with a comma or a pair of commas
(sometimes by a dash or pair of dashes).
Absolute phrases contain a subject (which is often
modified by a participle), but not a true verb.

Absolute Phrases
The absolute phrase may appear at the end of a
sentence:
The hunters rested for a moment in front of the
shack, breaths gathering in the frosty air.
The absolute phrase may also appear at the beginning
of the sentence:
Breaths gathering in the frosty air, the
hunters rested for a moment in front of the shack.
And occasionally an absolute phrase is positioned
between the subject and verb:
The hunters, breaths gathering in the frosty
air, rested for a moment in front of the shack.

Absolute Phrases
More examples:
The season being over, they were mobbed by fans
in Times Square.
The old firefighter stood over the ruins, eyes
watering from the intense smoke.
His subordinates, their faces streaked and
smudged with ash, leaned heavily against the
firetruck.

Absolute Phrases
Notice the difference between a participial phrase and
an absolute phrase:

Enjoying the sunny day, the young couple picnicked
along the river bank.

The sun shining, it was a perfect day for a picnic.

Absolute Phrases
It is not unusual for the information supplied in the
absolute phrase to be the most important element in
the sentence. In fact, in descriptive prose, the telling
details will often be wrapped into a sentence in the
form of an absolute phrase:
Coach Brown strolled onto the court, a large silver
whistle clenched between her teeth.
The new recruits stood in one corner of the gym,
their faces betraying their anxiety.

Gerund Phrases
A gerund is a verbal that always ends in –ing. It is
used in almost every way that a noun can be used:
subject, direct object, indirect object, predicate
nominative, object of a preposition, appositive.
The gerund phrase consists of the gerund, its
modifiers and complements.

Gerund Phrases
Direct Object:
My brother finished watering the lawn.

Subject:
Piercing her ear 100 times was a decision Ruby came to regret.
Appositive:
My favorite pastime, listening to cds, doesn’t require
much thought.
Predicate Nominative:
Her greatest flaw is being a perfectionist.

Infinitive Phrases
An infinitive is a verb form that usually
begins with the word “to.” It can function as
an adjective, noun or adverb.
Noun:
I like to scuba dive in the bathtub.
Adjective:
His effort to convince me to buy
swampland in Louisiana was a failure.
Adverb:
He was too silly to be easily understood.

Now You Try
Identify the phrase in each of the following
sentences:
Drinking cold lemonade refreshed me.
The computer needs to be repaired.
You will find the assignment on the board.
Having blocked a punt, the Rams recovered the ball.
Mrs. Phelps, our neighbor, is very nosy.

