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Lecture 2 : Parts of Speech and Pro-forms 

1. Introduction 

Language consists of words that function in systematic and meaningful 

ways. To understand how sentences are constructed and interpreted, it is 

essential to classify words according to their grammatical roles. These 

classifications are known as parts of speech. 

In A University Grammar of English, Quirk et al. present a 

comprehensive description of English word classes and introduce the 

concept of pro-forms, which serve as substitutes for other linguistic 

elements. 

 

2. Parts of Speech 

According to Quirk et al., English words are categorized into major and 

minor word classes: 

2.1 Major Word Classes 

These are open classes that readily admit new members: 

1. Nouns 



o Function: naming entities (persons, places, things, ideas). 

o Examples: teacher, city, happiness. 

o Subtypes: 

 Count nouns (book/books) 

 Non-count nouns (water, information) 

o Functions in the sentence: subject, object, complement. 

 The child laughed. 

 She read the book. 

2. Verbs 
o Express actions, processes, or states. 

o Main forms: base, -s, -ing, -ed, past participle. 

o Types: 

 Lexical verbs (run, eat, think) 

 Auxiliary verbs (be, have, do, will) 

o Functions: predicate or part of predicate. 

 She is reading a novel. 

3. Adjectives 

o Modify nouns and describe qualities or states. 

o Attributive position: before noun (a beautiful garden) 

o Predicative position: after copular verb (The garden is 

beautiful.) 

o Can show degree: big, bigger, biggest. 

4. Adverbs 

o Modify verbs, adjectives, other adverbs, or clauses. 

o Answer questions such as how? when? where? 

o Examples: quickly, yesterday, here. 

o He spoke clearly. 

o She arrived late. 

 

2.2 Minor Word Classes 

These are closed classes, meaning new items are rarely added. They 

include: 

1. Prepositions – express relations of time, place, or manner (in, on, 

at, by). 

o She sat on the chair. 

2. Conjunctions – link words, phrases, or clauses. 

o Coordinating: and, but, or 

o Subordinating: because, although, if. 

3. Determiners – specify reference of nouns (the, a, this, my). 

o That book is new. 



4. Pronouns – stand in for nouns (he, she, it, they). 

o Mary arrived. She was tired. 
5. Interjections – express emotion or reaction (oh!, wow!, alas!). 

 

3. Word Class Flexibility 

Quirk et al. highlight that English allows conversion—a process where a 

word shifts from one class to another without morphological change: 

 to email (verb from noun) 

 the poor (noun phrase from adjective) 

This flexibility reflects the dynamic nature of English as an open system. 

 

4. Pro-forms 

4.1 Definition 

A pro-form is a word or phrase that stands in place of another word, 

phrase, or clause, often to avoid repetition. 

While similar to pronouns, pro-forms extend beyond the nominal level—

they can substitute verbs, adjectives, adverbs, or even clauses. 

 

4.2 Types of Pro-forms 

Quirk et al. distinguish several major types: 

1. Pronouns – substitute for noun phrases. 

o John said he was tired. 

→ He replaces John. 

2. Pro-verbs – substitute for verb phrases. 

o She will sing, and I will do too. 

→ do = sing. 

3. Pro-adjectives – substitute for adjectives. 

o She is happy, and so is her brother. 

→ so replaces happy. 

4. Pro-adverbs – substitute for adverbials. 

o He lived in London, and I lived there too. 

→ there = in London. 

5. Pro-clauses – substitute for whole clauses. 



o I hope so. (so replaces an entire proposition.) 

 

5 The Role of Context 

Pro-forms derive their meaning from context. The antecedent—what the 

pro-form refers to—may appear earlier in discourse or be understood 

from the situation: 

 A: Are you coming? 

B: I think so. 

Here, so stands for I am coming. 

 

 


