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Abstract:This article examines the idea and purposes of noun clauses in English 

sentence structures, with a focus on their function as dependent clauses that can serve 

as complements, subjects, or objects. A noun clause is a kind of dependent clause that 

functions similarly to a noun in a sentence and can enhance communication by giving 

it more nuance and complexity. The types of noun clauses, their grammatical rules, and 

their distinctions from other clause forms—such as adverbial and relative clauses—are 

all covered in the article. Through examples and real-world applications, learners may 

better grasp complicated sentence structures and learn how to use noun clauses in 

academic writing and conversational English. 
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Introduction: The fundamental units of meaningful communication are clauses, 

which are an integral aspect of English sentence structure. The noun clause has a 

special role in the world of clauses: it is a dependent clause that performs the same 

function as a noun. Noun clauses are a dependent yet useful addition to complex 

sentence building since they need a main clause to complete the notion, unlike 

independent clauses that can function as sentences on their own. Noun clauses allow 

writers and speakers to precisely convey detailed information and express complex 

thoughts by acting as the subject, object, or complement in a phrase. Students and 

language learners can create more complex sentences by comprehending the function 

and structure of noun clauses, which enhances expression's richness and clarity. 

Learning how to employ noun clauses opens up possibilities for teachers and grammar 

lovers to teach language in ways that promote fluency and comprehension. In order to 

give readers a solid understanding of how noun clauses work within the larger context 

of sentence construction, this article explores the traits, varieties, and applications of 

noun clauses. We aim to demystify the intricacies of noun clauses and make their 

application understandable to students of all skill levels by providing thorough 

explanations and examples. 
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To fully comprehend noun clauses, it is crucial to clarify some foundational 

concepts within English grammar, particularly as they relate to clause structure and 

function. Below are essential terms: Clause: A group of words that contains a subject 

and a predicate (verb). In English, clauses are divided into independent and dependent 

(or subordinate) clauses. Independent clauses can stand alone as a sentence, whereas 

dependent clauses cannot and need an independent clause to complete their meaning. 

Dependent Clause: A type of clause that does not form a complete sentence by 

itself. Dependent clauses rely on an independent clause to create a meaningful 

statement. Dependent clauses serve various roles, including those of noun, adjective, 

or adverb in the sentence. 

Noun Clause: A dependent clause that functions as a noun. This means a noun 

clause can play the role of subject, object, or complement in a sentence. Noun clauses 

often begin with subordinating words such as "that," "whether," "if," or interrogative 

words like "what," "who," "where," "when," "why," and "how." 

Sentence Structure: The way that clauses are arranged within a sentence. Noun 

clauses are often found within complex sentences, which contain at least one 

independent clause and one or more dependent clauses. By understanding these terms, 

one gains insight into how noun clauses enhance sentence variety and allow for the 

expression of more intricate and nuanced thoughts. 

2. Characteristics of Noun Clauses. A noun clause has several defining 

characteristics that distinguish it from other clause types: 

Acts as a noun: Like a regular noun, a noun clause can act as a subject, object, 

or complement within a sentence. It enables sentences to take on added complexity and 

detail by allowing an entire clause to serve as a single grammatical unit. 

Dependent nature: Noun clauses cannot stand alone as independent sentences. 

They are always part of a larger structure, needing an independent clause to form a 

complete thought. 

Introduced by specific words: Noun clauses are typically introduced by 

subordinating conjunctions, such as "that," "whether," and "if," or by interrogative 

words like "what," "when," "where," "who," "why," and "how." These introductory 

words signal that the clause is playing the role of a noun within the sentence.  

3. Types of Noun Clauses. Noun clauses can be categorized into several types 

based on their function within a sentence. The following types are commonly 

encountered in English: 

3.1 Subject Noun Clauses. A subject noun clause acts as the main subject of the 

sentence, performing the action expressed by the main verb. Subject noun clauses allow 

complex or abstract ideas to be the subject of a sentence. Example: "What he decided 

shocked everyone."   Here, "What he decided" is the noun clause acting as the subject 

of the sentence. The main verb is "shocked.  In this sentence, the noun clause introduces 
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an unknown or abstract concept ("What he decided") as the subject, leading into a 

statement that describes its effect. 

3.2 Object Noun Clauses. An object noun clause serves as the direct or indirect 

object of the main verb in the sentence. Object noun clauses are common in statements 

that involve thinking, believing, knowing, saying, or feeling, where the clause adds 

depth by specifying the content of the thought or statement. Example: "She believes 

that he will succeed." In this example, "that he will succeed" is the noun clause, 

functioning as the direct object of the verb "believes." Here, the noun clause gives 

content to the verb by providing specific information about what she believes.  

3.3 Complement Noun Clauses 

A complement noun clause follows a linking verb, such as "is" or "seems," and 

provides additional information about the subject. It completes the meaning of the 

subject by describing, identifying, or defining it. Example: "The truth is that they forgot 

the meeting." In this sentence, "that they forgot the meeting" is the noun clause acting 

as a complement, describing "the truth." The noun clause completes the sentence by 

giving specific information about "the truth." 

3.4 Noun Clauses with Embedded Questions. Some noun clauses are structured 

as embedded or indirect questions. These clauses retain the question word (who, what, 

where, etc.) but do not use the inverted question structure found in direct questions. 

Example: "I wonder why he left." In this sentence, "why he left" is a noun clause 

embedded as an indirect question, serving as the object of "wonder." The clause "why 

he left" is functioning as an object, and its question-like form conveys curiosity or 

uncertainty. 

4. Forming Noun Clauses. Noun clauses often begin with specific introductory 

words, which determine the type of noun clause being formed. Here are some common 

starters: Subordinating Conjunctions ("that," "whether," "if"): The subordinating 

conjunction "that" introduces noun clauses that can sometimes be omitted, particularly 

in informal English. Example: "He knows that he is correct."  The clause "that he is 

correct" serves as the object of "knows."   Question Words ("who," "what," "where," 

"when," "why," "how"): These words introduce clauses that contain a question-like 

structure. Example: "Do you know where she went?"  The clause "where she went" 

functions as the object, adding specific information about the main verb "know." 

Omitting 'That': In informal contexts, the conjunction "that" is often dropped without 

changing the meaning of the sentence. Example: "I think he is right." (informal).  Here, 

"that" is implied but omitted. 

5. Functions of Noun Clauses in Sentences. Noun clauses can serve various 

functions within a sentence, adding versatility to the language. 

5.1 As Subjects. Noun clauses can be used as the subject of a sentence, setting 

the clause itself as the main focus. Example: "What they did surprised everyone." Here, 
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the noun clause "What they did" serves as the subject of the sentence, with "surprised" 

as the main verb. 

5.2 As Direct Object. Noun clauses frequently function as direct objects, 

particularly in sentences that involve perception, belief, knowledge, or communication. 

Example: "I believe that she will succeed." The noun clause "that she will succeed" 

acts as the direct object, specifying the content of the belief. 

5.3 As Indirect Objects. Noun clauses can serve as indirect objects, though this 

is less common. Indirect objects specify to whom or for whom something is intended. 

Example: "She gave whoever asked a complete answer."  "Whoever asked" is the 

indirect object, receiving the action of "gave." 

5.4 As Complements.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

A complement noun clause can follow linking verbs, adding more information about 

the subject. Example: "The idea is that they should proceed cautiously." "That they 

should proceed cautiously" serves                                                                                                                                                          

as the complement, explaining "the idea 

6. Differences Between Noun Clauses and Other Clauses. Noun clauses differ 

from other types of clauses, such as adverbial clauses and relative clauses:  Noun 

Clauses vs. Adverbial Clauses: Adverbial clauses function as adverbs, modifying the 

main verb by indicating time, place, reason, or condition. Example: "She left because 

she was tired." The clause "because she was tired" explains why she left.   Noun 

Clauses vs. Relative Clauses: Relative clauses modify nouns or pronouns, acting as 

adjectives. Example: "The book that he wrote is a bestseller." "That he wrote" modifies 

"the book," adding specific information about it. 

 7. Practical Application and Exercises. To apply the concepts discussed, here 

are several practice exercises for understanding noun clauses: 

1. Identify the Noun Clause and Its Function: 

Sentence: "He wondered if she would arrive on time." 

Answer: "If she would arrive on time" is the noun clause, functioning as the 

object. 

2. Combine Sentences Using Noun Clauses: 

Sentences: "She will attend. It depends on whether she finishes her work." 

Answer: "It depends on whether she finishes her work and attends." 

3. Expand Sentences with Noun Clauses: 

Sentence: "I know it." 

Answer: "I know that he will success.  

8. Advanced Uses of Noun Clauses. Noun clauses add layers of complexity and 

nuance to language, particularly when used in advanced sentence structures. Here are 

some more sophisticated applications of noun clauses in various contexts, including 

formal writing, reported speech, and indirect questions. 
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8.1 Noun Clauses in Reported Speech. In reported speech, noun clauses are often 

used to convey what someone else has said without quoting them directly. This form 

is especially useful in journalism, academic writing, and formal contexts where 

paraphrasing or summarizing is preferred. Example: Direct Speech: "She said, 'I will 

come tomorrow.'" Reported Speech: "She said that she would come the next day." 

Explanation: The noun clause "that she would come the next day" relays the content of 

her statement, modifying it to fit within a larger sentence and changing the tense for 

indirect reporting. Reported speech also commonly omits "that" in informal contexts 

without changing the meaning. Example: "He mentioned he was ready." (instead of 

"He mentioned that he was ready.") 

8.2 Noun Clauses as Objects of Prepositions. While less common, noun clauses 

can also function as the object of a preposition. This usage is more likely to appear in 

formal or academic writing, as the structure tends to be complex. Example: "I am 

concerned about what he might say."  Here, "about" is a preposition, and "what he 

might say" is the noun clause functioning as the object of the preposition. In many 

cases, noun clauses following prepositions are introduced by interrogative words (such 

as "what," "how," "why") to clarify the nature of the object. 

8.3 Noun Clauses in Conditional Statements. Noun clauses can appear in 

conditional sentences to add specificity to hypothetical or uncertain situations. 

Conditional statements with noun clauses often convey doubt, probability, or 

hypothetical situations. Example: "Whether she will agree to the terms is uncertain."  

"Whether she will agree to the terms" is a noun clause that functions as the subject in 

a sentence about a conditional situation, highlighting uncertainty. Conditional noun 

clauses are particularly useful in persuasive or argumentative writing, where presenting 

hypothetical scenarios strengthens arguments. 

8.4 Noun Clauses in Explanatory Statements. In academic writing or expository 

contexts, noun clauses can add clarity to complex ideas by providing definitions, 

explanations, or clarifications within the sentence. Example: "The reason why the 

experiment failed is that the equipment malfunctioned."  "That the equipment 

malfunctioned" functions as a noun clause, explaining why the experiment failed. By 

using noun clauses in explanatory statements, writers can present complex information 

in a structured, precise way, helping readers understand specific relationships or 

processes. 

9. Comparing Noun Clauses in Formal vs. Informal Language. The use of noun 

clauses can vary significantly between formal and informal language. While noun 

clauses are common in both registers, their complexity and structure often differ.  

 9.1 Noun Clauses in Formal Writing. In formal writing, such as academic or 

technical writing, noun clauses are often structured for clarity, accuracy, and emphasis. 

Formal contexts may favor longer, more intricate noun clauses to convey complex 
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ideas or abstract concepts. Noun clauses in formal writing are commonly used to 

discuss theories, hypotheses, findings, or assumptions. Example: "The hypothesis that 

increased study hours improve test scores was confirmed."  The noun clause "that 

increased study hours improve test scores" introduces a hypothesis and provides a 

subject for the verb "was confirmed." 

9.2 Noun Clauses in Informal Language. In informal language, noun clauses are 

often shortened, and "that" is frequently omitted to create more natural-sounding 

sentences. Informal contexts may use simpler noun clauses, often embedded in direct 

conversation or casual statements. Example: "I heard she got the job."  In this sentence, 

"that" is omitted to create a more conversational tone. Noun clauses in informal 

language tend to be less structured, aiming to convey ideas quickly without extensive 

detail. 

10. Common Errors and How to Avoid Them. Mastering noun clauses can be 

challenging, as several common errors can arise. Below are a few typical mistakes and 

suggestions for how to correct them: 

10.1 Misusing "That" in Noun Clauses. Overusing or misplacing "that" can 

create confusing or redundant sentences. While "that" can sometimes clarify a noun 

clause, in certain sentences, it is unnecessary and can be omitted. Incorrect: "I know 

that that he is coming." Corrected: "I know that he is coming." If a sentence flows 

naturally without "that," it can often be omitted. 

10.2 Confusing Noun Clauses with Relative Clauses. It’s common to confuse 

noun clauses with relative clauses, as both can start with similar words, like "what," 

"which," or "who." The main difference is that noun clauses function as nouns, while 

relative clauses modify nouns or pronouns. Example of Noun Clause: "I believe what 

she said."  "What she said" is the object of "believe," acting as a noun. Example of 

Relative Clause: "The book that she recommended is interesting."  "That she 

recommended" modifies "the book," giving more information about it. 

10.3 Incorrect Word Order in Embedded Questions. When embedding a question 

within a noun clause, it’s important to use the standard declarative sentence structure, 

not the inverted structure of direct questions. Incorrect: "I wonder where is she going." 

Corrected: "I wonder where she is going." Using correct word order within embedded 

questions helps maintain clarity and fluency. 

10.4 Incomplete Noun Clauses. Sometimes, writers start a noun clause but fail 

to complete it, resulting in an incomplete thought or fragment. Ensuring that each noun 

clause contains a subject and verb helps to avoid this error. Incorrect: "She explained 

that why she left." Corrected: "She explained why she left." 

11. Exercises for Practice. To solidify understanding, here is given several 

exercises that encourage applying the rules and concepts covered: 
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1. Identify the Noun Clause: Determine the noun clause in each sentence and 

describe its function. Example: "He forgot what he was supposed to bring." Answer: 

"What he was supposed to bring" is the noun clause, serving as the object of "forgot." 

2. Combine Sentences Using Noun Clauses: Combine the sentences below by 

making one a noun clause. Sentences: "She will join the team. It depends on whether 

she gets accepted." Answer: "It depends on whether she will join the team and gets 

accepted." 

3. Expand a Sentence Using a Noun Clause: Use a noun clause to add detail to 

the following sentence. Example: "I remember it." Answer: "I remember what we did 

last summer." 

4. Convert Direct Speech to Reported Speech: Rewrite the direct speech below 

as reported speech. Direct Speech: "They said, 'We will meet at noon.'" Answer: "They 

said that they would meet at noon." 

12. More Examples and Applications in Context. To illustrate the versatility of 

noun clauses, here are additional examples and contexts that demonstrate their usage: 

In Academic Writing: "The theory that all matter is composed of atoms was 

revolutionary."  "That all matter is composed of atoms" provides a specific detail about 

"the theory." In Business Contexts: "The proposal that we launch next quarter’s product 

early is under consideration." The noun clause specifies the subject of "consideration," 

adding specificity to the sentence. In Everyday Conversation: "I wonder how much it 

will cost." Explanation: Here, "how much it will cost" is the noun clause acting as the 

object of "wonder," creating a natural, conversational tone. By practicing these 

examples, learners can develop the ability to recognize and use noun clauses in both 

formal and informal contexts, enriching their understanding of English sentence 

structure and enhancing their ability to communicate with accuracy and depth. 

Noun clauses are a fundamental component of English grammar, enhancing the 

clarity, precision, and versatility of sentence structures. Whether used as subjects, 

objects, complements, or embedded questions, noun clauses allow writers and speakers 

to convey complex ideas, add layers of meaning, and achieve nuance in both spoken 

and written language. By mastering noun clauses, learners can deepen their language 

skills, express ideas more fluently, and engage in more sophisticated forms of 

communication. With consistent practice and application, noun clauses become a 

powerful tool for achieving clarity and depth in both academic and everyday language. 
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