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	Subjects


Some of my favorite subjects are food, trees, shrubs, tall grass, . . . food. But that really has nothing to do with the subject. What we're talking about here is a little different.

sub·ject (sub´-jikt) n.
A word or phrase in a sentence that denotes the doer of the action, the receiver of the action in passive constructions, or that which is described or identified. 

That sounds pretty good in American Heritage, but all you really need to know about a subject is: a sentence has got to have one! 

To find out which word is the subject of a sentence, just ask yourself two questions:

1. What's going on (or being described)? 

2. Who or what is doing whatever is going on (or being described)? 

If you can answer question 2, you've found the subject.

Let's take a look at some examples:

1. The butcher saves the scraps for his dog. 

2. The dog devours them quickly. 

3. The butcher was a good man. 

4. The dog was quite satisfied. 

5. Shelties and cocker spaniels are good pets for small children. 

Ask yourself the two questions about each of these sentences. Decide what's going on or being described, and then ask yourself who? or what? is doing it or being described. You can see that in numbers 1 and 2 the butcher and the dog are doing something. They are the subjects.

In numbers 3 and 4, the butcher and the dog are being described. Again, they are the subjects. Pretty easy, huh? In number 5, you can see how a sentence may have more than one subject, shelties and cocker spaniels.

If you back up to the dictionary definition, it says something about the subject being the receiver of the action in a passive construction. Consider the next sentence:

The dog was given a bone. 

There the dog receives the action--and the bone!--so it's the subject. But don't worry too much about passive constructions right now. We'll get back to them later.

This is awfully simple, but if you can't clearly identify the subject of a sentence, you're going to get into trouble later on when we talk about some of the harder stuff. For more help in identifying subjects, see the section on prepositions. 'Nuff said. 

There's a "Self-Test" available on Subjects and Verbs, but you should review Verbs first. 
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	Verbs


verb (vûrb) n. 
A part of speech that expresses existence, action, or occurrence. 

Remember question one for identifying subjects? "What's going on (or being described)?" Answer that and you've found your verb. And like a subject, a sentence has got to have one!

Let's look at a few more examples:

1. Lassie ran into the burning building. 

2. The beagle stepped on its ears. 

What's going on in these sentences? A couple of dogs are doing stupid things; but what they are doing is the verb--in this case, Lassie ran and the beagle stepped . Both show action.

Got the idea? Now let's look at verbs that are a little different. Some verbs don't show action. Instead, they link the subject to some other information: these are called, big surprise, linking verbs . Common linking verbs are "to be" forms--such as, is, am, are, was, were--and the verbs appear, become, feel, look, seem. Examples are:

1. She was fond of her animals. 

2. Pierre is a fine beast. 

3. She looks like she has been in a fight with a cat. 

4. It feels damp in the grass. 

In identifying the verb, you also need to look for the helpers, since they are considered part of the verb. The helpers (aka auxiliaries) include: is, am, are, was, were, been, has, have, had, do, does, did, may, can, might, shall, will, should, could, would.

I've marked the complete verb in the following:

1. I was barking before breakfast. 

2. He should have let me out of the house. 

3. I tried to wait for him to get up. 

4. He should not have stayed in bed so long. 

5. I barked and waited until. . . . 

I guess you can figure out what happened at the end of this little story. It's an all-too-frequent part of a dog's life. . . . But about the verbs. 

Notice what is not included in the verb in numbers 3 and 4: to wait and not. Words with to in front of them are never a part of the verb, even though they look suspiciously like verbs. Words like not, always, just, never, and only are not part of the verb.

Remember how a sentence can have more than one subject? It can also have more than one verb, as you see in number 5. One other thing: no word with an "-ing" ending can ever be the verb without a helper: I barking; she running? No way!

How about a "Self-Test" to see if you really understand. 
(Be sure to review Subjects first.) 

	


	Self-Test:
Subjects and Verbs


Think you understand subjects and verbs?
Underline the subject of each of the following sentences in the text box. 

1. Pat hid the pretzels in the desk drawer.

2. David lugged the books from the mail room. 

3. The coffee spilled all over his notebook.

Enter the complete verb in each of the following sentences. 

4. The dog barked at the cat. 

5. Jennie has been waiting for over three hours. 

6. She is not working this afternoon.

Consider the following sentences, and then underline the subjects ONCE and the verbs TWICE in each. 

7. The angry men and women stormed into the governor's office.

8. The students and their teacher packed up their books, left the building, and walked to the park.
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