ESSAY FUN

Grammatical Structures: Adverb Clauses

Adverb Clauses are dependent clauses that do what adverbs do: they principally modify verbs.  They also modify adjectives and other adverbs.  Adverb clauses commonly add information related to “adverb questions”: when?; why?; how?; how much?; under what condition?; and to what degree?  

In the example, “Jason snores when he sleeps,” the adverb clause in boldface tells us when. You could easily think of clauses to answer the other questions: because he has blocked sinuses (why), as though he were croaking in his sleep (how), and so forth.

Adverb clauses are introduced by subordinating conjunctions.  Examples of subordinating conjunctions used to introduce adverb clauses include those relating to time (when, until, while, as long as), cause (because, since, inasmuch as), place (where, wherever), concession (though, although, if, even though) and more.  These subordinating conjunctions come almost unconsciously to native speakers.

Just as there are correlative coordinating conjunctions there are subordinating correlative conjunctions. In some cases, one of them introduces the main clause and one the adverb clauses; in each of the following examples, the adverb clause comes first.


If his story is true, then her story is false.


No sooner does Bruce begin a new job than he begins to get restless in it.

In other cases, an adverb clause modifies an adverbial in the main clause such as so or as. 


Shakespeare’s Rosalind is as masterful as she is vulnerable.


My dog sleeps so soundly that he never heard the burglars.

Adverb clauses may be elliptical; that is, certain grammatically necessary words may be omitted as understood.

When [Brian is] watching television, Brian hears nothing I say to him.

Although [Karla is] used to rainy weather, Karla finds it depressing this year.

As these examples show, the words omitted from an elliptical adverb clause may include the subject.  In such cases, the understood subject must be the same as the subject in the main clause (in the examples, Brian and Brian, Karla and Karla).

When adverb clauses modify verbs (the majority of cases) they are usually movable within the sentence.  They can be place before, after or in the middle of the main clause as long as there is a clear connection to what they modify.

Even though he works harder than his co-workers, Grant never complains.

or

Grant, even though he works harder than his co-workers, never complains.

or


Grant never complains even though he works harder than his coworkers.

When an adverb clause modifies an adjective or an adverb, it usually comes right after the word it modifies.  In the following example, the adverb clause modifies the adjective glad.


Both sides in the negotiations were glad that they had reached an agreement.
How Adverb Clauses Are Punctuated

Adverb clauses that come before the main clause are always set off by commas.  These are usually right at the beginning of a sentence and they modify the verb in the main clause.


When Nancy stays at our house, we cook heaps of vegetarian food.

When the adverb clauses modifying the verb occur at the end of the sentence they are usually not set off by commas.


We cook heaps of vegetarian food when Nancy stays at our house.

Adverb clauses modifying adjectives and adverbs are not set off by commas.

The chairman of the Federal Reserve is afraid that low unemployment will   cause inflation.

 The current run of national prosperity has lasted longer than most people had expected.

What You Can Do With Adverb Clauses

1. Show Relations Concisely

The subordinating conjunctions that introduce adverb clauses can concisely relate ideas or information that might otherwise require separate sentences or wordy constructions.

Original: I try to exercise every day.  The reason for this is that otherwise I get depressed.

Revision: I try to exercise every day because otherwise I get depressed.
Elliptical clauses are of course especially concise.

Original: I am in favor of regulating development in rural areas. However, I cannot support your proposal as it is worded.

Revision: Although [I am] in favor of regulating development in rural areas, I cannot support you proposal as it is worded. 

2. Vary Sentence Length and Rhythm

Accomplished writers usually vary the length and rhythm of their sentences. The movability of many adverb clauses makes them especially useful for this purpose.  For example, a sequence of similar sentences beginning with a main clause may be broken up by sentences introduced by an adverbial clause.  This usually affects the emphasis too.  In the following example, the final sentence contributes more than variety for variety’s sake; it lays special stress on King’s youth in relation to the ages of other American leaders who died prematurely.

Many of our most revered historical figures have died before their time. Abraham Lincoln was fifty-six when he was assassinated. Franklin Roosevelt died in office at sixty-three. John F. Kennedy was assassinated at forty-six. When Martin Luther King was assassinated, he was thirty-nine.

3. Create Coordinating Parallelism

It is easy to signal coordination among adverb clauses by repeating the subordinating conjunctions they start with.


I used to eat chocolate because I love it; now I eat it because it’s good for me.


When they were dating, he was a charmer; when they got married, he changed.

Series of adverbial clauses can work effectively at the beginning of a sentence, too, by, for instance, keeping the reader waiting to know what will happen until you have laid out all the conditions that must be met before it can happen.

If Caitlin can find her shoes, if Bill can decide on what CDs to bring, if Bill Sr. can tear himself away from his email, and if by some miracle I can get just a little help loading the car, we may get off on this camping trip yet.

*Created with Kischner, Michael, and Edith Wollin. Writers' Choice: Grammar to Improve Style. Forth Worth: Harcourt College, 2002. v-226.
Adverb Clauses: Exercises

A. Practice Sentence Combining

Combine each group of sentences into one sentence that uses at least one adverb clause.  Try varying the positions in which you place the adverb clause within the sentence. The starred sentence should be the independent clause.  Underline your subordinating conjunctions.

Example: 


Iris smiles at me.


Then something happens.


*I forget all my troubles.

As soon as Iris smiles at me, I forget all my troubles.

When Iris smiles at me, I forget all my troubles.

I forget all my troubles whenever Iris smiles at me.

1. *You would be queen.

But something would have to happen first.

I would have to be king.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. *The United States has moved to diplomatic relations with Vietnam.

Some Vietnamese Americans have been quite unhappy about this.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. * Will you love me in December?

Will you love me in the same way as you do in May?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. * Howard is the kind of person who tells you about every ache and pain he has had in the past year.

He does this at those times when you ask how he is.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Leaders surround themselves with people who are afraid to tell them the truth.

This happens even at times when they are desperately wrong.

* In such a case, the leaders are bound to make enormous mistakes.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Does Sergio think he is the only one who can do it?

Does Sergio think no one else can do it right?

Does Sergio want to do all the work himself?

* Then let him do it!

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

7. Macbeth is wavering.

* But Lady Macbeth is equally as determined, and so she takes the lead.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

B. Writing Your Own Adverb Clauses

1. Write five sentences that open with an adverb clause; use a different subordinating conjunction for each one.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Write five sentences that end with an adverb clause; use a different subordinating conjunction for each one.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Write two sentences that contain elliptical adverb clauses.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
C. Adverb Clauses in Published Writing

Here is a passage by writer Timothy Ferris.  Locate the adverb clauses (circle them) in the passage and comment below on their use.  How might the same information be conveyed without adverb clauses?  Compare the effects of other possible phrasings with the effects on the original.  Which do you find particularly effective?


When star runs out of fuel, it can become unstable and explode, spewing much of its substance, now rich in iron and other heavy elements, into space.  As time passes, this expanding bubble of gas is intermixed with passing interstellar clouds.  The sun hand its planets congealed from such a cloud.  Time passed, human beings appeared, miners in the north of England dug the iron from the earth, and ironmongers pounded it into nails that longshoremen loaded in barrels into the holds of H.M.S. Endeavor.  Off the nails went to Tahiti, continuing a journey that had begun in the bowels of stars that died before the sun was born.  The nails that Captain Cook’s men traded with the Tahitian dancing girls, while on an expedition to measure the distance of the sun, were, themselves, the shards of ancient suns.






Timothy Ferris, Coming of Age in the Milky Way






(New York: Anchor, 1988), 140-141.

