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Analysis of Chapter Seventeen: Modification in An Introductory English Grammar by
Norman C. Stageberg

Chapter Seventeen of An Introductory English Grammar (fifth edition, 2000) by Norman
C. Stageberg, co-authored with Dallin D. Oaks, titled "Modification," explores the role of
modifiers in English sentence structure, focusing on how they enhance or restrict the
meaning of other sentence elements. Building on earlier chapters about parts of speech
(Chapters Nine, Twelve, Thirteen, and Sixteen), syntax (Chapter Fourteen), and basic
sentence patterns (Chapter Fifteen), this chapter provides advanced students, particularly
non-native English speakers and those in linguistics or geography programs, with a
systematic framework for understanding how modifiers function to add detail and precision
to sentences. With its structural linguistics approach, the chapter is particularly valuable for
third-year geography students who need to articulate detailed descriptions of spatial
relationships, environmental processes, and geographic phenomena in academic contexts.

Content and Structure

Chapter Seventeen defines modification as the process by which words or phrases, known
as modifiers, add information to or limit the meaning of other sentence elements, primarily
nouns, verbs, adjectives, or adverbs. Stageberg categorizes modifiers into two main types:
adjectival modifiers, which modify nouns, and adverbial modifiers, which modify verbs,
adjectives, or other adverbs. The chapter emphasizes how modifiers contribute to sentence
complexity and specificity, crucial for academic discourse in fields like geography.

Key topics include:

o Adjectival Modifiers: These include adjectives (e.g., "steep™ in "steep mountain™),
noun adjuncts (e.g., "river” in "river valley"), prepositional phrases (e.g., "of the
desert™ in "cities of the desert™), and relative clauses (e.g., "which flows rapidly" in
"The river, which flows rapidly, supports ecosystems™). Stageberg explains their
placement, typically before or after the noun, and their role in adding descriptive or
restrictive information.

o Adverbial Modifiers: These include adverbs (e.g., "rapidly" in "flows rapidly"),
prepositional phrases (e.g., "through the valley" in "The river flows through the
valley"), and adverbial clauses (e.g., "because it rains" in "The region floods
because it rains"). They modify the verb’s action, time, place, manner, or extent, or
qualify adjectives/adverbs (e.g., "extremely arid" in "The climate is extremely
arid").

o Types of Modification:

o Restrictive Modification: Limits the meaning of the headword, identifying
a specific subset (e.g., "The river that flows north is polluted” specifies
which river).

o Non-Restrictive Modification: Adds extra information without limiting the
headword, often set off by commas (e.g., "The river, flowing north, is
polluted” provides additional detail).

e Syntactic Positioning: The chapter discusses how modifier placement affects
meaning, such as the difference between "The rapidly flowing river" (adverb
modifying adjective) and "The river flows rapidly” (adverb modifying verb). It also
addresses potential ambiguities, like misplaced modifiers (e.g., clarifying "The city
only expanded” vs. "Only the city expanded").



e Interaction with Sentence Patterns: Building on Chapter Fifteen, the chapter
shows how modifiers enhance basic sentence patterns (e.g., SVO becomes "The
farmer carefully cultivates fertile land"” with adverbial and adjectival modifiers).

The chapter uses geography-relevant examples, such as “The arid desert, which stretches
across the region, supports unique ecosystems,” to illustrate how modifiers add precision to
academic descriptions.

Pedagogical Approach

Chapter Seventeen balances theoretical analysis with practical application, aligning with
Stageberg’s accessible teaching style. Exercises encourage students to identify and classify
modifiers in sentences, such as labeling “steep” (adjective) and “through the valley”
(prepositional phrase) in “The steep river flows through the valley.” Students may also
rewrite sentences to shift modifiers for clarity or analyze restrictive vs. non-restrictive
clauses (e.g., “The mountain that is volcanic erupts” vs. “The mountain, which is volcanic,
erupts”). These tasks reinforce the chapter’s concepts, particularly for geography students
describing complex spatial or environmental phenomena.

The chapter’s clear explanations and everyday English examples, often tied to geographic
contexts, ensure accessibility for native and non-native speakers, especially in ESL settings
like Vietnam, where the book is widely used. Its structured approach, with concise
definitions and practical exercises, supports classroom instruction and self-study, making it
a valuable resource for third-year geography students.

Objectives

The primary objective of Chapter Seventeen is to enable students to understand and use
modifiers effectively to add detail, specificity, and clarity to sentences. For third-year
geography students, the chapter aims to provide tools for constructing precise sentences to
describe geographic concepts, such as spatial relationships (e.g., “The city, located near the
coast, thrives”) or environmental processes (e.g., “Erosion rapidly reshapes rugged
landscapes™). It seeks to deepen students’ ability to distinguish between adjectival and
adverbial modifiers, as well as restrictive and non-restrictive functions, enhancing their
academic writing and communication skills.

The chapter also aims to connect modification to the syntactic structures discussed in earlier
chapters, showing how modifiers enhance sentence patterns and integrate with structure
classes like prepositions and conjunctions. For non-native speakers, it supports mastery of
English syntax for academic purposes, while its exercises and clear explanations aid
instructors in teaching these concepts effectively in geography-focused ESL contexts.

Contributions

Chapter Seventeen makes significant contributions to English grammar education,
particularly for third-year geography students, by providing a clear and systematic
framework for understanding modification. Its detailed exploration of adjectival and
adverbial modifiers, along with their restrictive and non-restrictive roles, equips students
with tools to construct detailed and precise sentences, crucial for articulating geographic



concepts like urban development (“The city, rapidly expanding, attracts investors”) or
environmental dynamics (“The river, flowing steadily, supports diverse ecosystems”).

The chapter’s emphasis on practical exercises, such as analyzing sentences like “The
plateau, situated above the valley, attracts researchers” to identify modifiers (e.g., “situated
above the valley” as a non-restrictive prepositional phrase), enhances its pedagogical value.
These skills are vital for geography students writing essays, reports, or presentations on
topics like climate change or geospatial analysis. The book’s global adoption, particularly
in ESL settings like Vietnam, underscores its impact, helping non-native speakers master
grammar for cross-disciplinary communication. By bridging theoretical syntax with
practical application, Chapter Seventeen equips geography students with the linguistic
precision needed for advanced academic and professional success in a globalized field.



