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Abstract

The predicate plays an important role in a sentence structure. Without it, the
reader or hearer does not understand what the subject does, possesses, or is. In some
languages such as English, without the predicate, a complete sentence cannot be
constructed. To draw an overall picture of predicates, this academic paper dims to
investigate the predicates in Chinese and English. The main focus is placed on their forms
rather than meanings and uses, since when a learner starts learning a new language,
s/he is initially introduced to the form before the other two elements are taken into account.
Besides the forms of predicates, this academic paper also presents the similarities and
differences between the two languages. The final part covers the pedagogical implications
to pave the way for teachers to employ the forms of second language predicates (L2),

specifically Chinese, to a new language learner.

Keywords: Forms, Predicates, Chinese, English

Introduction

In general, a sentence consists of a subject and a predicate. In many languages, a

subject can be omitted for some reasons. To illustrate, it is so common in Chinese to remove

e

the subject. For instance, {REXRNZIEZRE ? nl xihuon chl pl’nggué ma? “Do you like
to have an apple/apples?”  The reply is: %:—X/A_'o xIhuan. “() like to have itthem”. AN

gg/l\ ? Yoo bu ydo zhéi ge? “Do you want this?” The hearer can response: =, v
“(I) want to have it”. In English, a subject can be omitted as well when people give an order
or make a request to someone as in, “Do your homework now”, “Call me back, please”. The
subject “you” is omitted, particularly in an imperative sentence when the speaker tells the
hearer what to do. Thus, a sentence subject in the two languages can be omitted in some
cases; in other words, subjectless sentences do exist. However, the predicate is another part
of sentence structure. Playing a significant role to tell what subject is, has, or does, the predicate
always exists in a sentence. Its elements are different from one language to another. In this

paper, the predicates, particularly in simple sentences in Chinese and English are investigated.
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The focus is placed on their forms in both languages since understanding basic forms of the
language can be a stepping stone for any language learners who start learing one of the two
languages as either their second or third language, respectively. It should be noted that when
analyzing sentences, linguists focus on the relationship among three dimensions—grammatical
or syntactic (expression), pragmatic (context), and semantic (meaning) (Celce-Murcia &
Larsen-Freeman, 1999; Finegan, 2008; Larsen-Freeman, 2001). The parallels among the
three dimensions, namely given/new and topic/comment, are made. Instead, the focus in this
paper is on only a syntactic aspect, particularly, the form of predicates in the two languages.
To paint a clear picture of both languages, their forms are summarized to reveal the differences
and similarities among them. The final part of the paper covers a pedagogical implication to

use the predicates, particularly in teaching Thai students whose majors or minors are Chinese.

The Definition of Predicates
According to Crystal, a predicate refers to “a major constituent of sentence
structure” (2008: 318). This part always comes with other obligatory constituents or the
subject of the sentence. Below are some examples.
(1) Somchai walked.
(2) Somchai is very happy now.

(3) Somchai has many friends.

In the three sentences, the term “Somchai” functions as the subject. The rest or the
bold parts are the predicate. Why do sentences need the predicates? The answer is the
predicates tell the reader or speaker what the subject does, what the subject is like, and what
the subject has. Thus, the major function of predicates is to complete an idea about the subject.
To be more precise, the predicates in (1) describe what the subject (Somchai) does. In (2), the
predicate identifies what the subject feels or is like at the moment. Finally, what the subject
has is showed in (3). The simplest way to find the predicate is: all other parts of the sentence
except the subject. In some languages such as English, the predicates are marked clearly. In

other words, the English predicates must begin with a verb (see the three sentences above).
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However, in many languages, the predicates have many forms. Thus, the next part explores

the predicates in Chinese and English.

Forms of Predicates in Chinese and English

In this part, predicates in Chinese, and English are investigated, respectively. To draw

a clearer picture of predicates, related examples in the two languages are provided.

Predicates in Chinese

Most Chinese sentences are constructed in a linear pattern (Academic Division,
Mandarin Press, 2015). The most basic sentence structure consists of a subject, a verb,
and an object. If a standard sentence pattern is applied, a sentence includes a subject
and a predicate. The Chinese predicate covers five elements, namely an adverbial adjunct
(or a verb modifier), a verb, a complement, an attributive (or a noun modifier), and a
noun. Specific terms in parenthesis are used to simplify the linguistic terms. Below is an

example. The predicates are in bold letters.

@ ® Mk kHFE B OLRT M BE
w0 méimei qunién Qi shangle tA g€ge
my sister last year love his  brother

My younger sister fell in love with his elder brother last year.

ifﬁ (qunian last year) functions as an adverbial adjunct. ’7,%: (ai love) is the
main verb. . g (shang le) is a complement which g signifies the past complete event

particle. 1@ (2 his) is an attributive; B AF (g€ge elder brother) is a noun. This sentence

structure can be applied to a more complex structure as in TABLE 2.
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Table 2 A Chinese sample sentence

Subject Predicate
attributive noun adverbial adjunct verb complement attributive noun
(a noun (a verb modifier) (a noun modifier)
modifier)
* WK =5 KT —iK fhrfE e A RE
wO)  (péngy  (san nian gian)  (Idi le) (yi ) 1 (Taigu
ou) (ta Xidngwéng 6)
yijil\i de)
friend three years ago come one time he dreams of Thailan
+ past visiting d

particle

Three years ago my friend first came to Thailand where he had dreamed of visiting. (2015:120)

Nonetheless, Shei (2014) goes slightly beyond other scholars. That is, besides the
structure above, he additionally identifies that the Chinese predicates can have either an
adjective/adverb phrase or a nominal phrase. This type of sentence is called a verbless

sentence. Below are some sample sentences.

6 XA i 75 !
Zhége huatf hén re
this topic very hot

This topic is very hot. (2014: 107)

The sentence in (5) represents a verbless sentence. Yang (2006 a) posits that a
sentence with an adjective as the predicate is used to describe or evaluate someone,
something, or a state of affairs. A predicate adjective phrase always comes with an
intensifier (4@ in this case); the predicate adjective is also regarded as the primary form

of a verbless sentence in Chinese. Ross (2009) claims that even though adjective stative
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verbs are not preceded by a helping verb like the verb “to be” in English, the verb shi

(&) may precede an adjective stative verb in some situations, particularly for
contrastive emphasis. Besides adjective phrases, nominal phrases related to location and
time and prepositional phrases related to numbers share the same category of verbless

sentence, as in (6) and (7).

© B8 1 N [iipa)

Taiwan zQi Taipingydng xIfang
Taiwan at Pacific west-side
Taiwan (is located) at the west side of the Pacific Ocean. (2014: 108)

In (6), Shei treats zi () as a noun phrase Taipingyang xIfang (A -V 7 77)

as a prepositional phrase. As a result, no verb exists in this sentence. However, (6) might not

draw a clear-cut picture of a verbless sentence since the term Y':E (zdi) ” can function as

a verb (Ren, 2015; Yang, 2006). Below is a dialogue from Yang (2006: 76).

a: E2ZNFEM EEe s (N3 S

(Wang 1o sh zai ma?) (WO shi ta de xuésh€ng.)
Where is Teacher Wang? | am his student.

B: fANFE fFESKIE -

(Ta bt zai.) (Ta zai jia ne.)

He is not here. He is at home.

Another verbless sentence is showed in (7), which only a nominal phrase exists
in the predicate.
o &M AEH —huk % NA =+ H
wOde sheéngri yljitjiugl nign lid yué sansh ri
my birthday 1997 year 6 month 30 day
My birthdate (is) June 30, 1997. (2014: 108)
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We do not completely agree with Shei in the birthday case. His sample sentence in

(7) is possible but it is very rare in everyday conversation. It is so acceptable to have the “shi”

here.

In fact, Yang (2006 b) seems to provide a more tangible form of verbless sentence in

that a sentence with a nominal predicate is employed to express time, price, date, amount,

weather, age, or one’s native place. For example, if someone asks about Halen’s age, the

N
answer can have no verb in a complete sentence, as in Yﬁ'fﬁ‘f“t 5 o (Helen is

seventeen years old).

sentences has no subjects since the subject “you” is omitted.

A subjectless sentence is also found in Chinese, as in (8). In English, imperative

same feature as English in this case.

(8)

AE BiIE

blydo shuOhua
not-want say-words
Do not speak.  (2014: 110)

Chinese seems to share the

However, Chinese also goes far beyond English in that the first pronominal subject “I”

and “we” can be omitted. English might have this type of sentence but it is very informal such

as “need to grab some beers real quick”. Below are more related Chinese examples.

9)

TFH

gan bei

dry glass

(We) Bottoms up!  (2014: 111)

H A B K

hao jU meé & le
very-long not come past particle

() have not come here for a long time.

(2014: 111)
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In (9) and (10), the first subject pronouns, we and /, are omitted, respectively. The
first personal pronoun omission is widely found and very common in Chinese. Shei claims that
the hidden subjects in subjectless sentences can be any type of pronouns; they can be first,
second, or even third pronominal pronouns.  When compared to other Chinese scholars, Shei
has extensive studies on both verbless and subjectless sentences. Other Chinese scholars who
clossify predicates in Chinese are Li & Cheng (1994). They state that the predicate in Chinese
can be clossified into ten types, namely verbs, adjectives, nouns, numerals, pronouns,
coordinative phrases, subject-predicate phrases, endocentric phrases, numeral-measure word

phrases, and set phrases. Here are some examples from Dejin & Meizhen’s (1994) work.

Verb:
an I #H o ¥AE %
|doshl jiao xuésheéng Xué
teacher teach student learn
The teacher teaches. The student learns. (1994: 242)
Adjective:
a2 WA R w AR
nage gushi hén kexico
that story very funny
That story is very funny. (1994: 242)
Noun:
a3 IR FeE

mingtian xInnian
tomorrow new year

Tomorrow is New Year’s Day.  (1994: 242)
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Numerals:
a4 Ak =t
ta sanshi
he 30
He is 30 years old.  (1994: 242)
Pronouns:
) fl W RE AV

ta de faylin zénmeydng
he  possessive marker pronunciation question pronoun

How is his pronunciation? (1994: 243)

Coordinative phrases:
ae) WA =T WEWR OWE
ndge  hdizi hupO k€ i
that kid active adorable

That kid is active and adorable.  (1994: 243)

Coordinative phrases refer to a sequence of two words that share the same part of
speech. If the first word is an adjective, the second word must be an adjective as in (16). If

the first word is a verb, the second word must be a verb as in (17).

an  ®AT B8 B Fii > g

wOmen yijing fuxi yuxi le
we already review preview past tense marker

We already reviewed it and previewed it. (1994: 243)

Subject-predicate phrases:

A predicate consists of a subject- predicate structure. Some scholars call it a

topic-comment structure.
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(18 I AR 1B X
ta yénjing hén da
she eye very big
Her eyes are very big. (1994: 243)

ﬂ@, (té) is a subject. HEH%?Ej( ( yaniing hén da ) alone can function as

a sentence.

Endocentric phrases:

The linguistic term ‘endocentric’ refers to a compound term in which the head is
the major element and another term is an optional element. The former is a required part
and can stand alone. The latter is a subordinate element. For example, in the English
sentence “There is wet paint on the bench”, the term paint is the head; the term wet is

an optional part. Here is a Chinese sentence related to an endocentric phrase.

(19) A
ta Béijing rén
he Beijing people
He is Beijing people. (1994: 243)

Numeral-measure word phrases:

It is very straight-forward as its name. A predicate consists of a number and a
measure word or classifier, as in (20).
(20 X FAK =+ B
zh&jion maoyl sanshi kuai
this sweater 30 Yuan.

This sweater is 30 Yuan.  (1994: 243)
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Set phrases:

A set phrase refers to a phrase that is used in a certain order. It is a culturally accepted
phrase. A set phrase can function as an idiom or a sequence of words with a unique meaning.
For example, the phrase “cross the line” means to behave or act in an unacceptable manner.

@) fi X PR —HRL
ta dui péngyou yishitongrén
he toward friend  one-respect-same-person

He treats his friends equally. (1994: 243)

— [F4= (yishiténgrén) is not only a set phrase but also a Chinese idiom,

meaning to treat everyone equally favorably or not to discriminate between people.

Predicates in English

Unlike the other two languages, the English language reveals some obvious
elements in its predicate. That is, the English predicate must have a verb as a major
requirement. In other words, the most important constituent of the predicate is the verb
which describes the subject or tells what the subject does, has, is like. The verb can be
in many forms: reqular verbs (play, want, etc), irreqular verbs (go, speak, etc), or auxiliary
/helping verbs (will, would, can, could, etc). In general, the predicates are always
preceded by the sentence subjects. However, English inversion structures turn things
around. In other words, the predicates come before the subjects. This type of structure

is call a non-canonical structure. Here is an example.

(22) Fred entered the kitchen and looked around. On the top of the refrigerator
was a potted plant. (Birner, 2004, 59).

Two sentences are presented in (22). In the first sentence, the subject is Fred,
the predicate is entered the kitchen and looked around. Obviously, the predicate,
specifically the verb, is preceded by the subject. In the second one, the subject is a potted
plant; the predicate is the rest. In this case, the predicate appears before the subject. It
can be the other way around or in a canonical structure where the subject come first-A

potted plant was on the top of the refrigerator. For a pragmatic reason, an inversion
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structure is better in this case. It will be beyond the focus of this study to explore why
the non-canonical type is better. However, no matter what English word order is, the
verb in the predicate part must exist. It is noted that the English predicates can have a
verb with one of these: adjectives, adverb, prepositional phrases, and clauses to enlarge
them. Based on a phrase structure rule, Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman (1999: 98)
treat the predicate as a verb phrase. The phrase structure rule also classifies other types
of syntactic categories such as a noun phrase, a verb phrase, a prepositional phrase, and
the like in human mind. Both scholars provide structural possibilities of the predicate or

a verb phrase as in Figure 1.

a I
NP
VP > copular verb AP
< Tl
\Y (NP) (PP)
- /

Figure 1 Structural possibilities of English predicates

A copular verb refers to a “be” verb (is, am, are, was, were); NP refers to a noun

phrase; AP means an adjective phrase; PP represents a prepositional phrase. Related sentences

are below.
(23) John is a teacher. (copular verb + NP)
(24) Alice is very pretty. (copular verb + AP)
(25) The students are in the room. (copular verb + PP)
(26) Steve snores. (Verb)

(27) He gave the money to Sally. (Verb + NP + PP)
(1999, 98)


https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Celce-Murcia%2C+Marianne%22
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Larsen-Freeman%2C+Diane%22
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However, interestingly their framework can be applied to some complex sentences.
To illustrate, Azar (2002) posits that the predicate can be in a clausal structure as in the

underlined part in (28)-(31).

(28) | know where Sue lives. (2002, 239)
(29) Please tell me what happened. (2002, 239)
(30) | wonder if she needs help. (2002, 243)

(31) | like the people who live next to me. (2002, 270)

According to the sentences above, (28)-(30) refer to a noun clause structure; it
can function as a noun. Put simply, this dependent clause can be a subject or object of
the sentence. They are treated as a noun phrase (NP). Nonetheless, sentence (31) is in
the form of an adjective clause; it modifies the term “people”. In this case, the structure
of predicate is still V+ NP. So far, Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman’s framework in
FIGURE 1 has still been compatible with examples (28)-(30)

The predicates can have gerunds and infinitives as in the underlined part in (32)
and (33). We might come across both in our everyday conversations. Some of them are:
Seeing is believing; To love is to share; Love is sharing. The two examples below are

from Schmidt (2015) to confirm that gerunds and infinitives function as a noun.

(32) Tight collars restrict breathing.
(33) Workers need to breathe easily.

Again, (32) and (33) reflect that the predicate consists of a verb and either a gerund
or an infinitive. In sum, to see English predicates in a clear picture, applying a verb phrase
based on phrase structure rules seems practical to novice language leamers. From the sentence
samples, we can see that a predicate in the form of a verb phrase can consists of a verb alone
or a verb followed by a noun phrase, and some other possibilities. To draw a conclusion as to

the predicates in the two languages, see TABLE 3 below.


https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Celce-Murcia%2C+Marianne%22
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Larsen-Freeman%2C+Diane%22
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Table 3 A Comparison between the two languages

Similarities Differences
Both languages share the same basic English does not have verbless
sentence structure (S + V) sentences, but Chinese does.
Subjectless sentences do exist in both English adjectives cannot function as
languages. a verb, however; some Chinese

adjectives can.

The predicate can have only either a verb
or other elements such as an object, a

complement, etc.

Pedagogical Implication on Predicates

To teach language grammar to beginners or adult learners can bring us back to a
traditional style, namely “Focus on Forms”. One of its positive sides is that the teachers do not
need to worry much about learmers’ background knowledge, needs, communicative
competence, and the like. It is a one-size—fits—all approach. A question is: how do teachers
make “Focus on Forms” more applicable? To teach predicates effectively, we believe in
deductive instruction, in which the presentation of rules is firstly introduced and how the rules
are applied with related examples comes later. We argue that this type of instruction is suitable
for a few reasons. For one, language learmers are able to see the grammatical structures with
their basic rules directly and obviously to acquire the predicates. For another, the deductive
instruction reduces some pressure when new things are introduced to the students. They do
not have to find out the grammatical structures during the activities. For the last reason, it is a
more teacher-centered approach since the teachers, before taking on a facilitator role, are
mainly a primary information giver who is adept in the field. The next question is: how do the
teachers make the deductive instruction tangible? In principle, stages in grammar teaching can
be divided into four parts: presentation, production, communicative practice, and teacher
feedback (Celce-Murcia and Hilles, 1988). We modify and simplify their principles to have

simply three major stages of teaching predicates: presentation, practice, and production.
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Assume that we are teaching native Thai English major students or Thai university students in
an international college who learn Chinese as a foreign language. In this case, Chinese is either

their minor or elective course.

Presentation

The presentation part deals with what teachers will lecture in class. Clear rules and
related examples are presented. The teacher can start with the structure of Thai predicates to
make the learners understand basic structure of predicates in their own language. Begin with
basic Thai predicates, which consist of either intransitive or transitive one. Choose related
sample sentences from Thai grammar textbooks. Here we chose some from Ministry of
Education  For examples, ?mquLﬁﬂ (the radio was broken); WNIRZATUMY (a cat catches a
mouse) (2009:13). The predicates are obviously located after the subjects. One is without an
object; the other has the object. Then, make a connection to the English sentences. Show
both languages on the board to ensure that the students do follow the class lesson plan.  Based
on our teaching experience, Thai adult learners are familiar with their own language and English
predicates whose verbs must appear in sentences. Then, move on to the Chinese sentences
with sharing the same feature as both Thai and English.  After students are familiar with
sentences with predicates. It is about time to introduce some unique aspect of Chinese. To
illustrate, /7\9{33‘2@5“ “jIntidn wO si sul le” (Today | am four years old). In this case, a
verb phrase does not exist, but it is regarded as a complete sentence. However, the teachers
need to emphasize that not all type of nouns can function as a predicate. Only a nominal
phrase with time, price, date, amount, weather, age, or one’s native place does the trick. In
the introduction part or the presentation step, the teacher should focus on form and explain or
demonstrate how predicate structures are formed in both languages. To ensure that students
stay on track or follow the class lessons well, the teacher show written models on the board or

in distributed handouts.
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Practice

In the practice stage, teachers should lead the students to put what they have learned

in the presentation part into action. Start simple but interesting as in the following dialogue.

Teacher: ’f/J\E/]q: WEAFE? (Howis your lunch?)

NIde wll fan z€nme yang?

Student: 1RIFNZ . AL L. (itis delicious; it is ok)
h€n hao chl / hai k€ yi.
Then, the teachers gradually step up the level of difficulty. That is, the students
might be asked by a teacher to tell the time.

Teacher: fﬂj Eﬂ_,,m £ (What time is it now?)

Xionzai 1 didn?

Students: J”T_,m o (ltis 3 o’clock now. )

Xianzai sAndidn.

Besides the dialogue between a teacher and a students. A translation task is highly
recommended to launch in the class. Have students translate from English to Chinese to elicit
their production skill to reflect how much they understand this type of sentence. We have
found that Thai students always make a mistake. Do not be surprised if some students say:
f)‘l&%i)ﬁ o “Xianzai shi sAndidn” In the beginning step, leaners might be familiar with
having a ‘be’ verb in a sentence. The teachers might go back to the previous lesson what they
have to be aware of in Chinese. In other words, a Chinese sentence might not have a verb
phrase, but it is still treated as a complete sentences. In addition, the teacher might add some
extra explanation about how to use it properly in that “shi (&) is used when people talk
about someone’s profession, identity or nationality. The key part in this stage is that the students
make use of the knowledge presented in the first stage. To remind them this type of mistake,
introduce a clip from YouTube (under the topic of ‘common mistakes in Chinese’) to the students

to be aware of it.
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Production

This final stage focuses on having learners use the predicates in a less controlled way
with the help of less controlled activities. The teachers can have students perform role-playing
to prepare learners for real-life communication, apply what they learn into action, and boost
self-confidence. Allow students to find a partner and come up with a dialogue between two
people talking dbout certain things such as checking into a hotel, giving directions to a taxi
driver, ordering a meal, and the like. Inform each student to have 5-6 of his or her own lines.
It is acceptable to use index cards with written cues; this helps learners know what and when
to speak. This type of activity stimulates involvement in a relatively risk-free environment.
Another way to see production is to have students write an email to their friends, family
members, and a beloved one. To be more precise, it can be a quick message containing a few
sentences to a friend asking about lunch. Try to have learners use the language in a less formal
situation or casual setting rather than business or university setting. It is true that a message
to a teacher is different from a message to a friend or family member in terms of level of
formality, different vocabularies, as well as different attention to the grammar. Since writing is
a difficult skill and learners are in the beginning steps of learning a new language, they can get
upset or discouraged easily. Do remind them that this is a learning exercise to reduce the
pressure on them. The other activity can be a translation task (from English to Chinese) to
adllow them use the target language (Chinese in this case) correctly. It can be in the form of
homework or a classroom activity. The instructor have the students do the task either in
classroom or at home. The product will reflect how much English influences their target
language. Then, the instructor can raise their awareness of the differences between the two
languages in order to overcome the problem of misuse of the predicates (see a sample of
translation task in appendix).

Finally, teaching predicates is a part of grammar teaching. Focusing on grammar rules
or linguistic forms does help students. The researchers do agree with Celce-Murcia and Larsen-
Freeman (1999)’s idea in that grammar teaching consists of three dimensions, namely form,

function, and meaning, as in FIGURE 2 below.



93| Jourmnal of Humanities and Social Sciences University of Phayao Vol. 8 No. 1January - June 2020

FORM MEANING

How 15 1t formed? Wisat does it mean? |\

(AcCuracy) Meantngfilness)

|
]
. |
. f
USE
‘l Ll
When/Why ts it used?

(Appropristeness)

Figure 2 Three dimensions of grammar teaching

Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999, 4)

It is true that language is much more than form or grammar rules. The teaching
can be not only boring, but also ill-served if only grammar rules are taught in class. We
believe that form, meaning, and use should go hand in hand. As a result, after learning
the forms of predicates, the teacher should introduce the other two dimensions (meaning

and use) to the learners.

Conclusions

Understanding forms of predicates in Chinese and English is very helpful and
useful. For one important reason, it can raise awareness of both teachers and students
to see some similarities and differences among the two languages. For another reason,
it can be a significant challenge for a teacher to make a connection between one and
another language when the teacher has his/her students exposed to the predicates in a
new language. However, try to begin with predicates in the students’ mother tongue or
something the learners are familiar with before the teacher introduces the learners to a
new language or a second language. Students tend to do well and have less pressure
when dealing with the forms which share the same feature as those in their native
language. In other words, one (or a native language) facilitates a learning and teaching

process of the other (a new language). Nonetheless, encourage them to pay extra
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attention to or work harder on the forms that are different from those of their mother
tongue since the forms that are relatively or entirely different will cause some learning
difficulties and take longer time and more patience. Once students or learners either do
well or are familiar with the forms of L2 predicates, it is time to bring them to the meaning
and use aspects. Last but not least, our final thoughts are even though Thai and Chinese
are tone languages, we are surprised that basic sentence structures (in terms of subject
and predicate) in both languages are different in many aspects. Thai and English seem
to share the more common features than the Chinese in that a verb phrase in Thai and

English is a required part of a sentence.
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