
  

Relative Clauses  
and Relative Pronouns 

Let’s start with a simple sentence. 

Example: John was playing the piano. 

 A simple sentence has one main clause = subject + verb.  

 A simple sentence must make sense on its own. 

John was playing the piano. He was in the hall. 

The simple sentence isn’t very interesting, is it? 
Why don’t we add some extra information?  



  

Relative Clauses  
and Relative Pronouns 

OK, still rather simple. How could we improve it? 

Let’s make it a multi-clause sentence.  

We can add a subordinate clause to the main 
clause. This is also known as a complex sentence. 

The subordinate clause must have its own subject 
and verb. The subordinate clause does not make 
sense on its own.  

John was playing the piano. 



  

Relative Clauses  
and Relative Pronouns 

We can add a subordinate clause to the main 
clause. This is also known as a complex sentence. 

John, who was in the hall, was playing the piano.  

The subordinate clause does 
not make sense on its own.  

John was playing the piano. He was in the hall. 



  

Relative Clauses  
and Relative Pronouns 

We’ve dropped in a relative clause!  

A relative clause gives us extra information 
about the noun in the main clause.  

We’ve replaced the pronoun in the second sentence with the relative 
pronoun – who.  

Here are some other relative clauses you could add to this sentence: 

John, whose hair flopped as he moved his arms, was playing the piano. 

John, who had just eaten a light lunch, was playing the piano.  



  

Relative Clauses  
and Relative Pronouns 

These words are relative pronouns: 

Relative clauses often start with relative pronouns.  



  

Relative Clauses  
and Relative Pronouns 

I ran quickly towards the oak tree, which had stood in that spot for 
hundreds of years. 

My grandmother, whose shiny hair sparkled in the morning sunshine, 
stood looking over the bay.  



  

Relative Clauses  
and Relative Pronouns 

John, who was in the hall, was playing the piano. 

relative clause 
main clause 

relative pronoun 

John was playing the piano. He was in the hall. 

A relative pronoun is usually seen in a sentence at the 
beginning of a relative clause.  

A relative clause functions as an adjective, modifying nouns and pronouns.  

A relative clause starts with either a relative adverb (where) or a relative 
pronoun: that, who, whom, whose, which. 



  

Commas and Relative Clauses 
Commas are used when the relative clause contains additional, 
non-essential information.  

The penguin, who was enjoying the morning 
sunshine, waddled towards the water.  

The relative clause gives the reader some extra information about the 
penguin. It is not essential to the meaning of the sentence.  

He is waddling towards the water. The fact that he is enjoying the 
sunshine as well is not very relevant. If you got rid of what was inside 
the commas, the sentence would have the same meaning. 

Because the information is not essential to the meaning of the sentence, 
this is called a non-essential relative clause. 



  

Commas and Relative Clauses 
When the relative clause contains essential 
information, no commas are needed.  

The penguin who banged his head on the side of the 
rock needed to be rescued by a specialist team of vets.  

This specifies a particular penguin. The fact that 
this penguin has a head injury is very relevant 
to the meaning of the sentence.  

If you removed the relative clause from this sentence, 
the meaning of the sentence would change.  

Because the information is essential to the sentence, this is called an 
essential relative clause.  



  

Commas and Relative Clauses 

I can't get rid of the words ‘that howl’ because then I'd be saying all 
dogs annoy me, not just the ones that howl, which isn't true.  

The relative clause in this example is essential.  

Dogs that howl annoy me. 

Another example: 
 



  

Commas and Relative Clauses 
Which of these sentences need commas adding in? 

The crown, which had been recently cleaned, was placed on the head of 
the new king.  

Remember – if you are adding in non-essential, additional information, add commas.  

The meerkat who bit the zookeeper had to be calmed down. 

The baby giraffe, who had a delicate soft nose, ambled towards her mother. 

The hotel where my parents got married was on television last night. 

My school, which recently won a sports award, was holding a 
Christmas fair. 

The crown that was worn by a famous ancient king came to the 
town museum. 



  

Spot the Clauses 

For each of the following sentences, can you identify the main clause, 
subordinate clause and relative pronoun? 

We have a lot of cousins who live in other cities. 

The rain that had been forecast poured heavily. 

The machine which broke down has been mended. 

Your PE bag should be on your peg, where you can also hang up your coat.  
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Spot the Clauses – now you need to complete one of 
these activities – challenge yourself to a ** or *** 

activity! 


