Test 1 – Subject-Auxiliary Inversion (SAI)

Subjects invert with auxiliary (or helping) verbs when the sentence is turned into a question. These verbs include forms of have and be, as well as the modal verbs: can, could, shall, should, will, would, may, might, and must). This inversion of subject and auxiliary verb is a feature of the language that we know and make use of all the time. 


The elephant will eat the peanut. ( Will the elephant __eat the peanut.







 (_____________(


The portion of the sentence that the auxiliary verb inverts with or moves around will always be the subject, no matter how long or how short it is.


Jo is eating pickles.
(
Is Jo __ eating pickles?

                                      


(___(
The kid with the huge bag of apples that we picked yesterday can’t even reach the counter.

( Can the kid with the huge bag of apples that we picked yesterday __ even reach the counter?

 (________________________________________________(
SAI will always pick out the subject of an independent clause, not a subordinate clause, so it will distinguish these from each other. Distinguishing subordinate/dependent clauses from independent clauses is an important aspect of learning not to write in fragments, since one of the common types of fragments is a subordinate clause.


The monkey can see that the banana is ripening.

This sentence contains two clauses: the independent clause and the subordinate clause, that the banana is ripe, contained within it. Apply SAI, and you get:

Can the monkey __ see that the banana is ripening?

                (____________(
Employing SAI picks out the independent clause subject, the monkey. Even though the banana is also a subject (of the subordinate clause), SAI will not invert with it. (The * indicates that the sentence is ungrammatical.)


*The monkey can see that is the banana __ ripening?




                     (___________(


SAI is a useful test to determine whether a sentence has the subject that is required in most forms of writing. 
Test 2 – Tag Question Formation
Another useful test for identifying subjects is called a tag question. Tag questions are another way we can turn a statement into a question. Tag questions pick out the subject of the independent clause, in the form of a pronoun. 


The student could write more quickly, couldn’t she?

The pronoun she refers back to the subject, the student. Again, no matter how long or how short the subject is, the pronoun will refer back to the whole segment:


The student with the really heavy backpack who usually takes the bus should be here soon.

( 
The student with the really heavy backpack who usually takes the bus should be here soon, shouldn’t he?

And again, when there is a subordinate clause, the pronoun in the tag question cannot refer back to that subject, only to the subject of the independent, or main, clause:


Sue thinks Bob will eat shrimp, doesn’t she?


not


*Sue thinks that Bob will eat shrimp, doesn’t he?

Try applying Subject-Auxiliary Inversion to fragments; it won’t work, of course, if the subject of an independent clause is missing.


Because he does not like it. (  *Because does not he like it?

SAI fails here because because introduces a subordinate clause and there is no independent clause subject. Similiarly for other kinds of fragments, SAI will not work because there is no subject.


At the fish store every day. (  ??

Although teaching about subjects and parts of speech – phrase structure and clause structure – is more time-consuming that daily language reviews (which is really just error correction) or reading grammar and usage sidebars, it’s infinitely more useful, more relevant, and has applications to other areas of study. And importantly, it allows students to employ tools of analysis. 
More on SAI


The manatee was swimming through the kelp. 


Was the manatee swimming through the kelp?


A bald eagle has circled over the lake.


Has a bald eagle circled over the lake? 


The student will bring cupcakes to class tomorrow.

 
Will the student bring cupcakes to class tomorrow? 


Joachim is playing chess.

 
Is Joachim playing chess? 

When there is no auxiliary/helping verb, do is the default auxiliary. 


Jan sees the bat.


Does Jan see the bat?


*Sees Jan the bat?

(In older forms of English, up through Shakespeare’s time, the main verb could invert with the subject: Think you not?)

Some lessons on SAI can be found at http://teachling.wwu.edu.
Appendix 4 – More on Tag Question Formation 

Other useful lesson on auxiliary verbs, tense, and negation can follow from a study of tag question formation.

From data such as the following, students could determine that it is the first auxiliary verb that shows up in the tag question when more than one is present.



The manatee isn’t swimming under the boat, is it?



All of the students should be proud, shouldn’t they?



The manatee hasn’t been swimming under the boat, has it? 



*The manatee hasn’t been swimming under the boat, has been it?


*The manatee hasn’t been swimming under the boat, been/been’t it?



All the students should have been proud, shouldn’t they? 



*All the students should have been proud, shouldn’t have they?

Data like the following illustrates that there and it function as syntactic subjects.



There were six linguists in the boat, weren’t there?


       It could rain today, couldn’t it? 

And students will notice that the “polarity” always switches. If the sentence is negative, the tag will be positive and vice versa. They may be surprised by their intuitions regarding this – no one ever taught them (if they are native English speakers), yet they can easily manipulate this complex system.
