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Subordinating Conjunctions and Relative Pronouns are most commonly used to join a dependent clause to the 

rest of the sentence. As a quick refresher, an independent clause is a group of words that has a subject (at least 

one), a predicate (at least one), and expresses a complete thought (at least one). A simple sentence is an 

independent clause. Sometimes we want to express ideas in a more complicated or sophisticated way, so we 

decide to group independent clauses together.  In order to do that, we need to use conjunctions and/or 

punctuation to act like glue to hold those ideas together. An additional way to join independent clauses together is 

to add a subordinating conjunction or relative pronoun to one of the independent clauses and make it dependent 

upon the other independent clause. A dependent clause should have a subject and a predicate and it should 

express a complete thought BUT it must be connected to an independent clause.  

Here’s an example: 

  The dog barks all night. 

  The baby cries all night. 

Now let’s see what happens if we join these independent clauses together. Here are the options: 

 The dog barks all night; the baby cries all night. 

  The dog barks all night, and the baby cries all night. 

  The dog barks all night; therefore, the baby cries all night. 

Now let’s join the independent clauses by making one dependent (or subordinate) to the other: 

  [Because the dog barks all night], the baby cries all night. 

  The baby cries all night [since the dog barks all night]. 

In these two examples, we’ve made one of the independent clauses dependent by adding subordinating 

conjunctions (because and since). With those conjunctions, the clause can no longer stand alone as a complete 

thought, so the clause is now dependent upon the other clause (the independent clause). 

Here’s a list of the common Subordinating Conjunctions:  after, although, as (far/soon) as, as if, as though, 

because, before, even if, even though, how, if, in case, in that, inasmuch as, insofar as, lest, no matter how, now 

that, once, provided (that), since, so that, supposing that, than, though, till, unless, until, when, whenever, where, 

wherever, whether, while   

When you use a subordinating conjunction to make a clause dependent on an independent clause, you’re giving 

that dependent clause a job in the sentence. Using a subordinating conjunction to create a dependent clause will 

usually mean that the dependent clause is acting like an adverb clause (answering the How? When? Where? or To 

what extent? questions) in the sentence. 

  [Because the dog barks all night], the baby cries all night. 

In this sentence, the dependent clause (because the dog barks all night) is acting like an adverb clause. The clause 

is explaining why the baby cries—because the dog barks all night. 

These are both independent 

clauses. 
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You can also create a dependent clause by using a relative pronoun to connect the dependent clause to the 

independent clause. When you use a relative pronoun with a dependent clause, the dependent clause will be 

working as an adjective clause (answering the Which one? What kind? Or How many? questions) or a noun clause 

(answering the Who? or What? questions). 

  She likes the guy [who sits in front of her in class]. 

In this sentence, the dependent clause is acting like an adjective clause explaining which guy she likes—the one 

who sits in front of her in class. 

  I hope [that you understand these examples]. 

The dependent clause here acts like a noun clause because it’s answering what:  I hope what?  That you 

understand. Not only is this dependent clause acting like a noun clause, but it’s also got another job in this 

sentence. It’s functioning as the direct object of the sentence.  The main parts of the sentence (subject, direct 

object, etc.) cannot be IN a dependent clause, but they can BE the dependent clause.  (For example, in the 

examples above, “class” or “examples” cannot be the direct object for either of those sentences because they are 

inside the dependent clause. The whole dependent clause can function as one of those things, though (subject, 

direct object, etc.). 

  [Whoever likes beef] will love tonight’s dinner. 

In this sentence, the dependent clause is a noun clause that is functioning as the subject of the sentence.  (And 

why did I pick whoever instead of whomever there? Whoever is just like who—it’s the nominative form of the 

pronoun. Whomever is like whom—the objective form of the pronoun. Since the relative pronoun is being used as 

the subject of the sentence, it’s important to use the nominative form. 

  I will give extra credit to [whomever finishes the bonus project]. 

In that case, the dependent clause is a noun clause that is functioning as the object of the preposition (so it should 

use the objective form).   

Here is a list of the common Relative Pronouns:  that, which, whom, whose, whichever, whoever, whomever 

 

The first trick with subordinating conjunctions and relative pronouns is to memorize them so that you can easily 

recognize them when you’re looking at a sentence. Then you’ll need to look at these words and clauses in terms of 

their function in the sentence. Remember that you have parts of speech (nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, 

adverbs, preposition, etc.) and parts of the sentence (subject, predicate, direct object, indirect object, predicate 

nominative, predicate adjective, etc.). Once you get to parts of the sentence, you’ll need to evaluate the function 

of any prepositional phrases (which can function as adjective phrases or adverb phrases) and dependent clauses. 

 


