
6. Noun phrases 
Teaching pupils to use effective noun phrases for description.  

In the classroom 
Choose some examples of noun phrases from a narrative text or poem currently being studied. 
Ask the children to underline the noun in one colour and the phrase which describes the subject 
of the sentence in another: 
 

a little boat painted blue outside and white within 
a fat wicker picnic basket 
a small land-locked lake with green turf  sloping down to either edge 
brown snaky tree roots gleaming  
the surface of  the quiet water 
the silvery shoulder and foamy tumble of  a weir 
a broad glistening muzzle 
a bijou residence above flood level and remote from noise and dust 
the dismal mole, wet without and ashamed within 
a bright fire 

 
Ask the children to take the noun or nouns from each phrase and change the adjectives. 
Discuss how this changes the meaning. Discuss authorial intent. 
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Tips and techniques for the classroom 

Summary 

The noun phrase is especially significant in writing 
because most sentences contain several of them. It is 
often the length and complexity of these noun phrases 
that decide the overall length and complexity of the 
whole sentence.  

The noun phrase, as the name implies, has a noun as 
the head word.  

It consists of up to four components: 

• a noun which acts as the head of the phrase; 

• a determiner, which appears before the noun; 

• pre-modification which appears between the 
determiner and the noun; 

• post-modification which appears after the noun.  
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Examples here are from  
The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame 

What’s the point? 
Children’s writing often reveals a lack of confidence in using noun phrases with their descriptions 
frequently confined to ’stock’ adjectives that do not convey any additional information to the 
reader, e.g. the hot sun, the big giant, etc.  They can also ‘over-do’ adjectives in their writing. 
Reading authentic texts of high quality will expose pupils to a range of noun phrases, but the 
explicit teaching of identifying and experimenting with noun phrases can help improve children’s 
writing and increase their ability to use them with confidence.  



Use this activity frequently to generate ideas when approaching a descriptive piece of writing. 
 
Improve 
Take an example of text which has a superfluity of adjectives or an overuse of the same 
adjective, e.g.  

 
The tired, weary, sleepy rat ran down the steep, sloping bank, panting hard.  It paused at 
the wet, damp ditch and waited.  Not a sound came from the direction of the big road, so it 
began to make its way along the wet, damp ditch towards the nice, warm, snug, friendly 
burrow. 
There was an uneasy, nasty, horrid silence from the burrow.  It was dawn and the sun-light 
has already warmed the damp earth beneath the rat’s damp paws.  It stopped and sniffed.  
There was no trace of rabbit. 

From Grammar Writing Crown copyright © 2000 

 
Ask children to improve the text by replacing, removing or improving the adjectives. Note: there 
are instances where a more precise noun would be better than some, or maybe all, of the 
adjectives. 
 
Play the game The Noun Phrase Generator to extend sentences using prepositional phrases. 
Many noun phrases can be created. Mix and match for unusual phrases. Nouns can be 
pluralized if necessary. Not all columns have to be used, but the noun must be used: 

Tips and Techniques 
 
Teachers may also find the publications of Descriptosaurus useful. 

Ask children to select several nouns from 
the text. Working in pairs or small groups, 
add information to the nouns to appeal to 
the reader. 
 
Note that a noun phrase does not contain 
a verb used as an action word but may 
contain other sentence elements such as 
prepositions and adverbials 
 
Working in pairs, use the noun phrase to 
write a similar scene. 

Determiner Adjective Noun Prepositional Phrase 

the scarlet bird in the meadow 

a intricate burrow near the railway 

his red car with shiny bumpers 

their fresh picnic on the grass 

many frightened creatures in the woods 

that portly washerwoman behind the jail 

my colourful waistcoat on the hanger 

Adjective 

small 

snug 

bright 

delicious 

desperate 

strange 

ornate 


