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laptop. The word carry could also form 
a constituent with the shiny laptop, and 
will seems to modify this larger group-
ing. Notice that there are various lev-
els of groupings or constituents, as
depicted in Figure 10.2(A). This kind 
of diagram is called a tree diagram,
and the small gray circles, called nodes, 
depict the various constituents of the 
sentence. Notice also that each word is
a constituent by itself but that there are
higher-level constituents as well made
out of different word groupings. So
the word laptop is a member of four 
constituents: [laptop], [the shiny lap-
top], [carry the shiny laptop], and [The 
student will carry the shiny laptop].

Figure 10.2(B) shows a similar dia-
gram of the sentence, but here labels
that tell the type, or category, of
each constituent have replaced the 
gray dots. At the very bottom level 
in the tree, you see labels for familiar 
terms: V for verb, N for noun, Adj 

 if we replace a 
noun with another noun, we will still have a syntactically grammatical sentence. So 
substituting shoe for laptop gives us “The student will carry the shiny shoe.” Higher
up in the tree, other labels categorize the larger constituents. Thus, the constituents
“the student” and “the shiny laptop” both are noun phrases (NPs). The labeling
is meant to capture our intuition that these constituents are similar to other con-
stituents such as “the angry firefighter,” “her grandfather’s birthday,” and “my first
tooth.” Figure 10.2(B) is called a labeled tree diagram, and it depicts what is called the 
categorical constituent structure of the sentence.

Notice that one NP can be substituted for another in a sentence, yielding a sentence 
that is semantically anomalous (its meaning, if any, is hard to determine) but syntacti-
cally grammatical. So we could substitute the NP “my first tooth” for “the student” in 
Sentence 1 and get “My first tooth will carry the shiny laptop,” an odd but certainly 
“legal” sentence.

What’s the point of such diagrams? For one thing, they help to explain why certain 
kinds of changes can be made in a sentence and others can’t. One illustration comes 
from a change called preposing—taking a certain part of a sentence and moving it to the 
front, usually for emphasis (Radford, 1988). In the following examples, the italicized 
material has been preposed:

(2)	 My naughty dog, I’m mad at.

(3)	 That inflated price, I will not pay.

(4)	 Up the mountain, the hikers climbed furiously.
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 Figure 10.2: Tree diagrams 
of Sentence 1.




