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  Abstract 
In recent years language researchers have become interested in examining types of 
variation and changes that occur in a particular linguistic system across genres. This 
study adopts a corpus-based approach to attempt to investigate in depth whether 
particular linguistic features can serve as reliable indicators for genre identification. 
Noun phrase type is one kind of linguistic feature that has been selected to conduct 
quantitative and qualitative analyses for establishing distinctions between genres. 
Based on the Singapore Component of the International Corpus of English (ICE-
SIN), this research systematically examines the grammatical variation and distribu-
tional features of eight English NP types in Singapore English novels. The findings 
indicate that the distribution patterns of eight different NP types align with the lin-
guistic characteristics and socio‑communicative functions of the novel genre. Dif-
ferent NP categories can be significant indicators of genres which contributes to 
revealing the inherent linguistic preferences and stylistic features of narrative dis-
course in literary works. 
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1. Introduction 

Noun phrases are a key linguistic feature frequently employed in both quantitative and qualitative analyses to identify 
and differentiate stylistic varieties. Research on syntactic variation of noun phrases across different genres includes 
Aarts (1971), who examined NP types within English clause structures; Chafe & Danielewicz (1987, p. 98) and 
Finegan & Biber (1994, p. 322), who explored NP complexity from the perspectives of prepositional phrases and 
attributive adjectives; Biber (1988), who investigated pronoun usage and nominalization; Haan (1989), who studied 
post-modifying clauses; Ni (1999) who studied noun phrases with different degrees of complexity in the British 
component of the International Corpus of English (ICE-GB); Zhou (2001) who studied noun phrases with different 
types of premodifiers in seven text categories in ICE-GB. The current study will investigate eight NP types in novels 
in ICE-SIN. Wong (2022) conducted a study on NP structure simplification, revealing that in spoken Singapore 
English "double-layered modified NPs" occur at only one-fifth the rate in written forms; Chen (2023), who found 
that legal texts preserve complex NPs (average modifier length: 4.2 words per NP), whereas social media favors 
single-layer modification (1.3 words per NP). The aim of the current study is to use a corpus-based approach to 
investigate the distributions of different types of noun phrases, according to both structural and functional classifica-
tions in novels in ICE-SIN.  
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2. Research Methodology 

2.1 ICE-SIN Corpus 

The most extensive Corpus project conducting comparative studies of English worldwide is the International Corpus 
of English (ICE) (Greenbaum, 1996b). This study is based on the ICE-SIN (International Corpus of English----Sin-
gapore), the sub-corpus of ICE. The Corpus currently contains a total of 1.2 million words (with the third phase of 
expansion completed in 2023, adding 400,000 words), encompassing eight text types, including newly added tran-
scriptions of TikTok short videos and WhatsApp chat logs. The main Corpus spans 1990--2010, accounting for 70%. 
The newly added Corpus covers 2020--2023, constituting 30%, with emphasis on digital media registers. The data 
used in this study are drawn from ICE-SIN. A total of 20 novel texts were selected, amounting to 41,337 words in 
total. 

2.2 Research Methodology 

Corpus-based linguistic research is grounded in the analysis of large databases of authentic language instances stored 
computationally. Data analysis involves three steps. First, data are annotated and parsed to identify all noun heads, 
determiners, pre-modifiers, and post-modifiers. The present study follows the annotation scheme of ICE-GB. Second, 
these noun phrases are classified into eight types according to the structural classification method adopted in this 
study. Third, the frequencies of these eight noun phrase types in novels are analyzed.  

Following the approach of ICE-GB, the frequencies of different noun phrase types are counted as illustrated in the 
following example:  
 

 
Figure 1. Fuzzy Tree Fragment 1. 

1. Nearly everything is uh the result of the interaction of man with nature. [ICE-GB-S1B-037-076] 
Based on the fuzzy tree fragment (FTF) provided above, there are five noun phrases: nearly everything (everything 

as NPHD), the result of the interaction of man with nature (result as NPHD), the interaction of man with nature 
(interaction as NPHD), man (man as NPHD), nature (nature as NPHD). According to the structural classification 
method employed in this study, these five noun phrases fall into three distinct types: nearly everything (NP4); the 
result of the interaction of man with nature, the interaction of man with nature (NP8); man, nature (NP2). 

3. Noun Phrase Classification 

A noun phrase is a structure consisting of a group of words centered around a mandatory noun head. This study 
categorizes noun phrases into eight types based on their degree of complexity, where "0" indicates no additional 
modifying elements. 

NP1: 0 + Pronoun Head + 0 
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This type of noun phrase consists solely of a pronoun as the head, with no determiners, pre-modifiers, or post-
modifiers. For example:  

2. You sure about this? [ICE-SIN-W2F-012] 
NP2: 0 + Common noun Head + 0 
This type of noun phrase contains only a common noun as the head, without any determiners, pre-modifiers, or 

post-modifiers. For example:  
3. the prime Minister has urged voters to remember the central issues of this election when they go to the polls 

tomorrow. [ICE-SIN-S2B-001] 
NP3: 0/ the + Proper noun Head + 0 
This type of noun phrase features a proper noun as the head, which may or may not be accompanied by the definite 

article "The," but lacks any pre-modifiers or post-modifiers. For example:  
4. The PUB will also be building four new substations at Havelock, Boon Lay, Marina South and Jurong Pier. 

[ICE-SIN-S2B-002] 
Since certain proper nouns are invariably used with the definite article "the," in this study, proper nouns preceded 

by "the" are classified as NP3. For instance, PUB in Example 4 is treated as such. This construction represents a 
partitive, precise, and restrictive appositive relationship. In this study, such noun phrases are regarded as unitary 
entities and assigned to the NP3 category. For example, from ICE-SIN: 

 

 
Figure 2. Fuzzy Tree Fragment 2. 

In “The Prime Minister John Major,” “John Major” functions as an independent constituent rather than a post-
modifier (NPPO) of “The Prime Minister.” In this study, The phrase “The Prime Minister John Major” is treated as 
a whole and categorized under NP3. 

NP4: Det/Prem + Head + 0 
This type of noun phrase includes determiners and/or pre-modifiers but has no post-modifiers. For example:  
5. The technology makes use of graphics audio and video presentations. [ICE-SIN-S2B-015] 
NP5: 0 + Head + PP 
In this type of noun phrase, the head noun is followed by a prepositional phrase (PP) as a post-modifier, with no 

determiners or pre-modifiers.  
6. There are a few stars, a sickle-moon, trails of night-grey clouds caught on its points. [ICE-SIN-W2F-019] 
NP6: 0 + Head + CL 
This type of noun phrase has a clause (CL) as a post-modifier following the head noun, with no determiners or pre-

modifiers. the clausal modifier can be either restrictive or non-restrictive, for example:  
7. He also said that republics who do sign the treaty should be given the right to independence. [ICE-SIN-S2B-

001] 
NP7: 0 + Head + Other 
This type of noun phrase features other types of post-modifiers, such as adjectives, appositive noun phrases, or 

adverbial phrases indicating time or place. For example: 
8. Yet there was something rather disturbing about the thought. [ICE-SIN-W2F-020] 
NP8: (Det)/Prem + Head + Post 
This type of noun phrase includes determiners and/or pre-modifiers along with a post-modifier.  
9. How I loved those huge pieces of meat, tender and cooked to a perfect spiciness. [ICE-SIN-W2F-014] 

4. Data Analysis 

The frequencies of these eight NP types are calculated across the 20 novel texts and normalized per text. Table 1 
shows the data. The average total frequency of noun phrases per novel text is 630.20. 
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Table 1. Overall distribution of eight NP types across novels 

Types of NPs Novels 

NP1 4514 

% 35.81% 

mean (per text) 225.70 

NP2 1014 

% 8.05% 

mean (per text) 50.70 

NP3 950 

% 7.54% 

mean (per text) 47.50 

NP 4 4332 

% 34.37 

mean (per text) 216.60 

NP5 236 

% 1.87% 

mean (per text) 11.80 

NP6 135 

% 1.07% 

mean (per text) 6.75 

NP7 78 

% 0.62% 

mean (per text) 3.90 

NP8 1345 

% 10.67 

mean (per text) 67.25 

Total :(NP1-NP8) 12604 

% 100.00% 

mean (per text) 630.20 

 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of eight NP types across novels. 
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4.1 Distribution of NP1 in ICE-SIN 

Table 1 shows that NP1 (pronouns) occurs most frequently in fiction texts (225.70 times per text), accounting for the 
largest proportion (35.81%) among all noun phrase types. The use of pronouns as head nouns is particularly charac-
teristic in novels, where first-person and second-person pronouns are predominantly used. Pronouns such as I and 
you appear frequently, referring to the speaker and addressee, respectively, with first-person pronouns often express-
ing personal thoughts or emotions. One reason for the preference of pronouns in novels is their frequent use in second 
references to nouns or noun-equivalents. Since characters and locations remain fixed throughout a narrative, after 
initial mention, they are often re-referenced later in the text to avoid repetition. For instance: 

10. Kang was standing by the open window of his bed-room when Teck Wu knocked at the door. He was so 
preoccupied with his thoughts as he gazed at the hibiscus plants outside that he did not hear the knock. [ICE-SIN-
W2F-010] 

The personal pronoun "he" appears three times, each referring to the name "Kang". Given the prevalence of dia-
logue in fiction, where speakers share a common communicative context and identity, demonstrative pronouns such 
as he, her, they, this, those, it are frequently used to refer back to previously mentioned people, places, or things. The 
high frequency of NP1 in novels fully reflects the stylistic characteristics of the genre. 

4.2 Distribution of NP2 in ICE-SIN 

NP2 consists solely of Common nouns as head words, and is distributed relatively evenly across fiction texts. Nouns 
carry information, and Common nouns are frequently used in fiction to refer to both concrete and abstract entities, 
states, activities, and speech acts. These Common nouns typically denote specific things, such as people and objects 
(e.g., girl, book) or abstract concepts in the external world (e.g., future, idea), and may also represent qualities and 
conditions (e.g., freedom, order), actions (e.g., war, game), and speech acts (e.g., question, order). Unlike proper 
nouns and pronouns, Common nouns are the most productive type of head noun, freely combining with determiners, 
pre-modifiers, and post-modifiers. For example: Common noun “job” will have various pre/post-modifiers, a good 
job, the job he likes. Thus, modified common nouns significantly outnumber unmodified ones. This explains why 
unmodified common nouns (NP2) are less frequent than modified ones (NP4). The high frequency of NP1 (pronouns) 
is attributed to anaphoric reference in narrative discourse, not to modification patterns.” Although proper nouns and 
pronouns can occasionally be modified, such cases are less frequent. Therefore, NP2 is distributed fairly uniformly 
across fiction, indicating that fiction consistently requires reference to both concrete and abstract entities, states, 
activities, and speech acts. 

4.3 Distribution of NP3 in ICE-SIN 

NP3 occurs at a relatively low frequency in fiction, accounting for only 7.54% (see Table 1). Proper nouns typically 
refer to specific persons (e.g., Shakespeare), places (e.g., Singapore), months (e.g., November), Days of The week 
(e.g., Tuesday), festivals (e.g., The Spring Festival), and magazine titles (e.g., Eight Days). Within specific registers, 
proper nouns usually have unique referential meaning and are generally capitalized. 

Fiction typically focuses on a small number of main characters and maintains a single central theme throughout 
the narrative (Biber, 1999, p. 238). Since the number of protagonists and locations in a novel is limited, character 
names and place names rarely change throughout the story and are often replaced by pronouns in context. One reason 
for the high frequency of pronouns in fiction lies in the conversational, spoken-like quality of fictional dialogue. 
Consequently, noun phrases with proper nouns as heads (NP3) do not occur frequently in fiction. In sum, the limited 
number of protagonists and locations in novels means that character and place names remain largely unchanged. 

4.4 Distribution of NP4 in ICE-SIN 

NP4 occurs with relatively high frequency in novels, second only to NP1 with an average total occurrence of 216.60 
per text, (see Table 1). NP4 is widely used in fictional texts. According to Biber (1999, p. 580), common nouns are 
the only word class where pre-modifiers occur more frequently than post-modifiers. In novels, adjectives are used 
more extensively, and pre-modifier sequences tend to be shorter. These factors contribute significantly to the high 
distribution of NP4 in this genre, For example, 

11. To him roses embody passionate love and he is not the passionate sort. [ICE-SIN-W2F-005] 
In summary, noun phrases (NP4) consisting solely of determiners and/or pre-modifiers are widely employed in 

novels. 
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4.5 Distribution of NP5, NP 6 and NP 7 in ICE-SIN 

NP5, NP6, and NP7 are noun phrases containing only post-modifiers. Compared to other noun phrase types, these 
are less frequent in novels. Noun phrases with pre-modifiers (NP4) are more common than those with post-modifiers. 
Bearing this in mind, a further investigation into the distribution of different types of post-modifiers in novels be-
comes necessary. 

NP5 refers to noun phrases that have prepositional phrases (PP) exclusively as post-modifiers. Its frequency ranks 
the third lowest among the eight noun phrase types, occurring 11.80 times per text (see Table 1), just above NP6 and 
NP7. Noun phrases (NP5) that contain prepositional phrases as their sole post-modifiers are sparsely distributed in 
novels.  

NP6 refers to noun phrases that have clauses exclusively as post-modifiers. Their occurrence in novels is low, 
averaging only 6.75 occurrence per text (see Table 1), and they account for a small proportion (1.07%) among all 
noun phrase types. 

According to Juncker (1992), there are three main types of post-modifiers, which differ significantly in clarity, 
ranked as follows: 

Restrictive relative clauses > Infinitival clauses > Prepositional phrases. 
In novels, clauses are used to specify or describe characters, providing additional information about them. For 

example: 
12. The portly man in the white habit looked at Benny who had by then almost reached the peak of success in 

business. [ICE-SIN-W2F-017] 
When clauses are used to describe non-living entities, they typically achieve this by associating the objects with 

human qualities or by adding detailed descriptions, as illustrated by: 
13. But these are things that keep us live. [ICE-SIN-W2F-012] 
NP7 refers to noun phrases that include post-modifiers other than prepositional phrases and clauses. Quirk (1985) 

categorizes such modification, formed by adverbial phrases and post-positive adjectives, as minor post-modification 
types. In this study, NP7 includes post-modifiers composed of adverbial phrases, post-positive adjectives, and appos-
itive noun phrases. 

NP7 occurs with the lowest frequency in novels, averaging only 3.90 occurrence per text (see Table 1). Several 
examples of NP7 from fiction texts in ICE-SIN: 

14. something horrible, something bad must have happened to her. [ICE-SIN-W2F-001] 
15. I stopped at Lau Fatt Kee, a famous Chinese pastry shop…[ICE-SIN-W2F-014] 
16. They should not be dependent on their children for anything -anything at all. [ICE-SIN-W2F-010] 
Examples 14-16 include adverbial phrases such as at all, post-modifying adjectives such as horrible, bad, and 

appositive noun phrases such as a famous Chinese pastry shop. Most NP7 instances fall into the category of "indefi-
nite pronoun + post-modifier." In ICE-SIN fictional texts tend to use post-positive adjectives as post-modifiers. Ad-
jectives，particularly attributive adjectives，serve to describe attributes such as size, weight, age, emotion, and other 
characteristics, or to classify the referent. When common nouns are absent, the head of such noun phrases is consti-
tuted by indefinite pronouns such as -body, -one, and -thing. These pronouns can only be described through post-
modification, which both provides descriptive content and narrows down the referential scope of the head. Adjectives 
such as foreign and professional in something foreign and something professional serve to characterize the central 
noun, while others reflect the author’s attitude e.g., bad or strange. To sum up, NP5, NP6, and NP7 all occur at low 
frequencies in novels, yet each retains some discriminative value for stylistic analysis. 

4.6 Distribution of NP8 in ICE-SIN 

NP8 refers to noun phrases that consist of determiners and/or pre-modifiers combined with post-modifiers, providing 
rich additional propositional information. NP8 is one of the most frequent noun phrase types in novels, ranking the 
third highest among the eight categories. 

Nouns are often used to refer to new referents unknown to the audience or readership prior to their mention (Biber, 
1999, p. 581). Therefore, pre-modifiers and post-modifiers are employed to help identify the referent and supply 
descriptive details. When new information is introduced for the first time, it tends to be more elaborate, establishing 
a complete reference relationship and conveying essential descriptive information about the referent. Fictional texts 
consistently present new information. In novels, NP8 structures are typically simple, often appearing as independent 
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main clauses with minimal use of embedded clauses, for example: 
17. A fish offering of oranges and peaches sat beside… [ICE-SIN-W2F-002] 
Sometimes, NP8 post-modifiers are nested—that is, they modify a noun within another post-modifier rather than 

the head noun itself. For example: 
18. the meeting took place against the backdrop of growing European hostility towards Japan’s huge trade surplus. 

[ICE-SIN-S2B-019] 
In summary, NP8 is one of the most common noun phrase types in novels. 

5. Conclusion 

The main findings of this study are as follows: 
1) NP1 (consisting solely of pronouns) has the highest proportion in fiction, ranking first among the eight noun 

phrase types. 
2) NP2 (containing only common nouns), NP3 (containing only proper nouns), and NP8 (containing both deter-

miners and/or pre-modifiers as well as post-modifiers) show relatively moderate and balanced distributions. 
3) In fiction, NP4 (containing only pre-modifiers) occurs with the second-highest frequency among all noun phrase 

types. 
4) NP5, NP6, and NP7 occur significantly less frequently in novels compared to other noun phrase types, with NP7 

(containing only post-modifiers) having the lowest occurrence rate. 
These findings suggest that such an analysis can serve as a general tool for distinguishing different text types in 

corpora from a grammatical perspective. The data provide evidence that text type correlates with the frequency and 
distribution patterns of various noun phrase types. These distinct noun phrase types can thus function as indicators 
of fictional style. The results of this study further confirm that using noun phrases as predictors of different text types 
is an effective approach. 

This study has certain limitations. It focuses on only one genre, novels, from the 32 categories in ICE-SIN (com-
prising 20 texts). Including additional texts would yield a more comprehensive analysis and allow the unique func-
tions of noun phrases to be more clearly revealed. Moreover, no in-depth comparative analysis was conducted across 
other text types. These aspects offer directions for future research. 

References 
Aarts, F. G. A. M. (1971). On the distribution of noun-phrase types in English clause-structure. Lingua, 26, 281-293. 
Ambarita, M. I., Hutahaean, S. W., Munthe, W. S., Kartika, D., & Sitanggang, A. (2023). Contrastive analysis of noun 

phrase in English and Indonesian on report text "camel" from developing English competencies textbook. Interna-
tional Journal, Corner of Educational Research, (2), 50-56. 

Biber, D. (1988). Variations across speech and writing. Cambridge University Press. 
Biber, D., & Finegan, E. (1994). Sociolinguistic perspectives on register. Oxford University Press. 
Biber, D., Johansson, S., Leech, G., Conrad, S., & Finegan, E. (1999). Longman grammar of spoken and written English. 

Pearson Education. 
Chafe, W., & Danielewicz, J. (1987). Properties of spoken and written language. In R. Horowitz & S. J. Samuels (Eds.), 

Comprehending oral and written language (pp. 83-113). Academic Press. 
de Haan, P. J. M. (1989). Postmodifying clauses in the English noun phrase. Rodopi. 
Greenbaum, S. (Ed.). (1996). Comparing English worldwide. Clarendon Press. 
Jucker, A. H. (1992). Social stylistics: Syntactic variation in British newspapers. Mouton de Gruyter. 
Lu, Y., Wang, L., Wong, D. F., Chao, L. S., & Wang, Y. (2022). Domain adaptation for medical text translation using web 

resources. In Proceedings of the 19th Workshop on Statistical Machine Translation (pp. 1-11). Association for Com-
putational Linguistics. 

Ni, Y. (1999). A study of the distribution and complexity of NPs in different text-categories in present-day British English 
[Paper presentation]. The 26th International Systemic Function Congress, National University of Singapore, Singa-
pore. 



Kun Yang 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/tfll.2025.12.028 918 Translation and Foreign Language Learning 
 

Parawali, C. S., Bochari, S., Darmawan, D., & Mertosono, S. R. (2024). Cracking the code: Noun phrase complexity in efl 
student compositions. Modality Journal: International Journal of Linguistics and Literature, 4(2), 115-124. 

Quirk, R., Greenbaum, S., Leech, G., & Svartvik, J. (1985). A comprehensive grammar of the English language. Longman. 
Zhou, X. (2001). Premodifiers of English noun phrases as indicators of genres: A corpus-based study [Master's thesis, 

National University of Singapore]. 


