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Abstract 
In linguistic studies, word order is a key tool in managing information emphasis within a 
sentence. This study looks into how differences in the structure of English sentences passives, 
clefts, topicalization, fronting, and inversion affect information focus and rhetorical impact. The 
qualitative comparative analysis is based on 5 excerpts from The New York Times, chosen to 
represent diverse communicative contexts. Each sentence was annotated for its syntactic 
properties, thematic structure, and informational focus, within the context of models like the 
Cambridge Grammar of the English Language (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002) and the Functional 
Grammar model (Halliday, 1994). 
The results indicate that each type of sentence relies on different syntactic means to create 
emphasis: passives focus on the object, clefts specify the focused element, topicalization favors 
thematic salience, and inversion shifts attention to adverbials. This might also mean that such 
differences in sentence types not only guide interpretation but also perform stylistic and 
rhetorical roles in communication. This paper advances knowledge in syntaxcommunicative 
purpose relations and how English users exploit flexibility in word order to ensure clarity of 
expression and interest. Further work could be based on other phenomena in other languages 
having different canonical orders. 
Keywords: Word order, information focus, syntax, passives, clefts, topicalization, inversion, 
qualitative analysis 
 
Research Focus: 
This study explores how variations in word order across English sentence structures such as 
passive, cleft, topicalization, fronting, inversion or adverbial emphasis, etc., affect information 
emphasis, examining the syntactic rules guiding these shifts. Through a comparative approach, 
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the research aims to reveal how word orders in Different Sentence Structures of English highlight 
specific sentence elements for persuasion. 
Introduction 
1. Background and Significance 
Word order is a fundamental aspect of syntax that governs how elements in a sentence are 
arranged to convey meaning. Across languages, variations in word order play a critical role in 
structuring information and influencing its interpretation by readers or listeners (Chomsky, 
1995). In English, a relatively fixed Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) order is the norm; however, 
various constructions, such as passives, clefts, and topicalization, allow for deviations that serve 
specific communicative purposes (Greenberg, 1966). These structures are employed to 
foreground certain elements, thus emphasizing particular pieces of information (Prince, 1981). 
The strategic use of word order to highlight or suppress information is closely tied to the function 
of a sentence (Lambrecht, 1994). For instance, cleft sentences like It is John who ate the cake 
stress the subject, while passives like The cake was eaten by John foreground the object, 
demonstrating how syntactic choices reflect cognitive and communicative priorities (Quirk et al., 
1985). The ability to manipulate word order is especially significant in persuasive communication, 
where emphasis can shift audience perception and focus (Halliday, 1994). 
2. Research Gap 
Although extensive research exists on syntactic structures and their individual roles in 
information packaging, limited attention has been paid to a comparative analysis of multiple 
sentence structures within English and their impact on information emphasis.  This gap highlights 
the need for a systematic investigation into the syntactic rules guiding word-order shifts and their 
functions. 
3. Objectives of the Study 
This study aims to analyze the role of word order variations across sentence structures in English 
and their impact on information emphasis. By comparing constructions such as passives, clefts, 
pseudo-clefts, topicalization, fronting, and inversion, the research seeks to: 

1. Examine the syntactic rules underlying these structures 
2. Investigate how these structures contribute to the foregrounding or backgrounding of 

specific sentence elements  
4. Research Questions 
The study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. What syntactic rules govern the use of word-order variations in different English sentence 
structures? 

2. How do these variations emphasize specific sentence elements? 
Literature Review 
1. Theoretical Underpinnings of Word Order in Syntax 
Word order, as a syntactic feature, is central to linguistic theory and has been a subject of 
extensive research. The foundational work by Chomsky (1965) in Aspects of the Theory of Syntax 
established that syntax is a rule-governed system that determines the hierarchical structure of 
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sentences. The fixed Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) order in English serves as the default, yet 
deviations from this norm are syntactically permissible and often driven by discourse-pragmatic 
needs (Greenberg, 1966). Universal Grammar posits that while languages vary in their canonical 
word orders, they share a universal set of syntactic principles that govern these variations 
(Chomsky, 1981). 
Marked structures, such as passives and clefts, arise when syntactic operations reorganize 
elements within a sentence to achieve specific communicative goals (Radford, 2009). These 
structures are not arbitrary; instead, they reflect constraints imposed by syntactic, semantic, and 
pragmatic considerations (Birner & Ward, 1998). 
2. Word Order and Information Structure 
Information structure refers to how speakers organize and present information to align with the 
listener’s cognitive and contextual needs (Lambrecht, 1994). Halliday (1994) argued that word 
order choices in English often serve to encode theme (what the sentence is about) and rheme 
(what is being said about the theme). Deviations from canonical word order—such as 
topicalization, clefting, and fronting—are key mechanisms for achieving thematic progression 
and emphasis (Prince, 1981). 
Cleft and pseudo-cleft constructions are particularly effective in focusing attention on specific 
elements. For instance, It was the teacher who praised the student employs a cleft construction 
to emphasize the subject, “the teacher” (Quirk et al., 1985). Similarly, pseudo-clefts (“What the 
teacher praised was the student”) foreground the predicate by reordering the sentence 
(Lambrecht, 1994). 
Passivization is another strategy used to shift focus, often placing the object in the subject 
position to emphasize the action’s recipient (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). This syntactic 
reorganization aligns with cognitive constraints such as end-focus and end-weight principles, 
which dictate that newer or heavier information appears later in the sentence (Arnold et al., 
2000). 
3. Comparative Analysis of Specific Sentence Structures 
3.1. Passive Constructions 
Passives, as highlighted by Quirk et al. (1985), serve to background the agent while foregrounding 
the action or the recipient. This is particularly useful in scientific writing, where the focus often 
shifts from the actor to the process or result (Biber et al., 1999). 
 For instance, The experiment was conducted by the researchers emphasizes the experiment 
rather than the researchers. 
3.2. Cleft Sentences 
Cleft constructions, such as It is John who completed the task, serve to isolate and highlight a 
specific element of the sentence. Prince (1981) argued that clefts are a powerful tool for 
resolving focus-related ambiguities by explicitly demarcating the emphasized element.  
3.3. Topicalization and Fronting 
Topicalization involves moving an element to the front of the sentence to establish it as the 
discourse topic (Birner & Ward, 1998). For example, in That book, I haven’t read yet, the 
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topicalized element “that book” becomes the thematic anchor. Fronting, a related phenomenon, 
emphasizes non-subject elements for rhetorical or stylistic effect, as seen in Never have I seen 
such dedication (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). 
3.4. Inversion and Adverbial Emphasis 
Inversion is another marked structure that alters the typical word order for emphasis or stylistic 
effect. For instance, Down the hill rolled the ball places the adverbial phrase in the initial position 
to create a vivid descriptive focus (Quirk et al., 1985). Similarly, adverbial emphasis can reshape 
the sentence’s rhythm and stress pattern, affecting how information is perceived (Halliday, 
1994). 
4. Research Methodology 
4.1. Research Design 
This study employs a qualitative, comparative research design to analyze the impact of word 
order variations on information emphasis in English sentence structures. The comparative 
approach enables a detailed examination of syntactic rules governing constructions such as 
passives, clefts, topicalization, fronting, and inversion. By comparing these structures, the study 
seeks to uncover patterns and principles that guide their use in emphasizing specific sentence 
elements (Radford, 2009). 
4.2. Data Collection 
4.2.1. Corpus Selection 
A representative corpus of English texts was selected from Media articles. These texts were 
chosen to capture a wide range of communicative contexts where word-order variations are 
employed for emphasis. 
4.2.2. Sampling 
The corpus comprises 5 excerpts were purposively sampled to ensure the presence of relevant 
syntactic features and to allow for a focused analysis of their rhetorical effects (Birner & Ward, 
1998). 
4.2.3. Annotation 
Each sentence was annotated for syntactic structure, thematic elements, and focus. Annotations 
followed established frameworks, including the Cambridge Grammar of the English Language 
(Huddleston & Pullum, 2002) and Functional Grammar principles (Halliday, 1994). Themes and 
rhemes were identified to understand how word-order variations shift information emphasis 
(Lambrecht, 1994). 
4.3. Data Analysis 
4.3.1. Qualitative Analysis 
The study employs qualitative content analysis to identify patterns in how word-order variations 
affect information emphasis. Each structure’s syntactic rules and pragmatic functions were 
analyzed using linguistic theories, including the Minimalist Program (Chomsky, 1995) and 
discourse-functional approaches (Prince, 1981). 
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4.3.2. Comparative Analysis 
A comparative analysis was conducted across the five primary sentence structures: passives, 
clefts, topicalization, fronting, and inversion. The analysis focused on: 

 Identifying syntactic mechanisms that enable emphasis  
 Assessing the rhetorical and communicative effects of word-order variations in 

emphasizing specific elements 
5. Results and Discussion 
5.1. Syntactic Rules and Structures of Sentence Types 
The analysis identified the syntactic rules governing different sentence structures, their 
formulations, and examples. Table 1 provides a comparative overview, including syntactic 
formulas and examples using the same corpus sentences across all structures: 

 Discussion 
Each sentence structure utilizes distinct syntactic mechanisms to achieve emphasis: 

 Passives: Employ reordering to foreground the object or action while de-emphasizing the 
agent (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). Example: The letter was delivered by the postman. 

 Clefts: Use a bipartite structure to isolate and highlight the focused element. Example: It 
was the postman who delivered the letter. 

 Pseudo-clefts: Reorganize clauses to emphasize the predicate, aligning with the given-
new principle. Example: What was delivered by the postman was the letter. 

 Topicalization: Moves the topic to the initial position to establish thematic prominence. 
Example: The letter, the postman delivered it. 

 Inversion: Places adverbial phrases at the forefront to redirect focus. Example: Delivered 
by the postman was the letter. 

Sentence 
Structure 

Syntactic Formula AND 
Word  Order 

Example (Source) Emphasis Technique 

Passive 
[Object] + [Be Verb] + 
[Past Participle] + [Agent 
(optional)] 

The letter was delivered by 
the postman. (New York 
Times, 2023) 

Foregrounds the 
object; suppresses the 
agent. 

Cleft 
It + [Be Verb] + [Focused 
Element] + [Relative 
Clause] 

It was the postman who 
delivered the letter. (New 
York Times, 2023) 

Isolates and 
emphasizes the 
focused element. 

Topicalization [Topic] + [Clause] 
The letter, the postman 
delivered it. (New York 
Times, 2023) 

Establishes discourse 
topic; preempts focus. 

Inversion 
[Adverbial Phrase] + 
[Verb] + [Subject] 

Delivered by the postman 
was the letter. (New York 
Times, 2023) 

Shifts focus from 
subject to adverbial. 
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sFunctional Implications Across Sentence Types 

 Clefts and pseudo-clefts resolve ambiguity and enhance clarity by explicitly marking 
focus. 

 Topicalization and inversion serve stylistic and rhetorical purposes, particularly in 
narrative and descriptive contexts. 

 Passives support objectivity and process-oriented discourse, commonly found in 
academic writing. 

Conclusion 
The findings provide a detailed comparative analysis of syntactic rules and their functional roles 
in English sentence structures. The results highlight the interplay between syntax and discourse 
objectives, emphasizing the adaptability of word order to achieve rhetorical and communicative 
goals. Future research could extend these insights to other languages with different canonical 
word orders. 
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