
 

THE THREE THATS 

AND THEIR DIFFERENT FUNCTIONAL HATS 

The word “that” is very complex in English and can be used in different ways. The 

following quote demonstrates the main uses, but English learners are likely to not know 

that “kids are starving in China” is a phrase that several generations of American parents 

told children, myself included. It refers to the Great Chinese Famine of 1959 and 1961 and 

essentially means “stop complaining” because “kids have it worse somewhere else”. 

“I think that if I ever have kids, and they are upset, I won't tell them that people 

that are in China are starving or anything like that because it wouldn't change 

the fact that they were upset. And even if somebody else has it much worse, 

that doesn't really change the fact that you have what you have.” 

Stephen Chbosky 

                       “I think  

conjunction      that if I ever have kids, and they are upset, I won't tell them  

conjunction         that people 

relative pronoun      that are in China are starving or anything like  

demonstrative pronoun    that because it wouldn't change the fact  

conjunction     that they were upset. And even if somebody else has it much worse,  

demonstrative pronoun    that doesn't really change the fact  

conjunction      that you have what you have.” 

 

1. Demonstrative Pronouns       (this, that, these, those) 

These pronouns can be tested by changing ‘that’ to ‘this’, and if it makes sense, it is 

demonstrative.  

• I don’t know about this. 

• Did you say that you were ready? Yes, I said that.  

• **I won’t tell them that people this are in China are starving…**       (Relative Pronoun) 

• **I won’t tell them this people that are in China are starving…**        (Conjunction)  

These may also be called determiners when working as an adjective, as in “that book”. 

Unlike other “thats”, demonstrative pronouns have the option of being emphatic.  

“I don’t want THIS book; I want THAT book!”



 

2. Relative Pronouns                          (that, who, which, whose, whom) 

   Relative Adverbs                    (how, why, when)  

These pronouns and adverbs are relativizers as they create relative clauses (also known as 

adjective clauses). Relative adverbs are similar but require specific nouns, such as “method”, 

“reason”, or “time”. The relativizer acts as the subject and it is related to the noun it is 

attached after, which is the antecedent, and expands on it. You can test these by switching 

‘that’ with ‘which’, or ‘who’ if it refers to people.  

• I won’t tell them these people who are in China are starving… 

• **I think which if I ever have kids, **      (Conjunction) 

• **Which doesn’t really change the fact…**         (Demonstrative Pronoun) 

A relative clause can also be deleted, but it may change the meaning of the sentence if it 

identifies the noun (refer to Restrictive or Non-restrictive). 

3. Conjunctions                (that, if, whether) 

a. Instructors and materials call what the conjunction ‘that’ creates Complement Clauses, 

Content Clauses, Noun Clauses, That-Clauses or even Wh-Clauses. There are reasons for 

these different terms, but it is more productive to focus on what they do than what they are. 
 

They most often attach a complete clause to a verb as a direct object. The verb must be 

reporting (say, tell, mention), cognition (think, know, decide) or perception (hear, feel, see).  
 

I think that if I ever have kids… 
 

In other words, the first sentence is “I think something about kids” but ‘that’ attaches three 

embedded clauses in the DC, IC DC pattern. Without ‘that’ they could be a complete 

sentence. With ‘that’ they are now dependent on “I think”. 
 

I won’t tell them that people that are in China are starving… 
 

The IC clause also has another clause attached to the reporting verb ‘tell’, and the subject of 

that clause ‘people’ has a restrictive relative clause attached to it. Therefore, the first sentence 

of the quote has EIGHT clauses. 
 

b. Conjunctions can also follow certain adjectives to express feelings and opinions. There is no 

clause of this type in the quote, but adjectives they typically follow include: 
 

sure, certain, right, important, afraid, pleased, sorry, surprised, worried 
 

c. They also follow informationally loaded nouns as we see twice in the quote. 

…the fact that they were upset. 

…the fact that you have what you have. 

Again, we see how the conjunction ‘that’ subordinates and embeds a clause which is now 

dependent. These clauses can take the place of either the subject or direct object, or as a 

subject, noun or adjective complement. Relative clauses do not serve as a part of a sentence 

and are parenthetical and therefore can be set off by commas if non-restrictive. 


