
As a linguist specialising 
in syntax, Michelle 
Sheehan suggests that, 
despite the bad press 
they have received 
for their role in the 
KS2 grammar tests, 
for linguists – and 
A Level students – 
fronted adverbials 
are well worth 
paying attention to.

There has been a lot of talk (and 

controversy) lately about fronted adverbials, 

like ‘every day’ in the sentence 

Every day, I play chess.

Children in primary schools have been 

taught the term as part of formal grammar 

instruction and have been encouraged to 

use them liberally, in the belief that they 

are a sign of sophisticated writing and some 

commentators and educators have baulked 

at that, particularly when they see them 

being used all over the place, perhaps to 

the detriment of the writing. But what 

exactly are they and what role do they play 

in English grammar, as compared with the 

grammar of other languages? 

What Are They?
Every day, in the example above, is fronted 

because a choice has been made to place it 

at the start or front of the clause; it could 

also occur at the end and it is an adverbial 

as an optional part of the sentence providing 

extra contextual information. This is what 

the traditional term adverbial means, as 

distinct from adverb, which refers just to 

parts of speech like slowly, rarely, very 

and most (some which can also function 

as adverbials, somewhat confusingly). In 

this brief article I will attempt to convince 

you that, despite their bad press, fronted 

adverbials are far more interesting than 

you might have thought, and, although 

they are (for the most part) nothing all 

that special in Present Day English, they 

were singularly important at older stages 
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of the language. What’s more, they are 

also crucially important to the grammar 

of all other modern Germanic languages 

(German, Dutch, Icelandic, Swedish, 

Danish, Norwegian, Yiddish, Afrikaans etc.). 

In fact, even in Present Day English, it is 

quite interesting to think about why things 

(including adverbials) get fronted and how 

word order can vary and why. Ultimately, 

we will see that this is all about how we 

package the information we present. 

Verb-Second Requirement in 
Other Languages
Languages like German have a verb-second 

requirement. This means that the fi nite 

verb (or auxiliary) occupies the second 

position in a main clause, preceded by a 

single ‘phrase’. Where this is the subject, 

and the verb is a lexical (plays) rather than 

an auxiliary verb (the ‘has’ in ‘has played’), 

the word order of German and English are 

pretty similar: 

Ich spiele Tischtennis.
(I play table tennis.)

Where the fi rst phrase is something other 

than the subject, like a fronted adverbial, for 

example, the word order of German sounds 

quite exotic to English ears: 

Jeden Tag spiele ich Tischtennis. 
(Every day play I table tennis.) 

If the clause contains an auxiliary verb, this 

effect gets stronger as the German verb then 

turns up at the end of the sentence:

Ich habe Fußball gespielt. 
(I have football played.)

This verb-fi nal property of German in the 

presence of an auxiliary is not shared with 

all Germanic verb-second languages, but it 

was shared with Old English: 

On twam þingum hæfde God þæs mannes saule 
gegodod.
(On two things had God the man’s soul endowed 
–.) 

Sorry, not much talk about table tennis 

in Old English. 

Verb-Second Used Residually 
in English
In fact, Present Day English is the outlier 

here, having gradually lost the verb-second 

property over time. Actually, though the 

verb-second property still occurs in some 

circumstances in many varieties of English, 

and so English is often called a residual 

verb-second language, meaning that in 

some kinds of clauses, this special word 

order is preserved. This is true in questions, 

of course, but also in some exclamatives and 

with fronted locatives:

What are you saying?
Man am I tired!
In walked Elvis.

The verb-second property reveals something 

very important about human language: the 

fact that grammar is sensitive to structure. 

In other words, the verb in these contexts 

must follow a single phrase, regardless 

of how long or short it is, and we know 

this intuitively, without being taught it 

explicitly (more on that shortly). Although 

the verb is also the second word in the 

examples above, if we edit them a bit, we 

can clearly see that the grammar is not 

counting words, really, but phrases, where 

a phrase is something that operates as a 

grammatical unit, moving together, being 

omitted as a whole or being replaced by a 

single word like a pronoun. This is true in 

German, Dutch, Yiddish, Icelandic, Swedish, 

Norwegian, Afrikaans, Danish etc. but also 

in English, as you already know:

[What colour socks] are you wearing?
[How stupid] am I!
[Into the room] walked Mark.

Children and adults learning English 

(unless they are pretending to be Yoda) 

simply don’t say things like the following 

(the * is used to indicate that a sentence is 

not acceptable):

*Into walked Mark the room.
*Into walked the room Mark. 

They know instinctively that the verb-

second requirement is a requirement for 

the verb to follow a single phrase not a 

–.–.
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single word. It seems that maybe that 

is just how human grammar(s) works, 

they are sensitive to groups of words 

that belong together. Notice that where a 

negative adverbial is fronted, in literary 

texts and formal writing/speaking, the 

verb-second rule still applies in English, 

another remaining relic of a now moribund 

grammatical pattern.

Never have I been more certain about something.
[Not one single time] have you asked my opinion.

This might sound a bit old fashioned. It 

certainly sounds more natural to me to put 

‘never’ after ‘have’, but where a negative 

adverbial is fronted, for many English-

speaking people, the inversion is still 

required. This tells us something important 

about how language changes. Grammatical 

changes do not usually happen all at 

once, but rather gradually, affecting some 

parts of grammar first and then gradually 

spreading to others. In Old English, verb-

second also applied with non-negative 

fronted adverbials ‘þa eodon hie ut’ (‘then 

went they out’ – þ was later replaced by 

th), though it was a bit more variable than 

verb-second in modern German. A similar 

word order pattern can also be found in 

Kashmiri and in the Celtic language Breton 

and in Karitiana, a native Tupi language 

of Brazil. So, it is a rare word order, but 

not one limited to Old English or even 

Germanic languages. 

Why the Fuss About Fronted 
Adverbials?
So why the apparent obsession with fronted 

adverbials in English teaching, then, given 

that they are much less interesting than 

they used to be? Well, it may be because 

English word order is incredibly inflexible 

compared to the word order of other 

languages, even other European ones. In 

languages like Russian and, to some extent, 

Spanish, Greek and Italian, many different 

word orders are possible. Not so in English. 

Adverbials front pretty freely but the same 

is not true for other phrases. We can front 

the object of the verb in modern English 

in a non-question, but only where it is (a) 

contrasted with something else or (b) is a 

subpart of something recently mentioned. 

An example of (a) is: 

This book, I like; that one, I don’t. 

(Compare with ‘I like this book, but I don’t 

like that one’ which is more natural). 

An example of (b) is: 

Q: So, how do you like your new job? 
A: Parts of it I don’t like at all. 

Objects not compatible with either context 

cannot be fronted: 

*It, people saw. 

A Contrastive Flavour
Fronted adverbials often have a contrastive 

flavour too. In fact, this is probably why 

time adverbials in narratives often sound 

best fronted. Imagine a story which begins 

One day, a princess was born.

It would be very natural to continue with:

The next day, she received an important visitor.

It would be less natural to continue with an 

unfronted adverbial here: ‘She received an 

important visitor the next day.’ We want the 

time adverbial the next day to be fronted 

in contrast with one day. It is perhaps for 

this reason, then, that fronted adverbials 

have been singled out as a hallmark of good 

writing for the primary curriculum. In some 

contexts, though, no contrast is needed. 

In fact, where an adverbial is the focus 

of the clause, presenting the main new 

information, it cannot naturally be fronted. 

If someone asks: 

‘When did you arrive?’

for example, it would be very strange 

to answer with 

‘This morning, we arrived’ 

rather than 

‘We arrived this morning.’ 

That’s because English likes to place newer 

information at the end of the clause, after 

older/shared information. That, however, is 

a topic for another article. 

Michelle Sheehan is Professor of Linguistics 
at Anglia Ruskin University. She is interested 
in language structure and how it varies and 
changes over time.
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