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Lesson 2D. Parts of speech—adverbs  

Adverbs are difficult to define as one part of speech because they belong to 
different word classes depending on where they sit in a sentence and thus how 
they function. So, let’s keep it simple.  

We commonly think of an adverb as a word describing the verb (action) in a 
sentence. In this sense, the adverb tells us how, when (or for how long), 
where, why or to what extent (or how probably) the action occurs: 

I wrote the report quickly (how the action happens). 
I wrote the report yesterday (when the action happens). 
I wrote the report inflight (where the action happens). 
I wrote the report on request (why the action happens). 
I wrote the report in full (to what extent the action happens). 

(The last two sentences use adverbial phrases rather than adverbs—see below.) 

But we can also use adverbs to inform readers about an adjective, phrase or 
clause. In other words, adverbs are descriptive words (except for those 
descriptors that refer to a noun directly, which are adjectives and 
determiners). 

Interestingly, some adverbs can modify only a verb, not an adjective: 

The trainer is here. (‘Here’ cannot sit in front of an adjective.) 

And others can modify only an adjective, not a verb: 

He is solely responsible. (‘Solely’ cannot describe a verb.) 
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Sometimes, you need more than an adverb (one word). You may need an 
adverbial phrase:* 

I resolved the customer’s complaint at lunchtime. 

Or an adverbial clause:** 

I resolved the customer’s complaint by sending them a credit. 

* A phrase is a combination of words without a verb, and it starts with a 
preposition—in above adverbial phrase example, the preposition is ‘at’. 

** A clause is a combination of words with a verb. In the above adverbial 
clause example, the gerund form of the verb is used—‘sending’. 

Foolish grammar 
When asked to list some adverbs, most people think of words ending in ‘ly’—
that is, they add ‘ly’ to an adjective to turn it into an adverb. Happy becomes 
happily, bright becomes brightly, cross becomes crossly, ordered become 
orderly etc.  
But you need to be able to identify other forms of adverb too. The reason is 
that you can change the tone of your writing (from neutral to persuasive, or 
the other way) by adding or removing some simple descriptive material in 
your sentences. Examples of non-‘ly’ words are: 

very—The policy is very flawed. 

too—I rang too. 
often—I often eat there. 
just—The manager arrived just in time. 

These little words can change the meaning of your sentence, sometimes 
subtly and sometimes significantly. A good example is when you use an 
adverb in a comparative or superlative sense: 

He dressed better than I did, but behaved worse. [comparisons] 
He made less effort, so took more time to finish. [comparisons] 
It is the most exciting show and the least expensive one. [superlatives] 
The program is the best available. [superlative] 

 


