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Reliability, Validity, and Writing Assessment: 
A Timeline

ABStRAct

Looking at the issue of validity and test validation, the historical and the theoretical progression 
has been well described both when it comes to educational assessment in general and language 
assessment in particular. A clear progression can be seen starting in the 1920s and culminating 
in the late 1980s/early 1990s (with minor notable developments since), and it is an advancement 
motivated and driven almost solely by new theoretical and practical considerations. Securing 
validity and validation with regard to writing assessment in particular, however, took a more 
winding route and was primarily shaped by a power struggle between externally administered 
standardized testing (and the supporting administrative bodies) on one side, and the practicing 
teachers of writing at higher education institutions on the other. The paper at hand outlines this 
evolution and gives a timeline of the events and major developments that have fueled it and 
explores the cutting edge of today.

Keywords: language testing; writing assessment; historical development; overview; validation; 
validity; standardization

Zanesljivost, veljavnost in ocenjevanje pisanja: 
časovni pregled

POvZEtEK

vprašanje veljavnosti in vrednotenja testov je bilo z vidika zgodovinskega in teoretičnega razvoja 
že dobro opisano tako na področju splošnega pedagoškega ocenjevanja kot tudi na specifičnem 
področju ocenjevanja jezikov. Začetek razvoja sega v dvajseta leta preteklega stoletja in doseže 
vrhunec v poznih osemdesetih oziroma v začetku devetdesetih let 20. stoletja (z manjšim 
opaznim napredkom tudi po tem času). Gibalo razvoja so predvsem nova teoretična in praktična 
dognanja. Zagotavljanje veljavnosti in validacije ocenjevanja pisanja pa je potekalo po bolj 
ovinkasti poti in predvsem pod vplivom boja za premoč med zunanjimi standardiziranimi testi 
(ob podpori administrativnih teles) na eni strani ter visokošolskimi učitelji pisanja na drugi. 
Prispevek prikazuje ta razvoj in podaja časovni pregled dogodkov in večjih dosežkov, ki so ga 
omogočili, hkrati pa tudi raziskuje današnje najsodobnejše smernice.

Ključne besede: jezikovno testiranje; ocenjevanje pisanja; zgodovinski razvoj; pregled; veljavnost; 
validacija; standardizacija
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Reliability, Validity, and Writing Assessment: 
A Timeline
1 Introduction – Indirect Assessment of Writing
If we leave aside the writing examinations one reads of starting in Ancient china almost two 
millennia ago (as a part of the rigorous assessment of civil servants underway during the Han 
Dynasty in the 2nd century AD) as too far removed contextually and in time, and somewhat 
historically inaccessible, we can say that the earliest more contemporary records dealing with 
the assessment of writing in the Western countries emerged in the mid-19th century. At the 
time, the turn was being made from the Western tradition of open debate (stemming originally 
from the Ancient Greek philosophical tradition) towards a more standardized model of uniform 
examinations (actually conceptually influenced by the previously mentioned chinese tradition). 
In essence, across the Western world universities usually favored giving oral-based examinations, 
a tradition stemming from the Socratic approach to higher education. However, because of the 
displacement created by the Industrial Revolution, school-age children were suddenly being 
forcibly put behind school desks (a result of new compulsory education laws), a development 
which demanded a faster and more resource-friendly way to test larger numbers of students. One 
of the first actual records of written examinations coming up within a national dialogue is one 
by Horace Mann calling for written tests to replace oral examinations in Boston schools in 1840 
(Huot, O’Neill, and Moore 2010, 496).1 In the 1840s oral tests were the standard in American 
schools, and the move was to introduce written tests in order to facilitate objectivity and reduce 
bias. Additionally, he also wished to build a transparent (standardized) system according to 
which one could compare the quality of different schools and teachers. As a result of this and 
similar calls, written tests were relatively quickly introduced across the United States, such as 
for example the Harvard’s Exams in Writing in 1874. With this a new writing component was 
added to the Harvard University entrance exam, which included a short, speeded essay rated by 
the resident teachers, and was based on ‘such works of standard authors as shall be announced 
from time to time’ (Hobbs and Berlin 2001, 252). However, not long after the launch of the 
first essay-based writing exams at American universities came critical voices. On the one hand, 
the criticism focused on unreliability and subjectivity in terms of rating the essays (ironically 
enough, the same criticism that motivated the switch from oral examinations in the first place), 
and their lack of practicability and usability in a situation of increased numbers of students to 
process, on the other hand. Already in 1880 we have first publications highlighting the problems 
of unreliability that were inherent in the early essay-based writing examinations (Huddleston 
1952). For example, the study published by Hopkins in 1921 demonstrated that the score a 
student received as a part of the college Board exam statistically depended more on the rater 
and on the administration conditions (when and where the exam took place) than on the actual 
writing performance, a situation also found in many European countries administering writing 
tasks as part of high-stakes examinations (Nikolov 2009). The certificate of Proficiency in 
English (cPE) was instituted in London in 1913 by cambridge Assessment (an organization 
that went on to become the leading international English language examining institution in the 

1 The history of the development of standardized testing and its influence on writing assessment is best documented within 
the American framework, and hence the brief historical overview will mostly follow the story in this context, with a note that 
the development in other Western countries took a similar form with the exception of the UK, where the emphasis on direct 
methods of writing assessment and a focus on (context) validity was always more present.
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world), and with its emphasis on essay (composition) writing was to face similar criticism. These 
very real issues were further emphasized not just by a continuous academic scrutiny (in a number 
of studies, such as Starch and Elliott (1912), Hopkins (1921), Sheppard (1929), and others), but 
also by both demographic and political developments impacting higher education in the USA 
at the time. Demographically, the numbers of pupils and students in the US rose exponentially, 
because starting from 1852 the different states began adopting the recently approved universal 
(and obligatory) public education laws. Politically, this fueled the foundation of the college 
Entrance Examination Board (cEEB) in 1899 as a not-for-profit organization aiming to expand 
access to higher education. And while this did mark a very important development, certain 
actions regarding organization of assessment within higher education (such as the centralization 
and outsourcing of language testing) created a massive power struggle and by extent had a great 
impact in terms of how validation of writing assessment developed in the subsequent century. 

Backed by academic publications pointing out the severe problems of the unreliability of 
essay-based assessment of writing, weighed on by the increased numbers of students in need of 
processing, under pressure from high school representatives for a more standardized arrangement 
of entrance examinations into universities, and somewhat swayed by internal power issues, 
the decision was made by the cEEB to replace the then-perceived unreliable direct writing 
assessment (essays) with a much more reliable (though, of course, much less valid) indirect 
method. Unlike the US, the socio-economic context in the UK did not demand such an increase 
in processing power, and was able to maintain a much larger focus on context validity and 
maintain (for cPE unwaveringly for more than a century now) direct assessment of rating as a 
predominant method (Weir, vidakovic, and Galaczi 2013). Nevertheless, assessment of writing 
in higher education institutions in the USA (and many other countries) became as of that point 
almost solely conducted in the form of multiple-choice tests and, to a large extent, mostly 
outsourced to private institutions as well. This was to remain so up until the 1960s, as the issue 
of unreliability came up periodically and repeatedly in academic publications as the major factor 
in favor of indirect methods (such as traxler and Anderson (1935), Stalnaker (1936), coward 
(1952), and others). Fortunately, this emphasis on continuously pointing out unreliability of 
direct writing assessment was to backfire in 1961 with a notable publication by Diederich, Frech, 
and carlton. Their study dealt with the problems of readers (raters) not being able to agree in 
terms of rating writing performances, identifying that as the major source of error when it comes 
to score stability (reliability) and, ultimately, fairness of direct writing examination. In brief, they 
asked 53 raters to score 300 writing performances on a 9-point scale, with the results of 94% 
of papers receiving at least seven different scores (and the inter-rater agreement peaking at only 
0.31). Looking from today’s perspective, we can easily see the flaws in the study as readers were 
bound to disagree seeing that they worked without any guidance, common training, or shared 
point of reference (as was pointed out even at the time in Braddock, Lloyd-Jones and Schoer 
(1963)). However, the results of the study regarding the inter-rater (dis)agreement are not the 
reason why this earlier work is to be considered so relevant. This importance actually stems from 
the fact that it got the academic community thinking about what criteria raters actually focus 
on when rating written work. This is because the study, apart from looking at the agreement, 
also collected some eleven thousand introspective reports from the raters, revolving around the 
features they were looking at when rating the performances (coming up, via factor analysis, with 
ideas, form, flavor, mechanics, and wording as the most salient features). This particular aspect 
of looking beyond just inter-rater agreement as an expression of reliability into issues such as 
the features of writing performance that influence rating, rater scores, and rater training and 
experience, was to establish a new base-line for researching writing assessment that was to mark 
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the next stage of the development in the field (Huot, O’Neill, and Moore 2010, 502). Studies 
moving towards establishing proof that direct writing assessment can produce reasonably reliable 
scores (such as Godshalk, Swineford, and coffman (1966) and their outline of holistic scoring, 
for example) further opened the door to a generally increased focus on direct writing assessment 
(but not, as we shall see, to a much needed shift of focus from reliability to validity). 

2 Direct Assessment of Writing – Focus on Reliability
Despite these developments and motions, the cEEB fought back all the way up to the late 
1980s to preserve multiple-choice tests as the foundation of standardized (and usually externally 
managed) assessment of writing at universities and colleges in the USA (such as the well-known 
tOEFL examinations). The struggle was, however, futile, as the push in the other direction 
(towards direct examination of writing proficiency) was once more coming both from political 
and academic quarters (Breland 1983, 2). Politically, one of the issues was that the overwhelming 
focus on indirect assessment of writing was extremely worrying, because it technically led to hardly 
any writing being taught within the American educational system by the mid-1970s (Applebee 
1981). Another political issue was the pressure coming from the English Departments at higher 
education institutions across the country. Rankled by both the feeling of disempowerment caused 
by the prescribed external testing services and the feeling that multiple-choice testing of writing 
did not really conform to their experiences as teachers of English and writing of what writing 
ability represented, a firm stand was made to change things. Within the US, we can trace the first 
major battle being fought in 1971 and the English Departments at california State University, 
the staff successfully rejecting the institutionalization of an externally administered multiple-
choice test for their first year English equivalency exam (White 2001, 308), following this up 
with a creation of their own locally administered examination. Academically, with authors such as 
Paul Diedrich changed their stance towards direct writing assessment, and similar voices coming 
collectively from other publications (such as Brown (1978), coffman (1971), cooper (1977), 
cooper and Odell (1977), and others), the move was a clear one towards the abandonment of the 
indirect method of assessment of writing ability. Having a wealth of information on where the 
source of reliability problems is to be found when it came to rating written performance, the two 
main focuses being on rater inconsistency and sampling bias, the majority of studies in this period 
revolved around the attempts to address these. With a better understanding of the rating process 
and what it entailed, there was a rise in research on scoring (such as that related relating to analytic 
scoring with Diedrich (1974), holistic scoring with Godshalk, Swineford, and coffman (1966) or 
cooper (1977); primary-trait scoring with Mullis (1980); or syntactic scoring with Hunt (1977); 
writing scales in Jacobs et al. (1981); Huot (1990) or Ericsson and Simon (1993); rater training 
and agreement with McIntyre (1993) or Weigle (1994); and other facets of score stability). 

The fact that the socio-economical and academic conditions were favorable for direct assessment 
of writing to be promoted meant that by the mid-1980s most universities (and their language 
departments) were already implementing locally administered direct tests of writing ability in much 
the same way. This was a very positive step, as it allowed for tests to be developed by the faculty that 
worked together within the same program for their own purposes, with their own goals and within 
the shared system and shared curriculum, and yet also able to maintain reliability at an acceptable 
level. However, as we mentioned, while the switch to performance-based testing of writing was a 
very important development, what did not change (but should have) was the focus, which needed 
to shift from practicability of testing and reliability issues to much more important questions of 
aspects of validity unrelated to scoring (mostly present within the UK tradition, though). 
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3 Direct Assessment of Writing – Focus on Validity
validity in terms of assessment indicates that the results obtained from the given measurement 
procedure objectively reflect the phenomenon the said procedure is intended to measure, and 
that the measurement at hand has not been obtained due to any measurement-irrelevant factors 
or chance). In this respect validity depends on the degree to which quantified measurements of 
presumptive behavior or ability are blurred by other factors (Sigott 2004, 44). Different from 
reliability, which can be seen as the quality of the data collected, validity is the quality of the 
inferences (and decisions) we can make following the measurement (chan 2014, 9). In this 
sense validity also depends on the degree as to which aspects of the said behavior or ability 
which the test is supposed to measure are covered by the given test (Sigott 2004, 44). validation 
is the process in which we gather and evaluate evidence to support the said appropriateness, 
meaningfulness, and usefulness of the inferences and decisions we make based on measurement 
scores (Zumbo 2007; 2009). Unfortunately, one of the products of the described power struggle 
between the (external) testing providers (who were seen as one of the actors advocating the 
indirect writing examinations) and the public bodies (such as the cEEB) on one side and the 
researchers and practicing teachers of writing (who felt unheard and disempowered) on the 
other, was that writing assessment did not catch up with the theoretical developments revolving 
around validity that had actually been under way in educational and language testing since 
the 1950s. Although there were voices calling for more insight into the content of the tests 
(the likes of Wiseman (1949) or Wiseman (1956)), most of the research on the assessment of 
writing taking place between 1960 and 1990 was into the reliability of the direct methodology 
of writing assessment (the same as during the previous stage of development regarding indirect 
methodology). The focus did not appropriately really shift towards validity until the early 1990s.

The earliest accounts of validity considered within the framework of language testing can be 
traced to authors such as Lado (1961) and Davies (1968)2. Their account of validity focused 
on the face values of the test (the so-called validity by assumption), on the content of the test, 
on control of extraneous factors, on conditions required to answer test items, and on empirical 
insight (D’Este 2012, 63). At the same time, campbell and Fiske (1959) described the validity 
of language tests as having a convergent dimension (measures that should be related are perceived 
as related) and a discriminate dimension (measures that should not be related are found to be 
not related). campbell and Stanley (1966), as one more early account, featured the concepts of 
internal and external validity. It is only decades later that we can see perhaps the most influential 
account of validity within language testing, that of Bachman (1990). It was written as a reaction 
to the unified theory of validation famously put forward by Messick in 1989, which Bachmann 
embraced, but went on to identify three factors that support this overall validity (D’Este 2012, 
67): content relevance and content coverage (what is known as content validity); criterion relatedness 
(i.e. criterion validity); and meaningfulness of construct (construct validity). Content validity 
here refers to the domain specifications which underlie the test, criterion relatedness refers to a 
meaningful relationship between test scores and other indicative criteria, while construct validity 
relates to the extent to which performance of the test is consistent with the predictions we make 
on the basis of the theory of abilities (Bachman 1990, 246–69). In addition, Bachman also 
imported the consequential (or ethical) basis of validity from Messick and other authors, which 

2  While the earliest considerations of validity within psychological and educational settings trace back earlier, with beginnings 
in the 1920s (and authors such as Scott (1917), Thorndike (1918), Ruch (1929), or tyler (1934)), with the major movement 
here starting in of the 1950s (and the work related to the first Standards of Educational and Psychological testing of 1955).
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refers to the fact that tests have not been designed to be used in an academic vacuum but rather 
have real-life applications and are influenced by society as a whole. The final important notion, 
as argued by Bachman, was of the inclusion of the concept of reliability within validity itself. His 
argument was that when it comes to language testing of any kind (and it so especially in the case 
of writing assessment), it is not easy to distinguish between effects of different test methods or 
between traits and test methods (1990, 239). 

Stemming from Bachman’s account, the 1990s and early 2000s saw several related discussions and 
models of validity in language assessment, such as Kane (1992; 2001), Sigott (1994), Alderson, 
chapman and Wall (1995), Miller and Linn (2000), and Wier (2005). If we were to take as an 
example, as the most recent and most language-assessment-related account, Weir’s socio-cognitive 
model of evidence-based test validation (2005, 17–37), this presents overall test validity as an 
interplay between five different types (discussed in more detail further on): influenced by test-
taker characteristics, there are cognitive validity, context validity, scoring validity, consequential 
validity, and criterion validity. cognitive validity has as its emphasis the determination of the 
cognitive processes which are to be used as a model for designing test items. context validity 
follows the idea of moving away from the sole focus on linguistic representation and including 
the social and cultural dimension within which the writing performance has been produced 
(Weir 2005). Scoring validity, in line with Bachman’s already discussed elaborations on reliability 
belonging within validity, focuses on all aspects of the assessment that could have an impact 
on the scores. Finally, criterion-related validity in this account keeps the focus as traditionally 
established, and revolves around a comparison to any reliable external measurements. 

4 Direct Assessment of Writing – Discussion
What we can see if we dissect all of the accounts presented above, from Bachmann onwards, is 
the contemporary view of validity and validation in language testing understands that validity 
is a unified concept (which includes reliability), and is an aspect of a test’s use to be regarded as 
a whole. However, we can also see a practical need for a focus on particular individual aspects 
(types) of validity that should be covered. These individual aspects reflect sources of evidence 
for validity that we can tap and steps to be taken within any validation effort (regardless of the 
theoretical preference of the terminology marking the given different aspects. This is clearly 
evident in terminological disagreements such as construct validity vs. validity, division on 
content, criterion, and consequential validity, and so on). Applying this kind of a practice-driven 
(authenticity-driven) model to direct writing assessment, we can start with understanding it as 
being strong or weak (McNamara 1996). Direct writing assessment in a strong sense incorporates 
tasks which represent real-world performance and are judged according to real-world criteria, 
the focus being on the successful fulfilment of the task and not (only) on language proficiency. 
Direct writing assessment in a weak sense puts the focus on language use, where the task does 
indeed resemble a real-world purpose, but the goal is only to extract a writing performance for 
the purpose of ascertaining language competence. It is a distinction that influences everything 
from the construct to the scoring, and it is safe to say that in most cases writing assessment in 
higher educational setting takes the form of the latter (tsai 2002, 1). Once a choice is made 
in this direction, further conceptualization (and retroactively understanding) of the construct 
(including all other elements of validity as well) comes essentially at one of the three stages 
(Bachman and Palmer 1996; Weigle 2002): design stage, operationalization stage, and test 
administration. 
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The design stage is extremely important for ensuring validity and it should, according to McNamara 
(1996, 43), revolve around sampling of the task from the communicative situation the test is to 
be a proxy of – this would include consulting expert informants, examining available literature, 
analyzing and categorizing communicative tasks, collecting and examining relevant texts, and 
deciding on a broad test method (tsai 2002, 2). In the operationalization stage information 
gathered in the design stage is transformed into concrete test specifications and detailed procedures 
the test takers and readers (raters) are to follow. These specifications should generally include the 
description of the test content, criteria for correctness, and a sample of tasks (Douglas 2000), and 
comprise of scoring rubrics, writing prompts, rating scales, and similar (Weigle 2002). Finally, 
the test administration phase focuses on the actual tests being administered, where the validation 
revolves around the data that stem from the elicited writing performances (such as the scores 
and the washback information), while the stage is firmly footed in different statistical methods. 
This division into practical stages of test development and administration is useful, as it points 
to the different steps which should be taken at different stages in order to ensure the validity of a 
particular interpretation and use of a particular test, and to the fact that a useful way to observe 
the process of validation is to imagine it as a priori (before the test administration) and a posteriori 
(after it has been administered). Additionally, it is useful to observe validity in terms of the types 
of evidence that support it, along the lines of Bachman’s division into evidential and consequential 
bases of validity (1990, 248)3. Finally, the interplay between validity and reliability is also worth 
discussing, together with how Bachman (following other similar voices such as Loevinger (1957), 
Messick (1989) or cronbach (1990)) argues that the two are in fact complementary aspects of 
identifying, estimating, and interpreting different sources of variance in test scores (1990, 239).

4.1  A Priori Validation
Unlike the subsequent stage of a posteriori validation that is largely grounded in quantitative data 
and statistical methodology (and which is usually feared and avoided by practicing teachers), a 
priori validation efforts are usually conducted on a regular basis by most practitioners. The reason 
is that a priori validation takes places during the test compilation phase, and most commonly 
includes the very logical, common-sense, steps anyone seriously compiling an assessment tool 
would think of (though it can also incorporate some statistics-based operations). A priori efforts 
basically focus on the commitment of the test designer to make sure that he or she understands 
the behavior or performance which is the target of the assessment, that the content of the test 
is relevant to the real-life behavior or performance at hand, and that the criteria of success 
(correctness) are clear both to the test-taker and the test-rater. This stage of validation is hence 
much less opaque to non-experts and, as indicated, covers the stages of test design and test 
operationalization. 

Starting always with the understanding of the behavior or performance of interest, the first step 
in test design (and a priori validation) is the consideration of construct validity in the narrow 
sense. As we noted previously, a construct can be seen as a definition of people’s attributes that 
are assumed to be reflected in their performance (cronbach and Meehl 1955, 283). This means 
that to properly measure the ‘extent’ of someone’s writing ability we need to understand the 
nature of that ability as it is, in our minds, and we need to be able to describe it in a sufficiently 

3 Evidential basis of validity, according to Bachman, is grounded in evidence that supports the relationship between test scores 
and their interpretations and subsequent use (1990, 248). The consequential (or ethical) basis of validity refers to the fact that 
tests have not been designed for use in an academic vacuum, but rather have real-life applications (Bachman 1990, 280).
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clear manner. Hence, construct validation is related to the basic question of what is the nature 
of that something that an individual possesses or displays that is the object of our measurement 
(Messick 1975, 957). The part that takes place a priori (sometimes referred to as the logical part 
of construct validation) involves first defining the construct (the ability) theoretically, or rather 
scouring the existing literature on descriptive accounts of writing ability. Accounts such as these 
try to capture the inner-workings of the cognitive processes at the basis of what we could call ‘an 
ability to write’ (and often perhaps the ‘ability to write in a foreign/second language’ as well). 
Sometimes this is quite challenging, as writing assessment as a discipline has not really excelled 
at writing about writing (Huot 1990), but rather at the more practical work on assessment 
methodology (such as writing scales and rater training procedures). That is why there is a feeling 
that theoretical accounts of writing competence as a phenomenon (unlike accounts of language 
competence in general) are somewhat lacking, and that more work still needs to be done in this 
direction (Yancey 1999). Nonetheless, finding (or setting up) a comprehensive and meaningful 
theoretical account of the construct in the design stage allows us to perform many actions which 
can assure subsequent high levels of validity. Understanding the construct well allows us to 
identify the sources for the most meaningful sampling of test content, and to identify which 
test method would be best to elicit behavior (performance) which would most resemble the 
construct at hand and the relevant real-life performance. These developments we would carry 
over to the operationalization stage, where the logical (theoretical) part of construct validation 
provides us with means of linking the actual ability we are measuring with the content of the 
test and with the scores that end up quantitatively representing our measurement. Adjacent to 
this understanding of the ability itself is the insight into the metacognitive strategies (or strategic 
competences, as termed in Bachman and Palmer (1996)) seen as mediating between the trait 
and context, and comprising of faucets such as goal setting, assessment of needs to achieve the 
purpose, planning, monitoring, and organization of language and topic – all contributing, in 
fact, to what Wier refers to cognitive validity (2005, 86). In terms of writing assessment, Shaw 
and Weir (2007, 34) recognize six different aspects of cognition behind writing ability: 

•	 macro-planning: gathering of ideas and identification of major constrains such as genre, 
readership, and goals;

•	 organization: ordering the ideas and identifying relationships between them; 
•	 micro-planning: focusing on individual parts of the text and considering issues such as 

the goal of the paragraph in question, including both its alignment with the rest of the 
text and the ideas and the sentence and content structure within the paragraph itself;

•	 translation: the content previously held in a propositional form is transferred into text;
•	 monitoring: focusing on the surface linguistic representation of the text, on the content 

and the argumentation presented in it, and its alignment with the planned intentions and 
ideas; and 

•	 revising: results from the monitoring activity and involves fixing the issues found to be 
unsatisfactory.

Alongside the cognitive aspects behind writing as a performance, Weir also emphasized the need 
to consider the test-taker actively in terms of personal individualities. He distinguished between 
three classes of test-taker characteristics (Shaw and Weir 2007, 5): 

•	 physical/physiological characteristics, which include any special needs on the side of the 
test-taker, such as those stemming from dyslexia or eyesight impairment; 
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•	 psychological characteristics, including test-taker motivation, personality type, learning 
styles, and more; and 

•	 experiential characteristics, incorporating factors such as the degree of test-taker familiarity 
with the test format or content. 

These individual characteristics can then be viewed as systematic, if they affect a test-taker’s 
performance consistently (such as dyslexia or personality traits) or unsystematic, when they have 
a random, perhaps one-off effect (for example, motivation or test format familiarity).

Once we have a reasonable grasp of the nature of writing ability (and a complete grasp in theoretical 
terms is pretty hard to achieve when it comes to social sciences and humanities), the test-takers’ 
characteristics at play, and the cognitive processes taking place in our minds while writing, then 
while still in the design stage we need to tackle the context surrounding the test. Related to the social 
and situational background (Weir 2005, 57), this revolves around the task setting and conditions 
necessary to ensure appropriateness of the test content, clarity and conformity to the construct, the 
intended use, and the intended stakeholders (Shaw and Wier 2008, 63): 

•	 setting = task: includes the expected task format (consideration the genre), the purpose 
(expected form and communicative function or the nature of information in the text), 
the clear knowledge of the criteria (task instructions), the weighing (focusing on the relative 
contribution of the different parts/aspects of the test), the text length, the constraints (i.e. 
speededness, additional resources, and more), and the expected writer-reader relationship 
(addressee information);

•	 setting = administration: incorporates physical conditions (venue, background noise, 
lighting, and more), uniformity of administration (same specifications for all test takers), 
and the security involved (controlled access); and

•	 linguistic demands = text input and output: the focus is on the lexical resources 
(vocabulary), structural resources (morpho-syntax), the discourse mode (considerations 
of genre, rhetorical task, and pattern of exposition), the functional resources (referring to 
the fulfillment of the intended communicative purpose of the writing), and the content 
knowledge (background and the subject matter knowledge). 

Also important to mention here is that, unlike most of the other a priori validation efforts, 
ascertaining validity of contextual (content) features such as the appropriateness of the 
lexical resources, structural resources, or the discourse mode can be undertaken empirically 
(quantitatively) as well. 

The last a priori puzzle-piece in the jigsaw that is validation (and ultimately the degree of validity) 
of a particular issue of writing assessment is in the operationalization stage, where we define 
instructions on how to, essentially, obtain reliable scores. called scoring validity by Weir (2005, 
117), Shaw and Weir list the a priori considerations as follows (2007, 146):

•	 criteria and type of the rating scale: focuses in essence on the marking scheme and the 
different approaches to assigning a number to the measurement (i.e. primary trait scoring 
vs. holistic scoring vs. analytic scoring);

•	 rater characteristics: identified as one of the biggest causes of score variability when it 
comes to writing assessment; the rater is observed both in terms of the rater-candidate 
and the rater-item interactions (again dividable into physical/physiological, psychological, 
and experiential characteristics); 
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•	 rating process: different prescribed rating procedures (such as for example the principled and 
pragmatic two-scan approaches, the read through approach, or the provisional mark approach);

•	 rating conditions: includes the setting (on site or at home, for example), the medium of 
the writing performance (handwritten vs. electronic), time constraints (deadlines), and 
scaffolding (ways in which examiners are advised); and

•	 rater training: perhaps the most crucial aspect in achieving higher levels of inter-rater 
agreement (lowering the influence of severity and other effects that stem from the rater).

After having completed all of listed actions, and ultimately having arrived at a version of the test 
that in its content and specification reflects entirely the theoretical description of the behavior 
(ability) we are interested in measuring, it is time to administer the test and then see how much 
the results (scores) obtained do in fact conform to the expectation of validity we have built up in 
the design and operationalization stages.

4.2  A Posteriori Validation
One of the first aspects of validity that most research into test interpretation employs after 
the test has been administered is generally termed criterion validity. As indicated, it revolves 
around correlations with other comparable measures of the same ability. This is one of the 
go-to procedures in smaller-scale validation efforts, as it is simpler to set up in comparison to 
other procedures – all one needs is an established comparable existing (or future) measurement 
which is already considered as valid, to which you can make comparisons in terms of obtained 
measurements (scores). traditionally, we find two kinds of criterion-based validity: concurrent 
and predictive (Bachman 1990, 248). concurrent criterion relatedness involves one of the several 
commonly employed procedures: examining differences in test performance among individuals 
at different levels of proficiency, examining correlations among different measurements of the 
given ability, correlations with existing standardized tests, comparisons with teacher ratings, with 
informant data, with self-assessment, and with different versions of the same test (Weir 2005, 
209). Predictive criterion relatedness focuses on demonstrating a link between test scores and 
some future performance, where the test scores predict the criterion behavior of interest – for 
example, having a writing test serve as a predictor of place allocations in writing courses of 
different levels, or linking predictive criterion validity to comparison with external performance 
benchmarks such as the cEFR, for example (Weir 2005, 209). In particular, for the purposes of 
writing assessment, Shaw and Wier list the following three procedures (2008, 230):

•	 cross-test comparability: the procedure encompasses the effort of comparing different and 
yet related language proficiency measures (such as comparing the ratings of two different 
tests and ascertaining the levels of their relatedness);

•	 comparison with different versions of the test: relies on the existence of a relationship 
between two or more different versions of the test involving the same test takers and other 
comparable conditions; and

•	 comparison with external standards: using standardized and reputable existing 
measurements (such as national graduation (Matura) exams or well-known British 
council or ESOL examinations) as benchmarks for making comparisons to.

The statistical methodology of pursuing further aspects of a posteriori validity then becomes 
increasingly more complex than just looking at the correlation coefficients one would normally 
find in criterion-related validity. This is the reason why we mostly see them in more serious 
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validation efforts, starting with the focus on scoring validity in an empirical sense. A posteriori 
analysis of the obtained scores looks into rating scales, inter- and intra-rater agreement, 
moderation of scores, and then beyond into use and consequences (Weir 2005), and as such 
involves complex dealing with quantitative data. A posteriori analysis of scoring validity involves 
focusing on two major aspects (Shaw and Weir 2008, 190) that are also strongly grounded in 
statistical methodology:

•	 post-exam adjustments: they include statistical methods (such as scaling or Rasch 
measurements) aimed at artificially correcting scores based on the attested interplay of 
different features surrounding the test (severity and leniency, central tendency, and more); 
and 

•	 grading and awarding: the final process is the one of assigning cut-off scores and issuing 
certificates (if applicable).

However, one can argue that this part of empirical validation deals much more with consistency 
of measurement (and hence reliability) than what we would normally understand as validity, 
even if we look at them as merged. Hence, most a posteriori efforts at validation in the strictest 
sense revolve around construct validation in its narrow meaning. Empirical construct validation 
focuses on finding empirical evidence (in terms of correlations and experimentation) which 
goes towards confirming or disproving a particular interpretation of the obtained test scores 
(Bachman 1990, 260). It functions in terms of two very broad approaches at gathering validity 
evidence – correlational (and other psychometric methods) and experimental approaches. The 
correlational approaches can be seen as either exploratory or a confirmatory. The exploratory 
approach concentrates on identifying the traits that influence test performance by examining the 
correlations4 among a large set of measures. The confirmatory approach focuses on a particular 
hypothesis about the traits and attempts to confirm or reject it. On the other hand, the classical 
experimental design for testing hypotheses (which has up to recently received less attention) 
involves attempts at manipulating the variables involved in a testing situation, such as example 
pre-test/post-test experimentation, and similar (Bachman 1990, 258–66).

Finally, looking beyond the test and the scores, we have the social effect a test use may have, 
usually observed within the framework of consequential validity. This involves us considering the 
ethical basis of validity as incorporating deliberations which are neither scientific nor technical, 
and which focus on the influence of a particular (educational) system on the interpretation of 
a test, as well as on the washback effect that test use has on that particular system in reverse 
(1990, 279). In practice, this means observing (see Bachman (1990, 280–84) and Weir (2005, 
210)):

•	 the rights of the test-takers (secrecy, confidentiality, privacy); 
•	 the values inherent in test developers and raters; 
•	 the values inherent in the particular social system; 
•	 background knowledge; and 
•	 influence on teaching and learning.

4 Related psychometric approaches also include factor analysis, multi-trait-multi-method investigation, and more.
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5 Direct Assessment of Writing – The Cutting Edge and 
Outlook
If we review the entire discussion presented in the previous two sections, looking at both the 
general push and pull within development of writing assessment and at the issues of reliability 
and validity within language testing in general, and assessing writing in particular, we can with 
some degree of confidence suggest a global outline of what validity in terms of direct assessment 
of writing entails, and how it can be supported:

•	 validity entails the application of scientific rigor to the process of interpretation of test 
scores by focusing on both rational argument and empirical evidence;

•	 even though it can be observed as a conceptual whole, validity is in essence comprised 
of different aspects and this division is extremely useful when it comes to the practical 
(empirical) conduct of validation efforts;

•	 reliability is to be considered as an integral part of overall validity, and especially so when 
it comes to writing assessment;

•	 writing as a language skill deserves special consideration when it comes to its theoretical 
description within the larger concept of language competence; and

•	 equal attention should be given to the a priori and a posteriori efforts of ensuring validity.

If we were to translate this general overview, emerging from the overall discussion, into practical 
steps needed to assure the highest possible degree of validity, we can dilute them into a validation 
checklist, as follows in Figure 1 below (largely revolving around and adapted from the Shaw and 
Wier (2007)). Following a list such as this one can lead any practitioner to easily pinpoint most 
of the steps they need to take when setting up the assessment, and can/should take after they 
have administered the test, in order to ensure the highest level of validity in the context of the 
notoriously problematic phenomenon that is the assessment of writing. 

In the end, when it comes to further development of securing validity within assessing writing 
ability, it is hard to foresee any new theoretical movements in the future. The core deliberations 
regarding the nature of validity in educational (and psychological) testing took place between 
1950s and 1990s, culminating in the extensive account presented by Mesick in 1989. Similarly, 
Bachman’s (1990) translation of Messick’s (1989) influential account into the framework of 
language testing basically set the ultimate theoretical underpinnings of validity for this particular 
field, and even added the somewhat novel consideration of incorporating reliability within 
validity. However, Bachman’s account cannot be seen as bringing anything conceptually new 
with regards to Messick (perhaps only adding the said notion of reliability being merged with 
validity), nor can any other account seen as coming after his. The real contribution he and 
other of the authors discussed in this paper made was in furthering the practice of validation 
and fine-tuning the outline of the sources of evidence and procedures one should focus on to 
address different aspects of unified validity. This is the direction the development of validity and 
validation research in terms of language assessment, and in particular that of writing, will most 
likely follow in the future, with conceptual novelty highly unlikely in this content (apart from 
any possible changes related to our understanding of the construct itself ).

One of the areas that will see particular development is the validation of scoring, both in an a 
priori and a posteriori sense. A priori, the development will most likely focus on rating scales and 
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their application. For instance, one of the more interesting directions the advance of rating scales 
is taking is in moving away from the vague ‘can do’ and ‘has got’ descriptors often found in rating 
scales to the actual (linguistic) features being weighted and ticked off as present (or not) in relation 
to ratings. This represents the first step of actually turning away from a purely ‘judging’ perspective 
predominant in rating writing performances to a more ‘counting’ oriented one. Likewise, a posteriori, 
the shift to a more ‘counting’ oriented approach would mean the introduction and reliance on new 
methods of score adjustment, quality assurance (via agreement studies), computer-aided processes 
being introduced on a wider scale, eye-tracking investigations, and more.

 

Figure 1. A summary of the prototypical validity effort of any writing assessment. Figure 1. A summary of the prototypical validity effort of any writing assessment.



22 Nikola Dobrić  Reliability, Validity, and Writing Assessment: A Timeline

References
Alderson, J. charles, caroline clapham, and Dianne Wall. 1995. Language Test Construction and Evaluation. 

cambridge: cambridge University Press.

American Psychological Association. 1955. Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing and Manuals. 
Washington, Dc: Author.

Applebee, Arthur N. 1981. Writing in the Secondary School: English and the Content Areas. Urbana, IL: National 
council of teachers of English.

Bachman, Lyle F. 1990. Fundamental Considerations in Language Testing. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bachman, Lyle F., and Adrian S. Palmer. 1996. Language Testing in Practice: Designing and Developing Useful 
Language Tests. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Breland, Hunter M. 1983. The Direct Assessment of Writing Skill: A Measurement Review. College Board Report No. 
83–6. New York: Educational testing Service.

Brown, Rexford. 1978. “What We Know Now and How We could Know. More about Writing Ability in 
America.” Journal of Basic Writing 1 (4): 1–6. 

campbell, David, and D. Fiske. 1959. “convergent and Discriminant validation by the Multitrait-Multimethod 
Matrix.” Psychological Bulletin 56 (2): 81–105. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0046016.

campbell, David, and Julian c. Stanley. 1966. Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research. Boston: 
cengage Learning.

chan, Eric K. H. 2014. “Standards and Guidelines for validation Practices: Development and Evaluation of 
Measurement Instruments.” In Validity and Validation in Social, Behavioral, and Health Sciences, edited by 
Bruno D. Zumbo and Eric K. H. chan, 9–24. New York: Springer.

coffman, William E. 1971. “On the Reliability of Ratings of Essay Examinations in English.” Research in the 
Teaching of English 5: 24–36.

cooper, charles R. 1977. “Holistic Evaluation of Writing.” In Evaluating Writing: Describing, Measuring, Judging, 
edited by charles R. cooper and Lee Odell, 3–31. Urbana: National council of teachers of English. 

cooper, charles R., and Lee Odell, eds. 1977. Evaluating Writing: Describing, Measuring, Judging. Urbana: 
National council of teachers of English.

coward, Ann F. 1952. “A comparison of two Methods of Grading English compositions.” Journal of 
Educational Research 46 (2): 81–93. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.1952.10882003.

cronbach, Lee J. 1990. Essentials of Psychological Testing. 5th Ed. New York: Harper & Row.

cronbach, Lee J., and Paul E. Meehl. 1955. “construct validity in Psychological tests.” Psychological Bulletin 52: 
281–302. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0040957.

Davies, Alan, ed. 1968. Language Testing Symposium. A Psycholinguistic Perspective. London: Oxford University 
Press.

Davies, Alan, and catherine Elder. 2005. “validity and validation in Language testing.” In Handbook of Research 
in Second Language Teaching and Learning, edited by Eli Hinkel, 795–813. Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates. 

D’Este, claudia. 2012. “New views of validity in Language testing.” EL.LE 1 (1): 61–76. https://doi.
org/10.14277/2280-6792/5p.

Diederich, Paul B., John Winslow French, and Sydell t. carlton. 1961. “Factors in Judgments of Writing 
Ability.” ETS Research Bulletin 1961 (15): i–93. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2333-8504.1961.tb00286.x.

Diederich, Paul B. 1974. Measuring Growth in English. Urbana: National council of teachers of English. 



23LANGUAGE

Douglas, Dan. 2000. Assessing Language for Specific Purposes. cambridge: cambridge University Press.

Ericsson, K. Anders, and Herbert A. Simon. 1993. Protocol Analysis: Verbal Reports as Data. cambridge, MA: 
MIt Press.

Godshalk, Fred I., Frances Swineford, and William Eugene coffman. 1966. The Measurement of Writing Ability. 
New York: college Entrance Examination Board. 

Hobbs, catherine L., and James A. Berlin. 2001. “A century of Writing Instruction in School and college 
English.” In A Short History of Writing Instruction: From Ancient Greece to Modern America, edited by James J. 
Murphy, 247–89. Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Hopkins, Levi Thomas. 1921. The Marking System of the College Entrance Examination Board. cambridge: The 
Graduate School of Education, Harvard University. 

Huddleston, Edith M. 1952. “Measurement of Writing Ability at the college‐Entrance Level: Objective 
vs. Subjective testing techniques.” ETS Research Bulletin Series 1952 (2): 165–213. https://doi.
org/10.1002/j.2333-8504.1952.tb00925.x.

Hunt, Kellogg W. 1977. “Early Blooming and Late Blooming Syntactic Structures.” In Evaluating Writing: 
Describing, Measuring, Judging, edited by charles cooper and Lee Odell, 91–106. Urbana: National council 
of teachers of English.

Huot, Brian. 1990. “Reliability, validity, and Holistic Scoring: What We Know and What We Need to Know.” 
College Composition and Communication 41 (2): 201–13.

Huot, Brian, Peggy O’Neill, and cindy Moore. 2010. “A Usable Past for Writing Assessment.” College English 72 
(5): 495–517.

Jacobs, Holly L., Stephen A. Zinkgraf, Deanna R. Wormuth, v. Faye Hartfiel, and Jane B. Hughey. 1981. Testing 
ESL Composition: A Practical Approach. Rowley, MA: Newbury House. 

Kane, Michael t. 1992. “An Argument-Based Approach to validity.” Psychological Bulletin 112 (3): 527–35. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.112.3.527.

—. 2001. “current concerns in validity Theory.” Journal of Educational Measurement 38 (4): 319–42. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-3984.2001.tb01130.x.

Lado, Robert. 1961. Language Testing: The Construction and Use of Foreign Language Tests: A Teacher’s Book. New 
York: McGraw-Hill.

Loevinger, Jane. 1957. “Objective tests as Instruments of Psychological Theory.” Psychological Reports 1957 (3); 
635–94. https://doi.org/10.2466%2Fpr0.1957.3.3.635.

McIntyre, Philip N. 1993. “The Importance and Effectiveness of Moderation training on the Reliability of 
teachers’ Assessments of ESL Writing Samples.” MA Thesis, Department of Applied Linguistics, University 
of Melbourne.

McNamara, tim F. 1996. Measuring Second Language Performance. Harlow: Addison Wesley Longman.

Messick, Samuel. 1975. “The Standard Problem. Meaning and values in Measurement and Evaluation.” 
American Psychologist 30 (10): 955–66. 

—. 1989. “validity.” In Educational Measurement, edited by Robert Linn, 13–103. Washington, Dc: American 
council on Education and National council on Measurement in Education.

Miller, David M., and Robert L. Linn. 2000. “validation of Performance-Based Assessments.” Language Testing 
24 (4): 367–78. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F01466210022031813

Mullis, Ina v. S. 1980. Using the Primary Trait System for Evaluating Writing (Report No. 10‐W‐51). Denver: 
National Assessment of Educational Progress, Education commission of the States. 

Nikolov, Marianne, ed. 2009. Early Learning of Modern Foreign Languages: Processes and Outcomes. clevedon: 
Multilingual Matters.



24 Nikola Dobrić  Reliability, Validity, and Writing Assessment: A Timeline

Ruch, Giles Murrel. 1929. The Objective or New-Type Examination: An Introduction to Educational Measurement. 
chicago: Scott, Foresman and co.

Scott, W. 1917. “A Fourth Method of checking Results in vocational Selection.” Journal of Applied Psychology 1: 
61–66. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0073494.

Shaw, Stuart D., and cyril J. Weir. 2007. Examining Writing: Research and Practice in Assessing Second Language 
Writing. cambridge: cambridge University Press.

Starch, Daniel, and Edward c. Elliott. 1912. “Reliability of the Grading of High-School Work in English.” School 
Review 20 (7): 442–57.

Sheppard, Everett M. 1929. “The Effect of Quality of Penmanship on Grades.” Journal of Educational Research 
19 (2): 102–5.

Sigott, Günter. 1994. “Language test validity: An Overview and Appraisal.” AAA: Arbeiten aus Anglistik und 
Amerikanistik 19 (2): 287–94.

—. 2004. Towards Identifying the C-Test Construct. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

Stalnaker, John M. 1936. “The Problem of the English Examination.” Educational Record 17: 140–43. 

Thorndike, Edward L. 1918. “The Nature, Purposes and General Methods of Measurements of Educational 
Products.” In The Measurement of Educational Products – National Society for the Study of Education Yearbook, 
edited by Guy Monteose Whipple, 16–24. chicago: National Society for the Study of Education.

traxler, Arthur E., and Harold A. Anderson. 1935. “Reliability of an Essay test in English.” School Review 43 (7): 
534–40. 

tsai, constance Hui Ling. 2002. “Issues of validity in the Assessment of Writing Performance.” Teachers College, 
Columbia University Working Papers in TESOL & Applied Linguistics 4 (2): 1–3.

tyler, Ralph W. 1934. Constructing Achievement Tests. columbus: Bureau of Educational Research, Ohio State 
University.

Weigle, Sara c. 1994. “Effects of training on Raters of ESL compositions.” Language Testing 11 (2): 197–223. 
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F026553229401100206.

—. 2002: Assessing Writing. cambridge, UK: cambridge University Press. 

Weir, cyril J. 2005. Language Testing and Validation: An Evidence-Based Approach. Houndgrave, UK: Palgrave.

Weir, cyril J., Ivana vidakovic, and Evelina D. Galaczi. 2013. Measured Constructs: A History of Cambridge 
English Language Examinations 1913–2012. cambridge: UcLES/cambridge University Press.

White, Edward M. 2001. “The Opening of the Modern Era of Writing Assessment: A Narrative.” College English 
63 (3): 306–20. https://doi.org/10.2307/378995.

Wiseman, Stephen. 1949. “The Marking of English compositions in Grammar School Selection.” British Journal 
of Educational Psychology 19: 200–209. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8279.1949.tb01622.x.

—. 1956. “Symposium: The Use of Essays in Selection at 11+.” British Journal of Educational Psychology 26: 
172–79. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8279.1957.tb01390.x.

Yancey, Kathleen Blake. 1999. “Looking Back as We Look Forward: Historicizing Writing Assessment.” College 
Composition and Communication 50 (3): 483–503. https://doi.org/10.2307/358862.

Zumbo, Bruno D. 2007. “validity: Foundational Issues and Statistical Methodology.” In Handbook of Statistics 
26: Psychometrics, edited by c. R. Rao and S S. Sinharay, 45–79. Amsterdam: Elsevier Science.

—. 2009. “validity as contextualized and Pragmatic Explanation, and Its Implications for validation Practice.” 
In The Concept of Validity: Revisions, New Directions and Applications, edited by Robert W. Lissitz, 65–82. 
charlotte: Information Age Publishing.



25LANGUAGE

How to P(l)ay with Words? The Use of Puns in 
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this paper aims at describing the most frequent ways of creating puns and classifying them 
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the perspective of Sperber and Wilson’s relevance theory (1995) and the behavioural AIDA 
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exploited in British and Serbian bank offers, and whether there are any language- and culture-
specific features in terms of punning.
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How to P(l)ay with Words? The Use of Puns in 
Online Bank Advertisements in English and ...

Serbian in Light of Relevance Theory
1 Introduction
Advertisements are very often characterised by the inventive use of language and unorthodox 
semantic functions of words. Figures of speech, also known as tropes and rhetorical figures, 
are widely employed, especially, as Leech (1966, 183) points out, because of their striking and 
memorable quality. Dyer (1982, 152) states that the purpose of figurative language is to create 
effects, attract attention and arouse emotions by breaking or exploiting rules. In this way, she 
argues, emotive associations are linked to the product. 

A pun as a rhetorical figure plays an important role within the persuasion process, since it 
cleverly disguises certain messages in advertisements. McGuire (2000) emphasises the persuasion 
effect of using figurative language in communications and claims that rhetorical figures are often 
used: (a) to enhance attention to an advertisement; (b) to increase its believability along with 
the amount of information a consumer remembers; (c) to influence a consumer’s mood; and 
finally, (d) to persuade them to purchase products or services. Sternkopf (2005, 227) adds that 
advertising language is highly ambiguous, since clear and concrete statements are avoided and 
vague utterances are used to activate numerous layers of potential interpretation. 

This paper aims to explain the frequent puns1 employed in bank advertisements and to highlight 
their structure. It is interesting to observe how language is used in financial advertising, since 
people are generally cautious about the claims and tempting messages in bank offers. The idea is 
to explore whether puns are similarly used in two languages, and whether there are any culture-
specific features attached to their use. 

2 Theoretical Framework 
The function of puns in advertising is explained and analysed in this paper from the perspective 
of Sperber and Wilson’s relevance theory (1995), an inferential approach to pragmatics, later 
slightly modified and updated (Wilson and Sperber 2004), and the behavioural AIDA model, 
both of which are explained in the following sections.

2.1 Relevance Theory
Building upon Grice’s cooperative principle and violation of maxims (1989), Wilson and Sperber 
centre their argument around the claim that the expectations of relevance raised by an utterance 
are precise and predictable enough to help the hearer infer the speaker’s meaning (2004, 607). 
According to relevance theory, the search for relevance is a basic feature of human cognition. 
Hence, any input (e.g. an utterance) is regarded as relevant “when its processing in a context 
of available assumptions yields a positive cognitive effect” (Wilson and Sperber 2004, 608). It 
is argued that the more positive cognitive effects an utterance produces and the less processing 
effort it requires, the more relevant that utterance will be.

1 In this paper both terms – puns and wordplays – will be used interchangeably as synonyms to indicate the same deliberate 
semantic exploitation of words and phrases.
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The concept of ostensive-inferential communication is crucial in this theory. There are two 
intentions in communication:

a. the informative intention (the intention to inform the hearer of something) and
b. the communicative intention (the intention to have one’s informative intention 

recognised)

Once the speaker’s informative intention is recognised, the communicative intention is fulfilled 
and understanding is achieved. In other words, the hearer must first realise that the speaker has 
the intention to communicate something. The process of this communication actually involves 
the use of an ostensive stimulus “designed to attract an audience’s attention and focus it on the 
communicator’s meaning” (Wilson and Sperber 2004, 611), which means that only relevant 
stimuli will be noticed. More precisely, this stimulus needs to be optimally relevant, i.e. to fulfil 
the following two conditions if communication is to be successful: (1) to be relevant enough to 
be worth the audience’s processing effort; and (2) to be the most relevant and economical one for 
the audience to process and understand it easily. Otherwise, the utterance will be uninterpretable 
and the speaker’s meaning unidentifiable. 

tanaka (1994, 26) points out that although an utterance may communicate many assumptions, 
not all of them are intended at the same time by the speaker, as some are purely accidental. 
Among the intended assumptions, some are communicated explicitly while others are implicit. 
According to Sperber and Wilson (1995, 182), explicatures are assumptions obtained by the 
development of the logical forms encoded by an utterance. On the other hand, implicatures 
include contextual assumptions (implicated premises) and contextual implications (implicated 
conclusions) derivable from the proposition expressed by the utterance (1995, 194–195). 
They underline the fact that comprehension process is not linear. Instead, “hypotheses about 
explicatures and implicatures are developed in parallel against a background of expectations 
which may be revised or elaborated as the utterance unfolds” (Wilson and Sperber 2004, 615). 
The hearer starts with the decoded linguistic meaning with the least processing effort, which 
must be then contextually enriched at the explicit level and complemented at the implicit level 
up until the resulting interpretation meets his expectation of relevance and the speaker’s meaning 
is yielded (Wilson and Sperber 2004, 613). Along the way there may be ambiguities to resolve, 
ellipses to interpret, metaphors and ironies to interpret, etc.

In terms of online advertising, attracting attention seems to be rather a challenging task because 
online competition is so vast and seemingly unlimited. Users now have greater control over 
choosing sites and products they see online or even excluding the advertising content with the help 
of application software. Therefore, many advertisements can be unnoticed or completely ignored. 
In other words, if the ostensive stimulus produced by the addresser fails to catch the attention of the 
audience, no communication can take place. Alternatively, when a potential buyer or client pays 
attention to a given ostensive stimulus, they find it relevant and want to continue processing it.

Byrne (1992) uses relevance theory for the analysis of the text to illustrate the role of linguistic 
style in advertising, which is used as a tool for conveying meanings beyond the ones verbalised. 
Such analysis can thus help in disambiguation, examination of different contextual implications 
and some typical features of advertising text. tanaka (1994, 64) thinks that relevance theory 
offers the best framework for the analysis of the role of puns in advertising and the question 
of processing effort. Puns, however, may present a problem for this approach, because extra 
processing effort is needed for their interpretation. In this case, puns can be analysed as cases 
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of layering in communication. As tanaka (1992, 96) argues, puns do achieve optimal relevance 
exactly because the ostensive stimulus is the most economical way for the advertiser to achieve 
many of the intended contextual effects. This means that the production of an utterance which is 
apparently uninterpretable at one level may be used as an ostensive stimulus at another (Sperber 
and Wilson 1987, 751). Without going through the whole process, the audience would ignore 
the advertising caption and the message would lose its strength. 

to put it in simpler terms, puns are extensively used in advertising although they make the 
hearer invest additional processing effort which would influence relevance. Nonetheless, positive 
cognitive effects compensate for the extra processing efforts used to resolve the pun, and these 
outweigh potential disadvantages (Díaz-Pérez 2012, 29). However, if a pun requires too much 
processing effort, the effect may be counterproductive, as it can produce confusion or even 
scepticism towards the product. 

From the perspective of relevance theory, puns in advertising can be analysed in terms of the 
interpretation process involved (based on tanaka 1994, 62–82)2 in the following ways:

1. two meanings are activated; one interpretation is to be rejected since it makes no sense 
and gives place to the intended one – nonsense puns,

2. the rejected interpretation provides access to encyclopaedic knowledge, which is then 
used in processing the intended interpretation – context-based puns,

3. one interpretation is activated; however, the message insinuates some things otherwise 
indecent or inappropriate to be overtly expressed – insinuating puns,

4. two (or more) meanings are activated and both of them are actually communicated – 
complex puns. 

tanaka (1994, 62) states that “the essence of the pun lies in its access to multiple interpretations”. 
Puns are successful if the hearer activates more than one interpretation of a given utterance no 
matter whether one interpretation is intended to be rejected or not. If two meanings are to be 
recovered and communicated, they have to reinforce one another. 

Whatever linguistic or extralinguistic devices are used, the advertiser’s main intentions are always 
the same – attracting and maintaining the audience’s attention, making them remember the 
advertisement, associating the product with desirable qualities and persuading them to buy it. 
This is directly related to the AIDA model discussed in the next section.

2.2 AIDA Model
In order to properly understand the reasons for employing wordplay in advertising, we also 
need to emphasise a cognitive marketing concept crucial for the main aspects and functions of 
advertising communication, i.e. the behavioural AIDA model developed by Elmo Lewis (Strong 
1925). This acronym stands for (attracting) Attention, (raising) Interest, (establishing) Desire 
and (initiating) Action, describing the sequential mental processes that may occur when the 
consumer sees an advert. It is used as a basic framework to explain how an advertising message is 
created, how it works and what linguistic means are used to make it effective. Different functions 
are realised with the use of language forms and images, i.e. different means can be used for 

2 The boundaries between these types of pun are not clearcut, but rather a matter of degree (tanaka 1994, 65). The ultimate 
message is reached when more than one interpretation is combined.
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a specific function (e.g. the use of trigger words, the choice of syntactic forms, direct reader 
addressing, metaphors, puns, etc.).

According to Kotler and Armstrong (2012, 417–18), the AIDA model suggests the desirable 
qualities of a good and effective message, which should, ideally, get attention, hold interest, 
arouse desire, and obtain action. However, not many messages actually take the consumer 
through all four steps, from awareness to purchase; instead, the model presents a solid theoretical 
starting point for establishing advertising objectives. They, further, emphasise that marketing 
communicators must decide what to say (the message content) and how to say it (the message 
structure and format).

Regarding the message content, the communicator first identifies an appeal that will produce a 
desired response and motivate purchase. There are three types of appeals:

(a)  rational appeals, 
which relate to the audience’s self-interest and show the product’s benefits;

(b)  emotional appeals, 
which provoke either positive (love, joy, humour) or negative emotions (fear, guilt);

(c)  moral appeals, 
which are directed to an audience’s sense of what is right or wrong. 

Regarding the structure and format, communicators have a range of different options to use. 
Structurally, they can, for example, draw conclusions for the product or let buyers make their 
own inferences by asking questions; they can present the strongest arguments first or last; or 
they can mention only the product’s strengths or also admit its shortcomings. Formally, they can 
attract attention by using novelty, eye-catching pictures and headlines, distinctive colours, size 
or position, and so on. 

Finally, Horky (2009) suggests how the AIDA model can be used in internet marketing, which 
is shown in Diagram 1. He notices that business objectives can be reached by combining 
the characteristics of traditional and internet marketing with elements of effective marketing 
communication models.

As can be seen from the diagram, there are numerous ways to realise the AIDA steps. However, 
it is quite rare to find an advert with a one-to-one relationship with the various steps proposed 
by the concept, since two or more steps normally merge together (vestergaard and Schrøder 
1985, 50). consequently, the functions of language partially overlap and coincide, so a clear 
demarcation is not always possible. 

The use of puns, as will be shown throughout the paper, is an effective way to realise all these 
steps, and thus they are frequently applied in commercial advertising. Puns surprise and provoke 
readers, as they have to decipher deeper meanings and solve a puzzle, after which they become 
interested in the product and they are more likely to eventually buy it. The product is hence 
promoted by “creating humour, attracting the reader’s attention and adding persuasive force to 
the message” (Laviosa 2005, 25). With a puzzle to solve, the reader’s attention is captured and 
the ultimate message, be it rather simple and obvious, is much more appealing. 
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3 Puns in Advertising
Puns refer to “the use of words or phrases to exploit ambiguities and innuendoes in their meaning, 
usually for humorous effect” (Collins Cobuild online dictionary). More precisely, as Delabastita 
(1996, 128) explains, puns contrast “linguistic structures with different meanings on the basis 
of their formal similarity”, which can be complete – homonymy, or partial – homophony, 
homography and paronymy. The context itself is vital, since it allows for multiple readings to 
be triggered and the pun to be activated and realised. Otherwise, these instances are regarded as 
unintentional wordplay. As Partington (2009, 1799) explains, “it is the interplay, the enforced 
switching from one mode of interpretation to another […] which is at the heart of a great part 
of wordplay.” 

Crystal (2003, 405) points out that the two unrelated meanings of a single word are suddenly 
and unexpectedly brought together, and the consequent incongruity makes us laugh. Apart 
from their humorous effect, wordplay also captures and holds the attention of the audience 
(for different functions of wordplay, cf. Thaler 2016, 51–52). This is a very useful attention-
getting device based on intended ambiguity and alternative interpretations, which arise from 
the confrontation of similar forms but different meanings. According to Leech (1966, 184), 
ambiguity can be defined as a many-to-one relationship between levels, where: 

a) different meanings are expressed by using the same word – polysemy, as in one British 
bank offer:
Sort your overdraft
where the verb to sort triggers two possible meanings – ʻto arrange’ and ʻto deal with’; or

b) different meanings are expressed by words with the same phonological or graphological 
form – homonymy, as in one Serbian bank offer: 

 

 

Diagram 1. AIDA model in internet marketing.
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Nije u redu da čekate u redu. Pređite na e-banking! 

[It is not all right to wait in a queue. Switch to e-banking!]3

where the Serbian phrase u redu is repeated in two different senses, as a phrase – ʻto be all 
right / ok’ and as a preposition + noun – ʻin a queue’. 

Even though they are thought to be inappropriate for serious discourse, due to their humorous 
nature and intention, puns are a perfect choice for advertising (Sherzer 1985). Redfern (1984, 
131) thinks that the utility of puns in this context lies in the fact that they are highly economical 
in terms of advertising space, otherwise rather costly. 

Although both advertising agencies and some influential copywriters in the 1960s and 70s (e.g. 
Ogilvy 1964; caples 1974) were reluctant to admit that using a pun is extremely productive and 
effective, many research studies that followed proved that puns are popular rhetorical figures in 
advertisements. For instance, Leech (1966) lists the inventive and imaginative use of language as 
an important linguistic device available to copywriters when creating advertising material; Redfern 
(1984) thoroughly analyses puns using examples from advertisements and literature; cook (1992) 
discusses the impact of puns in perfume and car advertisements; tanaka (1994) observes that 
punning is an essential device in advertising; Myers (1994) speculates that puns appeal to readers 
because more work and time is required to process them and explains some popular examples; 
Leigh (1994) finds an abundance of puns in print ad headlines; both McQuarrie and Mick 
(1996) and tom and Eves (1999) highlight the importance of language games and ambiguity. In 
an experimental setting, van Mulken, van Enschot-van Dijk, and Hoeken (2005) show that the 
presence or absence of puns has a significant impact on the respondents’ appreciation of the related 
slogans. They state that puns give the audience both a pleasurable experience and intellectual 
satisfaction after solving a semantic riddle, which in turn may lead to a more positive attitude 
towards the product (van Mulken, van Enschot-van Dijk, and Hoeken 2005, 708). Furthermore, 
Djafarova (2008) explores the interpretation processes of puns in print advertisements of tour 
operators and discusses intended meanings in relation to the background and inferential knowledge 
of the audience. Labrador et al. (2014) focus on the rhetorical structure and the linguistic features 
of persuasive language in online advertisements of electronic products. They also identify puns 
and regard them as instances of language play indicating informal style. In a marketing-oriented 
research study, choi, taylor, and Lee (2017) investigate whether advertisements with puns are 
more effective and if they influence consumers’ attitude toward the brand.

Although numerous research studies have been conducted with the aim of revealing semantic 
peculiarities in commercial advertising, very few have addressed and investigated the matter in 
a specific advertising sector – financial products and services (cf. Albers-Miller and Straughan 
2000; Adams and cruz García 2007; Lazović 2014). trust in banks has declined in recent years 
due to the significant, negative impact the global financial crisis has had on ordinary people’s lives. 
Moreover, as a result of severe competition, banks are constantly trying to restore and retain trust 
by offering safety, security and reliability in the post-crisis period. For that reason, advertisements 
for financial products have their own unique features compared to other types of advertisements, 
such as the abundance of restrictions, the key role of numbers, factual and objective tone, 
infrequent use of neologisms, etc. (Adams and cruz García 2007). Bank advertisements present 
banks as trustworthy and reliable, while emphasising their stability and security. They often play 

3 All the examples in Serbian are translated into English by the author. 
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on audiences’ aspirations, which, as they promise, are easily affordable and accessible. They are 
regarded as more serious compared to advertisements for cosmetic products, food and drink 
products, etc. However, they also share some typical or universal characteristics, such as short, 
dense texts, usually with the abundance of ellipsis, in the form of slogans, clichés and telegraphic 
descriptions of a product emphasising its advantages (Lazović 2014). 

In light of relevance theory, advertisements use a range of devices to attract the attention of 
potential buyers. These devices frustrate the expectation of relevance they have created, because 
the audience will try to discover the hidden meaning. The ultimate message is usually obvious, 
although disguised so as to be more appealing and challenging to decipher. Puns, for example, 
create extra positive cognitive effects, and in such a way increase the relevance of both the 
advertisement and the message(s) conveyed. The message is in this way communicated with 
more strength. While solving the puzzle the audience’s attention is retained longer, and thus once 
the pun is comprehended it is often remembered (tanaka 1994, 71). Increased memorability is 
thus a major advantage derived from more processing effort. The longer the pun takes to process, 
the more likely the audience will memorise it. On the other hand, if there is no pun and the 
message is straightforward, this considerably lowers the chances of the audience remembering 
advertisements and possibly reacting to them.

Surprisingly enough, the advertiser is not concerned with a positive impact of the pun. Even if 
some people find a pun obscure or irritating, this will still be welcomed by the advertiser, since 
they consider that in terms of product recognition evoking any kind of reaction, either positive 
or negative, is better than evoking no reaction. 

4 Research Questions and Research Methodology
This research study investigates puns in advertisements found in the UK and Serbian bank offers 
online. The analysis of online bank advertisements is conducted in order to reveal the structure 
of puns exploited in the two languages. Several research questions are addressed:

1. Are puns a common technique in the UK and Serbian bank advertisements?
2. Is the structure of puns the same in the two languages?
3. Does the usage vary between languages and is this variation culturally-bound?
4. What are possible interpretations of puns in light of relevance theory?

This comparative analysis features a particular type of advertisements, namely bank advertisements, 
because advertisements for financial services are thought to be among the most boring and predictable 
of those from any sector (Myers 1999, 38). Jewler (1992, 49) notes the problems copywriters face 
when they have to write a caption for a bank account and struggle to think of yet another way 
of saying that “our interest rates on long-term certificates of deposit aren’t the worst in town”. In 
addition, it is a highly competitive category, with new banks constantly emerging. It is thus very 
challenging for banks to compete, because in the public’s mind there is not much that differentiates 
one institution from another (Jewler 1992, 49). Finally, bank advertisements are chosen in order to 
examine the claim proposed by Adams and cruz García (2007, 143) that press adverts for financial 
products infrequently use puns, and to investigate whether this applies to online adverts as well.

The analysis of different puns in this paper is based on the self-compiled corpus. Online bank 
advertisements were continually followed and collected over the course of one year, i.e. from 
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May 2012 to May 2013. The analysed corpus comprises 570 Serbian and 770 UK online bank 
advertisements offering services on the official home pages of the 32 most prominent banks 
operating in the UK and 33 banks operating in Serbia at the time of corpus collection. All the 
advertisements are planned, aimed and directed at consumers rather than corporations. In order 
to provide a consistent and uniform data sample of advertising text to be analysed, the following 
criteria were applied for advertisement selection:

1. An advertisement is found on the homepage of the commercial bank regardless of the 
position on the page and the size.

2. An advertisement either features bank’s services or services of their partners.
3. An advertisement for financial products is directed at the general public rather than at 

experts.
4. An advertisement is either text-based (e.g. only slogans), graphic-based (e.g. only images) 

or most often, both text- and graphic-based.
5. Multimedia elements, such as audio and video sequences, are not included in the corpus.
6. The product or service advertised belongs to the retail personal banking sector, not private, 

business or corporate banking sector. 
7. Only the text found in the advertisement is analysed, whilst detailed descriptions and 

explanations4 found on the transferred sites are excluded.

For this type of comparative analysis, the instances of puns are first identified and then classified 
according to their underlying structure. The representative examples are further interpreted 
within the advertising context following the principles of relevance theory to reveal hidden 
meanings. The study is qualitative and exploratory in nature. Since the discussion centres around 
the verbal component, visual puns are excluded from any further discussion.

5 Findings 
This part focuses on different structures of puns, examples of which are illustrated and explained. 
The primary purpose of the present study is to build upon the prior research (tanaka 1992, 
1994; Byrne 1992; Díaz-Pérez 2000, 2012) and examine the use of puns in bank advertisements 
using the two frameworks previously introduced. 

In order to make puns effective, different linguistic features are exploited along with different 
forms of knowledge about the world and culture. Thaler (2016, 52) observes that there is an 
almost unlimited range of possibilities to modify linguistic material creatively, which makes it 
difficult to offer any comprehensive list of wordplay structure (for one possible taxonomy of 
puns in English cf. Koren 2012).

Based on the recurrent types of wordplay in bank adverts and different language levels exploited, 
the classification offered here is a slightly modified and expanded version of the one found in 
Delabastita (1996, 130–31). The idea is to illustrate and describe the most common instances 
found in both corpora. Puns are therefore classified into six groups, five of which concern different 
linguistic structures, while the sixth heavily relies on extralinguistic knowledge. Nevertheless, it 
should be pointed out that the boundaries between these groups are not clear-cut, since different 

4 The detailed overviews of services along with explanations and details on loan repayment, interest rates, additional benefits, 
terms, etc. do not constitute an advert anymore, and as such could be analysed separately.
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levels of language are often simultaneously activated for a single pun to be understood, e.g. 
graphological, morphological, lexical, syntactic, and textual. 

5.1 Graphological Structure
Puns based on the bank name incorporated with other words were found only in the Serbian 
corpus, as illustrated in examples (1) and (2). The name of the bank is followed by the service, 
merging into the slogan or advertising phrase:

(1)  OTPakujte vaše račune   [Unpack your accounts]
(2) OTPlaćujte stan sa lakoćom!  [Repay your flat with ease!]

The wordplay is based on grapho-morphological merging. Unlike English, Serbian has a simple 
and logical spelling system, where each of 30 letters in the alphabet corresponds to one sound. 
In Example 1, OTP, the name of the bank, is combined with the word pakovati [to pack], to 
produce the new word otpakujte [to unpack; imperative, 2nd person plural]. In the second one, 
the compound consists of the bank’s name and the word plaćati [to pay] resulting in otplaćujte [to 
repay; imperative, 2nd person plural]. These new coinages indirectly imply that the bank easily 
enables those services. Generally speaking, coinages are created to give uniqueness, vigour and 
impact to the advertising message (Dyer 1982, 150). Using relevance theory and considering the 
fact that both advertisements promote bank services, the pun is used to provide additional positive 
cognitive effects and implicated contextual assumptions, which could be recovered as (i) and (ii):

i. Our bank is always there to help you with important decisions (account activation, 
repayment). 

ii. These services are very simple and easy to get when compared to other banks. 

In addition, the well-established acronym of the bank, PBB banka (Privredna banka Beograd), is 
cleverly incorporated in the slogan in the following two examples: 

(3) Planirajmo Bolju Budućnost   [Let’s Plan Better Future]

(4) Praktičnije Bolje Brže   [More Practical Better Faster]

The acronyms trigger two interpretations, both of which perfectly fit the context. The bank helps 
you plan a better future and is more practical, better and faster in terms of services and costs 
compared to others. These implications also create a positive image of the bank.

Another bank advertises a credit card called Panter [Panther]. The caption goes as follows: 

(5) Kupuj sigurrrno i nosi pantera sa sobom!

[Buy safely and carry a panther with you!] 

The humorous reading is reinforced with the image of the person patting a real panther, as the 
card is both textually and visually presented as an animate entity.5 The caption further contains 
an onomatopoeic wordplay triggered by altered spelling, not reflected in the translation, since 
the word sigurrrno, features three r’s, which imitate the sound of a panther angrily growling.

5 Along with puns, metaphors are very common in bank advertisements. However, they are not further addressed nor analysed 
in this paper. 
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Wordplay based on graphological structure is rather scarce in the British advertisements analysed 
in this study. There is, though, one that promotes a special credit card and a special current 
account with the same name – as shown in examples (6) and (7):

(6) 123 credit card 

Get cashback on everyday spending

(7) 123 current account

Switch your current account with our 

5-Star Rated Switcher Service

The numbers are directly associated with the benefits obtained if you choose these services. 
Literally, it means that you will get 1–3% cashback depending on where you use the credit card 
(1% at all major supermarkets, 2% at all major department stores and 3% at all major petrol 
stations). Also, you can earn 1–3% cashback if you pay household bills using this current account. 
In these two examples the pun may not be immediately obvious, as the audience is satisfied with 
the first interpretation – the name of the service matches the amount of cashback. However, the 
effective combination of the benefits and the simile as easy as 123 enables another reading and 
expands the existing one. When this intended interpretation is recovered and processed, the 
following implicated contextual assumptions about the services are created:

iii. It is extremely easy and simple to activate this current account / this credit card. 

iv. These services are both easy to get and use.

Yet again, the bank contributes to the creation of positive cognitive effects which reinforce a 
positive image of the advertised product and/or service. At the same time, the bank improves the 
chances of attracting more clients and promoting services in the best possible way.

5.2 Morphological Structure
As noted by Delabastita (1996, 130), in most morphological puns “words are construed as 
compounds or derivatives in a way which is etymologically ̒ incorrect’ but semantically effective.” 
No example was found to illustrate compounds which lost their original transparency, as in 
breakfast, for example. Instead, the puns in the corpora mostly rely on grapho-morphological 
structure and originate from the assumption that the given words are analysable units sharing the 
same root or affixes. The following advertising messages in (8) and (9) illustrate this type of pun:

(8) Sve(t) na dohvat ruke!     

implying two possible meanings referring to the use of cards: 

  1. Sve na dohvat ruke! [Everything at your fingertips!]

  2. Svet na dohvat ruke!  [The world at your fingertips!]

Although sharing the same letters, sve [everything] and svet [the world] are unanalysable units, 
which are not related. cleverly disguised into the message aiming to promote a credit card, this 
pun calls for two interpretations with clear positive cognitive effects being:
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v. With our card you can buy everything all over the world. 

vi. You can use the card anywhere.

vii. Our bank offers you everything. 

Furthermore, the unrelated free morphemes fun and fund are brought together in (9):

(9) Putting the fun into fundraising

The advertiser emphasises this link while assigning new meanings. As a result, the audience may 
think of fundraising as an enjoyable and pleasant activity, and hence encouraged to collect and 
donate money. 

In addition, new word combinations in bank offers are also produced by adding a letter to the 
existing word, as shown in examples (10) and (11):

(10) Bez brige. Kredit je (o)siguran. 

 implying two possible meanings: 

  1. Bez brige. Kredit je siguran.  [No worries. The loan is safe.]

  2. Bez brige. Kredit je osiguran.  [No worries. The loan is insured.] 

(11) Proveri pa poveri

 implying two possible meanings referring to the savings – first, check    
 terms, offers and rates of other banks and then entrust your money:

  1. Proveri   [check]

  2. Poveri    [Entrust] 

Such grapho-morphological combinations additionally reinforce multiple readings and maintain 
multilayered communication between the advertiser and audience. 

5.3 Lexical6 Structure – Polysemy 
Myers (1994, 66) observes that wordplay based on polysemy is far more common in advertising 
than that based on homonymy. Puns based on different meanings of polysemic words are 
ubiquitous in the corpus. Moving from literal to figurative meaning back and forth, these words 
trigger multilayered communication and thus positive associations. The following example (12) 
in Serbian illustrates this: 

(12) Sve karte su u vašim rukama   [All cards are in your hands] 

The noun karte [cards] can refer literally to debit / credit cards the bank offers and the caption 
would then read: you hold all the cards in your hands. This interpretation would produce positive 
cognitive effects, such as (viii) and (ix), and maybe even (x):

6 The term lexical is used here in a broad sense, including both the forms and meanings of words. In terms of punning, lexical 
items are both carefully chosen and deliberately manipulated to trigger multilayered meanings. Although I am fully aware 
that the terminology is not the most appropriate for the analysed semantic phenomenon, I decided to follow the classification 
found in Delabastita (1996). I would like to thank the reviewer for their insightful comments on this point. 
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viii. I can use the cards quickly and easily.

ix. The cards are always there when I need them.

x. This bank offers everything I need.

The whole phrase can convey a figurative meaning ʻto have control over your decisions’, further 
implying something along the lines of (xi) and (xii):

xi. You have full control over your finances if you use our cards. 

xii. Our bank helps you decide what is best for you.

The full potential of the pun is reached when both literal and figurative interpretations are 
simultaneously activated. 

Moreover, there is an interesting advert for an energy efficiency loan, as shown in example (13): 

(13) Bez promaje – i u stanu i u novčaniku 

 [No draught7 – neither in your flat nor in your wallet]

The first part of the sequence is interpreted in its literal sense, because a draught occurs when doors 
and windows are not properly sealed. Reducing air leakage in your home prevents excessive energy 
loss, but also reduces bills and minimises costs. The 'saving money' interpretation is activated with 
the second part, which is rather challenging for translation, since the idiomatic phrase promaja 
u novčaniku in Serbian means ʻthe wallet is empty’, i.e. a person is penniless, but to the British 
a draught in your wallet does not evoke the same association and as such would be confusing. 
Therefore, the implication is that your wallet will not be empty and you will save money.

The same process takes place in British bank offers, which is illustrated and explained in examples 
(14) and (15): 

(14) New mortgage? Good move. 

 See if we can find you a mortgage that will save you money

In this example, the polysemous nature of the noun move enables several messages to be 
communicated. Let us start with the more obvious ones, as in (xiii) and (xiv):

xiii. taking out a new mortgage at our bank is a good decision.

xiv. The process of changing homes will be smooth and will not cause any problems.

Both interpretations evoke positive associations and neither of them is rejected. Rather they 
complement each other since both are equally relevant for the audience. Furthermore, there is a 
possibility that this pun can also activate some deeper meanings, as suggested in (xv) and (xvi):

xv. A new mortgage will improve your way of living.

xvi. You will progress with a new mortgage.

7 The myth surrounding a draught is a socio-cultural phenomenon in Serbia since people tend to believe that it causes various 
problems (health problems included). 
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The phrase good move can also be connected with playing chess, hence it could be further 
speculated that the advertiser wanted to activate the concept of winning, since good moves 
increase the chances of winning both in sports and life. 

Another example of polysemous words and phrases in the British offers is shown in (15):

(15) Your account at your fingertips

 With our app or by text message

The caption includes the phrase at your fingertips, which can be understood literally – using your 
fingertips to type necessary information and click on the mobile app in order to access your 
account. When advertising mobile banking services, the intended meaning is more probably 
figurative – to have all the information about your account readily available and easily accessible.

Given the above-mentioned examples, it may be wrongly assumed that a pun almost always 
communicates two (or more) meanings. In the next example, one interpretation is rejected as 
irrelevant: 

(16) Sainsbury’s Nectar Credit Card

 Sweet shopping

The pun in example (16) centres around the adjective sweet, which in combination with the 
noun shopping triggers the figurative meaning to describe the activity which makes you feel 
happy and satisfied. The literal meaning of sweet is triggered in relation to the card’s name Nectar, 
only to be rejected as irrelevant.

5.4 Lexical Structure – Fractured Phraseological Units 
Another very common technique found in the analysed corpora is a play on phraseological 
elements, i.e. the use of well-known phrases, where fixed word combinations are altered in order 
to generate certain meanings by different modifications. Beasley and Danesi (2002, 123) claim 
that the clever use of phraseology both imparts a sense of proverbial qualities to the product and 
generates a high connotative index. Myers (1994, 73) also mentions fractured collocations, 
where one word is deliberately replaced or a collocation is used in a new context, thus evoking 
specialised meanings and settings. Examples found in the corpus illustrate the modifications of 
fixed phraseological units, which are either:

a) associated with financial products, and hence given new interpretations:

(17) Ima leka za dobro lečenje. 

 Finansijska podrška za medicinske ustanove. 

 [There is a cure for good treatment.

 Financial support for medical institutions] 

(18) 1 za sve  

 Sakupite sve svoje dugove u 1 kredit i plačajte manje!     
 [1 for all

 Collect all your debts into 1 loan and pay less!]
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(19) All’s not lost (even when your card is)

(20) Say no more to card usage fees

In the Serbian examples (17) and (18), the well-known idiom ima leka [there is a cure] refers to 
the bank’s financial support, which can help medical institutions provide good treatment, while 
the part of the musketeers’ motto ̒ one for all’ is unexpectedly linked to one loan and all the debts 
which are to be paid back. Similarly, in the English example (19), the well-known saying all’s not 
lost suggests that the situation can be improved, in this case when the card is lost. The informal8 
phraseological unit say no more in (20) implies that all the hidden meanings are understood and 
no more details are needed. Referring to additional fees, the following interpretation can also be 
derived – you will no more have to pay card usage fees.

b) slightly reworded within the bank advertising message:

(21) Sve vam je popušteno %  

 [Everything is discounted % for you]

(22) Od duplog glava ne boli! 

 [Double never hurts!]

(23) Bank your way with HSBC 

The past participle in example (21) within the phraseological units sve vam je oprošteno [you are 
forgiven everything] or sve vam je dopušteno [you are allowed everything] is changed to popušteno 
[discounted] and reinforced by the percentage sign, with the effect of attracting clients on the 
basis of a discount. In addition, example (22) in Serbian is a modified version of the idiom od 
viška glava ne boli [a little extra never hurts] applied to the interest rate for savings, which is 
doubled as part of the bank’s special offer. In their advertisement shown in example (23), the 
British bank changes the collocation make your way into bank your way, suggesting that you will 
progress if you use their services.

5.5 Syntactic Structure 
Syntactic ambiguity occurs when phrases or sentences can be parsed in more than one way, and 
it relies on the syntagmatic links between lexemes. For instance, the advertisement for a child’s 
savings account reads as follows:

(24) Štednja za decu  

 Blago deci!  

 [Savings for children

 Treasure to children! / Lucky children!]

On a surface level, the purpose of the caption in example (24) is twofold: (a) to promote savings 
and (b) to encourage parents to open such an account. However, by analysing its syntactic structure 
further, new interpretations appear. The slogan blago deci can be analysed as a noun (nominative 
case) + noun (dative case) combination. The noun blago [treasure] can refer to money, gold, jewellery 

8  Informal words and phrases are otherwise very rare in the register of bank advertising (Adams and cruz García 2007).
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or any accumulated wealth, but also figuratively, to prosperity and well-being. On the other hand, 
this combination can be analysed as an interjection + noun (dative case), which is used to express 
satisfaction, happiness and joy. Although it can also be used ironically to show envy and jealousy, 
this interpretation is rejected here. With a recovery of syntactic relations, the pun provides access 
to contextual assumptions, which contribute to several positive cognitive effects, among others:

xvii. By saving in our bank you will accumulate money for your children.

xviii. Your children are lucky because you save for them.

xix.   Your children will have treasure.

xx.   Your children will be prosperous. 

In example (25), the advertiser plays with the word bank. The message is also visually divided in 
two lines:

(25) Bank with the best… 

 Best Current Account Provider 

After reading the first line, the audience is very likely to process it as a noun + prepositional 
phrase, where dots create an anticipation effect. The idea is to make the reader fill in the gap with 
a service or a product the bank offers (e.g. Bank with the best interest rates / terms and conditions 
etc.). In other words, the reader wonders about the reasons why this bank is the best. Moving to 
the second line, there is a clear shift into a verb + prepositional phrase. The first interpretation is 
immediately rejected.

5.6 Shared Knowledge of culture and current Events
Finally, there is wordplay based on extralinguistic knowledge, where some influence of cultural 
elements and current affairs can be recognised. In Serbia, for example, politics is one of the most 
popular topics for discussion, so banks get their message across by reflecting and referring to 
political affairs, which are interwoven with everyday life, as in example (26):

(26) Koalicija dobrih uslova    [A coalition of good terms] 

This was the advertising message for a savings account during a post-election period, when 
the coalition agreement between two political parties was expected. Hence, the word koalicija 
[coalition] can refer both to the government formation of the two parties or literally, to the 
synthesis of good terms the bank offers. 

In addition, the services are offered in connection with current events, as is the case with the 
beginning of the academic year for students in October. One advert for the bank account, 
specifically designed for students and their needs, contains the message: 

(27) Pravo je vreme za desetku   [It’s the right time for ten]9

where desetka [ten] refers both to the highest student’s mark and to the name of the student’s 
account. 

9 In Serbia, the grading system at the tertiary level depends on the number of points obtained during the course and at the 
exam, ranging from 5 (insufficient) to 10 (excellent – exceptional). 
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In example (28), the advertisement draws upon popular cultural knowledge and stereotyping: 

(28) How do you like your bank account?

 Because everyone’s different, we offer a broad range of current account to suit   
 every taste.

The bank offers different current accounts by asking potential clients How do you like your bank 
account? along with the image of a teapot. Another interpretation is triggered only when a verbal 
message is interpreted along with the visual. The visual component is crucial here, since it evokes 
a habit of drinking tea and suggests the alternative readings, such as How do you like your tea?, 
making a parallel with the kind of current account that would suit the client’s taste. Therefore, a 
common British ritual is used to advertise the bank service. This causes the audience to use extra 
processing effort if they are to recover the alternative interpretation.

It should be noted, though, that the puns in (26)–(28) rely on shared knowledge between the 
advertiser and the audience in terms of cultural values, lifestyles and current events. Double 
interpretation is activated if and only if such knowledge exists. Otherwise, the pun would be 
unsuccessful and the intended message unclear to the audience.

6 Conclusion
The analysis presented in this paper revealed how the two languages are creatively used and 
how semantic rules are frequently broken in advertising. It was once again demonstrated that 
advertisements extensively use wordplay to maximise contextual implications and create a 
positive image of the focal product, regardless of language and culture. tanaka (1994, 82) thinks 
that these language devices attract and retain attention, while Beasley and Danesi (2002, 102) 
claim that if the advert’s textuality is ambiguous, it is more likely to create greater interest and 
generate appeal. As a consequence, this may affect the audiences’ attitudes to the advert, and 
ultimately, the advertised product. 

With regard to the research questions, this research study clearly demonstrated that puns are very 
useful attention-getting devices and that playing with linguistic and extralinguistic material is an 
effective advertising technique in both the British and Serbian bank offers. Both languages exploit 
the potential of punning even in more serious contexts, i.e. online bank advertisements, which is 
in contrast with the results for press advertisements for financial products reported by Adams and 
cruz García (2007). Formal and semantic aspects of lexical units are creatively used on different 
levels. Interestingly enough, Serbian proved to be equally productive in terms of punning 
when compared to English, unlike some other languages (for a comparison between English 
and Spanish cf. Díaz-Pérez 2012). The findings also showed that the Serbian advertisements 
exploited graphological potential more than the British offers. The most frequent puns found in 
both corpora were complex ones with at least two interpretations being simultaneously activated. 
Sometimes, though, shared knowledge between the advertiser and the audience is crucial for 
deciphering and understanding a pun. In addition, some of the examples presented in this study 
show that puns do not necessarily fulfil a humorous function, but primarily capture and hold the 
attention of the audience, which is in line with the AIDA model. 

This paper also demonstrated how relevance theory can be used to explain puns as ostensive 
stimuli in advertising discourse. Since they produce additional contextual effects, puns serve 
an important function in bank advertising and largely contribute to the overall and intended 
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interpretations and effectiveness of the message. These additional positive effects justify all the 
extra processing effort demanded from the audience to recover the intended message. As a result, 
puns are likely to be remembered, and so can further create a positive attitude towards the focal 
product or service. 

Finally, the examples in this paper were discussed in terms of their verbal component. 
Nonetheless, since images are equally important message carriers, future research could address 
visual puns and examine how these can reinforce or change intended meanings triggered by 
the accompanying verbal text, and how they function as ostensive stimuli. The image used can 
narrow down the possible choices of word meanings, encourage particular readings and help 
solve double interpretations. Therefore, it would be of great interest to examine the changes in 
meaning prompted by the accompanying visuals. 
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The Middle Construction in Minimalist Syntax: 
English and Slovenian

ABStRAct

The paper discusses the argument structure of the English middle construction and its Slovenian 
equivalent from the perspective of minimalist syntax. The paper first introduces Bruening’s 
(2012) recent approach to syntactic middle formation, which posits that middle sentences are 
derived via an operator that existentially quantifies over the open agent variable introduced by an 
active voice projection. Subsequently, the paper argues that the adverbial modifier in the middle 
construction is not a semantic argument of the null operator, contra Bruening (2012). Finally, 
the paper proposes that the reflexive morpheme se in the related Slovenian se-sentences plays a 
role of valency reduction similar to that of the null English operator.

Keywords: valency; middle construction; reflexive morpheme; syntactic minimalism; argument 
structure 

Srednjiška zgradba v minimalistični skladnji: 
angleščina in slovenščina

POvZEtEK

Pričujoči prispevek obravnava vezljivost angleške in slovenske srednjiške zgradbe z vidika 
minimalistične skladnje. Prispevek najprej predstavi Brueningovo (2012) skladenjsko 
razčlembo srednjiške zgradbe, kjer ključni del skladenjske izpeljave sloni na fonološko ničtem 
skladenjskopomenskem operatorju. v formalnopomenskem smislu je tovrstni operator funkcija, 
ki uvaja eksistencialni kvantifikator, ta pa se v pomenski ravnini veže s spremenljivko, ki jo 
uvaja jedro zveze glagolskega načina voice. Prispevek tudi predloži, v nasprotju z Brueningom 
(2012), da prislovna zveza v srednjiški zgradbi ni pomenski argument ničtega operatorja. v 
povezavi s slovenščino prispevek argumentira, da prosti morfem se igra podobno vlogo v povezavi 
z vezljivostjo kot angleški ničti operator.
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The Middle Construction in Minimalist Syntax: 
English and Slovenian
1 Introduction
The argument structure of the middle construction (1) has been a long-standing grammatical puzzle. 

(1) Politicians bribe easily.

The main point of contention in the formal literature relates to the syntactic representation 
of the implied agent argument of (1); that is, the person or people who can easily bribe the 
politicians. The problem is that the construction behaves inconsistently with respect to tests that 
diagnose the structural presence of the agent. On the one hand, the middle sentence in (1) differs 
from a prototypical passive construction (2) in that it cannot licence the by-phrase (3), by means 
of which the implied agent can be represented overtly. 

(2) The politician was bribed (by John).

(3) Politicians bribe easily (*by John).

What is puzzling, however, is that middles are able to select an instrumental with-phrase (4), 
which is also allowed in the passive (5), but not in the ergative anticausative construction (6), 
which is standardly analysed as completely omitting the agent argument in its syntactic, as well as 
semantic, representation (for an overview of recent approaches, see Alexiadou Anagnostopoulou, 
and Schäfer 2015, chapter 3). In this sense, it is often observed that the agent in the middle is 
only “implicit” (Klingvall 2005), so absent from the syntactic derivation.

(4) The door opens easily with a key.

(5) The door was opened with a key.

(6) The door opened (*with a key). 

The cross-linguistic grammatical properties of middles differ widely from language to language 
(Lekakou 2004). For instance, the Slovenian middle equivalent of sentence (4), which is given 
in (7), contains in its structure an additional category in the form of the reflexive morpheme se.

(7)  Vrata            se         zlahka odprejo s     ključem.
doors.nom   refl       easily    open      with key
“The door opens easily with a key.”

Apart from se, Slovenian middles differ from English ones in that they do not involve the so-
called generic repair strategy (Härtl 2012), which means that the majority of predicates are licit 
in the English middle construction if and only if the interpretation is generic (8b), whereas the 
equivalent of eventive (8a) is perfectly fine in Slovenian (9a).

(8)  a. *The bread cut.                                        

     Intended: “Somebody cut the bread.” 

b.  The bread cuts easily.
                                             (Levin and Rappaport-Hovav 1995, 95)
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(9)  a. Kruh              se      je        rezal.

    bread.nom     refl   aux       cut

    “Somebody was cutting the bread.”

b. Kruh              se       zlahka reže.

    bread.nom    refl    easily   cut

    “The bread cuts easily.”

The aim of this paper is to discuss how middle sentences can be syntactically accounted for, taking 
into consideration both their selection properties stated in (2–6) with respect to the implicit agent 
and the cross-linguistic structural properties that distinguish English middles from Slovenian ones 
(7–9). In terms of theory, the paper will follow a syntactic approach in the spirit of constructional 
minimalism (Ramchand 2008, Bruening 2012, Alexiadou, Anagnostopoulou, and Schäfer 2015, 
to name a few), in which the formation of lexically complex predicates, such as those in the middle 
construction, takes place entirely during the syntactic derivation. Within this framework, the 
paper will first present and discuss the empirical and theoretical advantages of Bruening’s (2012) 
recent proposal of syntactic middle formation in English, where the construction is derived by 
means of a null operator that targets the open agent variable that is introduced by a voice head. 
Subsequently, the paper proposes that the adverb, although obligatory in many middles, is not a 
semantic requirement of the null operator, contra Bruening (2012). Finally, the paper will discuss 
how Slovenian se-sentences are derived, and propose that se plays a similar role in semantics to the 
English middle operator, but has fewer selectional requirements. In this respect, the paper will also 
propose that sentences (9a) and (9b) are structurally the same (i.e., se has the same function in both 
sentences, in that it binds the open agent variable introduced by voice), with the only difference 
being that the event variable in (9b) is bound by a generic quantifier. 

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 lays out the theoretical framework and presents 
Bruening’s (2012) proposal as an alternative to the traditional lexical account of middle formation, 
and discusses how his syntactic approach elegantly accounts for the key properties of English 
middles, such as the arbitrary reference of the agent, the generic interpretation, and the licensing 
of the with-phrase. Section 3 discusses the role of the adverb in the middle construction in relation 
to Bruening’s (2012) operator. Section 4 discusses related Slovenian se-sentences and proposes a 
semantics for se contrasted with the English null middle operator. Section 5 is the conclusion.

2 Deriving Middles – From the Lexical Approach to a 
Minimalist Syntactic Account
2.1 Middle Formation in a Lexical Framework
The traditional approach to the derivation of the middle construction is the lexical account, in 
which the middle construction (11) is understood as a pre-syntactic derivational transformation 
(i.e., detransitivisation) of an otherwise active transitive sentence (10). 

(10) John reads this book easily.

(11) This book reads easily.
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Ackema and Schoorlemmer (1994, 65–67) describe a very detailed implementation of such an 
idea, which – at least to some degree – informs much subsequent work on middles (e.g., Marelj 
2004 for Slavic). The gist of their proposal is that there is a pre-syntactic level of representation 
called Lexical Conceptual Structure, which contains lexical rules that can modify the argument 
structure of a predicate like read before syntactic projection takes place. In this sense, they propose 
that there is a rule called Middle Formation that pre-syntactically transforms an otherwise active 
transitive entry, (12), into a middle one, (13).

(12) readactive (θActor, (θpatient))ext

(13) readmiddle (ARB, (θpatient))ext

Such a lexical approach is conceptually very appealing, as it accounts for a host of disparate 
grammatical facts of the middle construction. For instance, the transformation of the lexical entry 
read from (12) to (13) shows that the Middle Formation is an operation in which the agent θ-role 
is pre-syntactically realised as a non-projecting arbitrary participant (ARB in (13)). Since the agent 
is thereby saturated in the lexicon, it is not present in the syntactic component, which explains 
why middles cannot license the by-phrase, whose admissibility is otherwise assumed by the lexical 
approach to be contingent on some kind of structural presence of the external argument (e.g., for a 
passive sentence, which admits the by-phrase in contrast with a middle, Marelj (2004) assumes that 
the external argument is present in the syntax as a demoted oblique argument).

Notice, lastly, that lexical middle formation posits an argument-linking rule called Externalize, 
abbreviated with the superscript Ext in (12) and (13). This rule entails that the remaining θ-role 
is realised vP-externally; that is, as an external argument. The rule is assumed in order to explain 
a host of cross-linguistic data, such as the fact that middles morphosyntactically pattern with the 
intransitive unergative construction, which selects an external argument. For instance, in Dutch, 
middles – like unergatives – select the auxiliary verb have (14) in periphrastic tense constructions, 
whereas unaccusatives, which realise their sole argument vP-internally, select be (15).

(14) Dit vlees heeft/*is altijd gemakkelijk gesneden. (Dutch middle)

    this meat has   /  is always easily             cut.

    “This meat has always cut well.”

(15) De spanning is/*heeft dagenland toegenomen de spanning.   (Dutch unaccusative)

    the  tension   is/ has      for-days    increased.

    “The tension has increased for days.”

 (Examples taken from Ackema and Schoorlemmer 1994, 61, 64)

2.2 Introducing the External Argument in a Minimalist Theory 
of Grammar
In contemporary theories of grammar, however, there has been a longstanding aim to reduce the 
complexity of such a model – i.e., to make the grammar “more minimalist” in chomsky’s terms 
(2001) – by placing all the compositional burden of word-formational processes on the syntactic 
component (e.g., Marantz 1997; Ramchand 2008). One of the problems of a non-minimalist 
grammar that employs pre-syntactic rules for altering argument structure is that it invariably 
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leads to what Ramchand (2008, 15) calls “massively stipulated homonymies”; in the case of 
middles, this is the idea that there are actually two separate entries for the verb read – one regular 
active (12) and one middle (13) – in the English lexicon, which is additionally suspect from 
the point of view of learnability (Borer 2004).1 consequently, what is needed from the point 
of view of such constructional minimalism is a theory of middles in which the structural and 
selectional quirks of the construction (i.e., the licensing of with-phrases and the inadmissibility 
of by-phrases, their generic interpretation, their patterning with unergatives) are all handled 
during the syntactic derivation.

I start the discussion by looking at how the argument structure of a predicate is built in a 
minimalist theory of language. Since the main concern is the status of the agent in middles, 
the crucial component for this purpose is Kratzer’s (1996) influential proposal that the external 
thematic role of a predicate enters the syntactic derivation outside the lexical verb Phrase, which 
hosts solely the internal argument. In her proposal, a verb like read lexically denotes a relation 
between an event of reading and an entity (i.e., the patient) that is read in the event (16). 

(16) ⟦read⟧ = λx⟨e⟩.λe⟨s⟩.[read(e) ∧ patient(x, e)]

Note that the way the syntactic structure is built closely reflects the semantic requirements of 
a given predicate. concretely, the merger of the lexical item read and the DP the book, which 
results in the syntactic structure in (17), semantically corresponds to functional application, in 
that the verb read denotes a function (16) that selects the denotation of the DP the book as its 
first semantic argument, as shown in (18).

(17) The syntax of VP 
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(18) The semantics of merging V and DP

a. ⟦VP⟧ = ⟦V⟧(⟦DP⟧) = ⟦read⟧(⟦the book⟧) = 

b. λx⟨e⟩.λe⟨s⟩.[READ(e) ∧ PATIENT(x, e)](the book) = 

c. λe⟨s⟩.[READ(e) ∧ PATIENT(the book, e)]

At the next step of structure building, the external participant is introduced into the semantics 
of VP. To this end, VP merges in Kratzer’s system (1996) with a functional head labelled 
Voice, as in (19). Semantically, this head expands the denotation of VP, given in (18c), by 
transforming it into a two-argument function that selects an additional participant at the level 
of the intermediate projection Voice’; since read lexically denotes a dynamic event, the Voice
head identifies this participant as the agent of the event.2

(19) The syntax and semantics of VoiceP without an external argument

                                                
2 Some of the examples in the paper have bare plural nouns as internal arguments (e.g., Physics books read easily).
Strictly speaking, such DPs are semantically complex functions,

where they combine via Functional Application with the predicate in the same manner 
as the simple definite descriptor, which is of type ⟨e⟩ in (18c). 
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At the next step of structure building, the external participant is introduced into the semantics of 
vP. to this end, vP merges in Kratzer’s system (1996) with a functional head labelled voice, as in 
(19). Semantically, this head expands the denotation of vP, given in (18c), by transforming it into 
a two-argument function that selects an additional participant at the level of the intermediate 
projection voice’; since read lexically denotes a dynamic event, the voice head identifies this 
participant as the agent of the event.2

1 Such stipulated homonymy is even more apparent with causative predicates, where it is assumed in the lexicalist framework 
that there are three separate entries for the verb open – (i) the anticausative entry, as in This door openedanticausative, created by the 
process of anticausativisation, which involves pre-syntactic external argument deletion (Levin and Rappaport Hovav 1995); 
(ii) the middle entry, as in This door opensmiddle easily, created by Middle Formation as described in Section 2.1; and (iii) the 
default causative active entry, as in John openedcausative the door.

2 Some of the examples in the paper have bare plural nouns as internal arguments (e.g., Physics books read easily). Strictly 
speaking, such DPs are semantically complex functions, but for the purposes of this paper, I assume a simplified representation 
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(19) The syntax and semantics of VoiceP without an external argument

                    

To derive a prototypical transitive sentence such as John read the book, what the syntactic 
computation needs to do is simply merge the DP John in the [Spec,VoiceP] position to saturate 
the open variable of Voice’ (20b). The final semantics for VoiceP is given in (20c).

(20) The semantics of VoiceP with external argument John

a. ⟦VoiceP⟧= ⟦Voice’⟧(⟦John⟧) = 

b. λx⟨e⟩.λe⟨s⟩.[AGENT(x, e) ∧ READ(e) ∧ PATIENT(the book, e)](John) = 

c. λe⟨s⟩.[AGENT(John, e) ∧ READ(e) ∧ PATIENT(the book, e)]

2.3 A Syntactic Account of English Middles

There is an agreement in the syntactic literature (e.g., Bruening 2012, Legate 2014, Alexiadou,
Anagnostopoulou, and Schäfer 2015) that VP-external valency reduction (that is, the omission
of an overt external argument in middles, anticausatives, passives, etc.) occurs at the stage in 
which VoiceP is built. The proposal that I will now adopt for middles is taken from Bruening
(2012, 29–31).

Bruening suggests that the derivation of a middle sentence proceeds initially in the same
manner as that of a prototypical active transitive structure, in the sense that a VP containing 
the internal argument first merges with a Voice head introducing the open agent variable. The 
point of syntactic departure in the middle sentence, however, happens because it merges a
semantic operator that selects an unsaturated Voice projection (i.e., the denotation of the
intermediate category Voice’ in (19)), and thereby blocks the merger of a referring DP as the 
external argument. The semantics for such an operator are given in (21).

(21) ⟦MiddleOp⟧ = λf⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩.λg⟨s,t⟩.GNe∃x[f(x, e) → g(e)]

(Bruening 2012, 31)

According to (21), MiddleOp selects as its first semantic argument a syntactic category that 
logically corresponds to a function with an open agent variable, and maps it onto a scope where
the agent variable is bound by an existential quantifier. The second argument fed into (21) is 
an event modifier of type ⟨s,t⟩, which corresponds to the adverbial modification in middles 
(i.e., an adverb like easily is interpreted as a function from easy events to truth values; see the 
syntactic tree in (22) below).

Syntactically, note that Bruening’s (2012) proposal is cast within a theory of bare-phrase 
structure where operators can be merged before a grammatical head – Voice, in this case – fully
projects. Differently put, the semantics in (21) suggests that MiddleOp is merged in the [Spec,
VoiceP] position, but this position is canonically (e.g., in X-bar theory, whose notation the
paper has partially adopted) associated with nominal expressions (DPs saturating the agent
variable), and not with operators that select their own semantic arguments. Although such an
assumption is empirically and theoretically well motivated (see the discussion in Bruening 
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According to (21), MiddleOp selects as its first semantic argument a syntactic category that 
logically corresponds to a function with an open agent variable, and maps it onto a scope where 
the agent variable is bound by an existential quantifier. The second argument fed into (21) is an 
event modifier of type ⟨s,t⟩, which corresponds to the adverbial modification in middles (i.e., an 
adverb like easily is interpreted as a function from easy events to truth values; see the syntactic 
tree in (22) below).

where they combine via Functional Application with the predicate in the same manner as the simple definite descriptor, 
which is of type ⟨e⟩, in (18c).
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Syntactically, note that Bruening’s (2012) proposal is cast within a theory of bare-phrase structure 
where operators can be merged before a grammatical head – voice, in this case – fully projects. 
Differently put, the semantics in (21) suggests that MiddleOp is merged in the [Spec, voiceP] 
position, but this position is canonically (e.g., in X-bar theory, whose notation the paper has 
partially adopted) associated with nominal expressions (DPs saturating the agent variable), and 
not with operators that select their own semantic arguments. Although such an assumption is 
empirically and theoretically well motivated (see the discussion in Bruening 2012, 27–28), it 
seems that the whole derivation can be simplified – at least for ease of exposition – by assuming 
that MiddleOp heads its own phrase and selects a voiceP which has not merged an external 
argument in its specifier slot. That is, the vP of a middle construction merges with a special 
voice head, which introduces an open agent variable, but does not require a filled specifier slot.3 
I thus propose that an English middle construction has the syntactic representation in (22).

(22) 

2012, 27–28), it seems that the whole derivation can be simplified – at least for ease of 
exposition – by assuming that MiddleOp heads its own phrase and selects a VoiceP which has 
not merged an external argument in its specifier slot. That is, the VP of a middle construction 
merges with a special Voice head, which introduces an open agent variable, but does not require 
a filled specifier slot.3 I thus propose that an English middle construction has the syntactic 
representation in (22).

(22)

Applying MiddleOp to the specifier-less Voice projection, the syntactic derivation arrives at
the semantic representation of the middle sentence This book reads easily that is given in (23).

(23) The interpretation of This book reads easily

a. ⟦MiddleOp⟧(⟦VoiceP⟧)(⟦easily⟧) =

b. λf⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩.λg⟨s,t⟩.GNe∃x[f(x, e) → g(e)](λx⟨e⟩.λe⟨s⟩.[AGENT(x, e) ∧ READ(e) ∧
PATIENT(the book, e)]) (λe⟨s⟩.[EASY(e)]) =

c. GNe∃x[[AGENT(x, e) ∧ READ(e) ∧ PATIENT(the book, e)] → [EASY(e)]]

Since the existentially bound agent variable is within the scope of a generic quantifier, i.e. GN, 
the final interpretation of a sentence such as This book reads easily, given in (23c), is 
Generally, whenever someone reads the book, she does so easily.

Such a semantics and its corresponding syntactic derivation account for many of the properties 
of middles discussed in Section 2.1. First, recall that, cross-linguistically, middles do not 
pattern morphosyntactically with unaccusative sentences, which merge their sole argument 
VP-internally, but rather with unergative sentences, which merge their argument VP-
externally, in that they select the auxiliary have instead of be in periphrastic tense constructions 
in languages such as Dutch (examples (14)–(15)). On the current account, the patterning with 
unergatives simply follows from the fact that middles contain a Voice projection whose head
semantically brings about the external participant. Such a VoiceP is also present in unergatives 
and transitives, but not in unaccusatives, which is why they select be. Furthermore, note that 
the English middle construction can only be headed by a lexically transitive predicate (24a), in 
contrast with a prototypical unaccusative sentence (24b).

(24) a. Obedient daughters raise/*rise easily.

                                                
3 This assumption is in line with recent work on the grammatical properties of the Voice domain (e.g., Legate 
2014; Alexiadou, Anagnostopoulou, and Schäfer 2015), whose central claim is that languages employ a set of 
different Voice heads with unique selectional (e.g., a Voice head may or may not introduce the external participant 
variable) and syntactic (e.g., a Voice projection may or may not require a filled specifier slot) properties.
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3 This assumption is in line with recent work on the grammatical properties of the voice domain (e.g., Legate 2014; Alexiadou, 
Anagnostopoulou, and Schäfer 2015), whose central claim is that languages employ a set of different voice heads with 
unique selectional (e.g., a voice head may or may not introduce the external participant variable) and syntactic (e.g., a voice 
projection may or may not require a filled specifier slot) properties.
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but not in unaccusatives, which is why they select be. Furthermore, note that the English middle 
construction can only be headed by a lexically transitive predicate (24a), in contrast with a 
prototypical unaccusative sentence (24b).

(24) a. Obedient daughters raise/*rise easily.

   b. The sun rises/*raises in the east. 

                                                           (Examples from Schäfer 2007)

An additional advantage of this syntactic approach is that it does not need to posit a special 
lexical operation whereby the external participant in the middle is realised as an arbitrary agent 
(Fagan 1992; Ackema and Schoorlemmer 1994; Lekakou 2004; Marelj 2004). The arbitrary 
flavour simply comes from the fact that the existentially bound agent variable x occurs within 
the scope of the generic operator (which binds a situation variable); that is, the final LF of a  
middle sentence in (23c), which corresponds to the paraphrase Generally, whenever someone reads 
the book, she does so easily, is interpretatively very similar to Fagan’s (1992) proposed paraphrase 
Anyone can read this book easily, in the sense that “anyone” is simply “someone” who differs from 
one generic situation to another. conceptually, then, such a syntactic account allows us to derive 
a middle sentence without recourse to a transformative phase in the lexicon that pre-syntactically 
turns a verb like read, which is inherently transitive, into a middle variant with an independently 
posited arbitrary agent role (cf. (12)–(13)).

The greatest advantage of the derivational syntactic account, however, is that it offers a principled 
formal explanation as to why a middle sentence licenses an instrumental with-phrase. Recall 
that, in this respect, the middle sentence in (25a) patterns with the regular active sentence in 
(25b), but not with the anticausative structure in (25c) formed from the same predicate.

(25) The licensing of an instrumental with-phrase

  a. Middle: This door opens easily with a key.

  b. Active: John opened this door with a key.

  c. Anticausative: The door opened (*with a key).

Bruening (2012, 27) proposes that with is interpretatively a function that selects the denotation 
of its syntactic complement DP, which denotes some instrument used by the agent, as its first 
semantic argument.

(26) 

b. The sun rises/*raises in the east.

(Examples from Schäfer 2007)

An additional advantage of this syntactic approach is that it does not need to posit a special
lexical operation whereby the external participant in the middle is realised as an arbitrary agent
(Fagan 1992; Ackema and Schoorlemmer 1994; Lekakou 2004; Marelj 2004). The arbitrary 
flavour simply comes from the fact that the existentially bound agent variable x occurs within 
the scope of the generic operator (which binds a situation variable); that is, the final LF of a  
middle sentence in (23c), which corresponds to the paraphrase Generally, whenever someone 
reads the book, she does so easily, is interpretatively very similar to Fagan’s (1992) proposed 
paraphrase Anyone can read this book easily, in the sense that “anyone” is simply “someone” 
who differs from one generic situation to another. Conceptually, then, such a syntactic account 
allows us to derive a middle sentence without recourse to a transformative phase in the lexicon
that pre-syntactically turns a verb like read, which is inherently transitive, into a middle variant 
with an independently posited arbitrary agent role (cf. (12)–(13)).

The greatest advantage of the derivational syntactic account, however, is that it offers a 
principled formal explanation as to why a middle sentence licenses an instrumental with-
phrase. Recall that, in this respect, the middle sentence in (25a) patterns with the regular active
sentence in (25b), but not with the anticausative structure in (25c) formed from the same 
predicate.

(25) The licensing of an instrumental with-phrase

a. Middle: This door opens easily with a key.

b. Active: John opened this door with a key.

c. Anticausative: The door opened (*with a key).

Bruening (2012, 27) proposes that with is interpretatively a function that selects the denotation 
of its syntactic complement DP, which denotes some instrument used by the agent, as its first 
semantic argument.

(26) ⟦with⟧ = λx⟨e⟩.λf⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩.λy⟨e⟩.λe⟨s⟩.[f(y, e) ∧ ∃e’≤e[USING(x, e’) ∧ AGENT(y, e’)]]

Let us assume that there is an event e in which someone opens the door. The semantics in (26)
say that there exists a subevent of e – namely e’ –, in which a person interpreted as an agent y
opens the door by using an instrument x. In other words, what the preposition with does
semantically is it expands the denotation of the syntactic structure by introducing an additional
participant that interpretatively corresponds to the instrument.

Syntactically, the key idea behind (26) is that a with-phrase can only attach to a structure which 
contains an open agent variable, as seen in the fact that with obligatorily selects as its second
semantic argument a function of type ⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩. On the syntactic account, middles are indeed 
built on top of such a structure (VoiceP in (22)), hence the reason why a with-phrase is 
admissible. By contrast, an anticausative structure such as (25c) is standardly analysed as either 
omitting a Voice projection or containing one that is semantically vacuous, which means that 
the denotation of VP is not expanded to contain an agent variable.4 The denotation of a non-

                                                
4 According to Schäfer and Vivanco (2016), an anticausative sentence like This door opened simply means There 
was an event in which this door became open; since Voice is either not merged or semantically inert, no specific 
type of external participation is entailed. The syntactic and semantic lack of an external participant makes the 
sentence compatible with describing a number of possible situations in which the door becomes open; the external 
participant might be a non-human causer (e.g., The wind opened the door), or there even might not be any apparent 

Let us assume that there is an event e in which someone opens the door. The semantics in (26) 
say that there exists a subevent of e – namely e’ –, in which a person interpreted as an agent 
y opens the door by using an instrument x. In other words, what the preposition with does 
semantically is it expands the denotation of the syntactic structure by introducing an additional 
participant that interpretatively corresponds to the instrument. 

Syntactically, the key idea behind (26) is that a with-phrase can only attach to a structure which 
contains an open agent variable, as seen in the fact that with obligatorily selects as its second 
semantic argument a function of type ⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩. On the syntactic account, middles are indeed built 
on top of such a structure (voiceP in (22)), hence the reason why a with-phrase is admissible. By 
contrast, an anticausative structure such as (25c) is standardly analysed as either omitting a voice 
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projection or containing one that is semantically vacuous, which means that the denotation 
of vP is not expanded to contain an agent variable.4 The denotation of a non-expanded vP is 
of type ⟨s,t⟩ (a function from eventualities to truth values), as in (18c), so an instrumental PP 
cannot be structurally adjoined to it, as it would result in a type mismatch.

I believe that this is, from the point of view of minimalist theory, the best way in which the 
Instrument Generalization, which states that “an [instrumental PP] requires the explicit (syntactic) 
or implicit (semantic) presence of an agent in order to be realized syntactically” (Marelj 2004, 
116), can be accounted for in a formal manner.  The key advantage of the syntactic approach 
is that it re-states this rather informal – and quite vague – distinction between an agent that 
is present only implicitly and one that is present explicitly in much clearer terms: the implicit 
agent in a middle is one that begins its grammatical life as an open variable denoting a volitional 
participant, only to be later on saturated by existential closure brought about by an operator such 
as (21). Hence, because the agent is at one point an open variable, the with-phrase is admitted.

3 The Role of the Adverbial Modifier 
In this section, I propose an amendment to Bruening’s (2012) account related to the adverbial 
modifier, which is posited as a necessary requirement of the middle construction because 
MiddleOp introduces the generic operator GN. According to the literature on genericity (Krifka 
et al. 1995), a generic quantifier GN partitions the LF of a generic sentence into two parts – 
the restrictive and the nuclear scope. It is a necessary condition of such a two-part LF that the 
nuclear scope have semantic content (Krifka et al. 1995, 25–27), which explains why a sentence 
like This book reads *(easily) is ill-formed if easily is omitted. 

crucially, the semantics of MiddleOp currently predict that the LF partitioning is taken care of 
by the syntactic derivation itself; namely, by the fact that the operator requires an AdvP as its 
second semantic argument, which it then maps into the nuclear scope. I will now show that such 
a requirement is too strict to account for all English middles, and that the formal representation of 
MiddleOp should be simplified from its original formulation in (21), repeated here in (27), to (28).

(27) 

expanded VP is of type ⟨s,t⟩ (a function from eventualities to truth values), as in (18c), so an
instrumental PP cannot be structurally adjoined to it, as it would result in a type mismatch.

I believe that this is, from the point of view of minimalist theory, the best way in which the
Instrument Generalization, which states that “an [instrumental PP] requires the explicit 
(syntactic) or implicit (semantic) presence of an agent in order to be realized syntactically” 
(Marelj 2004, 116), can be accounted for in a formal manner.  The key advantage of the 
syntactic approach is that it re-states this rather informal – and quite vague – distinction 
between an agent that is present only implicitly and one that is present explicitly in much clearer
terms: the implicit agent in a middle is one that begins its grammatical life as an open variable
denoting a volitional participant, only to be later on saturated by existential closure brought 
about by an operator such as (21). Hence, because the agent is at one point an open variable, 
the with-phrase is admitted.

3 The Role of the Adverbial Modifier 

In this section, I propose an amendment to Bruening’s (2012) account related to the adverbial
modifier, which is posited as a necessary requirement of the middle construction because 
MiddleOp introduces the generic operator GN. According to the literature on genericity (Krifka 
et al. 1995), a generic quantifier GN partitions the LF of a generic sentence into two parts – the 
restrictive and the nuclear scope. It is a necessary condition of such a two-part LF that the 
nuclear scope have semantic content (Krifka et al. 1995, 25–27), which explains why a sentence
like This book reads *(easily) is ill-formed if easily is omitted.

Crucially, the semantics of MiddleOp currently predict that the LF partitioning is taken care of 
by the syntactic derivation itself; namely, by the fact that the operator requires an AdvP as its 
second semantic argument, which it then maps into the nuclear scope. I will now show that 
such a requirement is too strict to account for all English middles, and that the formal 
representation of MiddleOp should be simplified from its original formulation in (21), repeated 
here in (27), to (28).

(27) ⟦MiddleOp⟧ (original version) = λf⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩.λg⟨s,t⟩.GNe∃x[f(x, e) → g(e)]
(28) ⟦MiddleOp⟧ (revised version)  = λf⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩.GNe∃x[f(x, e)]

What is key to the simplified semantics in (28) is that the adverbial modifier, although 
obligatory in many middles, is no longer a semantic argument of the operator itself. There are 
two pieces of evidence for this assumption and the consequent revision. First, there are middle 
sentences in English that are perfectly licit without an AdvP, as shown by the following two 
examples, taken from Marelj (2004, 125).

(29) This umbrella folds up.
(30) This dress buttons.

Despite the absence of the AdvP, the LF of such sentences is still partitioned into a restrictive 
and nuclear scope, as required by the generic quantifier. According to Marelj (2004, 127–128),
the LF partitioning has an extra-semantic source in contrast to the original semantics of 
MiddleOp in (27) – i.e., it is licensed by prosodic structure, in that “the focused part of an 
utterance with an operator such as [GN] is always in the [nuclear scope]” (Krifka et al. 1995, 
27). What then licenses an adverb-less middle sentence like example (30) is the placement of 
focus stress on the verb buttons (McConnell-Ginet 1994). Such focus placement brings about

                                                
external cause, as is evident by the fact that an anticausative sentence admits the by-itself phrase: The door opened 
by itself.

 

(28) 

expanded VP is of type ⟨s,t⟩ (a function from eventualities to truth values), as in (18c), so an
instrumental PP cannot be structurally adjoined to it, as it would result in a type mismatch.

I believe that this is, from the point of view of minimalist theory, the best way in which the
Instrument Generalization, which states that “an [instrumental PP] requires the explicit 
(syntactic) or implicit (semantic) presence of an agent in order to be realized syntactically” 
(Marelj 2004, 116), can be accounted for in a formal manner.  The key advantage of the 
syntactic approach is that it re-states this rather informal – and quite vague – distinction 
between an agent that is present only implicitly and one that is present explicitly in much clearer
terms: the implicit agent in a middle is one that begins its grammatical life as an open variable
denoting a volitional participant, only to be later on saturated by existential closure brought 
about by an operator such as (21). Hence, because the agent is at one point an open variable, 
the with-phrase is admitted.

3 The Role of the Adverbial Modifier 

In this section, I propose an amendment to Bruening’s (2012) account related to the adverbial
modifier, which is posited as a necessary requirement of the middle construction because 
MiddleOp introduces the generic operator GN. According to the literature on genericity (Krifka 
et al. 1995), a generic quantifier GN partitions the LF of a generic sentence into two parts – the 
restrictive and the nuclear scope. It is a necessary condition of such a two-part LF that the 
nuclear scope have semantic content (Krifka et al. 1995, 25–27), which explains why a sentence
like This book reads *(easily) is ill-formed if easily is omitted.

Crucially, the semantics of MiddleOp currently predict that the LF partitioning is taken care of 
by the syntactic derivation itself; namely, by the fact that the operator requires an AdvP as its 
second semantic argument, which it then maps into the nuclear scope. I will now show that 
such a requirement is too strict to account for all English middles, and that the formal 
representation of MiddleOp should be simplified from its original formulation in (21), repeated 
here in (27), to (28).

(27) ⟦MiddleOp⟧ (original version) = λf⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩.λg⟨s,t⟩.GNe∃x[f(x, e) → g(e)]
(28) ⟦MiddleOp⟧ (revised version)  = λf⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩.GNe∃x[f(x, e)]

What is key to the simplified semantics in (28) is that the adverbial modifier, although 
obligatory in many middles, is no longer a semantic argument of the operator itself. There are 
two pieces of evidence for this assumption and the consequent revision. First, there are middle 
sentences in English that are perfectly licit without an AdvP, as shown by the following two 
examples, taken from Marelj (2004, 125).

(29) This umbrella folds up.
(30) This dress buttons.

Despite the absence of the AdvP, the LF of such sentences is still partitioned into a restrictive 
and nuclear scope, as required by the generic quantifier. According to Marelj (2004, 127–128),
the LF partitioning has an extra-semantic source in contrast to the original semantics of 
MiddleOp in (27) – i.e., it is licensed by prosodic structure, in that “the focused part of an 
utterance with an operator such as [GN] is always in the [nuclear scope]” (Krifka et al. 1995, 
27). What then licenses an adverb-less middle sentence like example (30) is the placement of 
focus stress on the verb buttons (McConnell-Ginet 1994). Such focus placement brings about

                                                
external cause, as is evident by the fact that an anticausative sentence admits the by-itself phrase: The door opened 
by itself.

What is key to the simplified semantics in (28) is that the adverbial modifier, although obligatory 
in many middles, is no longer a semantic argument of the operator itself. There are two pieces 
of evidence for this assumption and the consequent revision. First, there are middle sentences in 
English that are perfectly licit without an AdvP, as shown by the following two examples, taken 
from Marelj (2004, 125).

(29) This umbrella folds up.

(30) This dress buttons.

4 According to Schäfer and vivanco (2016), an anticausative sentence like This door opened simply means There was an event in 
which this door became open; since Voice is either not merged or semantically inert, no specific type of external participation is 
entailed. The syntactic and semantic lack of an external participant makes the sentence compatible with describing a number 
of possible situations in which the door becomes open; the external participant might be a non-human causer (e.g., The wind 
opened the door), or there even might not be any apparent external cause, as is evident by the fact that an anticausative sentence 
admits the by-itself phrase: The door opened by itself.
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Despite the absence of the AdvP, the LF of such sentences is still partitioned into a restrictive and 
nuclear scope, as required by the generic quantifier. According to Marelj (2004, 127–128), the 
LF partitioning has an extra-semantic source in contrast to the original semantics of MiddleOp 
in (27) – i.e., it is licensed by prosodic structure, in that “the focused part of an utterance with 
an operator such as [GN] is always in the [nuclear scope]” (Krifka et al. 1995, 27). What then 
licenses an adverb-less middle sentence like example (30) is the placement of focus stress on the 
verb buttons (Mcconnell-Ginet 1994). Such focus placement brings about the LF in (31), where 
(a part of ) the denotation of the verb buttons is mapped into the nuclear scope. 

(31) 

the LF in (31), where (a part of) the denotation of the verb buttons is mapped into the nuclear 
scope. 

GNe∃x[[ ∧ gent (x, e) ∧ →

The LF in (31), in which C is taken to be a variable ranging over contextually relevant 
information, can be paraphrased as Whenever someone does something to this dress in a 
contextually determined event, she buttons it, where the contextually determined event is “most 
likely associated with some aspect of x putting on a dress in an appropriate way” (Marelj 2004, 
128).5 Such an LF, however, is not predicted by the original formulation of MiddleOp in (27), 
which banks on the assumption that the LF partition necessary requires the syntactic presence 
of an additional constituent (i.e., the adverbial modifier), which is then mapped into the nuclear 
scope.  In other words, this assumption goes against the adverb-less middle example (30), as 
the partitioning of its LF takes place without the additional piece of structure. 

The second piece of evidence lies in the fact that the operator’s requirement for a second 
semantic argument derives word order that is too rigid. To see this, recall from Section 2.3 that 
an instrumental with-phrase enters the derivation as a Voice adjunct. What is crucial is that this 
takes place before MiddleOp enters the structure, given that with semantically needs an open 
agent variable (26). Consequently, if MiddleOp had the semantics in (27), the word order would 
be invariably as in (32); namely, the AdvP would necessarily enter the structure higher than 
the with-phrase to satisfy the second semantic requirement of the operator, making the standard 
word order in (33) difficult, if not impossible, to derive.

(32) ?This door opens with a key easily. 
(33) This door opens easily with a key.

Additionally, it has been observed by Fellbaum (1986) that the AdvP cannot precede the verb 
in the middle construction (34), while such word order is possible in a non-middle anticausative 
structure (35):

(34) This book (*easily) reads (easily).
(35) Yesterday, the door (quickly) opened (quickly).

Schäfer (2007) claims that the difference in the potential placement of the AdvP follows from 
the fact that (34) is structurally richer than (35) (that is, it contains VoiceP) and from the 
additional assumption that the verb moves to the Voice head, as in (36a). By contrast, the 
anticausative sentence in (35) lacks the Voice layer, so the verb remains in situ (36b), and the 
adverb is able to precede it.

(36) a. [TP this book [T’ T [VoiceP [Voice’ Voice+reads [VP easily [VP reads this book]]]]]]
b. [TP this door [T’ T [VP quickly [VP opened the door]]]]

This fact can only be accounted for if the adverb is merged low in the structure as a VP adjunct, 
so before MiddleOp even enters the syntactic derivation. What follows, then, is that the adverb 
is not a semantic requirement of the operator itself. It is, however, needed in a sentence like 
This book reads easily by the generic quantifier because of the well-formedness condition on 
its bipartite scope structure (i.e., the nuclear scope mustn’t be empty and must contain non-
trivial information, cf. footnote 5). Crucially, this requirement on part of the quantifier is not 

                                                
5 In this sense, a sentence like *This book READS is still bad without the adverb because placing focus on reads
leads to trivial information getting mapped into the nuclear scope, as all books are such that one can read them, 
whereas not all dresses are such that one can button them (Marelj 2004).  

 (Adapted from Marelj 2004, 127) 

The LF in (31), in which c is taken to be a variable ranging over contextually relevant information, 
can be paraphrased as Whenever someone does something to this dress in a contextually determined 
event, she buttons it, where the contextually determined event is “most likely associated with 
some aspect of x putting on a dress in an appropriate way” (Marelj 2004, 128).5 Such an LF, 
however, is not predicted by the original formulation of MiddleOp in (27), which banks on 
the assumption that the LF partition necessarily requires the syntactic presence of an additional 
constituent (i.e., the adverbial modifier), which is then mapped into the nuclear scope.  In other 
words, this assumption goes against the adverb-less middle example (30), as the partitioning of 
its LF takes place without the additional piece of structure. 

The second piece of evidence lies in the fact that the operator’s requirement for a second 
semantic argument derives word order that is too rigid. to see this, recall from Section 2.3 that 
an instrumental with-phrase enters the derivation as a voice adjunct. What is crucial is that this 
takes place before MiddleOp enters the structure, given that with semantically needs an open 
agent variable (26). consequently, if MiddleOp had the semantics in (27), the word order would 
be invariably as in (32); namely, the AdvP would necessarily be higher in the structure than the 
with-phrase because of the second semantic requirement of the operator, making the standard 
word order in (33) difficult, if not impossible, to derive.

(32)  ?This door opens with a key easily. 

(33)  This door opens easily with a key.

Additionally, it has been observed by Fellbaum (1986) that the AdvP cannot precede the verb in 
the middle construction (34), while such word order is possible in a non-middle anticausative 
structure (35):

(34) This book (*easily) reads (easily).

(35) Yesterday, the door (quickly) opened (quickly).

Schäfer (2007) claims that the difference in the potential placement of the AdvP follows from the 
fact that (34) is structurally richer than (35) (that is, it contains voiceP) and from the additional 
assumption that the verb moves to the voice head, as in (36a). By contrast, the anticausative sentence 
in (35) lacks the voice layer, so the verb remains in situ (36b), and the adverb is able to precede it.

5 In this sense, a sentence like *This book READS is still bad without the adverb because placing focus on reads leads to trivial 
information getting mapped into the nuclear scope, as all books are such that one can read them, whereas not all dresses are 
such that one can button them (Marelj 2004).  
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(36) 

the LF in (31), where (a part of) the denotation of the verb buttons is mapped into the nuclear 
scope. 

GNe∃x[[ ∧ gent (x, e) ∧ →

The LF in (31), in which C is taken to be a variable ranging over contextually relevant 
information, can be paraphrased as Whenever someone does something to this dress in a 
contextually determined event, she buttons it, where the contextually determined event is “most 
likely associated with some aspect of x putting on a dress in an appropriate way” (Marelj 2004, 
128).5 Such an LF, however, is not predicted by the original formulation of MiddleOp in (27), 
which banks on the assumption that the LF partition necessary requires the syntactic presence 
of an additional constituent (i.e., the adverbial modifier), which is then mapped into the nuclear 
scope.  In other words, this assumption goes against the adverb-less middle example (30), as 
the partitioning of its LF takes place without the additional piece of structure. 

The second piece of evidence lies in the fact that the operator’s requirement for a second 
semantic argument derives word order that is too rigid. To see this, recall from Section 2.3 that 
an instrumental with-phrase enters the derivation as a Voice adjunct. What is crucial is that this 
takes place before MiddleOp enters the structure, given that with semantically needs an open 
agent variable (26). Consequently, if MiddleOp had the semantics in (27), the word order would 
be invariably as in (32); namely, the AdvP would necessarily enter the structure higher than 
the with-phrase to satisfy the second semantic requirement of the operator, making the standard 
word order in (33) difficult, if not impossible, to derive.

(32) ?This door opens with a key easily. 
(33) This door opens easily with a key.

Additionally, it has been observed by Fellbaum (1986) that the AdvP cannot precede the verb 
in the middle construction (34), while such word order is possible in a non-middle anticausative 
structure (35):

(34) This book (*easily) reads (easily).
(35) Yesterday, the door (quickly) opened (quickly).

Schäfer (2007) claims that the difference in the potential placement of the AdvP follows from 
the fact that (34) is structurally richer than (35) (that is, it contains VoiceP) and from the 
additional assumption that the verb moves to the Voice head, as in (36a). By contrast, the 
anticausative sentence in (35) lacks the Voice layer, so the verb remains in situ (36b), and the 
adverb is able to precede it.

(36) a. [TP this book [T’ T [VoiceP [Voice’ Voice+reads [VP easily [VP reads this book]]]]]]
b. [TP this door [T’ T [VP quickly [VP opened the door]]]]

This fact can only be accounted for if the adverb is merged low in the structure as a VP adjunct, 
so before MiddleOp even enters the syntactic derivation. What follows, then, is that the adverb 
is not a semantic requirement of the operator itself. It is, however, needed in a sentence like 
This book reads easily by the generic quantifier because of the well-formedness condition on 
its bipartite scope structure (i.e., the nuclear scope mustn’t be empty and must contain non-
trivial information, cf. footnote 5). Crucially, this requirement on part of the quantifier is not 

                                                
5 In this sense, a sentence like *This book READS is still bad without the adverb because placing focus on reads
leads to trivial information getting mapped into the nuclear scope, as all books are such that one can read them, 
whereas not all dresses are such that one can button them (Marelj 2004).  

 

 (The structures in (36) are modelled after Schäfer 2007.)

This fact can only be accounted for if the adverb is merged low in the structure as a vP adjunct, 
so before MiddleOp even enters the syntactic derivation. What follows, then, is that the adverb 
is not a semantic requirement of the operator itself. It is, however, needed in a sentence like 
This book reads easily by the generic quantifier because of the well-formedness condition on its 
bipartite scope structure (i.e., the nuclear scope mustn’t be empty and must contain non-trivial 
information, cf. footnote 5). crucially, this requirement on part of the quantifier is not built 
into the syntactic component, as predicted by the revised semantics of MiddleOp in (28), but 
holds at LF, given that it can be satisfied in middles that lack adverbs (examples (29)-(30)) by 
non-semantic means (i.e., focus placement).

4 The Slovenian se-Construction
In this section, I turn to some of the main grammatical characteristics of the Slovenian middle 
construction and contrast them with those of the corresponding English construction. Recall from 
Section 1 that Slovenian middles differ from English middles in two key ways. First, they contain 
an additional syntactic category in the form of the reflexive morpheme se (37).6 Second, they allow 
a non-generic interpretation (38), which is not admissible in the English construction (39).

(37)     Ta   knjiga       se      bere         zlahka.

       this book.nom refl  read.3sg     easily 

      “This book reads easily.”

(38)     Ta knjiga                se      je           včeraj        brala.

        this book.nom.fem refl aux.3sg yesterday       read.l-ptcpl.fem

      “Yesterday, this book was read.”

(39)    *Yesterday, this book read.

     Intended: “Yesterday, someone read this book.”

The general intuition in the formal literature is that se is the source of cross-linguistic differences; 
as Alexiadou (2010, 3) succinctly proposes, “the morphology we see in the alternation should be 
taken seriously and is the device that helps us explain why [superficial valency reduction] is freer 
in some languages than others”. Hence, it is the lack of se in English middles that limits their 
distribution in comparison to those in Slovenian. 

6 Note that sentences (37) and (38) are similar to the Slovenian impersonal se-construction, in which the external argument 
DP (denoting the reader of the book) is also superficially absent from the overt structural representation, as in the following 
example, which is interpretatively equivalent to (37).
(i) to knjigo       se     zlahka bere.

 this book.acc refl easily  read.
 “This book reads easily.”

Rivero and Milojević Sheppard (2003) argue at length that an impersonal sentence such as (i) is a two-argument structure; in 
addition to the overt internal argument DP (To knjigo), the sentence contains a thematic agent argument, which is realised as 
a phonologically null pronoun. By contrast, sentences (37) and (38) contain only one syntactic thematic argument (i.e., the 
internal one), whereas the agent is present only semantically as an existentially bound agent variable; cf. section 4.2 below. 



56 Jakob Lenardič  The Middle Construction in Minimalist Syntax: English and Slovenian

4.1 The Syntax of se 
As regards the syntactic role of se, I will adopt a recent proposal by Alexiadou, Anagnostopoulou, 
and Schäfer (2015, chapter 4) and Schäfer (2017), in which a reflexive morpheme like se is 
analysed as a nominal DP that occupies the specifier position of a voiceP, as in (40).7 

(40) The VoiceP of a se-sentence (Schäfer 2017)

The core syntactic idea underlying (40) is that a sentence with se is built up in the same manner 
as a prototypical active transitive construction in terms of argument structure, in the sense that 
it contains both an internal argument in the VP, knjiga, as well as an external argument in the 
specifier of VoiceP; that is, se. At first look, the only thing that distinguishes a se-sentence like 
(38), Ta knjigaNOM se je včeraj brala, from a prototypical active transitive sentence such as 
MarijaNOM je včeraj brala to knjigoACC (“Yesterday, Mary was reading this book”) is the 
distribution of case, in the sense that the internal argument is assigned nominative case in the 
se-sentence while accusative case appears to be absent. Otherwise, the syntactic spine is the 
same in both sentences in the sense that either se or a referential DP such as Marija is merged 
as the specifier of a VoiceP. 

Schäfer’s (2017, 5–6) account, however, posits that accusative case is actually present in the 
structure, and that it is assigned to se. Such a syntactic state of affairs arises due the fact that se
is taken to be a minimal pronoun that is completely unspecified for φ-features, in contrast with 
a fully-fledged referential DP such as Marija in the ordinary transitive variant. Since Schäfer 
(ibid.) takes a set of valued and interpretable φ-features to be a prerequisite for a DP to be 
assigned nominative case, the probe that triggers syntactic agreement skips se, which lacks 
such features, and assigns nominative to the other referential DP; that is, knjiga. By contrast, 
Schäfer takes accusative case to be a type of dependent case that is assigned to a DP “if a 
different DP has valued the accessible phase head via AGREE” (2017, 6). This means that
since the DP knjiga has been assigned nominative case by the regular process of syntactic 
agreement, se surfaces with dependent accusative case.

I take it that such an approach to the positioning of se and the consequent inverted distribution
of structural case is conceptually on the right track for Slovenian se-sentences, since it captures 
two very important and quite general structural facts about the construction. On the one hand, 
it predicts why, in terms of the morphological marking on the main verb, se-sentences pattern 
with ordinary active sentences. This is shown by the fact that a se-sentence realises the main 
verb as an l-participle in a past tense construction, as in (38). The reverse verbal morphology
holds of canonical Slovenian passives, where the main verb is an n-participle complementing 
the passive auxiliary biti (“be”) in the past tense, as seen in the sentence KnjigaNOM je bila
brana, which is the closest morphosyntactic equivalent of the English sentence The book was 
being read. According to Embick (2004, 150), a verb surfaces with passive morphology only 
if it lacks an overt external argument. A se-sentence, however, does contain such an overt
external argument, namely, se, hence its active morphology. On the other hand, this approach 
provides a straightforward explanation as to why the reflexive morpheme surfaces as se, and 
not for instance as dative si.  That is, the morphophonological form is such precisely because 
se carries (dependent) accusative case.

The core syntactic idea underlying (40) is that a sentence with se is built up in the same manner 
as a prototypical active transitive construction in terms of argument structure, in the sense that 
it contains both an internal argument in the vP, knjiga, as well as an external argument in the 
specifier of voiceP; that is,  se. At first look, the only thing that distinguishes a se-sentence like (38), 
Ta knjiganom se je včeraj brala, from a prototypical active transitive sentence such as Marijanom je 
včeraj brala to knjigoacc (“Yesterday, Mary was reading this book”) is the distribution of case, in the 
sense that the internal argument is assigned nominative case in the se-sentence while accusative case 
appears to be absent. Otherwise, the syntactic spine is the same in both sentences in the sense that 
either se or a referential DP such as Marija is merged as the specifier of a voiceP. 

Schäfer’s (2017, 5–6) account, however, posits that accusative case is actually present in the structure, 
and that it is assigned to se. Such a syntactic state of affairs arises due the fact that se is taken to be 
a minimal pronoun that is completely unspecified for φ-features, in contrast with a fully-fledged 
referential DP such as Marija in the ordinary transitive variant. Since Schäfer (ibid.) takes a set of 
valued and interpretable φ-features to be a prerequisite for a DP to be assigned nominative case, the 
probe that triggers syntactic agreement skips se, which lacks such features, and assigns nominative 
to the other referential DP; that is, knjiga. By contrast, Schäfer takes accusative case to be a type of 
dependent case that is assigned to a DP “if a different DP has valued the accessible phase head via 
AGREE” (2017, 6). This means that since the DP knjiga has been assigned nominative case by the 
regular process of syntactic agreement, se surfaces with dependent accusative case.  

I take it that such an approach to the positioning of se and the consequent inverted distribution 
of structural case is conceptually on the right track for Slovenian se-sentences, since it captures 
two very important and quite general structural facts about the construction. On the one hand, 
it predicts why, in terms of the morphological marking on the main verb, se-sentences pattern 
with ordinary active sentences. This is shown by the fact that a se-sentence realises the main 
verb as an l -participle in a past tense construction, as in (38). The reverse verbal morphology 
holds of canonical Slovenian passives, where the main verb is an n-participle complementing 
the passive auxiliary biti (“be”) in the past tense, as seen in the sentence KnjigaNOM je bila 
brana, which is the closest morphosyntactic equivalent of the English sentence The book was 

7 Note that the syntactic derivation in (40) was originally proposed by Alexiadou, Anagnostopoulou, and Schäfer (2015) and 
Schäfer (2017) for the morphemes sich (in German) and se/si (in Romance languages).
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being read. According to Embick (2004, 150), a verb surfaces with passive morphology only if 
it lacks an overt external argument. A se-sentence, however, does contain such an overt external 
argument, namely, se, hence its active morphology. On the other hand, this approach provides 
a straightforward explanation as to why the reflexive morpheme surfaces as se, and not for 
instance as dative si. That is, the morphophonological form is such precisely because se carries 
(dependent) accusative case.

4.2 The Semantics of se
The present contribution is tied to the semantics of se. First recall from Section 2.3 that the 
phonologically null MiddleOp is posited as quite a complex semantic operator – it introduces 
existential quantification over the agent variable as well as generic quantification over situations. 
This explains why an English middle sentence is ill-formed if it is not interpreted generically, 
as in (39). By contrast, the corresponding Slovenian se-sentence is perfectly well-formed with a 
non-generic (i.e., eventive) interpretation (38), so it seems that se is functionally a simpler but 
overt variant of MiddleOp that is not tied to a generic quantifier, as in (41). 

(41)  

4.2 The Semantics of se

The present contribution is tied to the semantics of se. First recall from Section 2.3 that the 
phonologically null MiddleOp is posited as quite a complex semantic operator – it introduces
existential quantification over the agent variable as well as generic quantification over 
situations. This explains why an English middle sentence is ill-formed if it is not interpreted 
generically, as in (39). By contrast, the corresponding Slovenian se-sentence is perfectly well-
formed with a non-generic (i.e., eventive) interpretation (38), so it seems that se is functionally
a simpler but overt variant of MiddleOp that is not tied to a generic quantifier, as in (41).

(41) ⟦se⟧ = λf⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩.λe⟨s⟩.∃x[f(x, e)]

The semantics in (41) precisely illustrate Grahek’s (2008, 52) otherwise quite informal
observation that se reduces the external argument by operating on a predicate’s argument grid 
in the syntax.8 Concretely under the present proposal, such argument reduction simply means
that se targets a syntactic structure that contains an open agent variable introduced by Voice,
and maps its denotation onto a scope in which it is existentially bound. (In terms of the θ-
Criterion, this means that se saturates the external θ-role in semantics and thus precludes its 
assignment to an external argument DP in syntax.)

Evidence for (41) lies in the fact that Slovenian se-sentences block PPs denoting the external 
argument. While a canonical Slovenian passive allows its external argument to be expressed 
via an od-phrase (42a) or a s-strani (42b) phrase, both PPs are ungrammatical in se-sentences 
(43), although an implicit agent is present in the semantic representation of both constructions.

(42) a. Sin je  bil pohvaljen         od očeta.

son.NOM AUX BE praise.N-PTCPL by father

“The son was praised by his father”

b.  Ta zadeva je   bila     že         sprožena         s strani mojega predhodnika.

this issue.NOM AUX BE already raise.N-PTCPL on part my      predecessor

“This issue was already raised by my predecessor.”

(Examples in (42) taken from Grahek (2008))

(43) a. Hiša           se      je    gradila          (*od delavcev).

house.NOM REFL AUX build.L-PTCPL (by workers)

“The house was being built (*by workers.)”

b. Jagode         so se      jedle             (*s strani mojega sina).

strawberries.NOM AUX REFL eat.L-PTCPL   (on part   my       son)

“Strawberries were being eaten (*by my son).”

The phrases are inadmissible in the two se-sentences in (43) because se, just like the null 
operator in English middles, requires as its argument an unsaturated Voice projection of type 
                                                
8 In relation to the semantics of se, the current proposal is different from Schäfer’s (2016, 14), which posits that 
se does not make a semantic contribution and that the agent variable, which is introduced by a special type of 
Voice head that Schäfer calls “E-bound Voice” (ibid.), is existentially bound from the very start. However, this 
would mean that the syntactic structure does not contain an open agent variable, which on the present account is 
problematic for the fact that Slovenian se-sentences with causative predicates allow the with-phrase (example (7)), 
which is licensed if the agent is initially an open variable in the syntactic-semantic representation.

The semantics in (41) precisely illustrate Grahek’s (2008, 52) otherwise quite informal observation 
that se reduces the external argument by operating on a predicate’s argument grid in the syntax.8 
concretely under the present proposal, such argument reduction simply means that se targets 
a syntactic structure that contains an open agent variable introduced by voice, and maps its 
denotation onto a scope in which it is existentially bound. (In terms of the θ-criterion, this 
means that se saturates the external θ-role in semantics and thus precludes its assignment to an 
external argument DP in syntax.) 

Evidence for (41) lies in the fact that Slovenian se-sentences block PPs denoting the external 
argument. While a canonical Slovenian passive allows its external argument to be expressed via 
an od-phrase (42a) or a s-strani (42b) phrase, both PPs are ungrammatical in se-sentences (43), 
although an implicit agent is present in the semantic representation of both constructions.

(42) a. Sin            je  bil pohvaljen         od očeta.

       son.nom aux be praise.n-ptcpl by father

     “The son was praised by his father”

  b.  Ta zadeva          je   bila     že         sprožena         s strani mojega predhodnika.

      this issue.nom  aux be   already    raise.n-ptcpl      on part my     predecessor

     “This issue was already raised by my predecessor.”

 (Examples in (42) taken from Grahek (2008))

8 In relation to the semantics of se, the current proposal is different from Schäfer’s (2016, 14), which posits that se does not 
make a semantic contribution and that the agent variable, which is introduced by a special type of voice head that Schäfer 
calls “E-bound voice” (ibid.), is existentially bound from the very start. However, this would mean that the syntactic structure 
does not contain an open agent variable, which on the present account is problematic for the fact that Slovenian se-sentences 
with causative predicates allow the with-phrase (example (7)), which is licensed if the agent is initially an open variable in the 
syntactic-semantic representation.
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(43) a. Hiša           se      je    gradila          (*od delavcev).

     house.nom refl aux    build.l-ptcpl (by workers)

     “The house was being built (*by workers.)”

 b. Jagode                   so   se      jedle             (*s strani mojega sina).

     strawberries.nom aux refl eat.l-ptcpl     (on part   my      son)

     “Strawberries were being eaten (*by my son).”

The phrases are inadmissible in the two se-sentences in (43) because se, just like the null operator 
in English middles, requires as its argument an unsaturated voice projection of type ⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩, 
whose open agent variable it closes off with an existential quantifier (41). An od-phrase (42a) 
and a s-strani phrase (42b), however, are semantically equivalent to the English by-phrase in that 
they introduce the external argument into the structure, thereby closing the open agent variable 
by supplying the denotation of their complement DPs. Hence, admitting such phrases into the 
structure of a se-sentence would turn the denotation of the voice projection into that of type 
⟨s,t⟩, and thus preclude the merger of se. 

In addition, note that only anticausative verbs that are reflexively marked, such as odpreti (“open”) 
in (44), admit the Slovenian instrumental s-phrase, whereas a verb like počiti (“burst”), which 
is not reflexively marked, disallows it (45). On the present account, the contrast arises because 
sentence (44) contains an open agent variable, which is responsible for licensing the instrumental 
phrase and which gets closed off by se. conversely, sentence (45), lacking se, has a semantically 
vacuous voice head, so the s-phrase is disallowed (consequently, the possible inference of an 
agent popping the balloon originates pragmatically (cf.  Schäfer and vivanco 2016)).

(44) Vrata se       zlahka  odprejo (s ključem).

   doors REFL  easily    open     (with key).

“These doors open easily with a key.”

(45) Ta balon    (*se)     zlahka poči      (*s škarjami).

  this balloon refl      easily pops      (with scissors).

“This balloon pops easily (*with scissors)”

Let’s now return to the intra-linguistic properties of Slovenian se-sentences outlined at the 
beginning of this section. Under the present proposal, the generic se-sentence in (37), Ta knjiga se 
bere zlahka, differs from the eventive sentence in (38), Ta knjiga se je včeraj brala, only minimally. 
In both cases, se first existentially binds the open agent variable, resulting in the fact that the 
denotation of voiceP (40) is a function in which only the event variable remains open, as in (46).

(46) 

⟨e,⟨s,t⟩⟩, whose open agent variable it closes off with an existential quantifier (41). An od-
phrase (42a) and a s-strani phrase (42b), however, are semantically equivalent to the English 
by-phrase in that they introduce the external argument into the structure, thereby closing the
open agent variable by supplying the denotation of their complement DPs. Hence, admitting 
such phrases into the structure of a se-sentence would turn the denotation of the Voice 
projection into that of type ⟨s,t⟩, and thus preclude the merger of se.

In addition, note that only anticausative verbs that are reflexively marked, such as odpreti
(“open”) in (44), admit the Slovenian instrumental s-phrase, whereas a verb like počiti
(“burst”), which is not reflexively marked, disallows it (45). On the present account, the
contrast arises because sentence (44) contains an open agent variable, which is responsible for 
licensing the instrumental phrase and which gets closed off by se. Conversely, sentence (45),
lacking se, has a semantically vacuous Voice head, so the s-phrase is disallowed (consequently, 
the possible inference of an agent popping the balloon originates pragmatically (cf.  Schäfer 
and Vivanco 2016)).

(44) Vrata se     zlahka odprejo (s ključem).

doors REFL easily  open     (with key).

“These doors open easily with a key.”

(45) Ta balon    (*se)     zlahka poči      (*s škarjami).

this balloon REFL easily pops      (with scissors).

“This balloon pops easily (*with scissors)”

Let’s now return to the intra-linguistic properties of Slovenian se-sentences outlined at the 
beginning of this section. Under the present proposal, the generic se-sentence in (37), Ta knjiga 
se bere zlahka, differs from the eventive sentence in (38), Ta knjiga se je včeraj brala, only 
minimally. In both cases, se first existentially binds the open agent variable, resulting in the 
fact that the denotation of VoiceP (40) is a function in which only the event variable remains 
open, as in (46).

(46) ⟦VoiceP⟧ =  λe⟨s⟩.∃x[AGENT(x, e) ∧ READ(e) ∧ PATIENT(the book, e)]

The semantic difference between sentences (37) and (38) arises because, in the former
sentence, a generic quantifier, which is available as an independent semantic operator in all 
languages and is prototypically triggered when the sentence refers to an unbounded set of 
events temporally located in the present domain (Chierchia 1995), is introduced to saturate the 
remaining open event variable.9 Applied to (46), the generic quantifier brings about the by now 
well-known middle LF, paraphrased as Generally, when (an arbitrary) someone reads the 
book, she does so easily.

4.3 The Covert English Middle Operator and the Slovenian se

As a final note, let’s consider the fact that English middles admit fewer verb types than the 
corresponding Slovenian se-sentences. Perhaps most strikingly, an English middle sentence is
ill-formed with a stative verb (47), which is otherwise admissible in the corresponding 
Slovenian variant (48).

                                                
9 For the eventive variant (38), I assume that existential closure is applied to the remaining event variable at TP,
so the sentence is interpreted as There was an event (temporally included in the past time interval denoted by 
yesterday) in which someone was reading the book (Dowty 1982).

The semantic difference between sentences (37) and (38) arises because, in the former sentence, 
a generic quantifier, which is available as an independent semantic operator in all languages and 
is prototypically triggered when the sentence refers to an unbounded set of events temporally 
located in the present domain (chierchia 1995), is introduced to saturate the remaining open 
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event variable.9 Applied to (46), the generic quantifier brings about the by now well-known 
middle LF, paraphrased as Generally, when (an arbitrary) someone reads the book, she does so easily. 

4.3 The covert English Middle Operator and the Slovenian se
As a final note, let’s consider the fact that English middles admit fewer verb types than the 
corresponding Slovenian se-sentences. Perhaps most strikingly, an English middle sentence is 
ill-formed with a stative verb (47), which is otherwise admissible in the corresponding Slovenian 
variant (48).

(47) *This castle sees easily from afar.

      Intended: “Anyone can see this castle with ease from afar.”

(48)   Ta   grad            se     zlahka vidi od daleč.

     this castle.nom  refl   easily  see  from afar

    “Anyone can see this castle with ease from afar.”

The fact that (48) is a well-formed sentence should come as no surprise on the present account, 
as its grammaticality simply follows from the general sentence composition rules that have been 
proposed for Slovenian se-sentences.  concretely, the vP videti grad “see castle” merges with a voice 
head introducing the external participant variable (in this case, the experiencer), which is then 
saturated when se is subsequently introduced as the specifier of voiceP. The reason as to why (47) is 
ill-formed, however, is quite mysterious, especially given that MiddleOp is posited as an operator 
that simply targets a syntactic structure with an open variable denoting the external participant.

I am unable to offer a precise explanation of this fact, but conclude on a more informal and 
speculative note by tentatively proposing that the difference in grammaticality between (47) and 
(48) is due to the fact that the English lexicon lacks a lexical item such as se, which is a nominal 
pronoun. In other words, English middles are formed by an operator that is not lexicalised as an 
independent nominal expression, while the operator itself plays a more complex semantic role 
than se, invariably introducing generic quantification over the event variable. In short, because 
MiddleOp in English middles is a more complex operator than se in Slovenian sentences, it is 
also more limited in its application.10  

9 For the eventive variant (38), I assume that existential closure is applied to the remaining event variable at tP, so the sentence 
is interpreted as There was an event (temporally included in the past time interval denoted by yesterday) in which someone was 
reading the book (Dowty 1982).

10 In this respect, an anonymous reviewer questions why MiddleOp is, on the present account, taken to be a different syntactic 
constituent (i.e., the head of its own phrase above voiceP) from the reflexive morpheme se, which is posited as the specifier 
of voiceP. The reviewer claims that such an analysis potentially misses a cross-linguistic generalisation about the grammatical 
properties that English middles and Slovenian se-sentences have in common. I would like to emphasise that this is precisely the 
point – the English middle construction and the Slovenian se-construction are syntactically different beasts. English middles, 
lacking a nominal element like se, are structurally deficient, which is why their well-formedness seems to be dependent on 
genericity (according to Härtl (2012), genericity obviates the requirement that a transitive verb like read combine with an 
external argument, which is shown by the fact that an eventive sentence like *This book read yesterday is bad precisely because 
no such argument is present in its structure) and why they cannot be formed from just about any predicate type (example 
(47)), whereas the formation of  se-sentences is unconstrained (example (48)). In other words, the present proposal highlights 
the fact that the equivalent interpretation of Slovenian generic se-sentences and English middles arises due to different – albeit 
– similar underlying operations (i.e., MiddleOp binds the agent and event variables in one fell swoop, while se only binds 
the agent variable). Furthermore, note that this is consistent with Lekakou’s (2004) cross-linguistic observation that different 
languages may not employ the same grammatical strategies to form middles.
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5 Conclusion
This paper has discussed the formation of English and Slovenian middle sentences from the 
perspective of a minimalist syntactic approach to argument structure. The paper has first 
presented the conceptual and empirical advantages of Bruening’s proposal (2012), which posits 
that English middles are derived via a null operator that requires an unsaturated voice projection, 
showing how his approach elegantly (i.e., without additional stipulations) accounts for certain 
key properties of the construction, such as the arbitrary reference of the agent. In addition, it has 
been proposed that the adverb is not a semantic argument of the null middle operator. Lastly, 
the paper has discussed the reflexive morpheme se in Slovenian se-sentences, and proposed that 
it has a semantics similar to that of the null English operator.
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The Role of Motion Verbs in Conveying  
Path-Related Information in English and Slovene 

Fictive Motion Expressions
ABStRAct

The paper presents a study on fictive motion (FM) uses of motion verbs in English and Slovene 
from the point of view of conveying path-related information. An FM expression describes a 
static scene in terms of motion (e.g. The road weaves through a range of hills). Motion verbs in 
FM uses do not describe actual motion events, but may refer to certain properties of the path by 
virtue of their meanings. English and Slovene FM expressions exhibit different behaviours in this 
respect. Many English verbs display meaning components that can be metonymically mapped 
onto the properties of the path. The meanings of Slovene verbs are less specific, so that such 
properties need to be expressed verb-externally in Slovene FM expressions.

Keywords: fictive motion; motion verbs; manner of motion; path; metonymy; metonymic 
mapping
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The Role of Motion Verbs in Conveying  
Path-Related Information in English and Slovene ... 
Fictive Motion Expressions
1 Introduction
Fictive motion1 is a construal of a static scene in terms of motion. Sentence (1a) below 
communicates a stationary situation by describing a scene that, owing to the verb lead, invites 
motion: our eyes mentally scan an imaginary path leading onto the terrace. Similarly, there is an 
imaginary entity moving along the road in (1b). 

(1) a) The French windows lead out onto a wide shady terrace. (cALD)

 b) The road weaves through a range of hills. (OALD) 

Sentence (1b) contains a motion verb commonly found in real (i.e. actual) motion sentences like 
He hurried on, weaving through the crowd (OALD). Nevertheless, weave in (1b) cannot express 
motion since a static scene with a stationary trajector (tR)2 is described. Rather, it provides 
information about the tR: the manner component of its meaning is mapped onto the shape of 
the road.

The paper presents a study focusing on uses exemplified by weave, above. It examines the use of 
motion verbs conveying path-related information3 in English and Slovene FM expressions. The 
study is presented in the second half of the paper. The two introductory sections are devoted to 
the theoretical aspects of fictive motion and its linguistic manifestation.

2 Understanding Fictive Motion
The processing of FM sentences involves “mentally simulated motion” (Matlock 2004a, 2004b): 
the conceptualizer (i.e. the language user) mentally simulates visual scanning in (1a) and 
movement in (1b). Motion is imposed on the scene subjectively; the conceptualizer is neither 
part of the objective scene nor moving through it (Langacker 2000, 6). 

As observed by talmy (2000, 104), “languages systematically and extensively refer to stationary 
circumstances with forms and constructions whose basic reference is motion.” Representations of 
stationariness in terms of motion are much more common than representations of motion in terms 
of stationariness – an asymmetry reflecting a “cognitive bias toward dynamism” (2000, 171). 

In his ground-breaking work on nonveridical phenomena, talmy (2000) subsumes fictive 
motion under “general fictivity”, a cognitive pattern characterized by “discrepancy between two 
different cognitive representations of the same entity, where one of the representations is assessed 
as being more veridical than the other” (talmy 2000, 100). The discrepant representations as 

1 Also referred to as abstract/subjective/virtual motion.
2 The carrier of the relation in a spatial scene; the entity (stationary or in motion) whose location is described in relation to the 

landmark (LM), a reference point entity (cf. Langacker 1987, 217ff.).  
3 Path-related information is used as a cover term to refer to the properties of the tR in a static scene. The path – tR 

connection is obvious, since the tR either coincides with or in some way accommodates the imaginary path travelled by a 
fictively moving entity.
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well as the assessment of their veridicality are produced by distinct cognitive subsystems within 
the cognition of a single individual. talmy proposes the term “factive” to designate the more 
veridical representation and the term “fictive” to designate the less veridical one, pointing 
out that the ascribed degree of veridicality is the result of a cognitive assessment rather than a 
reflection of objective (un)reality. 

Fictive motion is a manifestation of “fictive X” (talmy 2000, 101), a category comprising any 
possible fictive representation (fictive presence, absence, change, etc.) within the general fictivity 
pattern. There are several dimensions along which discrepancies of the factive/fictive opposition 
can be identified. Relevant to the present study is the “state of motion”, where the more veridical, 
factive representation involves stationariness and the less veridical, fictive one motion. The 
former is based on belief and the latter on linguistic form. For illustration, our knowledge of the 
world tells us that sentence (1b) describes a factively static scene; it is our belief that roads do 
not move in space-time. Nevertheless, the presence of a motion verb together with a directional 
PP evokes a fictive, nonveridical representation of something in motion. The sentence exhibits 
a “linguistic pattern in which the literal meaning of a sentence ascribes motion to a referent 
that one otherwise normally believes to be stationary” (talmy 2000, 101). The degree to which 
motion is experienced may vary across speakers.

In line with the view that language mirrors human conceptualization and that cognitive processes are 
largely based on the principles of visual perception (cf. Jackendoff 1994), talmy (2000, 102f.) points 
out the analogy between linguistic and visual manifestations of fictive motion. If a visual scene 
allows two simultaneous representations, the one perceived in terms of stationariness will be assessed 
as the more palpable, factive one, and the one perceived in terms of motion as the less palpable, 
fictive one. Thus, a sense of motion is ascribed to a scene that one otherwise normally sees to be 
stationary. There is an obvious parallel between the believing/inferring4 opposition characterizing 
fictive-motion sentences, and the seeing/sensing opposition characterizing visual scenes. 

Fictive motion is also interpreted in terms of conceptual blending (or conceptual integration), a 
cognitive operation of integrating two or more input mental spaces5 into a new, blended space 
with an emergent structure of its own (Fauconnier 1997; Fauconnier and turner 2002). Mapping 
between the elements of the input spaces makes it possible to convey immobility and motion at 
the same time. For illustration, the subject (the road) in (1b) above evokes an immobility space 
and the predicate (weaves through a range of hills) a motion space. The elements of the immobility 
space thus include a stationary tR (the road). The elements of the motion space include a 
moving tR and its trajectory (i.e. the path along which it moves). cross-space mapping connects 
the trajectory from the motion space to the road from the immobility space. The trajectory and 
the road project onto the same single element in the blended space: the stationary tR emerges 
as a path designated for a moving tR.

According to Jiménez Martínez-Losa (2007, 564f.), the conceptualization of fictive motion relies 
on the motion metaphor, a conceptual metaphoric shift between a factive motion event as the 
source domain and a fictive motion event as the target domain. Jiménez Martínez-Losa notes 
that fictive motion events have no parallel in reality, and are therefore more abstract than factive 
motion events. The direction of the shift, namely from factive motion to fictive motion, thus 
accords with the fact that metaphor typically involves the mapping of elements belonging to a 

4 Used in the sense ‘inferring the meaning as determined by the language system’.
5 For the theory of mental spaces see Fauconnier (1994).
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concrete domain onto elements belonging to an abstract domain. Moreover, the trajector of a 
fictive motion event is conceptualized as a moving entity, i.e. like the trajector of a factive motion 
event, which accords with the view that metaphor is based on the identity of relations (cf. Lakoff 
1987; Lakoff and Johnson 2003). Last but not least, Jiménez Martínez-Losa points out that the 
conceptualization of fictive motion foregrounds the path that the trajector of a factive motion 
event would follow (e.g. through a range of hills in (1b)). She argues for an underlying metonymic 
relationship where the motion along the path activates the path of motion (motion along a 
path for path metonymy), or rather, where the conceptualization of a path naturally results 
from the action of motion along the path (action for result metonymy) (ibid., 565f.). In sum, 
the conceptualization of fictive motion involves the motion metaphor motivated by the action 
for result metonymy. 

Recognizing metonymy in fictive motion is of particular relevance to our paper, because 
metonymic relations can be observed in FM uses of motion verbs, especially those expressing 
the manner of motion. Matlock (2004b, 11–12) discusses crawl, race and stagger from the point 
of view of information they can convey about the tR in a static scene (representing the path in 
the fictive representation). She argues that a highway that crawls through the city is construed 
differently from a highway that races through the city, the former being associated with slow 
motion and the latter with fast motion. Similarly, a footpath that staggers from point A to point 
B is likely to be conceptualized in terms of several sharp bends, associated with the particular way 
of walking denoted by stagger. Such metonymic inferences based on associations demonstrate 
that metonymy is more than just a “stand-for” relation (cf. Barcelona 2011; Langacker 2000; 
Panther and Thornburg 2005).

3 FM Expressions 
Fictive motion manifests itself in language in several ways. talmy (2000, 105) identifies a set of 
conceptual features whose values, or rather combinations of these values, distinguish different 
categories of fictive motion. For illustration, the FM construals below differ with regard to three 
principal features: +/- obligatoriness of factive motion, +/- observer-based fictive effect, +/- 
factiveness of the fictively moving entity. 

(2) a) The fence goes from the plateau to the valley. (talmy 2000, 138)

 b) I sat in the car and watched the scenery rush past me. (talmy 2000, 132)

In (2a), no element needs to actually move, the fictive effect does not depend on the observer (i.e. 
it is observer-neutral), and the fictively moving entity exists only in the observer’s imagination (i.e. 
it is fictive). In (2b), a factively moving observer is crucial for the fictive effect, the fictive effect is 
obviously observer-based, and the fictively moving entity exists in the real world (i.e. it is factive).

According to talmy’s classification of FM categories, the two FM expressions under (2) represent 
a “coextension path” (talmy 2000, 138f.) and “frame-relative motion” (talmy 2000,130–
34) respectively. With few exceptions, the categories are referred to as “paths” (coextension 
paths, orientation paths, radiation paths, access paths, etc.), reflecting the fact that the path 
is foregrounded in fictive motion and that an FM expression essentially depicts the (factive, 
stationary) tR – LM arrangement in terms of a path. For example, in a coextension path (e.g. 
(2a)) the path runs along the tR’s extent whereas in an access path (e.g. The bakery is across the 
street from the bank (talmy 2000, 137)), the tR represents the endpoint on the path. 
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We will focus on coextension paths because we are interested in the relation between the manner 
of motion and the properties of the factive tR. If the manner of motion evokes information 
about the path, it is reasonable to limit the study to cases where properties of the path can be 
understood as properties of the tR. This condition is met by coextension paths, which involve a 
path moving along/over/across a spatially extended object (tR). 

A coextension path is defined as a “depiction of form, orientation, or location of a spatially 
extended object in terms of a path over the object’s extent” (talmy 2000, 138). The path is not 
necessarily linear, and exactly what is imagined as moving along the path is not specified: talmy 
points out it can be an observer,6 the focus of one’s attention,7 or the object itself.8 This goes 
hand in hand with Matlock’s (2004a, 1396) observation that the processing of an FM sentence 
combines several types of simulations. Nevertheless, although these simulations are not mutually 
exclusive, they are not equally salient. For example, fictive motion along an object that is not 
normally perceived as travelable by humans (e.g. a fence, as opposed to a road) is more likely to 
be simulated in terms of sequential mental scanning than in terms of an imagined traveller (cf. 
also Rojo and valenzuela 2010, 255). 

tRs in coextension path expressions are spatially extended entities that need not be inherently 
long, but must be at least conceptually extendable (Matlock 2004b, 7). For illustration, the 
sentences below differ in acceptability because the tR in (3b) does not readily admit of a 
conceptualization in terms of linear extension.

(3) a) The table goes from the kitchen wall to the sliding glass door. (Matlock 2004b, 7)

 b) ?? The hoola hoop runs from the door to the couch. (Matlock 2004b, 8)

The tR is usually associated with linearity and horizontal extension; nevertheless, certain types 
of tRs are typically associated with vertical extension (e.g. tall buildings and landscape features 
like mountains and cliffs). Moreover, some tRs can be construed in different ways through 
different types of verbs (Egorova, tenbrink, and Purves 2018, 14). Egorova, tenbrink, and 
Purves present mountain ridges as a case in point, demonstrating that they can be construed as 
being linear and having a complex shape (4a), as horizontally extended without a complex shape 
(4b), or as vertically extended (4c):

(4) a) A slender scimitar-shaped ridge curved upwards.

  b) to the north an almost horizontal ridge runs west over Whymper, croz ...

  c) Glancing above, the ridge soared in a series of ice towers. 

 (Egorova, tenbrink, and Purves 2018, 14)

Each of the above construals arises from the semantics of a different type of verb. The verb curve 
encodes a change in direction; the verb run encodes motion along a tR of non-specified shape; the 
verb soar encodes upward vertical motion combined with manner (‘rise quickly’). The manner of 
motion generally conveyed by run appears to be suppressed in fictive motion (cf. Matsumoto 1996; 

6 cf. the local path/frame (Matsumoto 1996, talmy 2000). With a moving observer, the scope of attention is a “local” one: the 
observer’s immediate field of view changes all the time.

7 cf. the global path/frame (Matsumoto 1996, talmy 2000). With a stationary observer, the scope of attention is a “global” one: 
the observer moves the focus of attention by visually scanning along the path, but his/her field of view remains unchanged.

8 Imagined as if “advancing along its own axis” (talmy 2000: 138).
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see also the discussion below). The most relevant to our study are FM expressions like (4c) because 
the manner-of-motion component of the verb’s meaning indirectly conveys information about some 
property of the tR: with the verb soar, the ridge is construed as ascending at a steep angle. 

In terms of syntax, a typical coextension path sentence displays the structure S + P + A: 

(5)  This road goes to Birmingham. (cALD)

The subject represents the tR and the adjunct the LM. The adjunct is realized by a PP expressing 
direction. The predicator contains a motion verb. It should be noted at this point that none of 
the constituents corresponds to a trajectory (i.e. path) since the sentence (factively) describes a 
static scene. It is only the fictive representation of the sentence that involves motion. There, the 
subject NP is conceived of as the trajectory (or the entity along/over which the trajectory runs) 
of an imaginary tR that has no syntactic realization. 

Needless to say, there are variations on the basic pattern (cf. Matlock 2004b). For example, (6a) 
below displays a set of two LMs. In (6b), the LM is represented by a direct object. The LM 
remains implicit in (6c), where the verb is followed by a directional particle and an adjunct of 
extent. In (6d), the verb occurs without any complementation because the relative orientations 
of the distributaries are inferable from its lexical meaning. 

(6) a) A huge crack went from the top to the bottom of the wall. (cALD)

  b) turn left where the lane meets the main road. (cALD)

  c) The tree’s roots go down three metres. (cALD)

  d) A sample of water was taken from the point where the river bifurcates. (cALD)

Last but not least, the verb in the predicator need not be an actual motion verb (see (6b) and 
(6d) above), or, as noted by Ruppenhofer (2006, 310, fn. 4), “not all fictive motion uses are 
productively formed from verbs of (actual) motion.”9 

In his seminal study on English and Japanese motion verbs, Matsumoto (1996) proposes two 
conditions that govern the use of FM expressions involving coextension paths. The conditions 
read as follows:

  a. The path condition: Some property of the path of motion must be expressed. 

  b. The manner condition: No property of the manner of motion can be expressed unless it 
is used to represent some correlated property of the path. 

 (Matsumoto 1996, 194)

The path condition states that an FM expression is acceptable only if it includes information about 
the shape or some other aspect of the path. For illustration (adapted from Matsumoto 1996: 194):

(7) a) The road began to ascend.

  b) *The road began to run.

  c) The road began to run straight.

9 Ruppenhofer mentions taper and jut as examples of “specifically fictive” verbs, i.e. non-motion verbs occurring specifically in 
FM expressions (e.g. Turn left where the road tapers (off) into a track. (cALD)). 
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The path condition makes relevant the distinction between path-conflating verbs like ascend and 
manner-conflating (or manner-of-motion) verbs like run. In (7a), it is evident from the meaning 
of the verb that the road is positioned on a slope. conversely, run in (7b) conveys no path-related 
information. Sentence (7c) is acceptable owing to an adverb whose meaning is correlated with 
the shape of the path. 

The manner condition imposes restrictions on the use of manner-of-motion verbs in FM 
constructions. As the term implies, manner-of-motion verbs describe the mode in which an 
object moves along its path. Sometimes the manner of motion evokes a property that is relevant 
to the path (zigzagging, for example, evokes a Z-shape). The manner condition precludes any 
uses of manner-of-motion verbs where the verb cannot be interpreted as (indirectly) conveying 
some path-related information. For illustration (adapted from Matsumoto 1996, 194):

(8)  The road wanders/*walks through the park.

The verb wander can represent fictive motion because its meaning evokes some kind of irregular 
path shape corresponding to walking around without any clear purpose or direction. conversely, 
no path feature is evoked by walk, rendering the sentence unacceptable. 

A slight problem is now presented by (7c) above. The sentence is acceptable although the verb 
run does not evoke any path-related property:

(9)  The road began to run straight. (= 7c)

Matsumoto (1996, 200) proposes that the sentence is not in conflict with the manner condition 
because in the case of run, the semantic component of manner is suppressed in FM expressions. 
He also observes that run is the only manner-of-motion verb exhibiting this type of behaviour.10

The path and manner conditions introduced by Matsumoto (1996) represent a major contribution 
to the field and are extensively referenced in the literature. Waliński (2015) argues for a third 
condition, the so-called instrument condition stating that “no property of motion instrument 
can be expressed in a coextension path, unless it is used to represent some specifically correlated 
property of the path” (Waliński 2015, 98). The condition, supported by the results of a corpus-
based study (Waliński 2015), precludes instrument-conflating motion verbs (i.e. motion verbs 
whose meanings entail an instrument of motion; e.g. drive, pedal, ride) from structuring fictive 
motion. For illustration (cf. Waliński 2015, 90):

(10)  This road goes/*drives to London.

Nevertheless, Waliński at the same time admits that since instrument and motion form a 
semantic cline, the instrument condition partly overlaps with Matsumoto’s manner condition. 
As a matter of fact, Matsumoto (1996: 190) subsumes the type of vehicle used in motion under 
the aspects of manner.

4 The Aim of the Study and Methodology
The aim of the study was to examine the role of motion verbs in English and Slovene FM 
expressions from the point of view of their potential to convey path-related information. With 

10 The same holds for its Japanese counterpart (ibid.). This, however, is not universal. See, for example, takemoto (2010) for a 
comparison with French and German.



70 Frančiška Lipovšek  The Role of Motion Verbs in Conveying Path-Related Information in English and Slovene ...  

a view to identifying similarities/differences between the two languages, the following research 
questions were formulated: 

i)   Which types of motion verbs are employed by English and Slovene FM expressions to 
convey path-related information?

ii)   Which properties can be expressed by these verbs and how?

Relevant FM expressions were searched in language corpora by using the Sketch Engine corpus 
tool. The goal was not to perform a quantitative analysis but to identify the scope of motion 
verbs in FM uses. The following corpora were used: the British National corpus (BNc), the 
British English corpus (ukWac) and the English Web corpus from the tenten corpus Family 
(ententen) for English, and the Slovenian Reference corpus (FidaPLUS v2) and the Slovenian 
Web corpus from the tenten corpus Family (sltenten) for Slovene.

The corpora were queried for verbs that collocate with nouns representing tRs in coextension 
paths. The selection of nouns was partly based on Egorova, tenbrink, and Purves’ (2018) 
research into fictive motion in the context of mountaineering. Drawing upon their list of 10 
most frequent landscape terms occurring in FM expressions (Egorova, tenbrink, and Purves 
2018, 13), the following four nouns were selected: mountain (Slo: gora) and slope (Slo: pobočje) 
as entities associated with vertical extension, ridge (Slo: greben) as an entity that can be associated 
with both vertical and horizontal extension, as well as with linearity and complex shape (see the 
previous section), and valley (Slo: dolina) as an entity associated with linearity and horizontal 
extension but also allowing a construal in terms of vertical extension (Egorova, tenbrink, and 
Purves 2018, 15). Path (Slo: steza) and road (Slo: cesta) were added to the list as entities associated 
with linearity or a complex shape, and differing with regard to the mode of travel.

With five corpora used, there were five queries for each noun. Each individual query generated a 
list of verbal collocates arranged according to the collocation strength. The maximum number was 
set at 200 (relevant for nouns with a high number of collocates). The list was examined manually to 
extract the verbs whose meanings conflate motion with path/manner. The verbs whose meanings do 
not evoke any correlated path properties (e.g. run) and any uses representing FM categories other 
than coextension paths (e.g. surround used in an advent path (cf. talmy 2000, 135) or poke in a 
demonstrative path (talmy 2000, 109)) were not included. Several collocations had to be discarded 
because they did not represent the targeted subject + verb structures but complex NPs (e.g. ridge 
scrambling, road humps), or the noun was not used with the targeted meaning (e.g. English path, 
Slovene greben). For each language, a final list was compiled comprising all verbs from the individual 
lists (three for English, two for Slovene) that were recognized as relevant to the study. 

5 Results
Among the collocations generated by the corpora search, the following noun + verb combinations 
were identified as representing FM uses of motion verbs conveying path-related information. 

1. mountain (En) / gora (Slo)
a) vertical motion
English: climb, descend, dip, drop, fall, plunge, rise, sink, soar, tumble
Slovene:11 dvigati/dvigovati/dvigniti se, spuščati se, vzdigovati se, vzpenjati se

11 The English translations are given in table 1.
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b) Horizontal motion
English: roll, sweep
Slovene: --

2. (mountain) ridge (En) / (gorski) greben (Slo)
a) vertical motion
English: ascend, climb, descend, drop, fall, rise
Slovene: dvigati/dvigovati/dvigniti se, spuščati/spustiti se, vzpeti se
b) Horizontal motion
English: curve, sweep 
Slovene: obrniti se, valoviti, viti se

3. slope (En) / pobočje (Slo)
a) vertical motion
English: ascend, climb, descend, drop, fall, plunge, rise 
Slovene: dvigati/dvigovati se, padati, spuščati/spustiti se, vzpenjati se
b) Horizontal motion
English: ease, roll, slip, sweep, turn, wind
Slovene: --

4. valley (En) / dolina (Slo)
a) vertical motion
English: climb, descend, drop, fall, plunge, rise
Slovene: dvigati/dvigniti se, spuščati/spustiti se
b) Horizontal motion
English: flow, roll, sweep, turn, wind
Slovene: viti se, zaviti

5. path (En) / steza (Slo)
a) vertical motion
English: ascend, climb, descend, dip, drop, fall, rise
Slovene: dvigati/dvigniti se, spuščati/spustiti se, vzpenjati/vzpeti se 
b) Horizontal motion
English: criss-cross, curve, ease, hop, loop, meander, roll, snake, sweep, swing, turn, twist, 
undulate, veer, wander, weave, wind, zigzag
Slovene: cikcakati, obrniti se, vijugati, viti se, zaviti

6. road (En) / cesta (Slo)
a) vertical motion
English: ascend, climb, descend, dip, drop, fall, rise
Slovene: dvigati/dvigovati/dvigniti se, povzpeti se, spuščati/spustiti se, vzpenjati/vzpeti se
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b) Horizontal motion
English: criss-cross, curve, loop, meander, snake, sweep, swing, turn, twist, undulate, veer, 
weave, wind
Slovene: obrniti se, vijugati, viti se, zavijati/zaviti

The data are summarized in the table below, with the verbs classified into five groups: 

i)   directional verbs encoding upward vertical motion (e.g. rise)

ii)   directional verbs encoding downward vertical motion (e.g. fall)

iii)  directional verbs encoding a change of direction and/or motion along a curved path (e.g. 
curve)

iv)  manner-of-motion verbs encoding motion along a path of complex shape (e.g. zigzag)

v)   manner-of-motion verbs encoding motion along a path of non-specified shape (e.g. hop)

table 1. Motion verbs conveying path-related information 

English Slovene

Upward motion ascend, climb, rise, soar dvigati/dvigovati/dvigniti 
se (‘rise’), povzpeti se 
(‘ascend, climb’), vzdigovati 
se (‘rise’), vzpenjati/vzpeti 
se (‘ascend, climb’)

Downward motion descend, dip, drop, fall, 
plunge, sink, topple, tumble

padati (‘fall’), spuščati/
spustiti se (‘descend’)

change of direction, curved 
path

curve, loop, turn, veer, sweep, 
swing

obrniti se (‘turn’), zavijati/
zaviti (‘turn’)

Manner + complex shape criss-cross, meander, snake, 
twist, undulate, weave, wind, 
zigzag

cikcakati (‘zigzag’), valoviti 
(‘undulate’), vijugati 
(‘weave’), viti se (‘wind’)

Manner + non-specified 
shape

ease, flow, hop, roll, slip, 
wander

--

6 Discussion 
The results demonstrate a discrepancy between English and Slovene FM expressions in the 
use of motion verbs that convey path-related information. The English verbs outnumber the 
Slovene ones12 for two reasons. First, quite a few English verbs do not have distinct Slovene 
equivalents, even in actual motion uses, and share an equivalent with a relatively general meaning 
(e.g. meander, snake, twist, weave, wind → viti se/vijugati). Second, some of them have Slovene 
equivalents that resist fictive motion uses (e.g. climb → plezati; plunge → planiti, strmoglaviti; 
topple → prevrniti se; hop → skakljati).

12 It should be noted that the Slovene set of upward motion verbs basically comprises lexical aspectual variants of only two verbs: 
dvigniti se ‘rise’ and vzpeti se ‘ascend’ (see table 1).
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The inventory of English verbs includes verbs whose meanings display semantic components 
pertaining to some other aspects of motion. For illustration, the verb plunge designates a sudden 
movement. This component of meaning translates into a property of the path (steepness in our 
case; see the discussion below) that can only be expressed verb-externally in Slovene. compare:

(11) a) High mountains plunge into glittering lakes, creating almost fjord-like scenery.  
(ukWac)

 b)  visoke gore [...] strmo padajo proti tihemu oceanu. (FidaPLUS v2) 

     ‘High mountains [...] fall steeply towards the Pacific Ocean.’ 

The verbs presented in table 1 primarily convey information about the direction of movement or the 
path-shape related manner of motion (the exception being verbs encoding motion along a path of 
non-specified shape, which will be treated separately). Nevertheless, as demonstrated by plunge above, 
some verbs at the same time encode information about speed. Among the verbs encoding direction 
or path shape, the following ones display a speed component in their semantics: soar (‘rise quickly’), 
plunge (‘move or fall suddenly’), tumble (‘fall quickly and without control’), sweep (‘move quickly and 
powerfully’), meander (‘move slowly and not in a straight line’), weave (‘move quickly and change 
direction often’), and Slovene vijugati (‘change direction repeatedly and quickly’).13 In tumble, the 
speed component combines with that of unsteadiness and loss of control.

In FM expressions, however, where no actual motion is involved, the speed component obviously 
cannot express speed but is mapped onto some path feature associated with speed. In the case 
of vertical motion this feature appears to be the path’s gradient, a connection deriving from the 
observation that the steeper the incline, the shorter the path connecting two extreme positions 
and, crucially, the shorter the time of travel. The unsteadiness component observed in tumble is 
mapped onto the very height of the vertically extended entity, a manifestation of the fact that the 
taller a vertically extended object, the more likely it will lose balance and fall over. The physical 
properties of mountains thus make it possible for the noun mountain to collocate with tumble.

(12)  tall green snow-capped mountains tumble majestically into the clear blue ocean waters 
that make up the Inlet system. (ententen)

With manner-of-motion verbs the speed component can be mapped onto the specifics of the path 
shape. For example, the verbs weave and wind express motion along the same general complex-
shape path – a path that is not straight but has several curves, twists and bends. Nonetheless, a 
weaving path seems to be visualized as having more changes of direction and sharper bends than 
a winding path, although the two designations can be used interchangeably. The same can be 
said of the Slovene verbs vijugati14 and viti se, respectively. Again, a connection with speed can 
be established: the higher the number of curves in a sinusoid-shaped path, the faster one must 
travel so as to cover a given distance in a given time.

The speed component could also play a role in FM uses of sweep, although the change of direction 
(13a) or the curved shape of landscape features (13b)15 is more likely to be metaphorically related 
to the curve involved in a basic sweeping movement – which, in turn, is a quick and forceful one.

13 The meanings given in brackets are based on dictionary definitions (cALD, cOBUILD, OALD, SSKJ).
14 ‘to quickly, continuously change the direction of travel’ (SSKJ).
15 (Of landscape) ‘to form a long smooth curve’ (OALD).
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(13)  a) The path sweeps left and is joined by another path coming in from the left. (ukWac)

 b) Beyond lay snowcapped mountains and mist-filled valleys sweeping to infinity. 
(ententen)

Of particular interest is the small set of verbs expressing manner of motion without reference 
to any specific path shape. Wander represents a borderline case here, since its meaning16 still 
evokes some kind of irregular shape. The verbs hop and slip describe a quick, sudden, effortless 
movement, the verb ease17 a slow, gentle, careful motion, flow a slow, steady motion, roll a smooth, 
effortless motion. Meaning components like the effortlessness and smoothness of motion are 
mappable onto features pertaining to terrain configuration. The connection is obvious: the less 
difficult the terrain, the smoother/easier motion over it. 

For example:

(14) a) The coast path hops through the car park to follow the lip of Hazelphron cliff, which 
terminates at a substantial, wind-swept headland some 600 yards further on. (ukWac)

b)  The grassy slope slipped away a bit easier on the other side, and the running figure was 
easily visible. (ententen)

c)  A second sloping off, and the path eases its way up this pleasant grass slope with a 
glorious view of Loch cluanie. (ukWac)

d)  The Green Bridge now spans the road and as you walk across it, you would hardly 
know you were on a bridge at all as the park path rolls across it without interruption. 
(ukWac)

to what an extent this type of mapping is actually involved is open to interpretation. It can be 
supported by an additional element in the sentence structure such as a bit easier in (14b) or 
without interruption in (14d). Nevertheless, an interplay between the effort and speed components 
is also possible (cf. (14a), where hop suggests that the path leaves the car park quickly, meaning 
that the segment running through the car park must be relatively short), or there may be a 
metaphor underlying the expression. For example, the uses of flow are metaphorically related to 
the movement of bodies of water like streams and rivers (15a):18

(15) a) Finally, we reached the ridge, and there, in front of us, was tuscany, secret valleys 
flowing from the peaks. (ukWac)

b) Even an hour away from landing, I’d look out the window and see nothing but 
mountains rolling one after the other like a stormy ocean of rock. (ententen)

In (15b), the landscape configuration is related to a curved shape associated with the basic 
meaning of roll (‘turn over and over and move in a particular direction’): an imaginary sinusoid 
which is travelled by a(ny) point on the circumference of a circular object rolling along a straight 
line. It is worth noting that the same type of curve underlies the meaning of undulate, where 
the connection between the manner of motion and the path shape is fairly straightforward. 

16 ‘to walk around slowly in a relaxed way or without any clear purpose or direction’ (cALD).
17 classified as a motion verb on the basis of uses like I eased my way towards the door (cOBUILD).
18 This applies also to actual motion, e.g. Large numbers of refugees continue to flow from the troubled region into the no-man’s land 

(cOBUILD).



75LANGUAGE

For example, a swimmer using the undulating19 technique is seen as moving along a sinusoid-
shaped path aligned with his/her own body at any given moment. Similarly, an undulating road 
is automatically visualized in terms of sag and crest curves. Roll, by contrast, does not encode any 
specific path shape (cf. (14d) above) – which also explains the difference in classification. 

In Slovene, the specifics of the path need to be expressed verb-externally. An exception in this 
respect is a zigzag path; however, the majority of FM expressions use the adverb cikcakasto ‘in a 
zigzag pattern’ (16b) instead of the verb cikcakati ‘zigzag’ (16a):

(16) a) Steza spet postane bolj strma in začne cikcakati preko rušnatega pobočja. (sltenten)

    ‘The path becomes steeper again and starts zigzagging across the grassy slope.’

b) Pot se cikcakasto in strmo spušča navzdol in res gre zelo hitro. (FidaPLUS v2)

     ‘The zigzag path descends steeply and it really goes pretty fast.’

Examples (17a–b) illustrate the FM uses of snake and undulate. Slovene employs other means to 
express the respective meanings. In (17c), the basic-shape manner-of-motion verb viti se ‘wind’ is 
combined with the adverb kačasto ‘like a snake’. In (17d), the upward/downward motion verbs 
vzpenjati/spuščati (‘ascend/descend’) are combined with the adverbs strmo ‘steeply’ and nenehno 
‘continuously’. 

(17) a) The road snakes through the hills, bend after bend, and it’s time to try “race” mode. 
(ukWac)

b) The road is undulating as it crosses various small hills and ridges left behind by the 
glaciers. (ukWac)

c) cesta se kačasto vije do visoko ležečih vasi. (FidaPLUS v2)

    ‘The road, like a snake, winds its way up to the villages nestling in the hills.’

d) cesta se nenehno strmo vzpenja in strmo spušča. (FidaPLUS v2)

    ‘The road keeps ascending steeply and descending steeply.’

The most frequent constituent conveying path-related information is an adverbial adjunct in the 
form of an adverbial or prepositional phrase. Another elegant possibility is an adjectival modifier. 
Sentence (18) below employs both: the adjective kačast ‘having the shape of a snake’ is fortuitously 
complemented by the cognate expression kot piton ‘like a python’ in adjunct function:

(18)  Kačasta cesta se vije po pobočju kot piton. (FidaPLUS v2)

   ‘The serpentine path winds its way up the slope like a python.’

In a similar manner, adjuncts and modifiers in Slovene FM constructions substitute for the 
meaning components of English verbs that pertain to actual motion, but are mapped onto 
specific features of the path. A case in point is steepness, which is implicit in the meanings of 
vertical motion verbs like plunge or soar. Slovene FM constructions use verbs with less specific 
meanings (cf. rise, fall) and combine them with adverbial or adjectival descriptions pertaining 
to the gradient.

19  Recognized as a technical term in swimming.
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(19) a) Na vzhodni strani se gora precej strmo spušča v dolino. (sltenten)

       ‘The east side of the mountain descends quite steeply into the valley.’

b) Od jezera se na tri strani dvigajo strme gore. (FidaPLUS v2)

      ‘From the lake, steep mountains rise in three directions.’

c) Njena pobočja se dvigajo skoraj navpično. (FidaPLUS v2)

      ‘Its slopes rise almost vertically.’

d) Njuno vzhodno pobočje pada globoko v dolino Možnice. (FidaPLUS v2)

      ‘Their eastern slope falls deep into the Možnica valley.’

e) Proti zahodu se pobočje Raduhe spusti tako rekoč prepadno. (sltenten)

      ‘towards the west the Raduha slope falls away almost precipitously.’

f ) Steza skozi gozd se hitro spušča. (sltenten)

      ‘The path through the forest descends quickly.’

(19f ) differs from the rest of the examples in that the gradient is expressed indirectly as the result 
of speed-to-path mapping: the high-speed component of the adverb hitro (‘quickly’) is mapped 
onto the steepness of the terrain. A parallel can be found in (20a) below, with the low-speed 
component of počasi (‘slowly’) mapped onto the gentle curves of the road. The role of počasi 
(‘slowly’) in the description of the road shape is comparable to that of blago (‘gently’) in (20b):

 (20)  a) Široka cesta počasi vijuga proti veliki dolini. (FidaPLUS v2)

       ‘The wide road winds slowly in the direction of velika dolina.’

b) cesta je blago vijugala med grički. (FidaPLUS v2)

       ‘The road wound gently among the hillocks.’

It follows from the discussion that Slovene FM constructions rely heavily on verb-external means 
to describe the properties of the path. Nonetheless, adjuncts and modifiers are employed by 
English constructions as well; in fact, they are also found together with verbs whose meanings are 
specific enough to enable metonymic mapping. In (21) below, for example, the adjunct further 
specifies the gradient, a property already implicit in the meaning of the verb:

(21) In the south the mountains plunge vertically into the sea. (ukWac)

The sentence offers some possibilities for further research, focusing on the role of adjuncts and 
modifiers in the two languages. Differences can be expected since a verb with metonymic potential 
makes redundant an adjunct/modifier whose meaning coincides with the meaning expressed by 
the verb itself (compare plunge ?steeply and plunge vertically). Another related and undoubtedly 
appealing topic is the metonymic use of adjuncts/modifiers whose manner-of-motion components 
are mappable onto path properties. Next, the aspectual variants of the Slovene verbs call for a 
contrastive study on the role of aspect in fictive motion. Last but not least, it follows from the 
discussion that FM expressions pose several challenges to translation. Rojo and valenzuela (2003) 
report informational differences between translating real motion and fictive motion. Stošić and 
Sarda (2009) question the translational equivalence between fictive motion and posture verbs, 



77LANGUAGE

arguing that translating fictive motion changes the conceptualization of the scene. They express 
the need for more contrastive studies which would help “define cross-linguistically the place of 
fictive motion in the expression of static scenes” (Stošić and Sarda 2009, 52).

7 Conclusion
English and Slovene differ in the scope of motion verbs conveying path-related information in 
FM expressions. Both employ directional and manner-of-motion verbs, but their number is 
considerably smaller in Slovene. The inventory of Slovene verbs includes lexical aspectual variants 
of directional verbs but lacks equivalents of many English verbs, including those resulting from 
noun-to-verb conversion. The meanings of English verbs are more specific, displaying components 
that can be mapped onto certain properties of the path. Besides the obvious correlations in terms 
of the direction/manner of motion and the path orientation/shape, the following metonymic 
mappings have been identified, with possible interplay between them: speed → gradient, speed → 
shape, unsteadiness → height, effortlessness → terrain configuration. In Slovene FM expressions, 
these properties need to be expressed verb-externally. The findings call for a study addressing such 
contrastive differences from the point of view of translation strategies that can be adopted when 
rendering fictive motion from English to Slovene, and vice versa.   
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ABStRAct

The English reformist writer Mary Hays published a compilation of women’s biographies entitled 
Female Biography (1803), with the aim at providing other women with examples to emulate. She 
intended not only to convey her deepest convictions about women’s capacities and abilities, but 
also to leave her own stylistic imprint on the text. This study seeks to analyse diverse entries of 
Hays’s collection (Lady Dudleya North, Lady Damaris Masham, Margaret Roper, Aphra Behn, 
and Lady Rachel Russel) in order to elucidate her concerns as a data collector and biographer, 
and her techniques as a lexicographer, which are chiefly shaped by her concern about education 
and by her intended audience: women.

Keywords: Mary Hays; Female Biography; lexicography; women’s lives

Mary Hays, leksikografinja iz osemnajstega 
stoletja v službi »ženskega sveta«

POvZEtEK

Angleška reformistka Mary Hays je l. 1803 objavila zbirko biografij žensk z naslovom Female 
Biography, s katero je želela drugim ženskam predstaviti zglede, ki naj jim v svojem življenju 
sledijo. Poleg Haysinih trdnih prepričanj o sposobnostih in zmožnostih žensk besedilo razkriva 
tudi njene slogovne posebnosti. Pričujoča študija analizira posamezne vnose v Haysini zbirki 
(Lady Dudleya North, Lady Damaris Masham, Margaret Roper, Aphra Behn in Lady Rachel 
Russel) z namenom razjasnitve njenih vodil pri zbiranju biografskih podatkov in njenih 
leksikografskih tehnik, na katere sta zlasti vplivala njeno prepričanje o pomenu izobrazbe in 
njeno ciljno občinstvo: ženske.

Ključne besede: Mary Hays; Female Biography; leksikografija; življenja žensk
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Mary Hays, an Eighteenth-century Woman 
Lexicographer at the Service of “the Female World”
1 Introduction
In the Monthly Magazine of December 1798, a brief note announced that the English writer 
Mary Hays (1759–1843) had embarked on a “biographical work of great and lasting interest 
to the female world, to contain the lives of illustrious women, of all ages and nations” (qtd. in 
Luria Walker 2013, xii), which was finally published in six volumes in 1803, under the title 
of Female Biography; or, Memoirs of Illustrious and Celebrated Women of All Ages and Countries: 
Alphabetically Arranged. This demonstrates the extraordinary work undertaken by the author 
over at least five years, in which she not only consulted a great quantity of varied sources, but also 
endeavoured to leave her own imprint on the text she was creating. As the full title makes clear, 
Hays tried to include in her biographical dictionary celebrated women of disparate backgrounds 
and occupations. In the preface, she stated that she published accounts of the lives of illustrious 
women in order to provide her own sex with examples to be emulated (Hays 2013, 3). As a 
reformist writer, by means of these biographies Hays intended to convey her deepest convictions 
about women’s capacities and abilities and to give visibility to women who had participated in 
the intellectual, cultural, and political realms of their time (Luria Walker 2006, 215–16). 

Hays’s opening words in Female Biography offer some meaningful testimonies on the issue of 
style. First, she quotes Peter Bayle’s Dictionnaire historique et critique (1697) to declare that “to 
abridge with judgment, is of literary labours one of the most difficult” (2013, 8). Additionally, 
she admits a disdain for “mere compilation […] aiming at a clear, correct, and even harmonious 
style” (2013, 8). As her “book is intended for women, and not for scholars,” her purpose is “to 
collect and concentrate, in one interesting point of view, those engaging pictures, instructive 
narrations, and striking circumstances” (2013, 7). Did Mary Hays’s biographies achieve these 
goals? The current study, while not comprehensive, seeks to provide an answer to this question by 
means of a preliminary approach to Hays’s stylistic concerns as a data collector and biographer, 
and to her techniques as a lexicographer. 

2 Hays as a Vindicator of Women’s Education
Hays was born in a middle-class family of Rational Dissenters, and the death of her father, among 
other early misfortunes, was a determining factor in her life, as she gained first-hand of women 
taking on more responsibility in a patriarchal society. Later on, when she met Mary Wollstonecraft 
and other members of radical circles, she became acquainted with their revolutionary ideals,1 
while she also received literary and emotional support to revive and continue her career as a 
writer. Hays thus enjoyed the positive influence of a cultural and intellectual milieu, in which 
women had the opportunity to participate in gatherings and debates and express their ideas. 
However, she quickly realized that women’s role in the world of letters was that of outsiders 
(Luria Walker 2006, 1). 

1 Hays and other writers of the 1790s, including William Godwin, Thomas Holcroft, Elizabeth Inchbald and charlotte Smith, 
received the name of Jacobin novelists, as they focused on the positive consequences that the French Revolution could bring 
to English society. However, their intention was not revolutionary, as they simply called for a government guided by reason, 
and not by money or rank (Kelly 1976, 8).
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Interestingly, Wollstonecraft acted as a mentor for Hays, the influence of the former’s A Vindication 
of the Right of Woman (1792) being especially strong on the latter, who consistently called for 
greater advancement and autonomy for women. Education was essential in this context, and 
Hays always demanded better instruction for women in her writings. Wollstonecraft and Hays 
were in turn admirers of catharine Macaulay, a historian and activist, who shared with numerous 
women of the period a concern about women’s education.2 Macaulay was well-known for her 
multivolume History of England (1754–1761); however, she also wrote an essay entitled Letters 
on Education, in 1790, in which she attacked the most relevant and widespread educational 
systems of that time, namely those proposed by Rousseau and Hume. According to these two 
men, the education that girls should receive was based on the association of women with lesser 
virtues, such as delicacy, smoothness, beauty and dependence (Frazer 2011, 608), which made 
them incapable of receiving the same education as boys. Macaulay, however, was in favour of an 
egalitarian education, for knowledge, in her opinion, was not determined by gender and thus she 
claimed that the assumed distinctions between men and women “do not in any manner proceed 
from sexual causes, but are entirely the effects of situation and education” (1790, 202).

In her collection of essays, Letters and Essays, Moral, and Miscellaneous (1793), Hays similarly 
expressed her indignation about certain common attitudes towards women, which not only 
damaged them, but also the whole of society: “By degrading the female character, and by 
repressing the wish for improvement, men have, with a narrow and temporary policy, been 
enemies, not only to their own happiness, but to their offspring” (1793, vii). Years later, in an 
article she published anonymously in 1797, “Improvements suggested in Female Education”, 
Hays describes the terrible habit adopted by many families of her time, which consisted of 
bringing up their daughters just for “the precarious chance” of marriage (1797, 194). The 
consequence for these young women was victimization and helplessness. However, educated 
women would be able to practice diverse trades, including liberal arts, arithmetic and book-
keeping, which would permit them to support themselves and not to depend on men. to achieve 
this and defeat inequalities, Hays asks for government reforms and new policies, which should 
focus on individuals’ “faculties and talents, without distinction of rank or sex” (1797, 195). 
Following the same path, Hays’s two most well-known novels, Memoirs of Emma Courtney 
(1796) and The Victim of Prejudice (1799), can be described as compendia of all the injustices 
committed to the middle-class women of her time (ty 1998, xvi), while in Female Biography 
she looked to women in the past in order to offer powerful examples to her readers, mostly 
women, so that they could fight prejudice and discrimination. Most of these examples were 
upper-class women, who had a better access to education, and thanks to the opportunity they 
enjoyed, were able to be and act as great women, and able to impact society (Luria Walker 2005, 
255). Furthermore, Hays used some of these women’s life stories– e.g. those of Lady Masham 
and Margaret Roper – to introduce her feminist viewpoints, particularly the issue of women’s 
education, as will be discussed below.

2 In her Vindication of the Rights of Woman, written just after Macaulay’s death, Wollstonecraft declared this about her: “The 
woman of the greatest abilities, undoubtedly, that this country has ever produced. –And yet this woman has been suffered to 
die without sufficient respect being paid to her memory”, and she added that she was “an example of intellectual acquirements 
supposed to be incompatible with the weakness of her sex” (1999, 180). Hays was one of her first biographers and being 
herself very conscious of the prejudiced viewpoint with which some women writers were regarded and judged, stated about 
Macaulay: “A female historian, by its singularity, could not fail to excite attention: she seemed to have stepped out of the 
province of her sex; curiosity was sharpened, and malevolence provoked. The author was attacked by petty and personal 
scurrilities, to which it was believed her sex would render her vulnerable” (2014, v, 294). Indeed, Macaulay’s radical political 
ideas and some personal circumstances affected her consideration and esteem among the public (Hill 1992, 117).
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Although women’s education had been a controversial issue before, in the eighteenth century it 
became a particular point of contention, as the literary realm was more and more populated by 
female writers, and the rate of literacy among women was rising rapidly. Indeed, reading was not 
only more accessible to women but it also started to be considered a suitable activity for them. 
As Nancy Armstrong explains, during the eighteenth century a new model of woman emerged, 
confined to the domestic realm with the only task of supervising the household servants’ work. 
and consequently such women had large amounts of leisure time (1987, 79). Many thus spent 
their spare time reading, although this new habit did eventually cause great anxiety, since it was 
more and more difficult to control what women read. Indeed, it was considered that women, 
due to their allegedly weaker disposition and vulnerability, were particularly susceptible to some 
materials and topics. Nevertheless, history was recommended as very beneficial for women’s 
instruction, and among historical writings biographies of famous women were particularly 
popular. Moreover, intellectuals and scholars proposed this type of texts instead of fiction, since 
they gathered real examples and models for women readers to imitate (Pearson 1999, 51).

3 Hays as a Data Collector and Lexicographer
After the publication of Female Biography, both the structure and pattern of Hays’s text were 
considered problematic, and thus a target of critical remarks by reviewers. Her selection of 
women subjects and the alphabetical arrangement of entries introduced a transgressive turn 
into the text, in that worthy and reprehensible women were set together. While this is a notable 
feature of the work, it was roundly criticised due to the negative effects that it might have on its 
intended readership (Luria Walker 2005, 330–33; Wood 1998, 117–18). The eighteenth century 
saw a huge number of compendia of this sort, and information in them was frequently presented 
in a logical, accessible manner. Indeed, most of Hays’s contemporaries “favoured works in 
alphabetical order designed for rapid reference, rather than didactic works arranged thematically. 
Erudition was being displaced by efficient information storage and retrieval” (Headrick 2000, 
172), so in adopting this arrangement she shows herself to be in sync with her times.  

Similarly, more recent studies have expressed reservations as to the form of this compilation, 
considering it hack work, undertaken for mere financial gain (Kelly 1993, 246). Interestingly, 
Samuel Johnson’s entry for “Grub Street” in A Dictionary of the English Language (1755) states 
that this well-known street in London was inhabited by literary hacks, mediocre and needy 
writers “of small histories, dictionaries, and temporary poems” (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2018), 
and includes dictionary compilers among the category of second-rate writers who worked chiefly 
for money. taking into account the interests of both Hays and her publisher, the financial 
motivation for this work is indeed beyond doubt (Luria Walker 2006, 216; Luria Walker 2013, 
xii). Moreover, Hays’s approach in the composition of her biographical dictionary took an 
inevitable course, and could hardly have been differently. certainly, Isabel Rivers in an analysis 
of various eighteenth-century biographical dictionaries has explained the procedure for writers 
of such texts, which was based on borrowing; they “drew on earlier ones, or […] took account 
of other dictionaries published in the meantime which commented on the earlier version. There 
would seem to be no end to the task of the modern historian hoping to disentangle the chain 
of borrowing, allusion and criticism” (2003, 137). This aspect is particularly evident in the 
case of Hays, who includes her sources at the end of most entries. And despite not citing every 
source, the enlightened spirit and empirical method in her compiling work is palpable (capern 
2005, 152). Moreover, at that time any borrowing could be justified in terms of a successful 
stylistic improvement, and indeed textual unity and seamlessness were the main features when 
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evaluating literary works (Mazzeo 2007, 3–4). In this regard, Hays’s text exemplifies such aims as 
refinement, together with the author’s own opinions on her personal style, particularly regarding 
her target audience, women.

Susan Staves (2007) has raised the question of how eighteenth-century women writers got access 
to all the books they read, and considering the number of sources quoted by Hays, this question 
certainly arises in this case. Being a woman, and one of limited means, the option of purchasing 
so many books was beyond her. Moreover, women were excluded from almost all of those 
significant places where books could be read and consulted, including schools, universities and 
libraries, particularly if they were also dissenters, as with Hays. Nevertheless, the new paradigm 
established in the literary system of the time offered women new opportunities, and they were 
able to participate in this system as givers and receivers of books with “friends and colleagues 
engaged in a common project” (Staves 2007, 208). As an active member of various circles of 
like-minded writers and friends, Hays might have access to the private libraries of some of these 
(Spongberg 2014, 539),3 and particularly of those who were or had been engaged in similar 
projects. Staves mentions a further way in which women might have obtained books, one which 
again might have been exploited by Hays: some writers obtained books as a form of patronage 
by publishers, in that a supply of such books constituted the sort of material writers needed for 
the work they were doing for those very publishers (Staves 2007, 196). Thus Richard Philips, the 
publisher of Female Biography, might have supplied Hays with some of the biographical texts he 
had already printed; as a businessman interested in the increasingly popular genre of life-writing, 
this served his commercial purposes well (Luria Walker 2006, 216).

The title of the text suggests that Hays’s primary purpose was very broad; although her own 
country remains a key element, given that approximately one third of the women recorded are 
British, and some of these women’s biographies are among the most extensive ones. In terms 
of the form of the biographies, there is no uniform pattern, and the length of the entries varies 
considerably, from just a few sentences to essays of more than 100 pages, the latter being the case 
for both Elizabeth I and Mary Queen of Scots. However, most of the British women in Hays’s 
text are not royal, and the most common length of the entries for these is far shorter. Some 94 
British women are described (of the total of 300 entries for the whole work), most of these being 
noble and learned ladies, and a considerable number of them also writers (Lasa Álvarez 2014). 
There is one explanation of this: the sources used by Hays for the great majority of these entries. 
clearly, if she wanted to produce a compilation of women’s lives, her best approach would be 
to draw on existing texts of similar nature, which included principally “female worthies,” that 
is, the kind of historical work which embraced those various female monarchs, warriors, saints, 
and savants distinguished by their rank, talent, piety, or otherwise noteworthy lives (Guest 2000, 
49–69; chernock 2013, 115–36; Hicks 2014, 18–33). 

First, the crucial role of George Ballard’s Memoirs of Several Ladies of Great Britain (1752) has 
to be recognized. This text is not only one of the most repeated sources in Hays’s entries, but 
also the one which marked the emergence of a canon of worthy women, and “the key source 
for information about women writers in the Renaissance and seventeenth century for almost 
all subsequent biographical dictionaries including women writers, [… and] for biographical 
notices in anthologies of women writers” (Guest 2000, 50, 78). Ballard was captivated by the 

3 Hays had already enjoyed access to the private libraries of friends, such as Mrs collier, when she was younger (Luria Walker 
2006, 12).
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antiquarian method of recovering historical data and materials, but usually did not go on to make 
any detailed of analysis of the facts established (chernock 2000, 119–20). As an antiquarian, 
his work lay mainly in collecting and gathering as much information as possible for each entry, 
including sources such as archival records, letters, wills, sermons, elegies, manuscripts, and even 
inscriptions on tombstones and monuments (Sweet 2004, xvi)4. 

The anonymous Biographium Faemineum:  The Female Worthies (1766) is also a source text for 
Hays. It reproduces many entries from Ballard’s Memoirs, but in having a more inclusive objective, 
as set out in its title and preface, the collection includes foreign women and also some historical 
protagonists of scant virtue (1766, viii), such as cleopatra and Aphra Behn.5 Finally, Thomas 
Gibbons’s Memoirs of Eminently Pious Women (1777) should be also noted here. For Gibbons, a 
dissenting minister, religion and virtue were the salient criteria for his choice of subjects (1777, vii).  

Evidently the use of these biographical materials, which incorporated the authors’ didactic 
purpose and ideological point of view, stressing such features as women’s virtue and modesty, 
affected and sometimes shaped the way some of these women have subsequently been regarded. 
The women included in these authors’ collections were celebrated for diverse reasons; however, 
their portrayals consistently included some sort of self-denying accomplishment, which was 
a prerogative of women’s private roles as mothers, daughters and wives. They perhaps also 
influenced Mary Hays herself; it is thought that as a consequence of her use of earlier sources 
of this kind, she moved away from her previous radical and liberal views, to adopt a more 
conservative perspective and tone in her biographical compendium, more in accordance with the 
post-revolutionary atmosphere in Britain at the time (Kelly 1993, 234; Spongberg 2002, 117).

4 Hays as a Biographer: Some Examples 
The biography of the Honourable Lady Dudleya North (1675–1712) is a good example of Hays’s 
system of textual assembly and work. Lady Dudleya was member of a significant noble family 
actively involved in government and politics during the troubled second half of the seventeenth 
century in England. Despite this, she lived a mainly secluded life, devoting her entire life to 
study. However, thanks to her family’s high position in society she was able to collect a large 
number of books, a pursuit which she shared with some of her relatives, such as Sir Roger North, 
one of her educated and cultivated uncles, a lawyer and biographer, and a member of the King’s 
counsel. The entry is just one page long, and at the end of it Hays offers a brief list of sources, 
which include “Ballard’s British Ladies” and “Biographium Faemineum” (2014, 527). Lady 
Dudleya North’s biography is reproduced with minor changes from Ballard’s version, which is 
clearly also the source of the other text mentioned by Hays, Biographium Faemineum. 

The process of summarising is clear and progressive, concluding with Hays’s version, which, 
apart from being shorter, is, in my opinion, clearer, simpler and smoother than Ballard’s original. 
Hays’s biography is also reordered, following a more logical scheme. Thus Hays takes the section 
which explains that Lady Dudleya owned a notable collection of books and that it was donated 
to the parochial library after her death, and places this at the end of the entry, as these events 
occurred after the subject had died. It is, then, a simple but effective improvement in the 
presentation of information.

4 This collection also includes numerous exemplary women writers (Lasa Álvarez 2015).
5 The inclusion of such women in biographical collections was frequently accompanied by warning labels by the compilers 

(Booth 2004, 67), as Hays herself did in presenting Aphra Behn’s life. 



87LItERAtURE

In the case of a longer entry, such as Lady Damaris Masham (1658–1708), a philosopher of the 
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the same sources are used. Again, Hays and the 
anonymous author of the Biographium Faemineum both make use of Ballard’s compilation. The 
difference in style is also clear in this case, since the anonymous compiler generally maintains the 
sentence structure of Ballard’s text, while Hays tries to build a more flowing style. It is interesting 
to note in more detail the dissimilarities in the approaches of these two authors with respect to 
Ballard’s text at the point where the latter reproduces Lady Masham’s own words on education. 
Indeed, almost half of Ballard’s entry concerns allusions to and quotations from one of her 
treatises: Occasional Thoughts in reference to a Virtuous Christian Life (1705), and particularly 
those aspects related to the education of both women and men. However, in the Biographium 
Faemineum the space assigned to it is no more than a short reference: “The principal design of 
which (education) is, to improve religion and virtue; and need it is so full of instruction, that, 
if carefully perused by both sexes, it could not fail of obtaining much of its desired end” (1766, 
126), which might be seen as an invitation to read the book.

Mary Hays also summarises Ballard’s text, but contrary to the author of Biographium Faemineum, 
and due to her personal interest in this matter, as previously examined, she draws on Masham’s 
opinions to offer her readership another perspective on the necessity of women’s education. As 
a friend and follower of Locke, Masham placed great importance on the civic and moral role of 
education in society, yet she focused her interest on women’s education, and particularly on the 
role of cultivated mothers as educators of worthy citizens for an enlightened society (Hutton 
2010, 74).6 After giving a general idea of Masham’s opinion on the “neglected education of 
daughters, among persons of high rank, and the frivolity and dissipation in which they consume 
their lives,” from the excerpts selected by Ballard, Hays chooses those parts in which gentlemen’s 
mistaken ideas about education induce them to ridicule “a learned lady.” This is particularly 
reprehensible, she argues, in that a learned lady is “capable of instructing her children, and of 
implanting in their minds just principles” (2014, 496–97). 

There are several more entries in Hays’s compilation based on the same sources, which illustrate 
the extent of her reliance on these two texts. Yet also very clear is her desire to infuse her text 
with her own style, and to emphasise those assumptions which she considers instrumental for 
the general aim of her biographical dictionary. Her personal interest here is seen in occasional 
additions to her core sources. A case in point is the biography of Margaret Roper (1505–1544), 
the cultivated daughter of Thomas More, Lord High chancellor during the reign of Henry 
vIII. At the end of the entry Hays notes her usual sources, Ballard and Biographium Faemineum; 
however, the initial long paragraph of the entry is her own: 

In favour of the liberal cultivation of the minds of women, it may be observed, that at 
no period of the English history does there appear to have been greater attention paid 
to the culture of the female mind, than during the age of Elizabeth; and at no time has 
there existed a greater number of amiable and respectable women. […] Among women 
distinguished for their virtues and acquirements, in the 16th century, the three daughters of 
Sir Thomas More hold an elevated rank (2014, 92–94).

On the following page, she adds an exclamation contrasting those favourable times for women’s 
education to her less cultivated present-day gatherings: “What a charming picture, contrasted 

6 When the notion of education was associated with women, this tended to imply domestic education, a task often undertaken 
by mothers, who by the end of the eighteenth century had acquired the role of the guardians of national knowledge (Davies 
2014, 6–7). This issue was also emphasized by Mary Wollstonecraft (Kelly 1993, 243).
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with modern seminaries of vanity and dissipation!” (2014, 94). curiously enough, Hays considers 
More’s daughters as belonging to “the age of Elizabeth,” while in Roper’s biography several 
references to King Henry vIII, the reigning monarch at that time, can be found, particularly 
regarding the refusal of Roper’s father to swear the oath of Supremacy and its fatal consequences. 
It is quite clear from her words in the entry that Hays was not overly fond of Henry vIII, 
describing him as “a capricious tyrant” (2014, 98).7 As in the entry for Elizabeth I, various 
instances of the Queen’s cultivated court and her inclination for study as part of the customs of 
the times are noted in Margaret Roper’s entry, despite belonging to a previous historical moment. 

In addition to using compilations of women’s biographies, such as those mentioned above, 
Hays also drew on generalist collective biographies of the period (Spongberg 2014, 539), as her 
biography of the writer Aphra Behn (1640–1689) shows. This entry is somewhat contradictory, 
in that Hays initially calls her the English Sappho (2013, 385), and whereas she does recognize 
Behn’s literary merits, her works are said not to be recommended, a somewhat perplexing and 
incongruent position in dealing with a writer. Indeed, Behn’s works are “reprehensible for their 
licentiousness” and “do not serve the cause of virtue” (2013, 384–85). Hence, the sources 
assembled by Hays to construct Behn’s portrait are of key interest here. At the end of her entry, 
just two are cited, “Biographia Britannica” and “Biographium Faemineum” (2013, 386). The 
former might refer to the biographical dictionary in six volumes, edited by William Oldys and 
published for the first time in England between 1747 and 1766. However, given the personal 
acquaintance between Mary Hays and Andrew Kippis, with both writers frequenting the same 
Dissenting circles (Spongberg 2010, 254), it is more than logical to think that she used the 
second edition of this compendium, which had been edited by Kippis. 

A comparison of entries for Behn in both editions with Hays’s own shows that she did indeed 
draw on the second edition, as we will see below. This new edition bears the same title, with the 
addition of the following information on the title-page: “The Second Edition, with corrections, 
Enlargements, and the Addition of New Lives: By Andrew Kippis, D.D.F.R.S. and S.A. With 
the Assistance of the Rev. Joseph towers, LL.D. and other Gentlemen” (1780, n.p.). It is in 
fact an incomplete edition of five volumes which appeared between 1778 and 1793. As already 
noted, Hays based her biographical dictionary on the guiding principles established by Bayle’s 
in his influential work, as the editors of the Biographia Britannica also did. Indeed, Hays’s close 
familiarity with Bayle is beyond doubt; Luria Walker pointed out that she was introduced to 
Bayle by Robert Robinson, another Dissenting scholar and minister (2013, xxiv). The second 
source for Behn’s entry is Biographium Faemineum, as for other entries already discussed here.

An analysis of Hays’s entry on Aphra Behn makes it clear that she extracted most of the data from 
the Biographia Britannica. Interestingly, the actual biography of Behn in this text is quite short, yet 
the scholarly footnotes with additional information and explanations occupy much more space 
(1780, 141–46).8 While the anonymous author of the Biographium Faeminum reproduced almost 
word for word the main text of the Biographia Britannica, Hays took both its components and 
rearranged them in her entry, thus offering a much more readable text. As a consequence of the use 
of this source, which combined biographical information and fictional excerpts, in Hays’s text some 
material taken from Behn’s well-known narrative Oroonoko; or, The Royal Slave (1686) is used as if 
it is an authentic and true account. Hays goes as far as mentioning a possible sexual relationship 

7 An expression that Hays had used before in her biography of Queen Elizabeth I (2014, 73).
8 The editors of this biographical dictionary employed the same method used by Bayle in his text: the main text for the 

historical facts, and footnotes for discussion, commentaries and additional curious information (Rivers 2003, 138–39).
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between Behn and this prince. As happened in most of the early biographies of Behn, this affair is 
then refuted in Hays’s text and described as a “calumny” (2013, 383).9 However, as Jane Spencer 
has explained, this denial “serves, of course, to draw attention to the titillating idea of a sexual 
relationship” (2000, 35). Similarly, Hays mentions “Some letters, addressed to a gentleman, whom 
she poetically calls Lycidas; are printed in her Memoirs: this attachment appears to have been not 
less tender and ardent than unfortunate” (2013, 383). The letters are interpreted biographically, 
when it is not entirely certain that they are even hers, yet again they contribute to introduce the 
reader to Behn as a passionate and desperate woman in love (Spencer 2000, 38). 

Generally speaking, Behn’s critical reception in the eighteenth century was negative, usually 
appearing in contrast to other women writers, such as Katherine Philips or Elizabeth Singer 
Rowe, who epitomised chastity and piousness (todd 1998, 176). Hays, like her sources, adheres 
to this tendency and reiterates conservative comments about women’s role in the public sphere 
(Wood 1998, 133–34). Nevertheless, it has also been noted that the mere inclusion of Behn in 
the compilation, together with the relative length of the entry, is significant and remarkable, 
given that this writer was conspicuously absent from most biographical collections of the period, 
more concerned as they were with presenting to their intended readers depictions of virtuous 
and pious women (Wood 1998, 132–33). Also, bearing in mind that Hays used the second 
edition of the Biographia Britannica as her main source to reconstruct Behn’s life, her comments, 
while sometimes quite unfavourable, are much more benevolent and considerate than those 
expressed by one of the editors of the second edition of the Biographia Britannica, who used the 
final footnote to add new information about Behn, which is full of critical remarks on her works 
and character. Indeed, this latter editor, identified as K (perhaps Kippis himself ),10 seems to 
congratulate himself on the fact that Behn’s writings are “now little regarded, her novels excepted, 
which, we suppose, have still many readers among the unhappily too numerous a class of people 
who devour the trash of the circulating libraries” (1780, 146). Finally, he responds to a certain 
gentleman on the appropriateness of including in the Biographia Britannica such a character as 
Behn, saying that she had to be part of it, in that she was undeniably a celebrity in her times 
and her works very famous, “though, in her indelible disgrace, her talents were prostituted to 
licentious purposes” (1780, 146). Hays attempts to give a more tempered view of Behn’s life 
and mentions “the manners of the times […] and the contagion of the court” (2013, 385) as 
the causes for the censure of Behn’s works, giving voice to the eighteenth-century construction 
of the writing in the Restoration period as decadent and salacious (Spencer 2000, 2). However, 
also, as Kelly has observed, Behn’s biography might also serve to illustrate what is perhaps the 
most significant issue which Hays condemns in this compendium, “the historic corruption and 
trivialization of women in court culture” (1993, 239).

Finally, Hays also uses specific sources for individual entries, as is the case with Lady Rachel Russel 
(1636–1723), a rather long entry of 15 and a half pages, this reflecting her active and public 
life, and her longevity. The sources assembled by Hays here are “Hume’s History of England”, 
“Letters of Rachel, Lady Russell, from the MS in the Library at Wooburn Abbey” and “Memoirs 
of Pious Women” (2014, 346). That is, a recently published work of general history: David 
Hume’s History of England (1754–1761), a specific text related exclusively to the subject of the 
entry: Letters of Lady Rachel Russell; from the Manuscript in the Library at Woburn Abbey (1773), 

9 Hays takes the excerpt of Oroonoko from the corresponding footnote in Biographia Britannica, and she subsequently repeats 
the same procedure in the rest of the entry.

10 In the preface to the second volume of the Biographia Britannica, in which Behn’s biography is included, some of the original 
writers are identified by an initial letter, but nothing is said about this editor whose signature is K (1780, viii).
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and the aforementioned Memoirs by Gibbons. Hays’s approach to the use and organization of 
these sources is significantly different here. The main source is one text, which specifically deals 
with the woman in question, or better said, with her husband Lord William Russell. The text is 
an anonymous and favourable of his character, which was published as a preface to The Letters of 
Lady Russell, a collection that appeared in 1773, 50 years after her death. Hays, however, might 
have been first acquainted with her subject through Gibbons, one of the first authors to include 
Russell’s biography in a compendium of this type. Although Lady Rachel was well known during 
her lifetime, and indeed was described by a contemporary as “One of the best of women”, her 
life went practically unnoticed until her letters were published with the above-mentioned preface 
in 1773, after which her life enjoyed immediate popularity and was incorporated in women’s 
biographical collections, as well as in other historical and literary texts, such as plays, and even in 
pictures (Schwoerer 1988, xxiv–xxvi; culley 2014, 34–52). 

The interest in Lady Russell’s biography is a telling instance of what Paula Backscheider has noted 
about women and biography: “women in order to be worthy subjects of biographies, must marry 
into, fall into, or fashion a worthwhile role in life” (Backscheider 2001, 144). Lord Russell was 
Lady Rachel’s second husband, a man who participated actively in English politics as a member 
of the country Party, the forerunners of the Whigs. He allegedly took part in a conspiracy, the 
1683 Rye House Plot, which sought to raise a rebellion by seizing King charles II’s guards, and 
thereby to kill him. On the 26th of June, Russell was arrested and on the 13th of July tried and 
found guilty of high treason. He was sentenced to death and executed on the 21st of July 1683.  

Lady Russell’s letters came to light just after the publication of John Dalrymple’s Memoirs of 
Great Britain and Ireland. From the Dissolution of the Last Parliament of Charles II, until the Sea-
battle off La Hogue (1771–3). Dalrymple’s work is the first history of late seventeenth-century 
Britain based on French sources, and it revealed that Lord Russell had plotted with members 
of the French court. This revelation damaged Russell’s reputation and that same year the book 
including his wife’s letters and the anonymous preface was published (Schwoerer 1988, xxiv; 
culley 2014, 35). As mentioned above, most of the information in Hays’s entry for Lady Russell 
comes from the Introduction to the Letters, at least in terms of the information on Lord Russell’s 
involvement in the Rye House Plot, his arrest, trial, sentencing and execution; however, most 
of this information in turn derives from other sources quoted by the anonymous author of 
this Introduction. These include some of the best known historians and history books of the 
period: Bishop Burnet’s History of His Own Time (1724), Paul de Rapin’s L’Histoire d’Anglaterre 
(1724), and Thomas Birch’s The Life of the Most Reverend Dr. John Tillotson (1725), among 
others. Additionally, on account of the main source employed, Hays’s biography of Lady Russell 
is loaded with the ideology that pervades that text, vindicating Lord Russell and the Whigs and 
blaming the encroachments of the crown. For instance, Hays argues: 

No one doubted the innocence of Russell respecting the charge of conspiring against the 
life of the king, which he solemnly denied with his dying breath. […] his principal guilt 
had been his opposition in parliament to what he deemed unconstitutional measures, with 
his effort for the exclusion of the duke of York from the throne (2014, 336).

Although devoting almost half of Lady Russell’s entry to the circumstances surrounding her 
husband’s trial and execution, Hays takes the opportunity to introduce Lady Rachel within this 
account, given that she played an active role in her husband’s trial and the events that followed. 
Hays describes how Lady Russell acted as an assistant to her husband, taking notes during the 
trial, at the express wish of Lord Russell himself, and the dramatic reaction of the assistants, 
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who “melted in tears”; and later noting that “Lady Russell threw herself at the feet of the king, 
and pleaded with tears the merits and loyalty of her father, as an atonement” for the possible 
offences (2014, 335). The description of the couple’s final parting is also extremely moving, in 
which she conducted herself with “heroic fortitude”, and was said by her husband to have been 
a blessing to him (2014, 340). In fact, the attribute of fortitude has been a commonplace in the 
numerous biographical accounts of Lady Rachel, and it has been explained by her biographers as 
a combination of maternal and family duties with courage and dignity (culley 2014, 38).

Lady Rachel survived her husband by 40 years, and thus the events after his death were taken 
not from the aforementioned Preface, but from her own letters plus annotations and appendixes 
added to these. Notable here is Lady Rachel’s resilience on the death of one of her daughters, 
which appears in a footnote. Her youngest daughter, catherine, died in childbirth, while the 
eldest one was also giving birth, and she had to cope with these tragic circumstances. In this case, 
Hays does not summarise or foreshorten the passage, with the clear purpose of conveying every 
dramatic feature of the story. Other significant episodes rendered by Hays include a dangerous 
incident involving a candle made with gunpowder, which Russell lit by mistake when reading in 
her bedroom, and information about her cataract operation. 

5 Conclusion
The analysis presented above shows that Hays created a completely new biography for Lady 
Rachel, since Gibbons, (her other biographer), provided a much shorter entry in his collection, 
with fewer details, though he did incorporate some of her letters, unlike Hays. Whereas in other 
entries, Hays summarized the information she found in her habitual sources, in Lady Russell’s 
case she had to make a more deliberate selection of exactly what she wanted to include in her 
entry. Thus this entry might be considered as coming closest to her portrait of an ideal woman: 
virtuous and pious, an affectionate daughter, wife and mother, who is able to endure life’s trials 
with courage, values which are wholly in agreement with those of women typically portrayed 
in the “female worthies” kind of compilation, and with the type of historical characters that in 
Hays’s opinion women readers seemed to enjoy the most: 

Women, unsophisticated by the pedantry of the schools, read not for dry information, to 
load their memories with uninteresting facts, or to make a display of a vain erudition. A 
skeleton biography would afford to them but little gratification: they require pleasure to be 
mingled with instruction, lively images, the graces on sentiment, and the polish language 
(2013, I, iii–iv).

This brief analysis has shown that Mary Hays’s labour as a lexicographer in Female Biography is 
not an example of mere “hack work,” and that she tried to simplify and summarise her sources, 
as well as to select those aspects which might entertain and even shock her readers the most, 
while also being both educative and improving in nature. It thus seems clear that she always had 
her female readers in mind, having expressed in the Introduction to the work the assumption 
that women’s “understandings are principally accessible through their affections” (2013, iv). In 
order to stir her readers’ hearts, as has been examined in the article, Hays clearly exploits the 
most dramatic events in her subjects’ lives, while in some other life-accounts, such as Behn’s, she 
prefers to concentrate on salacious love affairs. 

Furthermore, she proposed models of women “to excite a worthier emulation” (2013, v) in 
her audience, with the main purpose of providing instruction and combating prejudice against 
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women. Hays and other women of her time, including Mary Wollstonecraft, catharine Macaulay, 
Helen Maria Williams, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Mary Robinson, charlotte Smith, and Elizabeth 
Inchbald, were pejoratively called “unsex’d females” by t.J. Mathias and Reverend Polwhele, 
well-known representatives of conservative thought, due to their radical and revolutionary ideas.11 
Hays in particular suffered strong personal criticism, in that she was, for instance, the target of 
Elizabeth Hamilton’s satirical novel, Memoirs of Modern Philosophers (1800). More importantly, 
although in Female Biography Hays’s lexicographic work was predominantly influenced by her 
sources, she was able to reveal quite often her personal feminist philosophy, which was rooted in 
the necessity of an egalitarian education for women and in forceful criticism of gender roles in 
the patriarchal English society of her time.   
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ABStRAct

Developing EFL writing skills in primary school pupils is one of the most demanding and time 
consuming challenges that foreign language teachers face. The main aim of this study was thus 
to analyse 64 written summaries of Year 5 pupils in terms of content, structure, length and most 
often used words. In order to achieve the aim of pupils being able to write a summary of a story 
individually and in a given time frame, the task was approached gradually and systematically 
throughout the school year. The results show that most of the pupils managed to finish a 
structurally organized summary and most of them wrote a summary which included the most 
important aspects regarding the content of the story. The results of the survey indicate that a 
systematic approach to writing summaries helps pupils in developing their writing skills. 

Keywords: English as a foreign language; primary school pupils; summary; writing skills

Razvijanje pisnih spretnosti v tujem jeziku  
pri petošolcih s pisanjem obnov

POvZEtEK

Razvijanje pisnih spretnosti v angleščini kot tujem jeziku pri osnovnošolskih učencih je 
eden izmed najbolj zahtevnih in časovno obsežnih izzivov, s katerimi se soočajo učitelji tujih 
jezikov. Glavni namen te študije je bil analizirati 64 pisnih obnov petošolcev glede na vsebino, 
strukturo, dolžino besedila in najpogosteje uporabljene besede. Za dosego cilja, pri katerem 
so učenci sposobni individualno napisati obnovo v določenem času, je bil potreben postopen 
in sistematičen pristop k pisanju skozi vse šolsko leto. Rezultati kažejo, da je večini učencev 
uspelo v celoti napisati strukturno organizirano obnovo in da je večina napisala obnovo, v kateri 
so bili upoštevani najpomembnejši vsebinski vidiki zgodbe. Rezultati raziskave nakazujejo, da 
sistematičen pristop k pisanju obnov pozitivno prispeva k razvijanju pisnih spretnosti. 
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Developing EFL Writing with Year 5 Pupils by 
Writing Summaries
1 Introduction 
English language learning is starting at an earlier age across the globe. In Slovenia compulsory 
English instruction now starts at the age of seven and, for at least the first couple of years focuses 
primarily on developing listening and speaking, while reading and writing skills are gradually 
introduced in later years. However, The National Examinations centre’s (RIc 2014; RIc 2015; 
RIc 2016; RIc 2017) conclusions over the past four years point out that the writing skills of 
Year 6 pupils are not achieving an adequate level according to the national syllabus for English 
(2016). This could be the case because national syllabuses for teaching foreign languages are 
often designed with no reference to any results based on literacy research and therefore offer 
little support to teachers of foreign languages (Dagarin Fojkar, Sešek, and Skela 2011, 19). There 
are no step-by-step guidelines on how to approach writing systematically and teachers are left to 
their own devices to construct appropriate activities and support pupils in this complex process. 
consequently, teaching literacy skills is left to chance, and is a by-product of learning foreign 
languages (Dagarin Fojkar, Sešek, and Skela 2011, 19). In Slovenia, the development of foreign 
language literacy skills in primary school has not been carried out in a sufficiently systematic way 
(Dagarin Fojkar 2014), leading to considerable differences among pupils’ writing skills. 

2 Theoretical Background
 “Research on the writing process, the most complex cognitive domain of language, has led to 
what is now the dominant paradigm in writing instruction, the process approach” (cushing 
Weigle 2014, 226). Brown (2001, 320) states that “a few decades ago writing teachers were 
mostly concerned with the final product of writing and what that product should look like”. 
Learners were required to write compositions in a set style following accurate grammar and 
conventional text organization (Brown 2001). In recent years, however, teachers have encouraged 
learners to create their own texts, focusing on content and message, and thus putting learners’ 
intrinsic motives as the starting point of learning (Brown 2001). According to Shih (1986), 
process approaches are of an intrinsic nature because they: focus on the process of writing and 
do not put the final product at the centre of learning; help learners to understand the writing 
process; help them with strategies for prewriting, drafting, and rewriting; give learners ample 
time to write; emphasise the process of revision; offer learners feedback throughout the entire 
writing process and provide learners individual help during the writing process. 

Hirvela (2016) provides a convincing rationale for including reading as an integral component 
of the writing classroom. One of his main areas of source-based writing is reading for writing, 
which is divided in the input (reading) and the output (writing) orientation. “Reading quite 
clearly provides invaluable input for helping individuals visualize what writing looks like in the 
target language” (Hirvela 2016, 48). Brown writes (2001, 330):

clearly students learn to write in part by carefully observing what is already written. That 
is, they learn by observing, or reading, the written word. By reading and studying a variety 
of relevant types of text, students can gain important insights both about how they should 
write and about subject matter that may become the topic of their writing.
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Stotsky (1995, 773) summarizes the benefits of reading texts before writing them by observing 
that: “Reading experience would seem to be the chief source of a developing writer’s syntactic, 
generic, and lexical knowledge”. Moreover, in line with Hirvela (2016, 49), “reading also 
provides writers with essential material to write with and about; the output orientation concerns 
the writing that follows the reading”.

Summary writing is one of the most obvious activities after reading, despite not being a 
simple task. cho (2012) claims that most pupils have difficulties writing summaries in their 
first language, and even more in a foreign language and although foreign language teachers see 
summary writing as an important skill, they lack the knowledge of how to teach it. 

Many authors (Friend 2001; Westby et al. 2010; Langan 2015) have offered their definitions 
of a summary. Behrens and Rosen (2012, 3) define it as follows: “By summary we mean a brief 
restatement, in your own words, of the content of the passage (a group of paragraphs, a chapter, 
an article, a book). This restatement should focus on the central idea of the passage.” Kirkland 
and Saunders (1991, 105) state that summarizing is “a highly complex, recursive reading-writing 
activity”, and as such cognitively very demanding for learners. According to cho (2012), the 
most important skill in summary writing is establishing the key ideas in the text, although 
Rinehart and Thomas (1993) emphasize the importance of reflection and decision making in the 
process of summary writing. Regarding the process rules of summary writing Hill (1991) lists 
the following components: text difficulty and organisation, comprehensibility and availability 
of text, intended audience and the purpose of writing, genre and text length. Brown and Day 
(1983) add the following: deletion of unimportant and redundant information, the use of 
hypernyms and careful selection of a topic sentence. 

Johnson (1983) proposes six steps in writing story summaries. The first is understanding the text 
ideas, followed by connecting these ideas, identifying the text structure and remembering the 
content of the story. The last two steps are related to the actual writing of the story, i.e. selecting 
which information to include in the writing and formulating a coherent text (Johnson 1983). 
According to Brown and Day (1983) children are capable of excluding unimportant information 
at quite an early age, provided that the material they are summarizing is age-appropriate. 
Planning, which is a metacognitive process, plays an essential role in writing summaries. In fact, 
Hidi and Anderson (1986, 481) argue that “planning improved younger children’s performances, 
and that adequate planning, which gradually emerges in development, is of central importance 
in summarizing.” 

Research on developing children’s writing skills in English as a foreign language is much scarcer 
than research on developing children’s reading or speaking skills (Murphy 2017). Lindgren and 
Stevenson (2013) examined the use of interactional resources in letters to a pen friend among 
Swedish 11-year-old pupils in their first language and in English as a foreign language. The main 
aims of their research were to investigate whether the language of the letters and the gender 
of the writers had an impact on their expression of interactional meanings, and to analyse the 
resources that the pupils employed to express interactional meanings in English. The results 
showed that there were not many differences in the frequency of interactional meanings in the 
two languages. However, there were a few more differences found in relation to gender, with 
girls using more interactional meanings than boys and writing longer letters than boys. The texts 
were significantly longer in the first language than in the foreign language. The pupils used many 
non-linguistic resources to express the meanings in English, due to the complexity of writing in 
a foreign language. 
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Another study, conducted by Bae and Lee (2012) explored the enhancement of English writing 
skills of 42 pupils who participated in an extensive EFL programme over the course of 18 months, 
receiving 315 additional lessons. The pupils were aged from 9 to 13 and their English writing skills 
were tested three times during the programme. The measured subskills were grammar, content, 
coherence, text length and spelling. During the course of the study, the pupils consistently 
progressed in grammar, coherence and text length, with text length improving the fastest. The 
progression of spelling and content was not linear, but both still showed improvement at the final 
testing. The study has significance in developing writing skills in a foreign language, proving that 
systematic and longitudinal focus on developing writing skills brings positive results. 

In their research, Perez-Paredes and Sanchez-tornel (2014) examined the use of adverbs by 
learners in grades 5, 6, 9 and 10. Their aim was to establish whether the use of adverbs increases 
with age. The data was taken from the Polish, Spanish and chinese corpus of crosslinguistic 
Interlanguage (IccI) with the focus on ‘food’ and ‘money’ topics. Their study showed a 
significant increase in the use of adverbs with the age, and concluded that pupils up to grade 9 
are less likely to use adverbs. 

In her master’s thesis, Župan (2017) researched the main characteristics of 110 English texts 
written by Year 6 pupils at the Slovene national exam in the school year 2013/14. They were 
analysed according to text length, lexical density, the most common mistakes, the most common 
two- and three-word phrases and readability. The 50 most often used words and word groups were 
compared to the corpus New General Service List (New-GSL) and cEFR (common European 
Framework of Reference) language levels. The results showed that an average text was 72.06 
words long, the lexical density was 10.20% (Ure’s method1), and the most common mistakes were 
grammatical. The 10 most often used words were ‘in’, ‘be’, ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘a’, ‘can’, ‘and’, ‘the, ‘do’ and 
‘town’. Overall, 78.8% of the first 50 most often used words were also listed in the first 500 words 
in the corpus New-GSL; 90.4 to 96.2% words were level A1 according to cEFR, the rest were level 
A2. The research also showed that among the top 50 most often used words the most common 
word groups are nouns (28.8%), verbs (19.2%), pronouns (13.5%), and prepositions (13.5%). 
The most seldom used word groups were adverbs (9.6%), adjectives (5.8%), conjunctions (5.8%) 
and particles (3.8%). The most often used two-word phrases were ‘in the’, ‘live in’ and ‘it is’, and 
three-word phrases ‘I live in’, ‘a lot of ’ and ‘in your town’. The Gunning Fog readability index was 
3.8 on average, which is a slightly higher result than expected, as the pupils had been formally 
learning English for approximately three years. This study is the most relevant for the current 
research, since it was conducted in the same setting and used similar tools for text analysis. 

3 The Study
The aim of this study was to analyse the written summaries of Year 5 pupils in terms of content, 
general concepts of coherence, length and most often used words.

3.1 Research Questions
1. How many pupils can write a summary in the limited time available following and 

considering the content structure (the introduction, main body and conclusion)? 
2. What is the average length of pupils’ summaries? 

1 Ure’s method to measure lexical density: lexical density = (the number of lexical items x 100): the total words (Ure 1971).
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3. Which words and word classes do pupils use most often? 
4. to what extent do most frequently used words in summaries correspond to the New 

General Service List? 
5. At which cEFR2 level are the first 50 most often used words in the summaries? 
6. What is the readability level of the summaries according to the Gunning Fog Index? 

3.2 Method and Participants
3.2.1 Method
The research questions are quantitatively oriented, as they require data collection, analysis 
and interpretation to prove the main aim of this study. Several tools for analysing texts were 
used: text Inspector, LancsLex and textalyser. text Inspector is the professional web tool for 
analysing texts. LancsLex is a tool that “analyses lexical coverage of texts and compares it to the 
New General Service List that identifies 2,490 most frequent words in the English language” 
(Brezina 2014). The tool examines lexical diversity and text complexity. textalyser is an online 
text analysis tool which offers detailed statistics of the text, such as text length, lexical density 
and frequencies of words. 

While there are numerous lists of frequent lexical items in English, the most used is West’s 
General Service List (GSL). to improve the existing GSL List, a New General Service List was 
developed. It is based on four language corpora (LOB, BNc, BE06 and Ententen12) and 
consists of 13 billion running words (Brezina and Gablasova 2015). 

The Gunning Fog Index is a readability test for texts written in English. It estimates the years of 
formal education a person needs to understand the text on the first reading (tuckyta, Risagarniwa, 
and Sopian 2017). The formula for Gunning Fog is (Gunning 1952):

Reading Level (Grade) = (Average number of words in sentences  + Percentage of 
words of three or  more syllables) x 0.4

where complex words are defined as those containing three or more syllables. For example, 
technical documents usually reach a Fog Index between 10 and 15, while professional prose 
seldom exceeds 18 (tuckyta, Risagarniwa, and Sopian 2017).

3.2.2 Participants 
A total of 64 Year 5 pupils participated in this study. The pupils were 10 or 11 years old. By the 
time of the study, the pupils had completed 280 lessons of English language learning from Year 1 
to Year 4. Prior to commencing the study, consent was sought from their parents or legal guardians.

3.3 Study Background
The process of developing summary writing skills already started at the beginning stages of 
learning English as a foreign language, by exposing pupils to stories, which offered a rich source 

2 The common European Framework (cEFR) of six broad levels gives an adequate coverage of the learning space relevant 
to European language learners: Breakthrough (A1), Waystage (A2), Threshold (B1), vantage (B2), Effective Operational 
Proficiency (c1), Mastery (c2). “A” covering the basic user, “B” the independent user and “c” the proficient user.
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of language. In the later stages when pupils were able to detect the key words of the story, the 
teacher helped them to organize the words into meaningful sentences and then into an organized 
text. This process took four years, and throughout all this time it was closely supported by 
the teacher. In the first years, all summaries were written by the teacher with the help of the 
students. In Year 4 pupils gradually started writing their own summaries, first in pairs and then 
individually. Before writing the summaries, they practiced the phrases and structures appearing 
in the story orally through various activities, such as role-play and only later on started with the 
writing tasks. These needed to be more guided at first, e.g. putting the story in the correct order, 
gap fill and matching activities. Answering the questions in full sentences in the written form 
and describing the pictures were final activities before writing the whole summary. 

3.4 Study context
The aim of developing writing skills in the present study was that Year 5 pupils would be able 
to write a summary of a story individually and in a given time frame. The task was approached 
gradually and systematically throughout the school year. The pupils were faced with a challenge 
of writing summaries of three different stories. to enhance writing skills by writing summaries 
was a decision based on the still relatively limited vocabulary and very basic grammar knowledge 
of the pupils at this level/age, and by reading the story first the pupils were provided with the 
context, necessary vocabulary and grammar structures as support. The teacher’s approach in this 
study was story-based; the pupils did not use course books.

The first summary writing was based on the book 101 Dalmatians re-told for young learners by 
Marie crook (Penguin Kids, Level 3, 600 headwords, cYLEt: Starters). As motivation and to 
enhance comprehension, pupils first watched the animated film 101 Dalmatians produced by 
Walt Disney in 1961 and based on the novel The Hundred and One Dalmatians by Dodie Smith. 
Afterwards, they read the book and did a number of activities on the worksheets prepared by 
their teacher to expand vocabulary and improve story comprehension, for example, marking the 
statements as true or false, putting the story in the correct order, matching parts of the sentences, 
gap fill exercises and answering the questions related to the story. two significant processes for 
writing a summary had already been introduced in Year Four, namely the use of keywords and 
the writing of a mind map. The process of writing a draft was introduced with this story. 

Prior to composing the draft the pupils listed the keywords of the story, which the teacher wrote on 
the board to be available to everybody. The first summary writing task was done in pairs in order 
to create a safe and nurturing learning environment for the pupils with ample time to complete 
the task. One lesson (45 minutes) was dedicated solely to the composition of the draft, in which 
the division of the summary into introduction, main part (body) and conclusion should have been 
transparent. In addition, the pupils could use all the learning materials which were available to look 
up words or even copy some sentences while writing the draft, which relieved them of achievement 
pressure. The aim was to focus on the process of writing, where there is no need for fear of writing, 
where mistakes are an opportunity to enhance writing abilities and not something to be judged by. 
The decision to use the available support had to be made before they started working on the draft, 
and they had to make a simple note of no help or with help on their writing papers. 

The next step was writing the summary of the story using their draft. The writing time was 
limited to 2 lessons. Afterwards, the teacher rewrote the pupils’ summaries (in a typed manner) 
without their errors. The pupils compared their writing with the corrected teacher’s version and 
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tried to find their mistakes. As the next step, the pupils completed a self-assessment sheet, which 
was later talked through individually with the teacher who also supplied additional feedback on 
their writing. The pupils copied the corrected version of their summaries in their notebooks. 
The self-assessment sheet enabled the pupils to reflect on their writing; regarding the structure 
(introduction, main body, and conclusion), the content (the key events of the story), vocabulary, 
and intelligibility at a sentence level. In order to make the content criteria comprehensible for 
the pupils at this age to check, the key events of the story were written as content guidelines on 
the self-assessment sheet, and the pupils ticked them off as they were assessing their summaries.

The second story was Nail Soup. As an introduction and motivational tool, the pupils played 
a blind-folded guessing game, trying to recognize some of the key items from the story by 
touching them (an onion, a potato, a carrot, a pot). Listening to an authentic recording of the 
story (Bedtime Stories 2004) followed. The teacher checked the pupils’ comprehension of the 
story by encouraging them to tell a brief summary. Basic story vocabulary was reinforced with 
a worksheet. The second listening to the story was accompanied by simultaneous reading of the 
printed version of the story. As a result, the pupils all confirmed their comprehension of the story 
to be much better on their second attempt. A number of activities and worksheets prepared by 
their teacher followed. The first activity was rapid word recognition, which was redone during the 
last lesson of the topic with a much higher rate of success than the first time. Among the activities 
were also classifying the words into semantic groups, putting the story into the correct order (two 
different versions) and other exercises similar to the ones in the previous story, yet linguistically 
more challenging than in the course of the first story. The next step towards pupils becoming 
“autonomous writers” was the individual writing of the second summary in a shorter time, i.e. in 
one lesson. The time frame intended for the draft stayed the same (one lesson). to further support 
the safe and nurturing learning environment, pupils could still use all learning materials when 
writing the draft, but this time only to look up words. Surprisingly, when the choice of using 
learning materials as a writing aid was offered to the pupils, many of them saw it as a challenge to 
try to write without the use of such materials, and were very keen to try to rely on their memories. 
The same steps as in the case of the first summary followed: teacher’s correction of the summaries, 
pupils’ comparison of the original and the corrected summary, pupils’ self-assessment, teacher’s 
individual feedback on their writing, and pupils’ rewriting the corrected version.  

The third story was San Francisco Story by John Escott (Penguin Readers, Easystarts, 200 headwords). 
As an introduction, the pupils listened to and sang two songs from different decades about San 
Francisco, the classic San Francisco by Scott McKenzie (1967) and a more recent one: Save me San 
Francisco by train (2009). In continuation, the pupils watched two short documentaries about the 
earthquake in San Francisco: 1906 San Francisco Earthquake (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
gebK-F4D1k) and the 1906 – San Francisco Earthquake – Eyewitness Account by Jack London (https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=1uhDtdQ6AWA) to get familiar with the theme. First, the pupils 
silently read the story on their own. In pairs, they read the story again to each other, allowing time 
for improving pronunciation and checking vocabulary comprehension. This was again followed 
by a number of writing tasks and worksheets prepared by their teacher. The tasks were similar to 
the ones in the previous two stories, but this time the teacher offered less support, so the pupils 
were expected to work autonomously. Before writing the summary, the revision of the vocabulary 
and phrases from the story was carried out in three stages using the mini white boards: translating 
words and phrases from Slovene to English, translating sentences from Slovene to English and 
answering the questions in full sentences. As previously, summary writing was an individual task, 
but the pupils could not use any materials to help them with their writing, and the writing time 
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for the draft and the summary was limited to one lesson only. The same steps as in the case of the 
first and second summaries followed: teacher’s correction of the summaries, pupils’ comparison 
of the original and the corrected summaries, pupils’ self-assessment, teacher’s individual feedback 
on their writing, and pupils’ rewriting the corrected versions. The third summary was seen as the 
final step towards becoming an independent summary writer in a foreign language in Year 5. As 
one of the main aims was to prove to the pupils that they could become confident and effective 
users of written language, the grammatical and spelling aspects of their writings were intentionally 
not included in the analysis. The grammar and spelling mistakes were corrected but no specific 
attention was drawn to them. Every individual summary was discussed with the author with regard 
to text organization, content and mistakes.

As explained above and briefly summarized in table 1 below, the level of difficulty increased 
gradually and systematically regarding different types of grouping, use of learning materials 
while writing, and the time frame. 

table 1. A systematic increase of the level of difficulty in summary writing

STORY PAIR or 
INDIVIDUAL 
WRITING

USE OF LEARNING 
MATERIALS 

while writing the 
draft

TIME FRAME
DRAFT SUMMARY

101 
Dalmatians

pair writing allowed 1 lesson 2 lessons

Nail 

Soup

individual 
writing

allowed, but only to 
look up words

1 lesson 1 lesson

San Francisco 
Story

individual 
writing

not allowed 1 lesson

The present study is based on the last summary, i.e. San Francisco Story, which was written 
individually in one lesson, without any additional help. 

4 Results
The results are presented in six sections according to the main research areas.

4.1 completion of Summary, content and Structure
As seen in table 2, most of the pupils (73.4%) managed to finish a structurally organized 
summary. Only 6.3% of those who had written a finished summary did not consider the general 
concepts of coherence, and did not divide their writing into an introduction, main body and 
conclusion paragraph. Regarding the content only, 79.7% of the pupils wrote a summary which 
included the most important aspects of the story. 15.6% of pupils were still not able to finish the 
summary in the time given. All but one pupil (who did not understand the whole story) noted 
not having enough time as the reason for not finishing the summary. Only 3.1% of pupils did 
not try writing in English but chose Slovene instead, and just one pupil (1.6% of the total) wrote 
an incomprehensible summary in English, one that had too many language and content-related 
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inadequacies to be understood. The incomprehensibly written summary and the two summaries 
written in Slovene were excluded from further analysis. 

table 2. Summary writing, N=64.

Incomprehensibly

written summary

Summary 
written in 
Slovene

Unfinished 
summary

Finished,  
structurally 
not organized 
summary

Finished,  
structurally 
organized 
summary

1 (1.6%) 2 (3.1%) 10 (15.6%) 4 (6.3%) 47 (73.4%)

We were pleasantly surprised that 50.8% of all pupils who wrote a comprehensible text in 
English included all 13 content guidelines in their summaries. The guidelines were in the form 
of 13 consecutive statements about the key events and facts in the story, which should have been 
included in the summary in order to meet the criteria for a coherent text. The content guidelines 
of San Francisco Story were: 1. Mr. tyson owns a shop in San Francisco. 2. Ben needs a job. 3. 
Mr. tyson offers Ben a job and a place to stay. 4. Mr. tyson has a daughter called Lucy. 5. Jed 
is jealous because Lucy likes Ben. 6. Jed steals some money and leaves it in Ben’s room. 7. Mr. 
tyson fires Ben thinking he is a thief. 8. Ben sleeps in a park. 9. There is an earthquake. 10. Jed 
steals some money again. 11. Jed does not help Lucy during the earthquake, but Ben does. 12. 
Lucy and Mr. tyson find out Jed is the thief. 13. Mr. tyson, Lucy and Ben stay together in San 
Francisco. In the vast majority of summaries (80.3%) ten or more guidelines were considered. 
Less than a half of the guidelines were included in the text in only 8.2% of the summaries. 

table 3. content adequacy of the summaries, N=61.

Number of guidelines 
included in the summary

Number of summaries

13 (all) 31 (50.8%)
12 9 (14.8%)
11 4 (5.6%)
10 5 (8.2%)
9 2 (3.3%)
8 1 (1.6%)
7 3 (4.9%)
6 2 (3.3%)
5 3 (4.9%)
4 1 (1.6%)

table 4. The three most often included guidelines, N=61.

Position of the guideline 
in the story sequence The most often included guidelines Number of 

inclusions
1 Mr. tyson owns a shop in San Francisco. 61 (100%)
2 Ben needs a job. 60 (98.4%)

6 Jed steals some money and  
leaves it in Ben’s room. 58 (95.1%)
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table 5. The three least often included guidelines, N=61.

Position of the guideline 
in the story sequence

The least often included 
guidelines

Number of inclusions

10 Jed steals some money again. 43 (70.5%)

12 Lucy and Mr. tyson find out Jed is 
the thief. 45 (73.8)

13 Mr. tyson, Lucy and Ben stay 
together in San Francisco. 47 (77%)

4.1.1 Omission of Direct Speech
Since the book San Francisco Story is categorized as part of the ‘Easystarts’ series, the use of direct 
speech in the book is very common. One of the key summary writing skills is learning to omit 
direct speech, and most of the summaries (83.6%) were indeed written without any of this.

4.2 The Length of the Summaries
The average summary was composed of 15.1 sentences and the average sentence consisted of 7.7 
words, which resulted in 119.8 words being written in the average summary and 57.3 of these 
were unique tokens (words) as individual occurrences of a linguistic unit in speech or writing.  

table 6. Sentence count, sentence length, word count and unique tokens, N=61

Average summary

Sentence count 15.1
Sentence length in words 7.7
Word count 119.8
Unique tokens 57.3

4.3 Most Often Used Word classes 
As expected, nouns (3,179 in total) were the most often used word class in the summaries, 
followed by verbs (1,373 in total) and determiners/articles (627 in total). Modals (only 27 in 
total) and possessive pronouns (29 in total) were the least often used.

table 7. Most often used word classes in summaries, N=61.

Word class Number in total
Noun 3179
verb 1373
Determiner, article 627
Preposition/subord. conj. 500
Personal pronoun 323
Adjective 311
coordination conjunction 224
Adverb 209
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cardinal number 66
Determiner 57
Possessive pronoun 29
Modal 27

4.4 Most Frequently Used Words in Summaries in correspond-
ence with the New General Service List
As table 8 shows, the five most frequently used words in the summaries coincide with the first 
seven words ranked by the New-GSL (rank 3, 6, 2, 1 and 7). However, regarding the content 
of the book, it was to be expected that some frequently used words in the summaries would not 
be found in the first 500 words of the New-GSL but much later on the list of the first 2500 
core vocabulary words, like “store” (rank 1938) and “safe” (rank 1109), both used as nouns. The 
words “earthquake” and “jealous” which take 23rd and 35th place on the list of most frequently 
used words in the analysed summaries, are not listed in the New-GSL.

4.5 cEFR Level of the First 50 Most Often Used Words in the 
Summaries
Of the 50 most often used words in the summaries, 45 (90%) are level A1, one is level A2 (offer 
– verb), three are B1 (store – noun, thief, jealous) and one B2 (earthquake). This result was partly 
expected, since the book is categorized as level A1 according to the cEFR criteria.

table 8. Most frequently used words in summaries in correspondence with the New General 
Service List and cEFR level of the 50 most often used words in the summaries.

Occurrence rank 
in summaries 

Word Occurrence frequency 
in summaries

Rank by 
New-GSL 

CEFR

1 and 323 3 A1
2 a 315 6 A1
3 be 311 2 A1
4 the 282 1 A1
5 in 214 7 A1
6 he 207 11 A1
7 money 171 264 A1
8 store (noun) 139 1938 B1
9 job 118 307 A1
10 to 109 7 A1
11 have 93 8 A1
12 help 79 185 A1
13 take 79 46 A1
14 safe (noun) 71 1109 A1
15 need 68 117 A1
16 not 67 21 A1
17 thief 67 166 B1
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18 bag 64 1337 A1
19 small 60 166 A1
20 day 55 95 A1
21 one 55 36 A1
22 daughter 51 934 A1
23 earthquake 51 off list B2
24 work 49 122 A1
25 from 48 24 A1
26 room 47 289 A1
27 say 45 32 A1
28 do 44 22 A1
29 it 42 12 A1
30 sleep 42 1507 A1
31 go 41 47 A1
32 like 41 242 A1
33 run 41 200 A1
34 park 41 1483 A1
35 jealous 41 off list B1
36 because 37 96 A1
37 into 37 53 A1
38 there 35 129 A1
39 put 34 150 A1
40 but 33 23 A1
41 that 32 9 A1
42 some 31 48 A1
43 stay 31 442 A1
44 offer 29 285 A2
45 give 27 74 A1
46 now 27 72 A1
47 together 27 238 A1
48 think 25 91 A1
49 know 24 61 A1
50 man 23 105 A1

4.6 The Readability Level of the Summaries according to 
the Gunning Fog Index
The average Gunning Fog Index is 4.11. 

5 Discussion
The present study demonstrates that young learners (Year 5, age 10 or 11) can write a summary 
of a story individually and in a given time frame. The emphasis was on a systematic and gradual 
approach of developing writing skills, which was achieved by multiple summary writings during 
one school year.  
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Encouragingly, most of the pupils (73.4%) managed to finish a structurally organized summary 
and only 15.6% of the pupils were not able to finish it in the given time frame. Only 6.3% of 
all the pupils wrote a complete summary without considering the general concepts of coherence 
(the introduction, main body and conclusion). Just 3.1% of the pupils did not feel confident 
enough to write in English, so they chose Slovene instead, and only 1.6% of the pupils wrote 
an incomprehensible summary in English. One of the more significant findings to emerge from 
these results is that pupils can master key (summary) writing skills when the teacher provides 
them with direct instruction and practice over a longer period of time. 

Regarding the content, over a half of the pupils (50.8%) who wrote a comprehensible text in 
English included all 13 content guidelines in their summaries. ten or more guidelines were 
considered in more than 80% of the summaries. The three most often included guidelines, with 
a percentage of inclusion ranging from 100 to 95.1%, were from the first half of the story, the 
first guideline being the one with a 100% percentage inclusion. The three least often included 
guidelines, with a percentage of inclusion ranging from 70.5 to 77%, were from the last third of 
the story.  Discussing the key events of the story and the order in which they happened before 
writing a summary helped pupils to include most of them in their writing. However, as the 
results indicate, the first events in the story were more memorable for the pupils than the events 
that happened towards the end. With regard to the omission of direct speech, the vast majority 
of the summaries (83.6%) were indeed written without any use of it, again due to the fact that 
the form of reporting events in the story was addressed during the lessons. 

Further analysis showed that the average summary was composed of 15.1 sentences and the 
average sentence consisted of 7.72 words, which resulted in 119.8 words being written in the 
average summary and 57.3 of these were unique tokens. In comparison to the results of the 
study conducted by Župan (2017), where the average length of the written composition of Year 
6 pupils at the National Exam in English was 72.1 words, Year 5 pupils in the present study 
wrote texts which were 47.73 words longer. Lindgren and Stevenson (2013) examined Swedish 
pupils’ (aged 11 or 12) writing and determined that they wrote texts with 281.5 characters on 
average, whereas Slovene Year 5 pupils in the present study included 459.3 characters in an 
average text, and thus used 177.8 (38.7%) more characters in their summaries compared to the 
Swedish pupils. Bae and Lee (2012) measured the text length three times during their study. In 
comparison to Slovene Year 5 pupils with 119.8 words per average summary, South Korean pupils 
(aged 9 to 13) wrote longer texts at each measurement: 125.9 words at the first measurement, 
191.9 words at the second measurement, and 267 words at the third measurement; which shows 
that South Korean pupils already outdid Slovene pupils in their initial attempts. The reason 
for this improvement from the first to the third measurement could be found in the intensive 
learning process used in the South Korean study: a total of 315 hours of instruction just over the 
18-month period. In comparison with the Slovene pupils, most of the South Korean pupils in 
the study were 2-3 years older and had a much larger exposure to the English language than their 
Slovene counterparts. In another study, in which the participants were 5, 6, 8, and 9-graders 
(aged between 11 and 16) from different countries, Perez-Paredes and Sanchez-tornel (2014) 
established that chinese learners wrote the largest number of words per essay (99.9), followed 
by Polish (87.2) and Spanish students (75.1). comparing the two studies, Slovene Year 5 pupils 
wrote longer texts than any of the nations included in Perez-Paredes and Sanchez-tornel’s (2014) 
research. The Slovene summaries were 16.6% longer than the chinese texts, 27.2% longer than 
the Polish texts, and even 37.3% longer than the Spanish texts. The results can be explained by 
the systematic approach to developing writing skills which was utilized in the present study. 
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The results of the current study showed the expected frequency regarding the use of word classes: 
nouns (3,179 in total) were the most frequently used word class in the summaries, followed by 
verbs (1,373) and determiners/articles (627). Modals (only 27) and possessive pronouns (29) 
were the least often used word classes from the list. comparing the word classes by frequency 
between the writing compositions of Year 6 pupils at the National Exam in English (Župan 
2017) and the summaries written by Year 5 pupils, it can be established that the same word 
classes take the first two places, i.e. nouns and verbs. The frequencies of the other word classes in 
the writing compositions of Year 6 pupils at the National Exam in English (Župan 2017) were 
in the following order: pronouns, prepositions, adverbs, adjectives, conjunctions, and articles. 
In contrast in the summaries the order was: determiners/articles, prepositions/subordination, 
conjunctions, pronouns, adjectives, coordination conjunctions, and adverbs. It is interesting to 
note that articles are very high on the list for Year 5 pupils but in the last place for Year 6 pupils. 
This could be due to the emphasis placed on the use of articles by the teachers during lessons. 
In our case, the teacher consistently used the articles in the English class herself and encouraged 
the pupils to use them as well, first in the form of simple repetition and then step-by-step 
explanation of the correct use of the articles in an age appropriate manner. Stories are a great 
source of texts which introduce the use of the articles in a meaningful context. Moreover, there is 
little emphasis on explicit teaching of the pronouns in English classes up to Year 6, which could 
explain the discrepancy in the use of pronouns between the pupils in Župan’s study (2017) and 
the present work. 

The five most frequently used words in the summaries (“and”, “a”, “be”, “the”, “in”) coincide 
with the first seven words ranked by the New-GSL (rank 3, 6, 2, 1 and 7). comparing the results 
with Župan’s (2017) research, in which the first five most frequently used words were “in”, “be”, 
“I”, “you”, and “a”, three of the five words correspond to the five most frequently used words 
in the summaries in the present study. Both studies confirm the high frequency of the above 
mentioned words and are in accordance with the New-GSL ranking. Some frequently used 
words in the summaries were not found in the first 500 words of the New-GSL but much later, 
on the list of the first 2500 core vocabulary words, like “store” (rank 8 in the summaries, rank 
1938 in the New-GSL) and “safe” (rank 14 in the summaries, rank 1109 in the New-GSL) both 
used as nouns. The words “earthquake” and “jealous”, which took 23rd and 35th places on the list 
of the most frequently used words in the summaries, are not listed in the New-GSL. These words 
are not very frequent in the every-day context, but they appear in the book San Francisco Story as 
keywords, due to the content of the story. consequently, the pupils were exposed to them very 
often in the classroom, and thus able to use them in their summaries. 

As it was expected, since the book San Francisco Story is categorized as level A1, from the 50 most 
often used words in the summaries 45 (90%) are level A1, one is level A2 (“offer” – verb), three 
are B1 (“store” – noun, “thief ”, “jealous”) and one B2 (“earthquake”) whereas in the written 
compositions of Year 6 pupils at the National Exam in English (Župan, 2017) all but the last 
three of the 50 most often used words (“can”, “swimming”, “church” – all level A2) were level A1. 
The B1 and B2 words used by the pupils in the present study were often repeated in the book San 
Francisco Story, the content of which was extensively discussed prior to writing the summaries. 
This study shows that pupils expand their vocabulary in a natural manner through experiencing 
the story in a multisensory way and through doing a variety of tasks related to the content of the 
story. Therefore, their vocabulary level is higher than the level of the pupils who are not exposed 
to the stories in such an extensive way. If the words are presented in an interesting context and 
there is enough meaningful repetition, the pupils do not perceive these words as difficult. 
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The Gunning Fog Index of the analysed Year 5 pupils’ summaries is 4.11, whereas that of the 
Year 6 pupils’ texts at the National Exam in English was 3.8% (Župan, 2017), showing that a 
systematic approach to writing can result in a better readability index of pupils’ written products. 

6 Conclusion
The issue of teaching and acquiring writing skills in a foreign language is broad and diverse. 
As primarily a reading and writing activity, summary writing tasks are an effective strategy for 
teaching writing skills. However, despite this, most foreign language teachers rarely include the 
development of this skill into their instruction. consequently, foreign language pupils cannot 
develop it sufficiently, despite having a large number of FL lessons at schools. teachers in EFL 
classrooms should not assume that their pupils will gradually master summary writing skills in 
the process of learning. They need to offer their students systematic practice and direct instruction 
over a long period of time. Therefore, a variety of activities should be included to help students 
develop their (summary) writing skills. The process itself starts well before the actual writing, 
with activities that help pupils understand the text and remember its content. When developing 
summary writing skills the teacher’s focus should lie on the process of writing by helping pupils 
to learn the most important steps of summarizing, with finding the key ideas and excluding the 
unimportant information being two of these. Further significant aspects teachers should bear 
in mind are to give pupils enough time for writing and offer them supportive feedback on their 
work. The results of the present study might therefore encourage foreign language teachers not 
to use course books alone in their classes, but also to make some extra time for extensive and in-
depth reading of texts (stories in the case of early teaching of English) which enable the intensive 
development of writing skills in the form of summarization. Further research on developing EFL 
writing skills with primary school pupils is evidently an important issue which could include an 
analysis of other forms of writing (e.g. stories, compositions) and other models of developing 
processes in writing.
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