
WORD (DIS)ORDER

The general rule for word order in English (SUBJECT + VERB + 

COMPLEMENT) can be changed for reasons of emphasis, specially when the 

sentence starts with a negative adverbial, although there are also other 

examples. This structure is used when you want to produce a dramatic effect, 

for example in story-telling, stating strong opinions and giving rules.

Read the examples

Adverbials Example

Little, Hardly, Scarcely, 
Never, ... (adverbials with 
restrictive negative 
meaning)

Little did he know that she had been the traitor.
Hardly had he spoken, when she burst out laughing.
Never again will I trust you!

Only + time expression Only then did he realise he had been deceived.

No way, Under no 
circumstances, On no 
account, ...

No way am I going to that wedding!
Under no circumstances should you leave your luggage 
unattended.

No sooner ... than No sooner had the match started than it started raining.

PRACTICE

Rewrite the following sentences so that they mean the same as the one 
printed before. Use the word given without altering it in any way.

1. We didn’t know that he was investing our savings. LITTLE
.................................................................................................................................................

2. The teacher is not failing me again! NO WAY
.................................................................................................................................................

3. People who arrive before 12 a.m. are not allowed to occupy their rooms. UNDER NO 
CIRCUMSTANCES
.................................................................................................................................................

4. He noticed she had been skipping classes only a-er talking to the teacher. ONLY
.................................................................................................................................................

5. He doesn’t usually do his fair share of the work. RARELY
.................................................................................................................................................

 



Read the sentences on the right and match them to their corresponding 
“dramatic” version.

1. HE DIDN’T NOTICE WHAT HAD HAPPENED 
UNTIL HE SAW HIS MOTHER.

a. Hardly had we stopped to have a rest when 
it started raining.

2. I WILL ONLY TRUST HIM AGAIN IF HE 
ADMITS HAVING DONE IT. b. Little did they realise that he had arrived

3. AS SOON AS HE CAME, WE STARTED 
DINNER.

c. So heavy was the suitcase that she couldn’t 
li- it.

4. WE STOPPED TO HAVE A REST AND 
ALMOST IMMEDIATELY IT STARTED 
RAINING.

d. Only if he admits having done it will I trust 
him again.

5. A POLITICIAN HAS SELDOM BEEN SO 
DISCREDITED.

e. Under no circumstances should you speak 
Spanish.

6. THEY DIDN’T REALISE THAT HE HAD 
ARRIVED.

f. Not until he saw his mother did he notice 
what had happened.

7. IT WAS SUCH A HEAVY SUITCASE THAT SHE 
COULDN’T LIFT IT.

g. On no account should you leave your 
luggage unattended.

8. YOU SHOULD NOT SPEAK SPANISH UNDER 
ANY CIRCUMSTANCES.

h. Only under special circumstances will you be 
admitted.

9. YOU WILL ONLY BE ADMITTED UNDER 
SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES. i. Seldom has a politician been so discredited.

10. YOU MUST NOT LEAVE YOUR LUGGAGE 
UNATTENDED ON ANY ACCOUNT.

j. No sooner had he arrived than we started 
dinner.

 



KEY TO THE EXERCISES

EXERCISE 1

1. Little did we know that he was investing our savings.
2. No way is the teacher failing me again!
3. Under no circumstances are people who arrive before 12 a.m. allowed to occupy their 

rooms.
4. Only a-er talking to the teacher did he notice she had been skipping classes.
5. Rarely does he do his fair share of the work.

EXERCISE 2
1F; 2D; 3J; 4A; 5I; 6B; 7C; 8E; 9H; 10G

 


