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Previous research on approximative adverbs (AA) has argued convincingly for the 
existence of two components in their meaning (a “polar” and a “proximal” compon
ent),  and  for  the  different  role  they  play  in  interpretation  and  textual  coherence 
(Horn,  2002).  In  particular,  experimental  research  on  French,  Danish  and  Finish 
counterparts of almost and barely has shown that the adverbs control possible infer
ence patterns and induce a scalar interpretation (Champaud and Bassano, 1987, Lun
dquist and Jarvella, 1994). However, in these studies the contexts of use of the ad
verbs were not sufficiently controlled, thus allowing for the interference of contextu
al inferences that may bias the results.

The experimental design of the present study builds on an analogy with research on 
quantifiers like  few,  not many, a few,  most (Moxey and Sanford, 1993, Moxey and 
Sanford, 1998, Paterson et al., 1998). These studies show that the meaning of quanti
fiers is differentiated by the inference patterns that they license. In production and 
comprehension experiments, speakers tend to agree about the possible continuations 
that are felicitous after a sentence with a quantified expression, as in (1)-(3) (Moxey 
and Sanford, 1993: 60):

(1) Not many of the lecturers are fast talkers.

(2) They should slow down for the introductory classes. [?]

(3) They should speed up to be less boring. [OK]

While (3) is a felicitous continuation of (1), (2) is less acceptable. The use of “negat
ive” or “positive” quantifiers seems to involve a “focal bias” in that the set of entities 
being the focus of attention in interpretation is either the set of which the predicate in 
(1) is false (the complement subset), as in (3), or the set of which it is true (the refer
ence subset), as in (2).
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In the present study, a similar methodology is used in reading and judgement tasks to 
test the interpretation of sequences of sentences, the former containing an AA, the lat
ter containing a connective that retrieves one of the meaning components of the AA. 
This contextual manipulation makes it  possible to target the inferential  patterns li
censed by the adverb and their role in textual coherence, as exemplified in (4) and (5):

(4) John can almost swim. Therefore he’ll enjoy a day at the pool with his  
friends./ #Therefore he’s afraid of drowning.

(5) John can barely swim. #Therefore he’ll enjoy a day at the pool with his  
friends. / Therefore he’s afraid of drowning.

Despite the fact that almost modification entails the negation of the modified predi
cate, and barely modification entails the truth of the predicate (Sevi, 1998, Rapp and 
Von Stechow, 1999), the felicitous continuation in (4) and (5) is not the sentence that 
would coherently follow the respective entailment (i.e. the “polar” component), as 
shown in (6) and (7):

(6) John cannot swim. #Therefore he’ll enjoy a day at the pool with his friends. /  
Therefore he’s afraid of drowning.

(7) John can swim. Therefore he’ll enjoy a day at the pool with his friends. / 
#Therefore he’s afraid of drowning.

In the first experiment, reading times (RT) of pairs of sentences containing AA were 
measured  in  different  contexts,  involving  coherent  and  incoherent  continuations. 
Then “make sense” judgements were elicited from native speakers about those pairs 
of  sentences.  In  the  second  experiment,  subjects  provided  true/false  judgements 
about sentences with AA taken in isolation.

As in the experiments with quantifiers mentioned above, the results strongly show a 
“focal bias” in the interpretation of AA in the cases of contextual integration. The 
RTs obtained at  the end of the second sentence in each pair show that sentences 
which  are  felicitous  continuations  of  the  first  sentence  take  less  to  read  than 
sentences that are infelicitous continuations, despite the entailment patterns observed 
in isolation. Moreover, the predictions concerning the coherence of the pairs are si
gnificantly confirmed by the ratings assigned by the subjects in the “make sense” task. 
The results from the second experiment provide further evidence for the robustness of 
the entailment patterns when the sentences containing AA are interpreted in isolation.

The theoretical contribution of this study is twofold. First, it provides empirical data 
that can be used to test the validity of theoretical claims about the meaning of AA. 
Second, the study raises important issues concerning the semantics/pragmatics in
terface, pertaining both to the salience of meaning components and to the complex 
interplay between word meaning and context.
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