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Stylistics and Text Interpretation. Seminar 1. 

Practical Assignments 

Variant 1 
1. Make your choice and try to restore the communicative situations below. Indicate the social roles of the participants reflected in 

each of the chosen utterances. 

1. a) King Charles was publicly decapitated, b) King Charles was publicly beheaded, c) They chopped off King Charles's head in the 

sight of anyone who cared to see it done. 

3. a) A vast concourse was assembled to witness... b) A great crowd came to see.... 

 

2. Read the following conversations below. After each dialogue, rewrite the conversation with the low colloquial, slang or jargon item 

in a more formal or neutral style: 
1.  Bob: I think my old banger' clapped out. I'll have to get a new one.  

Jim: Yes, it does look past it, What'll you get?  

Bob: I rather fancy new Rover. 

Jim: Classy! It'll cost you a packet. 

2.    Valerie: Saw a film the other night. Chap falls for a girl, then discovers she's dying. Bit of a tear-jerker. 1 suppose it was pretty corny, 

but I liked it. Mary Major had a part in it. She must be pushing 70. 

 

3. Analyze the following passages; determine the functional style of each of them. Indicate the basic style-forming characteristics of 

each style and overlapping features. 

1. Impressed by a two-week test completed last month, Yahoo could firm up a long-term deal within a week, according to the Journal. 

Any alliance between Yahoo and Google would face intense antitrust scrutiny, however, because the two companies control more than 

80 percent of the U.S. market for search advertising. 

 

2. Technology partially conceals this actual neglect from anyone who composes directly onto an artificial memory device. Equipped with 

a pen, a typewriter, or digital editing tools, authors see their text unfolding from their minds as they manually encode it in alphanumeric 

symbols on screen or paper. Making sentences visibly explicit as composed, writers no longer worry about having to store mentally what 

they create.  

 

3. Wind – air set in motion by natural causes, esp. when moving rapidly enough to be perceptible. Constant winds – blowing always in 

the same direction.   

 

4. Mrs. Higgins: – Will it rain, do you think? 

Lisa: The shallow depression in the west of these islands is likely to move slowly in an easterly direction. There are no indications of any 

great change in the barometrical situation 

Freddy: Ha! Ha! How awfully funny! 

 

5. And so, my fellow Americans, ask not what your country can do for you: ask what you can do for your country. 

 

4. Headlines often omit certain words and use colloquial expressions, abbreviations and different word senses, for each of the 

following headlines find the sentence below which expresses how it would appear in an ordinary news announcement: 

1. CABINET RESHUFFLE URGED  

2. GEMS HAUL SEIZED IN SWOOP  

3. SERVICE CHIEFS GAGGED: TWO QUIT 

4. STAR TO WED  

5. TWO SOUGHT AFTER BREAK-OUT DRAMA 

6. «POLLS RIGGED" CHARGES 

A) Allegations have been made that elections results were falsified. 

B) Police raided a house today and took possessions of jewellery stolen in a recent robbery. 

C) Police are hunting two men who made a daring escape from prison by helicopter. 

D) Senior officers of the armed forces have been instructed not to talk to the media and, as a result, two of them have resigned. 

E) Strong appeals have been made to the Prime Minister to make changes in his ministers. 

F) A film star is going to be married. 

 

5. Analyze the following speeches of the famous politicians and publicists. What stylistic devices are the most effective 

from the point of view of the particular communicative situation? Why? 

Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado! Let freedom ring from the curvaceous peaks of California! 

But not only that, let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia! Let freedom ring from hookout Mountain of 

Tennessee! Let freedom ring from every hill and every molehill of Mississippi. From every mountainside, let freedom ring. 

Ir. M. L. King. I Have a Dream 



Stylistics and Text Interpretation. Seminar 1. 

Practical Assignments 

Variant 2 

1. Make your choice and try to restore the communicative situations below. Indicate the social roles of the participants reflected in 

each of the chosen utterances. 

2. a) Indefatigable pursuit of knowledge induced somnolence in him. b) Hard study made him sleepy. 

3. a) A vast concourse was assembled to witness... b) A great crowd came 

 

2. Read the following conversations below. After each dialogue, rewrite the conversation with the low colloquial, slang or jargon item 

in a more formal or neutral style: 

1.  Alan: Do you fancy going to the pictures tonight?  

 Jill: Great. Hang on, though. There's something good on telly. 

2.    Fred: I'm not too keen on this new guy in the office. 

 Alex: Yeah, he's a bit of a big-head. Throws his weight around. 

 Fred: Yeah, if I get any more hasslie from him, I'm going to tell him 

 Alex: Come off him. You haven't got the guts. You'd get the sack.   

3. Analyze the following passages; determine the functional style of each of them. Indicate the basic style-forming characteristics of 

each style and overlapping features. 
1. And now the South West and Wales. There might be some storms, as well, with lightning and thunder. There'll be quite strong winds, 

and the temperature wilt be lower than yesterday, around 3 and 4 C. 

 

2. Blow, blow, thou winter wind  

Thou art not so unkind  

As man's ingratitude. 

 

3. Let us never negotiate out of fear; but let us never fear to negotiate. 

 

4. However, these arguments do not appear to have convinced Bia Anthony, 23, a beautiful engineer with postgraduate studies in France 

who previously dated current Formula 1 driver Nelsinho Piquet. 

 

5. The methodological approach I have adopted here to look at this question is essentially empirical. However, it does not consist of the 

kind of qualitative data normally associated with numerical and statistical empirical testing. Instead, it takes a far more qualitative, 

subjective approach that is based on a questionnaire, the type of which also seeks to also take into account the inherently subjective nature 

of human experience. 

 

4. Headlines often omit certain words and use colloquial expressions, abbreviations and different word senses, for each of the 

following headlines find the sentence below which expresses how it would appear in an ordinary news announcement: 

1. STAR TO WED 

2. «POLLS RIGGED" CHARGES 

3. TWO SOUGHT AFTER BREAK-OUT DRAMA 

4. CABINET RESHUFFLE URGED 

5. SERVICE CHIEFS GAGGED: TWO QUIT 

6. GEMS HAUL SEIZED IN SWOOP 

A) Allegations have been made that elections results were falsified. 

B) Police are hunting two men who made a daring escape from prison by helicopter. 

C) A film star is going to be married. 

D) Police raided a house today and took possessions of jewellery stolen in a recent robbery. 

E) Senior officers of the armed forces have been instructed not to talk to the media and, as a result, two of them have resigned. 

F) Strong appeals have been made to the Prime Minister to make changes in his ministers. 

5. Analyze the following speeches of the famous politicians and publicists. What stylistic devices are the most effective from the point 

of view of the particular communicative situation? Why? 

This is a faith with which I return to the south. With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of 

despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a 

beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to go to 

jail together, to struggle together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day. 

But one hundred years later, we must face the tragic fact that the Negro is still not free. One hundred years later, 

the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. 

One hundred years later, the Negro is still languishing in the corners of American society and finds himself an 

exile in his own land. 

IR. M. L. King. I Have a Dream 
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Stylistics meets Cognitive Science: studying style in fiction and readers' attention from an 

interdisciplinary perspective 

Introduction 

Readers' attention to text has been studied for a number of years in both the Humanities and Cognitive Science. 

Within the Humanities, attention is discussed in stylistics using the notion of foregrounding (Mukarovsky), 

with the emphasis being on textual devices and, in consequence, the effect on readers often being taken for 

granted. Some stylisticians, such as Leech and Short, have nevertheless emphasised the fact that the 

"psychological prominence" of textual features is an important precursor to literary interpretation in models of 

foregrounding, and researchers in the area known as the "Empirical Study of Literature" have studied the 

impact of foregrounding devices on readers experimentally (e.g. van Peer; Hakemulder). Within Cognitive 

Science, psychologists in the field of "depth of processing" research have looked empirically at the amount of 

detail that readers notice when reading (e.g. Sanford and Sturt). This work shows how readers can be made 

more or less attentive depending on the type of linguistic structure information appears in, but this work has 

focused on a limited range of stylistic devices and has not drawn on observations about how stylistic features 

operate in texts to highlight key aspects of stories such as plot and theme. 

This article aims to bring together these research traditions from different disciplines. We combine stylistic 

analysis of items which we intuitively feel to be attention-capturing devices in narrative texts with 

psychological testing to determine whether the selected stylistic features do indeed capture the attention of 

readers, in the sense of making them notice more. The theory of foregrounding has provided a productive 

framework for empirical work on attention within the Humanities, but this type of work nevertheless often 

relies heavily on readers' subjective reports of their beliefs about the extent to which particular stylistic devices 

have an impact on them (see Section 1). We show how empirical work within psychology offers testing 

methods that are less dependent on subjective reports, summarising a body of previous work in depth of 

processing research termed anomaly testing (see Section 2) and explaining a new experimental technique, the 

text change detection method, developed by Sanford and colleagues (Sturt et al.) (see Section 3), both designed 

to test the amount of detail that readers notice as they read specific passages. 

We summarise a broad range of experiments conducted using the text change detection method, studying 

syntactic, semantic, and graphological features including clefting, sentence and paragraph length and 

punctuation, vocabulary choice, and use of italics (see Section 3). In addition to these stylistic devices, we also 

use the technique to examine narratological indicators of potential key events in narratives, such as pre-

announcements (e.g. "Then this happened"), explicit signals of importance and surprise, and signals of the 

emotional impact of events on characters (see Section 3). We then examine the results (see Section 3 (iv) and 

Appendix 1) and offer some observations on the possibilities and limitations of this type of psychological 

empirical work for studying foregrounding in narrative texts (see Section 4). 

1. Stylistics background: Style in fiction and the study of foregrounding 

The research described in Section 3 has been jointly conducted by a stylistician and a group of experimental 

psychologists. The significance of the study for these different disciplines is different, in terms of its relation to 

the existing body of research in each field and the potential for providing fresh insights into the nature of 

reading in each area. In this section and the following sections, we provide the context in stylistics and 

psychology respectively for the empirical work that we conducted. 

Within stylistics, the original motivation for the work was to examine how stylistic features in fiction can 

apparently be used to highlight key plot and thematic moments (Emmott, "Reading for Pleasure" and 

"Responding to Style"), guiding the interpretation of readers at these points. Both literary texts and popular 

fiction can make use of stylistic devices which appear to be used by writers with the intention of capturing the 

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m2342/is_2_41/ai_n21053969
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m2342/is_2_41/ai_n21053969


attention of readers at crucial points in stories. So, in Example 1, Roald Dahl combines initial under-

specification of the leg of lamb (i.e. the initial use of pronouns in order to build up interest) with the use of a 

short sentence fragment (a noun phrase punctuated as if it were a full sentence) and a mini-paragraph (a single 

item alone in a paragraph) when the leg of lamb is first mentioned in full. This is the point at which the 

character sees the object which is to become the murder weapon in the story, so it is heavily plot significant: 

Example 1 

Everything was automatic now--down the stairs to the cellar, the light switch, the deep freeze, the hand inside 

the cabinet taking hold of the first object it met. She lifted it out, and looked at it. It was wrapped in paper, so 

she took off the paper and looked at it again. 

A leg of lamb. 

All right then, they would have lamb for supper. 

(Dahl 25, our emphasis) 

Likewise, in A2 below below, the sentence describing the amount of the bill is set in its own mini-paragraph 

and both this sentence and the earlier one describing the bill are short compared with other surrounding 

sentences describing the restaurant scene. The selected sentence contains information that is often elided in the 

presentation of restaurant scenes (see Schank and Abelson for a discussion of the restaurant schema), but is 

nevertheless of key thematic importance in this episode because the central character Martha has previously 

commented on the extravagance of the meal and the fact that if the bill comes to more than five pounds (a large 

sum of money in this story set shortly after the Second World War), it will be more than some of her working 

class friends earn in a week. 

 

Example 2 

The waiter was bringing the bill. The restaurant was full now, it was about ten o'clock, and had more than ever 

the atmosphere of a family, of people who' were at one with each other. And they were off guard now, with a 

licensed childishness about them, as if, threatened outside, here they found refuge. Across the room, a man with 

a heightened colour and a rakish look flicked bread pellets at a girl in a fluffy pink sweater, who flicked them 

back, giggling, while waiters watched indulgently. 

The bill was for six pounds. 

(Lessing 43, our emphasis) 

Normally, stylisticians take these type of formatting devices for granted in terms of the effect they have on the 

reader, but the point of our study is to test whether they really capture the readers' attention in the way 

suggested above. 

The notion of foregrounding has been used extensively in stylistics to explain these types of phenomena. The 

term comes originally from Garvin's translation of Mukarovsky and refers to how unusual linguistic features are 

thought to place emphasis on the form of the text, prompting a fresh perspective on the meaning of the text (see 

van Peer and Hakemulder for a summary of research on foregrounding). Leech and Short's work applied this 

idea to fictional prose at a time when foregrounding had been heavily associated with the study of poetry (e.g. 

Leech). In addition, Leech and Short highlighted the role of the reader in interpreting foregrounded items by 

including "psychological prominence" in their model of stylistic use, as shown in Figure 1. 

Fig. 1. From Leech and Short 50, Figure 2.1 

 

literary                psychological            statistical 

RELEVANCE [right arrow] PROMINENCE [right arrow] DEVIANCE 



(foregrounding) 

 

Key--"We interpret the arrow in 'X [right arrow] Y' to mean 'all 

instances of X are instances of Y'... But in the opposite direction, 

the relations does not hold. " (Leech and Short 51) 

In the practical analysis of their book, the emphasis of Leech and Short's work is heavily on textual features 

("deviance") and literary interpretation ("relevance"), but Leech and Short nevertheless recognise the 

importance of the textual features having an impact on the reader, referring to how stylistic elements "register 

on a reader's mind" and reach "the threshold of response" (48; 49). 

Foregrounding has been studied extensively in Humanities research in the area known as Empirical Study of 

Literature (ESL). Much of this research has depended on subjective judgements by readers about the impact 

they think stylistic features have on them. For example, in one of the classic studies in ESL, van Peer asks 

readers to assess the "strikingness" of stylistic features in poetry by underlining part of the poem that they find 

most "striking" (37-8). Subjective judgements may be appropriate at the level of overall interpretation, but may 

not necessarily be appropriate at the level of judging the psychological prominence of specific features. A 

reader will not necessarily know whether he/she is noticing information more in normal reading when 

information is in a cleft structure (e.g. "It was the woman who died first") rather than a non-cleft structure (e.g. 

"The woman died first"). Linguists assume that this is the case, but psychological testing often shows that our 

actual reading processes can be different from our assumptions about how we read. Also, a reader will not 

necessarily be able to report accurately on the degree of effect that a stylistic feature has on them (e.g. whether 

a cleft structure is more effective than italics for highlighting a specific piece of information), but this type of 

information can be found from psychological testing. 

A second problem for the type of methodologies typically used in the Empirical Study of Literature (ESL) is that even when 

responses are assessed by task-based tests rather than subjective reports, it can be difficult to isolate the effect of specific linguistic 

features on readers. Van Peer performed a memory-task experiment, using poems from authors such as Emily Dickinson and 

e.e.cummings for his materials (36-7). Informants were asked to read four poems carefully twice, each time being presented 

afterwards with the same poem with cloze-type gaps (i.e. selected words deleted) for completion, as in the following example from 

one line of Emily Dickinson's poem "The Brain is Wider than the Sky" (the whole poem was presented with selected gaps of this 

type). 
Fig. 2. Example of an adapted line from one of van Peer's materials (74 

and 198) 

 

Original line:               For--put them side by side-- 

line with cloze-type gaps:   For--them-by-- 

Van Peer hypothesised that features which experts judged to be foregrounded would be remembered better and 

have with a higher cloze completion rate. The results showed the opposite, but van Peer discounts these results 

on the basis that too many factors were being tested simultaneously. For example, van Peer points out that the 

cloze-type test confuses the reader's memory of the poem with their general expectations about the language 

due to their knowledge of frequent collocations such as "side by side." He says that: 

   This contamination of different variables, together with the lack 

   of experimental control over some of them, makes it impossible to 

   dissociate the real cause(s) from concurring factors ... Further 

   research, in which other factors influencing ease of memorability 

   are systematically controlled by the experimenter, is needed to 

   arrive at more conclusive evidence. In the light of what is known 

   about the multitude of variables influencing recall, however, the 

   design of such empirical tests will not be an easy matter. (99) 

 

 

The text change detection method that Sanford and colleagues have developed (see Section 3) aims to resolve 

some of the problems that van Peer encountered by more adequately controlling the experimental design (albeit 

in relation to the testing of attention rather than memory). 

2. Psychology Background: Depth of Processing and Anomaly Testing 



In psycholinguistics, "depth of processing" is a framework used to account for how much readers notice when 

reading a text (see Sanford; Sanford and Sturt for summaries of this research). (1) Whereas Humanities 

researchers focus particularly on the upper end of the attention scale, there has been a great deal of interest in 

recent years in psychology in relation to the lower end of the attention scale. Prior to the depth of processing 

research, psychologists had assumed that a full propositional representation of a text is built up by a reader from 

the sentences of the text, although this representation of the text might subsequently degrade due to the limits of 

memory. The radically different assumption of depth of processing research is that the propositional 

representation is incomplete on first reading, since readers are remarkably inattentive to the details of what they 

read. Empirical work within psychology has shown that readers often appear to ignore the full semantic 

information in what they read, this being referred to as "shallow processing." 

A major test of shallow processing has been to see whether readers notice semantic anomalies. Readers are 

presented with sentences such as the following (e.g. Erickson and Matteson; Barton and Sanford; Sanford and 

Sturt): 

(i) After an aircrash, where should the survivors be buried? 

(ii) Can a man marry his widow's sister? 

(iii) How many animals of each sort did Moses put in the Ark? 

The last example is very well-known in the psychological literature and hence these types of examples are 

generally known as "Moses-type illusions." Readers frequently fail to observe that these questions are 

problematic since (i) dead people are buried; survivors are not, (ii) a man with a widow would be dead and so 

cannot marry anyone, and (iii) it was Noah who put the animals in the Ark, not Moses. Indeed, readers often try 

to answer these questions (e.g. by saying that the survivors should be buried where the relatives wish) rather 

than challenging the presuppositions. It seems that readers have a general awareness of whether words are 

appropriate to a context, since they are more likely to notice the anomaly if a non-biblical character such as a 

politician is mentioned in (iii) rather than Moses (see van Oostendorp and de Mul for experiments of this type) 

or where the context is changed to make the anomaly less plausible (Barton and Sanford), such as if a bicycle 

accident was mentioned in (i) rather than an aircrash. Hence, readers appear to be utilising the overall schema 

for the situation and, for example, recognising that survivors may be discussed in an aircrash scenario, rather 

than noting the full semantic details of the noun in relation to the verb it co-occurs with. 

The significance of depth of processing for the current research is that clearly if readers are generally 

inattentive to what they read, stylistic devices can be used to make them more attentive at key points in a text. 

The Moses-type illusions are used to demonstrate this empirically. Researchers have shown that cleft structures 

can be used to focus the attention of readers on anomalies (e.g. Bredart and Modolo). Hence when readers are 

exposed to sentences of the following types, people typically answer "true" for (i), but are more likely to answer 

"false" or challenge the presupposition for the cleft sentence in (ii). 

(i) Moses put two of each sort of animal in the Ark. True or false? 

(ii) It was Moses who put two of each sort of animal in the Ark. True or false? 

Conversely, attention can be decreased by embedding information in subordinate clauses so that readers notice 

less anomalies. In the following sentences (Baker and Wagner), the anomaly (that the liver is found only in 

humans) was noticed less frequently when in the subordinate clause in (i) than when in the main clause in (ii): 

(i) Is the following true or false? The liver, which is an organ found only in humans, is often damaged by heavy 

drinking. 

(ii) Is the following true or false? The liver, which is an organ often damaged by heavy drinking, is found only 

in humans. 



The Moses-type illusions hence provide an illustration of how much detail readers notice, but these illusions are 

difficult to design in the large numbers needed for comprehensive testing of stylistic features. In addition, 

participants in such experiments may become aware of the fact that they are being repeatedly exposed to 

anomalies which may affect their reading performance. For these reasons, the text change detection method 

(see Section 3) was designed as an alternative technique to examine depth of processing. Using this method, we 

looked at a broader range of stylistic features than in previous research. In cases where we have tested a feature 

that had already been tested by the "illusion" technique (e.g. for clefting), the text change detection method can 

provide extra support for the psychological findings of the previous researchers. 

3. The text change detection experiments 

(i) Overview of the technique 

The text change detection method is a new experimental technique developed by Sanford and colleagues (e.g. 

Sturt et al.) to study readers' attention for textual detail. The idea for this technique comes from vision research 

where a change detection method for visual details in pictures was already in use (see Simons and Levin for a 

summary of this work). Vision researchers show experimental participants a picture, then withdraw the picture 

for a brief delay of 100-500 milliseconds, then display a slightly adapted version of the picture (sometimes 

flickering between the two versions). Participants are asked to spot the difference. Even when significant parts 

of the picture have been removed (e.g. a large engine on an airplane, see Rensink et al. (2)), viewers are slow in 

identifying the change and when they do identify the change are often surprised at how they have managed to 

miss such an apparently obvious difference. Participants are termed "change blind" because of these perceptual 

limitations, but the degree of change blindness can be manipulated by making the changes more or less 

significant (e.g. by the placement of the item in central or peripheral vision, or by changing its size, colour, 

etc.). 

The text change detection test works on the same principle, but with texts rather than pictures. The experiment 

uses pairs of textual materials which are either identical or identical apart from a change of one word. The 

reader is asked whether or not a change has taken place. The detection or lack of detection of any changed word 

provides a task to check how attentive the reader is being to the text at that point. Each experiment generally 

tests one or two stylistic/narratological features that are thought to be "attention-controlling," as listed in 

Section 3(ii) below. The hypothesis is that readers will be more attentive and therefore more likely to detect 

changes when they are reading materials containing the selected stylistic/ narratological features rather than 

when reading the controls. 

(ii) Stylistic and narratological features examined 

We examined our own database of 30 novels and short stories, selecting features which appeared to be used as 

"attention-capturing" devices. We judged this intuitively on the basis of devices used to highlight key plot 

moments and key thematic points (see Section 1 above) and also other reasons, such as emphasizing a sudden 

switch in rhetorical direction, providing a coda to a story or book chapter, or stressing information about a 

particular character (see Emmott et al. for examples). We tested a selection of stylistic features where the form 

of the items varied from control items at a number of different linguistic levels: graphological, lexical, 

grammatical, sentence structure and paragraph formatting), as in Group A below. In addition, we tested 

narratological cues where a pre-announcement (3) was made with or without an indication that events were 

important, surprising, or had had an emotional impact on the narrator and/or characters, as in Group B below. 

Group B items are of interest due to their content because they contain explicit propositional information which 

we suspected was directly relevant to controlling attention. 

Group A. Potential attention capturers--stylistic form 

1. Graphological--italics: 

I beg of you not to assault me if I ask you one more question: Are you perfectly certain that you did not leave 

the trunk unlocked? 



(Christie, "The Million Dollar Bond Robbery" 113, Christie's italics) 

2. Lexical-low frequency and/or long words: 

... the termagant concierge would have come raging up the stairs ... 

(Bonfiglioli 14, our added emphasis and Bonfiglioli's italics) 

3. Grammatical--Clefting: 

It was the second male prisoner who had gone in the other car ... 

(Christie, "The Kidnapped Prime Minister" 107, our emphasis) 

4. Sentence fragments and very short sentences: 

The child. His child. That, too, he sacrificed and injured--doomed to degradation. 

(Gilman 94, our emphasis) 

The wailing and the memories, as opposed to their meaning, were continuous, and, before he was conscious of 

the knowledge, he had pushed away his guards and started to run, helmet strap flapping, towards the noise and 

the fact. 

 

Hyppolita was dead. Also she had been mutilated: her breast had been slashed over and over again in what 

appeared to be a genuine attempt to obliterate it. 

(Maitland, "Hyppolita" 31, our emphasis) 

5. Mini-paragraphs (containing a single sentence or a fragment): 

He let himself in with his latch-key, and stole softly upstairs, to surprise his wife. 

No wife was there. 

He rang the bell. No servant answered it. 

(Gilman 94, our emphasis) 

Arthur let out a low groan. He was horrified to discover that the kick through hyperspace hadn't killed him. He 

was now six light years from the place that the Earth would have been if it had still existed. 

 

The Earth. 

Visions of it swam sickeningly through his nauseated mind. There was no way his imagination could feel the 

impact of the whole Earth having gone, it was too big. 

(Adams 53, our emphasis) 

Group B. Potential attention capturers--text content (signals of key narrative events) 

1. Pre-announcements: 



... she sucked and groped at his feet and knew that something was going to happen. 

(Maitland, "The Tale of the Beautiful Princess Kalito" 106, our emphasis) 

2. Statements of surprise emotion and importance with or without pre-announcements: 

I went into the dingy cafe and asked for dinner, and when I sat down to it I found to my supreme astonishment 

that there was another Englishman quietly eating his dinner opposite. 

(Chesterton 52, our emphasis) 

We expected all the stylistic and narratological features listed above to act as attention-capturing devices, but, 

as will be seen below, the results were more mixed than we had anticipated. 

(iii) Methodology and experimental materials 

The experiments were run over a period of several years, by a number of different researchers, rather than as a 

single set. Most of the work discussed here has been conducted as part of the University of Glasgow's STACS 

project (Stylistics, Text Analysis and Cognitive Science: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on the Nature of 

Reading), including collaborative work with University of Strathclyde researchers (Alison J.S. Sanford et al.), 

but we also refer to work conducted in Sanford's University of Glasgow laboratory prior to the start of the 

STACS project (Sturt et al.). There are some methodological differences between experiments as a result of 

differences in experimental design due to the type and number of stylistic features being tested, and also 

because the methodology itself was being developed during the period of experimentation. Hence the 

description below just gives a general overview of the type of methodology used. (4) 

Table 1 provides an example of the type of materials used in the experiments, in this case for testing short items 

(short sentences or fragments of sentences) and mini-paragraphs (Emmott et al.). Each potential "attention-

controlling" stylistic variant is said to be in a different "condition" by psychologists and there is also usually a 

control condition to provide a means of comparison (in the example below, Condition 1 is the control, since the 

phrase is not given as a separate sentence fragment or separate paragraph, but incorporated into a full sentence). 

Every text in each condition has two forms that are either identical or identical apart from one word. In Table 1, 

([right arrow] white) indicates that the word "brown" was sometimes changed to "white" when the material was 

presented the second time. (5) The hypothesis is that when reading materials in the different conditions, readers 

will detect more changes in the case of the potential "attention-controlling" stylistic variants (Conditions 2 and 

3 in Table 1) than for the control (Condition 1 in Table 1). 

 

 

Each experiment had sufficient versions of the materials and sufficient participants to ensure that statistical 

significance could be judged. In Emmott et al., for example, we tested materials of the type shown in Table 1 

using thirty-six experimental materials, each in three conditions, with an additional 112 "filler" materials 

(passages which are included simply to prevent participants recognising recurring patterns in what they read, 

which might influence their reading behaviour). Reading in the experiment described in Emmott et al. was self-

paced and text pairs (with or without changes) were presented with a 500 millisecond delay, with participants 

using a button on a response box to identify whether or not they detected a change and, if they noticed a 

change, reporting verbally to the experimenter what they thought it was. This type of methodology (with minor 

differences) was used for all the text change experiments discussed in this article. Table I has shown a sample 

of one set of materials for one of the experiments to test Group A items. As a further example, Table 2 shows 

sample materials for two of the narratological features in Group B that were tested together, pre-announcements 

with and without emotion statements. 

(iv) Results 



Table 3 provides an overview of the results, indicating whether readers detected significantly more of the text 

changes for each stylistic and narratological feature. In addition, Appendix 1 shows the statistical analysis of 

the results for each experiment, grouping together items that were tested together. 

The results for the features where the stylistic form changed (Group A in Section 3(ii)) show that readers were 

more attentive, in the sense that they noticed a higher percentage of text changes, when the stylistic devices 

were used. This applies to italics, clefting, use of a long and/or low frequency word, and use of a short sentence 

or sentence fragment with or without a mini-paragraph. By contrast, for the narratological cues (Group B in 

Section 3(ii)), which involve a change to the propositional content, there was no increased text change 

detection. This applied to pre-announcements with or without indications of emotion and statements of 

importance and surprise. In the case of indications of surprise, the results showed significantly fewer text 

change detections for indicators of surprise than for the control. 

4. Discussion of the text change experiment results and further research 

For the Group A devices, the results matched our hypothesis. The stylistic features which we felt intuitively to 

be attention-capturing devices were confirmed to be so, in terms of increasing the amount that the readers 

noticed. This matched the earlier findings in the depth of processing literature for anomaly detection 

experiments on cleft structures (see Section 2). Also the fact that attention increased when information was split 

off into short sentences or sentence fragments makes sense in the context of anomaly researchers finding that 

information embedded in more complex structures is less detectable. 

For Group B devices, the results were, by contrast, unexpected. We anticipated that if readers were told to 

expect a narrative event or given an indication that something was important, surprising, or of emotional 

significance, that this would be attention-capturing. Not only, however, was there no significant increase in text 

change detection, but stating that something was surprising made readers notice less. 

These results require further exploration. Text change detection experiments require readers to do a very specific task involving 

noticing small details at word level (e.g. the change of a word from "white" to "brown"). It may be that changes to the stylistic form of 

the text (e.g. use of italics) make readers more sensitive to such details, whereas with the narratological cues, readers may be too busy 

engaging with what is happening next in the story to be focusing on details of wording. We may, therefore, need a psychological 

model of attention that separates the process of observing detail from the process of engaging with the propositional information such 

as signals of the narratological structure of the text and statements of the significance of events. It seems unlikely that the Group B 

narratological cues we have looked at are not attention-capturing in some way, so it may be that they are operating at a different level 

from the Group A stylistic devices and that other methods are necessary for testing the Group B items. One possibility is to use story 

continuation tests where readers are required to read materials similar to those in Table 2 and continue writing the story themselves 

after they read the narrative cue, such as a pre-announcement. If readers are more involved in the story, this cuing can make a 

difference to the type of continuation they write, such as yielding more detail and/or more indications of emotional engagement in the 

subsequent text. Another possibility is to use reading time experiments, which indicate whether a reader is taking longer to process a 

stretch of text which may suggest more involvement as a result of responding to narrative cues. So far, we have tested (6) this with 

one type of cue, signals of importance, and have found that reading time does increase in such cases. (7) 

More generally, there are other ways that this research could be extended. The stylistic features discussed here 

are only a selection of the potential attention-grabbing devices that could be examined. We selected features 

that were relevant in the narrative texts we were examining, but devices which are particularly characteristic of 

other genres such as rhyme and alliteration in poetry could be investigated too. Also, the study of graphical 

features using the text change detection method could be extended to include other aspects of formatting such 

as capitalisation, size of print and colour of print. This might be useful for studying experimental styles of 

writing, but might also be used for graphic design purposes, such as judging the effect of different print formats 

in web communication, newspapers and advertising. In addition, the story continuation method can be used for 

examining the effect of under-specifying forms (e.g. the pronouns in Example 1) to see whether they can create 

interest in the object or person they refer to prior to the details being revealed. 

The text change detection method could also be used to investigate in more detail the relation between different 

types of stylistic feature and also the relevance of context in interpreting a device. In principle, we could 

compare the relative effects of two devices of a similar type, such as the graphological devices of italicisation 

and capitalisation. We could also examine the impact that a stylistic device has according to its position. It may 

be the case that information embedded in the middle of a paragraph has less impact than information at the 

beginning or end or a paragraph, and likewise, it may be the case that information is handled differently 



depending on whether it comes at the beginning, middle or end of a whole story. Also, we could examine the 

effect of repeated exposure to a particular device. For example, in Margaret Atwood's children's book Rude 

Ramsay and the Roaring Radishes, the entire story is written with alliterative use of the letter "r." We do not 

know whether this device would have the same impact on readers when they first encounter it at the start of the 

book as when they become accustomed to the device, but this possible difference could be investigated 

empirically. In addition, more investigation is needed in relation to the different functions of stylistic devices. 

Italics, for example, can be used for different types of emphasis, such as simply highlighting a word for 

contrastive effect or contributing towards highlighting a key plot moment. Furthermore, italics are used for 

highly conventional purposes such as signalling a book title or indicating that a passage in a story is quoted 

from another source such as a letter. More research would be needed to see whether the more conventional uses 

of formatting prompt our attention initially and whether this is then suppressed as we make our overall stylistic 

interpretation of a text. 

 

The above suggestions yield a large programme of psychological research for the future. The type of work we 

are describing here is nevertheless restricted to a specific aspect of foregrounding. In relation to Leech and 

Short' s model (Figure 1), our emphasis has been on psychological prominence which has been under-

investigated in the past. There are, of course, other aspects of this model, statistical deviance and literary 

relevance, which we are not addressing here, but which are an important part of understanding attention during 

reading. We have selected our stylistic features largely on the basis of intuition, (8) but these could also be 

selected using frequency analysis to judge statistical deviance. This type of work is already well described in 

books such as Leech and Short and has been extensively studied in corpus stylistics, so it might be fruitful to 

bring together this type of computational approach with our psychological method. 

Cognitive psychology may also be able to contribute in certain respects to studying the literary relevance of 

foregrounded items. One reason why we have been interested in the heavy use of attention-controlling devices 

at key plot moments is that heavy foregrounding may sometimes seem to prompt readers to make inferences 

about the plot and any inference-making could be examined by psychological methods (see Emmott "Reading 

for Pleasure" and Emmott et al. for discussions of how this might be relevant to responding to clues in detective 

novels). In other respects, however, it may be necessary to use Humanities techniques from the Empirical Study 

of Literature to study literary relevance, since ESL researchers specialise in this aspect of reading. ESL 

researchers have examined issues such as how readers change their moral attitudes as a result of reading 

foregrounded passages in literary texts (e.g. Hakemulder), how they respond to foregrounded sections of a text 

in terms of its literary discussion value (e.g. van Peer 30), and how foregrounding inter-relates with aesthetic 

appreciation and ratings of affect (Dixon et al.; Hakemulder). We are not, therefore, claiming that the type of 

psychological techniques described here can answer all questions concerning foregrounding, but they may be of 

particular value in studying the middle level in Leech and Short's model termed "psychological prominence." 

Conclusion 

This article brings together research traditions in two distinct fields which can nevertheless be viewed as 

complementary: the stylistics work on foregrounding and the psychology work on depth of processing. We 

have presented a new experimental technique, the text change detection method, which can be used to test the 

effect on readers' attention of a wide range of foregrounding devices used in fiction at different linguistic levels. 

The results suggest that stylistic features involving graphical, lexical, and grammatical form and 

sentence/paragraph structure affect the amount of detail that readers notice as they read, in contrast with 

propositional cues such as pre-announcements and indicators of surprise, emotion, and importance, which do 

not. We have also indicated the need for a programme of research to explore this distinction further, in order to 

determine the relative effect of stylistic features on noticeability in different contexts of use and to find out in 

what way (if any) propositional cues gain the attention of readers. The research makes a contribution to 

stylistics in terms of presenting a method of testing the psychological prominence of foregrounding devices, 

and provides a new approach in Cognitive Science by making psychologists more aware of the range of stylistic 

features that can be studied in texts. 

 



Appendix 1: Statistical analysis of results (% = percentage of correct text change detections, N = number of 

participants) 

Italics (Alison J. Sanford et al.) 

* The materials included italicised versus non-italicised words, tested by asking participants to identify changed 

items that were semantically close and semantically distant (2 x 2 repeated measures design), 

* Italics (close semantic changes) = 73.1%; no italics (close semantic changes) = 41.8%; italics (distant 

semantic change) = 94.2%; no italics (distant semantic change) = 82.1% 

* The use of italics led to significantly more detections (F1 = 52.03, p<0.001; F2 = 49.16, p<0.001), distant 

semantic changes were more detectable than close semantic changes (F1 = 113.32, p<0.001; F2 = 32.06, 

p<0.001). A significant interaction occurred between italics and semantic distance (F1 = 8.78, p<0.005; F2 = 

20.20, p<0.001). 

* N = 36 

Clefting (Sturt et al.) 

* The materials employed it-cleft and pseudo-cleft constructions to focus attention on either the critical word 

(focused condition) or a character (unfocused condition, detracting attention away from the critical word), 

tested by asking participants to identify changed items that were semantically close and semantically distant (2 

x 2 repeated measures design). 

* Focused (close semantic change) = 93%; unfocused (close semantic change) = 84%; focused (distant 

semantic change) = 96%; unfocused (distant semantic change) = 94% 

* The use of focusing devices led to significantly more detections (F1 = 15.79, p<0.05; F2 = 9, p<0.05). Distant 

semantic changes were more detectable than close ones (F1 = 12.20, p<0.05; F2 = 8.35, p<0.05). Interaction: 

F1 = 2.73, p>0.05 (not significant); F2 = 4.57, p<0.05 (significant). Focusing made a difference for close 

semantic changes, but not distant semantic changes. 

* N = 40 

Word frequency (Dawydiak et al.) 

* The materials contained transitions between key words according to their high or low frequency. 

* High to high = 25%; high to low = 67%; low to high = 29%; low to low = 77% 

* F1 = 53.8, p<0.0001; F2= 16, p<0.0001 
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(1) The term "depth of processing" is used here as it is used in the research on attention (as in Sanford and Sturt and the other work 

discussed in this section). The term has a different use in memory research (Craik and Lockhart), which is not relevant here. 

(2) See Nichols and Stich (71) for reproductions of relevant photographs. 

(3) This term is used in Conversation Analysis for an utterance that gives an advance indication of an 

announcement, such as newsworthy information or a story. We are applying the term here to indications of 

forthcoming dramatic events in written fiction. 

(4) See references in Table 3 for the detailed accounts of specific experiments, where published. 

(5) The emphasis in the materials is added simply for discussion purposes here. The participants in the 

experiments saw the text without added emphasis. 

(6) In this unpublished experiment, we found that the reading time increased in the two sentences after the 

signal of importance (using t-tests, for the two sentences combined: t1(23) = 2.046, p<0.052 (very close to 

significance); t2(19) = 2.683, p<0.015 (significant)). This needs further testing in the future using more 

sensitive measures of reading time, such as eye-tracking. 

(7) See also Miall and Kuiken for results showing increased reading time for passages containing more 

foregrounding. 

(8) We did, nevertheless, use the British National Corpus in our research to judge the frequency of items when 

we were specifically testing word frequency (Dawydiak et al.). 

Table 1: Sample materials for studying short items and 

mini-paragraphs 

 

Condition 1: Short item is integrated into a full sentence 

 

Peter had tried hard not to go over details of the interview in his 

mind. He tried not to rephrase his answers, tormenting himself with 

things he should have said. He tried hard especially not to listen 

out for the postman every morning, but at last there it was, a 

brown ([right arrow]white) envelope. 

 

He examined it for a while, before summoning the courage to look 

inside at his fate. 

 

Condition 2: Short item is presented separately here as a sentence 

fragment 

 

Peter had tried hard not to go over details of the interview in his 

mind. He tried not to rephrase his answers, tormenting himself with 

things he should have said. He tried hard especially not to listen 

out for the postman every morning, but at last there it was. A 

brown ([right arrow]white) envelope. 

 

He examined it for a while, before summoning the courage to look 

inside at his fate. 

 

Condition 3: Short item is presented separately (here as a sentence 

included in its own mini-paragraph 

 

Peter had tried hard not to go over details of the interview in his 

mind. He tried not to rephrase his answers, tormenting himself with 

things he should have said. He tried hard especially not to listen 



out for the postman every morning, but at last there it was. 

 

A brown ([right arrow]white) envelope. 

 

He examined it for a while, before summoning the courage to look 

inside at his fate. 

 

Table 2: Sample materials for studying pre-announcements, with and 

without emotion statements 

 

Condition 1: Pre-announcement 

 

I was travelling to a nearby village to visit friends. After 

driving for 15 minutes, I was approaching their cottage. Then 

something happened. A sports car drove ([right arrow]moved) out in 

front of me and nearly hit my car. Thankfully, no damage was done. 

 

Condition 2: Pre-announcement with emotion 

 

I was travelling to a nearby village to visit friends. After driving 

for 15 minutes, I was approaching their cottage. What happened next 

made me furious. A sports car drove ([right arrow] moved) out in 

front of me and nearly hit my car. Thankfully, no damage was done. 

 

Condition 3: No pre-announcement (Control) 

 

I was travelling to a nearby village to visit friends. After driving 

for 15 minutes, I was approaching their cottage. It had a thatched 

roof. A sports car drove ([right arrow]moved) out in front of me 

and nearly hit my car. Thankfully, no damage was done. 

 

Table 3: Overview of results 

 

Text feature            Form/     Significantly   References 

(Group A/B)             content   increased 

                                  detection? 

 

Italics (A)             Form      YES             Alison J.S. 

                                                    Sanford et al. 

 

Clefting (A)            Form      YES             Sturt et al. 

 

Switch to very          Form      YES             Dawydiak et al. 

long word (A) 

 

Switch to low           Form      YES             Dawydiak et al. 

frequency word (A) 

 

Short items (Sentence 

fragments or very       Form      YES             Emmott et al. 

short sentences) (A) 

 

Short items (Sentence 

fragments or very       Form      YES             Emmott et al. 

short sentences) PLUS 

mini-paragraphs (A) 



 

Indication of           Content   NO              Dawydiak et al. 

surprise (B) 

 

Indication of           Content   NO              Not yet published 

importance (B) 

 

Indication of           Content   NO              Dawydiak et al. 

emotion (B) 

 

Pre-announcement (B)    Content   NO              Dawydiak et al. 

 

Pre-announcement        Content   NO              Dawydiak et al. 

PLUS emotion (B) 
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