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Introduction 

 

 This thesis attempts to describe the language of sport, with particular emphasis 

placed on its lexical/stylistic and syntactic aspects, as the four areas to be dealt with in 

the empirical part are sports terminology, informal expressions, stative and dynamic 

verbs, and finite and non-finite verb forms. 

 The choice of the topic was motivated by my interest in languages in general, 

and also by my positive approach to almost any kind of sport. Therefore, it seemed only 

natural for me to combine these two fields for the purpose of writing the thesis. 

 Nonetheless, the research was rather difficult, due to the fact that most of the 

bibliography scrutinised treat sport in different ways than the thesis does, focussing on 

other linguistics phenomena. 

 The principal aim of the thesis is to compare and contrast the language of sport 

as used by various types of media. To do so, six sample texts have been chosen, all 

taken from the Internet. The pieces of writing numbered from 1 to 3 (articles from The 

Times, The Sun, and a radio transcript from the BBC) report on a football match 

between Chelsea and Liverpool, teams from the English Premier League. Texts 4 to 6 

give an account of an ice hockey game between New York Rangers and Toronto Maple 

Leafs, playing the NHL (National Hockey League) that includes both American and 

Canadian clubs. 

 In the empirical part, we shall examine all the texts closely, trying to highlight 

the most salient features of each. Furthermore, the differences and/or similarities among 

them shall be pointed out whenever possible, with special attention to the format – that 

is, the broadsheet-tabloid distinction. 
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Theoretical Part 

 

 Casting a glance at the world around us, we cannot fail to notice that the role of 

sport in society has undergone a considerable number of changes, especially in the last 

few decades. Sport is by no means a recent „invention‟, so the relatively long history of 

competitive activities in any shape or form entails evolving, of course. Yet whenever 

the noble idea propagated by the instigator of the modern Olympic Games, Pierre de 

Coubertin, stating that “The important thing in life is not the victory but the battle, the 

essential is not to have won but to have fought well.”
1
 is brought up, it might sound like 

a faint echo from the past. By today‟s standards, such words seem to have lost the 

significance they used to have, as if only the winners deserved the honours – sadly, the 

contemporary society lays too great stress on success, because there is money to be 

made and sponsors to be lured; passionate amateurs are highly unlikely to get any 

financial support, thus having nothing to gain but feelings of joy that always go 

„unrewarded‟, economically speaking. 

 Fortunately, the aforementioned aspect is not the sole one to consider when 

discussing the topic of sport, as we shall see later on. To document this, the most 

important passages taken from the selected material shall be laid out in an attempt to 

provide an extensive, in-depth analysis of this field. Each source adopts a slightly 

different approach to the matter, and each of them should therefore be treated separately 

to show the main points of focus. 

 It seems reasonable to begin with a monograph by Adrian Beard
2
, for he tries to 

cover a wide range of facets relating to various types of sport, doing so in an extremely 

user-friendly way. Indeed, the book is primarily aimed at A-level and beginning 

undergraduate students, with no previous knowledge of language analysis assumed, 

only an interest in language use, as stated in the foreword. 

 In the very opening unit of the textbook, the author points out that all sport, and 

especially at the serious, competitive level, is tied in with the complex systems of 

human behaviour that we call „society‟. When trying to determine the place and 

                                                      
1
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2
 Beard, Adrian. The Language of Sport. London: Routledge, 1998. Print. 



3 

 

meaning of sport in contemporary society, it is necessary to take into consideration a 

good deal of factors – beside the economics and money that play a pivotal role in the 

advertising and selling of merchandise, and also in the sphere of 

television/radio/internet transmissions, there are other ones to reckon with, such as 

establishing regional and national identity or issues of gender, race, age, and class. 

 He further argues that even if the book deals, for a larger part, with the language 

of sport, language does not exist on its own, but is an outcome of the myriad of social 

factors, some of which have been mentioned above. 

 Elaborating on the advertising industry, Beard observes that major sporting 

events often serve as a perfect opportunity for large tobacco companies to make their 

products well-known to the public, with any advertisements of this kind prohibited on 

television. 

 In the practical section, he also presents real-life samples of sports advertisement 

to explain what linguistic devices are typically used in slogans and catchphrases, listing 

the imperative voice, short paragraphs and elliptical statements, reliance on 

intertextuality, and puns (or word-play in general), to name the most prominent ones. 

 Beard is interested in how gender affects language use in a broad spectrum of 

contexts; therefore, he believes that if sport reflects the world around us, the issue seems 

to be of great importance in this activity as well. Despite the relative lack of sporting 

events including competitions for both sexes, it is possible to trace some of the major 

tendencies and differences in reports or commentaries. 

 In this respect, a strong emphasis is placed on the ways in which women and 

men are addressed when taking part in sport. Names and naming systems offer a 

valuable insight in social interaction, as they are markers of status and power. The 

author gives us, apart from a detailed description of the school environment where 

naming conventions are traditionally adhered to, an account of the Wimbledon tennis 

tournament and the World Athletics Championships, together with a tabloid article on 

field hockey. 

 From the careful analysis of the media coverage on the above-mentioned events, 

Beard deduces that there is an obvious gender imbalance – when women are referred to, 

it is very frequently in relation to their physical appearance or the way they dress, while 

men tend to be described in terms of performance. Moreover, the difference in the 
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umpires‟ calls of score at the Wimbledon tournament, for example – male competitors 

are given no marital status, with only their surname(s) mentioned, whereas women are 

addressed by marital status and surname –, only further widens the gap in the biased 

perception of status, age, and gender, instead of bridging it; the introduction of polite 

titles for women seems to have ended up as nothing but a mere gesture.  

 Nicknames and name tags represent another rich source of data from the 

linguistics point of view, as they should capture, in a pithy and short way, the most 

conspicuous features or qualities of the person they refer to. As a rule, these forms 

contain a good deal of assumed shared knowledge, often employing devices such as 

alliteration or rhyme to catch the eye (or „ear‟) with greater ease. Consequently, this 

practice is mostly followed by the tabloid press. 

 To conclude this section, the author stresses that sportswriters use a great deal of 

metaphorical language to paint a colourful picture when covering an event, yet, at the 

same time, help to reinforce some of the stereotypes that still prevail in society. One of 

them is evidenced by the different treatment of gender in naming systems, for they all 

too often portray female athletes as part of a male world, accentuating the female 

physique. A good performance, albeit generally accepted as the key to success in any 

sport, seems to remain in the background when referring to women. 

 Unit Three examines how sport and national identity are linked together. Beard 

maintains that even the performance of an individual is usually commented on in terms 

of national stereotypes and traits. Passing such judgements, even those which seemingly 

lend a favourable air to a particular nation or country, typically put the speaker at risk, 

as they nearly always carry some negative connotations. As a textbook example, the 

author enumerates the stereotypical qualities attributed to Swedes – coolness, calmness, 

and psychological strength, which can also readily translate into dullness, lack of 

emotion, or boring functionalism. Other nations‟ characteristics are dealt with as 

follows: German teams evoke teamwork, discipline, reliability, and efficiency, while the 

British ones are projected as having courage, fighting spirit, and commitment.  

Again, metaphors are made use of rather heavily, with the image of war being 

one of the most obvious fields of reference. It is necessary to bear in mind, as Beard 

points out, that a large part of this flowery language has become what is commonly 

known as dead metaphors, resulting from the frequent use of the phrases, not only in 
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sport. The tendency of the media to exploit metaphorical expressions related to war 

increases at the international level, especially when the countries have been involved in 

a real military conflict. Naturally, such descriptions can be found in domestic 

competitions as well, with the rivalry even stronger if accompanied by political or 

economic differences between the regions. 

Beard goes on to make one interesting remark concerning language in general, 

explaining the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis proposed by the famous American linguists: 

“Language shapes the way we see things, rather than reflecting what we see.”
3
 

Therefore, the reason why war-charged metaphors play a crucial role in describing sport 

is, the author argues, that we perhaps view it in such a way, which decidedly denies 

most dictionary definitions. 

In connection with this observation, the Olympic ideal, as already stated in the 

introductory paragraph of the thesis, appears to have undergone a radical shift in 

meaning from the original one; in particular, the Olympic Games of 1936 in Berlin 

served as a promotion of national identity and nationalism, supervised by the leading 

figures of the Nazi regime. Today, such manifestations of aggression and of alleged 

superiority, it is hoped, are impossible to take place. Nonetheless, it has to be 

remembered that all Olympic competition is still covered in a nationalistic way, as 

commentators automatically ascribe the individual‟s success to their relevant country. 

On the other hand, the Games provide a unique opportunity for athletes „to put their 

home countries on the map‟, to make them known to the rest of the world. 

 In the next unit, Beard explains the importance of codes in language interaction. 

The term „code‟ refers to a language variety that has its distinctive grammar and 

vocabulary, used by a specific group as a product of region, age, ethnicity, social 

background, and a common interest or activity. Consequently, all occupations are 

distinguished by a code relating to their particular field of activity. The amount of 

technical language tends to increase proportionately to the specialisation of the 

occupation, which usually leads to misunderstandings between insiders and laypeople. 

The former claims that their code combines precision, economy (sometimes only by 

                                                      
3
 ibid, 38 



6 

 

means of initialisms or acronyms), and solidarity among the users, while the latter 

complains that it deliberately obscures the real meaning and fosters exclusivity. 

 Therefore, the vocabulary of occupational code is inherent in any kind of sport, 

whether at the professional or amateur level. Still, it should be noted that minor sports 

are generally unlikely to cause any controversy or disapproval by using their codes, as 

these activities are largely followed only by people who actually take part – the author 

gives canoeing as an example, accompanied with some of its terminology that is 

arguably unintelligible to the uninitiated. 

 However, the situation changes profoundly when a more popular sport is 

covered by the media, as witnessed in the case of football, for instance. To support his 

theory, Beard quotes Ken Jones, a leading sportswriter, who sharply criticises the way 

in which some of the reporters resort to obscure expressions and unnecessary use of 

code. Jones strongly proposes that the language of football should be devoid of 

complicated specialised terms and accuses the experts of posing. Beard, on the other 

hand, believes that the choice of such words is partly justifiable, as the commentator has 

to adapt their speech to describe the action as it unfolds, hence the need for 

succinctness. 

 A large amount of sporting code is metaphorical in origin, which the author 

demonstrates by listing some units of terminology collected from various kinds of sport. 

He also states that these codes, apart from being economical, readily make use of 

synecdoche, in which a part represents the whole, as in the cycling term „yellow jersey‟. 

This collocation denotes the race leader – that may change each leg of the event –, and 

presupposes some previous knowledge of the field to decipher the meaning. 

 Beard argues that sport itself is a rich source of metaphors that have become part 

of everyday discourse, as they mirror the way in which we perceive the surrounding 

world. Sporting metaphors, and especially those originating from the game of football, 

are commonly used by the media and politicians, so we can encounter phrases such as 

„to move the goalposts‟ (= to change the conditions or rules of something), „a level 

playing field‟ (= conditions are fair for all, there is no slope to favour one side or the 

other), „to score an own goal‟ (= to harm one‟s own cause by making a mistake), or „it‟s 

a long shot‟ (= a try at something which is unlikely to succeed, but which just might). 
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 One interesting remark is made upon the difference source of sporting metaphors 

in the United States of America and Great Britain, as American speakers seems to 

derive them mostly from baseball, as opposed to the Europeans who draw inspiration 

from cricket. Most importantly, the sheer number of metaphors coming from sport can 

serve as evidence of how closely interwoven it is with society. 

 Moving on to the analysis of „sportstalk‟, the author gives reasons for the 

dominance of the spoken word over print-based materials, as television (or, with ever-

growing preference, the Internet) and radio seem to attract wider audiences who follow 

live transmissions of major sporting events. Consequently, experts who cover sport 

orally enjoy greater popularity than those giving accounts in written form. Yet the 

linguistic skills required to provide the listener with a high-quality running commentary 

vary considerably according to the kind of sport, with specialist knowledge taken for 

granted. „Slow‟ sports, such as golf, allow for an unhurried pace of speech focussed on 

detail, while the „fast‟ ones, for example horse racing, demand alertness and 

promptness, as the identification of participants is much more difficult and complex, 

and the duration of a race rather short. 

 It happens very often that some commentators have become well-known and 

popular to the extent that they are considered the very embodiment of the sport they 

report on. In Great Britain, this phenomenon seems to occur especially in football, 

cricket, tennis, and golf, thus in sports with the widest coverage on television and radio. 

The television critic Andrew Baker said, in reference to Richie Benaud, the famous 

television commentator, that “he is the greatest cricket commentator of the age: 

knowledgeable, amusing and – most priceless gift of all – silent when there is nothing to 

say”.
4
 This quote confirms how susceptible an audience is to passing judgement on the 

experts and to assessing their performance, therefore being instrumental in shaping their 

image. 

 As the delivery of most sports commentators come under close public scrutiny, 

their mistakes, incoherence, and flaws in logic are often ridiculed and remembered for a 

long time. Yet, linguistically speaking, commentary is unscripted, spontaneous talk that 

lacks the preparedness and (sometimes) strict sense of a piece of writing, which can be 
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the main justification for any potential shortcomings, as put by Beard in their defence. 

Indeed, a good deal of mistakes may go unnoticed by recipients due to the continuous, 

rapid flow of speech used in live broadcasts. Consequently, the most important point to 

be taken into consideration is that speaking and writing involve very different skills and 

techniques. 

 One of the central features of the language used in sport is the constant 

development/modification – which can, of course, be observed in other areas as well –, 

most notably in pronunciation and vocabulary. The standard accent, Received 

Pronunciation (RP), so prestigious in the past, was generally considered a must when 

applying for a job as a reporter, yet at the present time, regional speech seems to have 

gained considerable ground, with RP in steady decline. Also, sports commentators need 

to acquire a wider linguistic repertoire together with units of specialised vocabulary, 

which gives sport status and uniqueness, and functions as a bond between players, 

experts, and audiences, Beard argues. 

 To demonstrate the linguistic diversity of „sportstalk‟, he includes a fairly 

extensive analysis dedicated to post-event interviews, particularly to those conducted 

with football team managers. This type of discourse typically contains a small number 

of questions asked by the press, as the coaches are expected to talk at length without 

interruption, describing their overall impression of the match that has just finished. As a 

rule, their speech is characterised by a relatively high incidence of connectives (such as 

„and‟, „so‟, or „but‟), fillers (items which do not carry conventional meaning, but are 

used, most frequently in spoken discourse, to allow time to think or to create a pause; 

typical examples are „um‟ and „er‟)
5
, and phatic expressions (used to describe language, 

usually in spoken discourse, which establishes and/or maintains social contact, rather 

than having any precise meaning)
6
. Pronouns can serve as an indicator of the managers‟ 

attitude to their players‟ performance – collective effort is expressed by „we‟/„us‟, while 

the use of „I‟/„me‟ suggests some distance between both parties, with a touch of 

criticism implied. 

                                                      
5
 ibid, 112  

6
 ibid, 113 



9 

 

 Summarising this section, Beard points out that an overwhelming majority of 

footballers and managers do not possess the rhetorical qualities that can be earned 

through training, hence the employment of the linguistic features mentioned above. 

 The second part of „sportstalk‟ concerns the difference between the same match 

(the semi-final clash England v Germany at the 1996 European Football Championship 

was chosen) as covered by radio and television. The analysis relates to the opening two 

minutes only, yet providing a sufficient amount of material to trace the major 

tendencies. 

 As noted previously, one of them is the use of specialist language; though often 

criticised for obscuring meaning, such terms seem essential for sports commentary, as 

they help to prevent the occurrence of lengthy, heavy-handed phrases, thus being a 

means of language economy. Moreover, they can add drama and colour to the account 

with the help of metaphorical description. However, the commentators should always 

strive for the golden mean, bearing in mind that not every recipient is familiar with the 

specialist language of sport. 

 Beard enumerates some other features of the television commentary, for 

example the use of the present tense (accompanied by various forms of ellipsis, mainly 

concerning the auxiliary verb „to be‟), passive constructions with the player‟s name put 

last (which provides the commentator with more time to identify the player; inversion of 

word order is employed to achieve the same end), adverbial words and phrases for the 

sake of orientation (together with deictics – especially „this‟ and „that‟ –, also a way of 

giving a sense of place and direction), and the replacement of connectives by 

(micro)pauses (yet this practice cannot be followed on the radio, where such gaps would 

appear awkward and inappropriate). 

 By contrast, radio commentaries tend to use more words to describe the same 

event, with sound being the only medium of communication. The absence of visuals 

puts the commentator under a great deal of pressure – the requirement for almost 

continuous talk may result in some hesitation and false starts. Despite this near-fluency, 

ellipsis still features strongly in the speech of radio broadcasters, and elliptical 

expressions are therefore one of the most obvious characteristics of spoken 

commentary, while relatively rare in written reports. Adverbials play a major role both 

in the radio commentary and on television, yet their function is slightly different in the 
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former when no pictures are available. To preserve the sense of time continuity, words 

such „now‟ and „still‟ coupled with proper names are used. Additionally, adverbial 

phrases can sometimes replace the deictics present in the television version. 

 From the point of view of grammar, Beard draws attention to the different 

speech syntax that occurs in radio/television commentaries, contributing to the overall 

cohesion of what is being communicated. Unsurprisingly, writing, as a carefully 

planned and organised process, is likely to display intricate sentence structures, aided by 

suitable paragraphing, layout, and punctuation. However, the very nature of speaking 

precludes any of these refined linguistic devices from being employed; unplanned and 

spontaneous, its key objective is to react swiftly to events as they unfold. Also, the 

speech syntax of sports commentary often differs from that of conversation, the latter 

having the benefit of addressing the listener directly, thus of receiving visual feedback 

as well. Beard concludes this unit by saying that no matter how disorganised and 

unsystematic a transcript of commentaries may seem, it makes full sense to audiences 

during a sporting event. 

 The last two units of the monograph deal with sport as represented in print, 

examining the main features of „sportswriting‟ in great detail. The author sets out 

principles to be applied that should help the reader to achieve a full understanding of a 

piece of writing. 

 One of the most important aspects to consider is the purpose of written texts, of 

which four basic categories can be listed: entertainment, instruction, persuasion, and 

information. Although this division is useful, Beard stresses that real texts usually 

contain elements of more than one heading, thus rendering any clear-cut assignment 

rather difficult. Still, he gives some examples of printed materials that have features 

prototypical of a particular category – comic books for young readers or fanzines (a 

blend of „fan‟ and „magazine‟) for adults are principally intended to entertain, manuals 

about sport are designed to instruct, and specialised newspapers offering extensive 

sports coverage that not only serve as a source of information, but, increasingly, also try 

to bias and amuse their readership. 
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The author presents a framework for analysing texts (taken from The Reading 

Repertoire published in 1992, slightly edited) that consists of six main criteria, 

accompanied by a set of clarifying questions as follows:
7
 

 

1) Purpose – What does this text want? What can be deduced about the writer‟s 

intentions? Are these intentions openly stated or are they hidden? What kind 

of reading does this text require? 

2) Audience – Who is being spoken to? What kind of audience is being 

addressed and how can you tell? Are assumptions being made about the 

reader of this text? 

3) Narrative – Who „speaks‟ the text? Is there an „I‟ or „we‟ in the text? Does 

the writer address the reader directly or through an adopted persona? How 

are the different parts of the text organised? 

4) Genre – What kind of text is this? What other texts does it remind you of? 

What form does it take? What recognisable conventions has the writer used? 

5) Reader response – What does this text mean to the reader? How is the 

reader persuaded to interpret it? 

6) Ideology – What values and beliefs does the text state or imply? How are 

these values and beliefs shaped by what is known about why and how the 

text was produced? 

 

Furthermore, some other features that may facilitate reading comprehension are 

of presentational (choice of layout, typeface, and illustrations), organisational (choice of 

narrative, thematic organisation, and sequence of ideas), grammatical (choice of verb 

tenses, person, syntax, punctuation etc.), and lexical (choice of vocabulary, idiom, and 

metaphor) character.
8
 

Beard produces a number of samples to document the different techniques and 

linguistics conventions found in various genres focussing on sport. In comic strips, for 

example, pictures and words are skilfully linked together to describe the action, with 
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utterances occurring mainly in speech bubbles of various shapes and with bold print 

indicating features of sound and/or emphasis. Specialist language, albeit slightly 

adapted for younger readers, is part of such stories, while vulgar expressions and 

swearwords – that would be otherwise expected to be heard in reality, unfortunately – 

are not used. Most significantly, though, this genre very often contains a moral message, 

which undoubtedly points to an instructional purpose. 

Another piece of writing that the author scrutinises is a short extract from a 

tennis coaching manual. As suggested by its very title („The Right Attitude‟), the text 

underlines the importance of being resilient and mentally strong when playing a match. 

The psychological aspect seems to prevail in the extract, yet linguistic peculiarities can 

also be detected. Apart from the imperative voice of verbs that is so characteristic of 

this style, the wide range of pronouns is worth commenting on, as they vary according 

to the writer‟s purposes and intentions – „I‟ should express the certainty of the writer‟s 

advice, „you‟ is used to address the reader directly, and „they‟/„everybody‟ relates to 

players in general. 

The language of fanzines is often considered specific and easily recognisable by 

several recurring patterns, as exemplified by a text from a football fanzine that Beard 

chooses. The chief aim of this kind of writing is to entertain and provide information 

about the local team, but also to champion a cause, therefore an argumentative tone is 

made use of. The inclusive pronoun „we‟ implies that one supporter addresses a like-

minded audience, while the fans of opposing teams are typically portrayed as inferior, 

with terms of abuse used in reference to them. Specialist language constitutes a 

considerable part of these magazines, yet virtually none is explained, the assumption 

being that the readership is predominantly made up of the fellow fans themselves. 

In the last chapter of the book, the author gives an overview of the various 

approaches that can be adopted when writing literature about sport. It happens very 

often that a writer combines autobiographical features, either as a spectator or as an 

active participant of events, with attempts to paint a clear picture of how closely related 

sport and society are, drawing attention to wide-ranging sociological and philosophical 

issues. Consequently, books that evince such qualities tend to be somewhat difficult to 

classify as prime examples of a particular genre. 
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Another source to look at is a publication that primarily examines the field of 

stylistics
9
, intended as a meaningful guide to the subject for the general reader, as the 

authors state in the preface. The book provides an analysis of various linguistic topics 

taken from real-life situations, supported with a considerable amount of theory that 

should help in better understanding of the issues discussed. However, the main focus of 

this thesis is the language of sport, thus only the relevant chapters have been selected. 

One of them is called „The Language of Unscripted Commentary‟, and it tries to 

explain the word „commentary‟ in its commonest current sense, which is „a spoken 

account of events actually taking place, given for the benefit of listeners who cannot see 

them‟.
10

 Yet the task of the commentator on television differs, of course, from that of 

the radio broadcaster. The former provides background information and clarifies some 

more difficult terminology, while the latter, in addition, has to capture a chain of 

activity as it is progressing. A sample of radio commentary on a cricket match as 

offered by the authors should illustrate the most salient features of this type of reporting. 

The radio commentator is required to keep up an unbroken flow of speech and, 

at the same time, to sound interesting. This pressure leads to a fluency that is 

unparalleled in most other forms of unscripted speech, although this phenomenon is 

very difficult to mark in any convincing/objective way when transcribing, as the authors 

assert. Linguistically speaking, the quality of being entertaining and pleasurable to listen 

to is, perhaps surprisingly, somewhat easier to prove. Leaving aside subject matter and 

choice of vocabulary, the commentator‟s effort to achieve this effect is usually 

represented by phonological variety, concerning pitch range, loudness, rhythm, and 

speed/tempo, together with a number of paralinguistic features that relate to the 

properties of the human voice. Moreover, intricate tone units of more than ten words, 

nearing the rate of casual conversation, may contribute to the overall favourable 

impression when chosen appropriately to the nature of an event. 

Another means of introducing variety is the use of pause, yet its function in radio 

commentaries is slightly different than in conversation, as it serves the broadcaster to 

change the tempo and to add emphasis to moments of great importance. Therefore, the 
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ability to time pauses is vital not only for this occupation, but also for all forms of 

public performance involving speech. 

The commentator‟s prosodic marking is seemingly unrestrained, free of any 

rules, yet it still has to be used within the boundaries of clarity and intelligibility, 

therefore variations in loudness such as pianissimo („very quiet‟) and fortissimo („very 

loud‟) are generally avoided in sports broadcasts, as opposed to conversation. Again, as 

already indicated above by Beard, the authors maintain that one of the commentator‟s 

tasks is „to differentiate phonologically between the language used to describe important 

parts of the action and that used for filling in the background‟
11

. 

When analysing this type of discourse, it may often seem that its sentence 

structure lacks the clear contours and delineation found in most pieces of writing. 

However, the commentator relies on different techniques, making use of prosodic links 

to establish the necessary logical connection. Thus, tone units can easily constitute 

sentences in their own right, which is one of the devices to ensure coherence, both at 

lexical and semantic levels, and appearance of fluency. Closely related to this issue is 

the frequent occurrence of the loose grammatical linkage of sentences, as the authors 

point out, typically achieved by „and‟, so common in conversational usage. Similarly, 

occasional grammatical discontinuities as a consequence of spontaneity are tolerable, 

providing that they are veiled in a smooth flow of speech. 

Furthermore, there is one interesting feature worth mentioning in reference to 

sentence types. When a larger number of commentators describe an event, questions 

may sometimes appear in their speech, not only plain statements that, obviously, still 

prevail. These questions are unique in not addressing anybody directly, nor can they be 

classified as rhetorical in the usual sense; they serve as a means of identification with 

the audience, conveying the commentator‟s anticipation. 

Sentence structure tends to be rather uncomplicated, as the primary concern is to 

present accurate and concise information. As a rule, the main verb is introduced as early 

as possible, with any extra details placed sentence-finally. Although dependent clauses 

do occur in commentary, elaborate and long structures of subordination are relatively 

rare, with simple sentences preferred. Moreover, the authors argue that the commentator 
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is extremely likely to employ minor sentences where some elements are omitted, 

notably transitive verb and subject, thus leaving a bare nominal group that carries the 

intended message. Considered at sentence level, this practice is probably one of the 

most distinguishing characteristics of commentary, being an example of language 

economy par excellence, and also a way of countering repetitiveness in events with 

recurrent sequences. 

As far as vocabulary is concerned, the language of sports commentary shares a 

great deal of similarities with that of conversation – expressions such as „I mean‟, „you 

know‟, and „you see‟ seem almost unavoidable in broadcasts. Despite the high 

incidence of the words mentioned before, the purpose of which is, evidently, to fill the 

gaps and/or gain some time to think, most commentators try to embellish their delivery 

with unusual-sounding, original items of language to meet the demand for a vivid 

description. 

Not unexpectedly, this type of discourse is extremely rich in technical terms 

(including a high proportion of proper names, particularly those of people and places), 

and it presupposes an audience with a stock of shared knowledge of a given sport, thus 

the commentator hardly offers the uninitiated any explanation.
12

 In addition, it happens 

very frequently that „most of these terms consist of words and phrases taken from 

everyday life, but here they assume a restricted, and usually fairly precise, meaning.‟
13

  

 The last few paragraphs of the chapter deal with the commentator‟s manner of 

giving an account of various passages in an event. It seems reasonable to say that sports 

commentary should, in essence, be of informative nature, as it seeks to present an 

accurate picture of the ongoing action. Yet some types of sport involve periods of lull as 

well, creating an ideal opportunity for the commentator to showcase their 

impressionistic skills. Nonetheless, the situations suitable for either approach have to be 

recognised lest the recipient feel somewhat confused. 

The chapter entitled „The Language of Newspaper Reporting‟ lays out the 

characteristic features of this kind of English, sometimes also called „journalese‟ 
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(however, the term is rather vague and imprecise, and often expresses a good deal of 

pejorative criticism, as suggested by the authors). The chief obstacle to defining this 

field in a clear-cut way lies in the enormous diversity of topics covered by newspapers. 

Despite the linguistic heterogeneity of the press, it is still possible to trace the 

similarities common to most styles and formats, which may, in all likelihood, relate to 

the area of sport as well. 

The obvious goal of newspaper reporting is to present facts, preferably in an 

interesting and easy-to-read manner, with the intention of appealing to a certain 

audience. The subject matter may differ, yet the general principles of this style of 

writing should be adhered to, for example the need for compression of the information 

into a limited space, the need for clarity, and the avoidance of ambiguity. 

From the visual point of view, the layout of pages seems to play an important 

role, with graphetic and graphological variation one of the instruments for catching the 

reader‟s eye. This practice is particularly effective in headlines, as they prototypically 

signpost the gist of an article in a concise and intriguing way. The graphetic contrasts in 

print vary considerably from one newspaper to another, being part of the consistent, 

visual house style that each periodical tries to maintain.
14

 Furthermore, the larger letter 

size of headlines is designed to attract attention, and can also serve to separate the main 

body of an article from its title. 

The authors point out that there is another notable aspect of newspaper reporting, 

namely that of paragraphing. Arguably, the division of texts into smaller units – which 

should be done on the basis of semantics/logic – has a profound effect on audiences; 

shorter paragraphs tend to be easier to survey, especially when furnished with 

occasional subheadings, while those of greater length may make reading difficult, the 

process hampered even further by the use of fine print. Generally speaking, the former 

is associated with tabloid journalism, as opposed to the latter that demands more 

patience and time, thus distinctive of broadsheet newspapers. Still, the impact of 

graphetic variation and paragraph length on the reader has not been scientifically tested 
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as yet, remaining a mere psycholinguistic hypothesis (albeit a very reasonable one, as 

the authors believe
15

). 

As regards punctuation, newspapers usually favour the omission of the comma 

in places where the tempo of reading might be slowed down unnecessarily, for example 

after initially placed adverbials, between coordinations, or between sequences of 

adjectives, assuming that grammar sufficiently indicates the break between structures. 

Nonetheless, this underrepresentation of commas often causes ambiguity in such 

structures. 

Conversely, inverted commas appear fairly frequently, and for various reasons, 

too: not only are they employed to lend statements a distinct air of authenticity and 

immediacy in the shape of indirect/direct quotation, but they also give prominence to 

terms that are being used in a new or technical way. In addition, quotation may be 

helpful in creating extra interest and variety. 

An interesting observation is made on the use of dashes in newspaper reporting. 

The authors underline their multifunctional nature; normally, these devices give 

parenthetical phrases a greater independence than commas would, yet in this style, most 

punctuation marks can be replaced by dashes, and very often are. This practice is 

extremely common in writing which attempts to convey an overall impression of 

chattiness and informality. 

Apart from the special status of headlines already hinted at, the rest of reporting 

language can be characterised by two main areas of stylistic importance – sentence 

structure and group structure. From the linguist‟s perspective, the centrepiece of the 

former is „the type of sentence used, defined by reference to its internal structure, and 

the ways in which sentences link up with each other within and between paragraphs‟.
16

 

Naturally, statements constitute the bulk of newspaper reporting, yet questions 

(either left open or answered in the very article) are occasionally encountered as well to 

enliven a piece of writing. Likewise, minor sentences can be made use of, typically 

functioning as exclamations, though virtually restricted to the compressed style of 

„headlinese‟, the language of headlines. 
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In the category of statement-type sentences, three main features to focus on are 

as follows: the position of the subject in relation to the verb, the position of adverbials 

within the clause, and the types of phrase and clause structure which may occur within 

any given sentence.
17

 

The authors believe the inverted word order in the subject-predicate 

configuration (that is, the predicate precedes the subject here, which stands in contrast 

to other kinds of English) to be one of the most significant features of newspaper 

reporting, at least in regard to statement-type sentences. Moreover, this phenomenon is 

specific to verba dicendi, verbs of saying, such as „explain‟, „declare‟, „say‟, or „utter‟, 

with other verb categories excluded in any context. 

Adverbials are also worth commenting on, not only because of their high 

incidence in the language of the printed media – as might be expected from the need to 

pinpoint the time and place of events – but also due to their positioning. Generally, 

adverbials that do not have a fixed position before the verb are placed clause-finally; 

despite this tendency, journalists show a strong predilection for shifting them towards 

the beginning of a clause, thus achieving extra emphasis within a given sentence. 

However, it has to be mentioned that this practice, further strengthened by intonational 

prominence when a piece of text is read aloud, is sometimes followed for no apparent 

reasons but for the sake of variety in writing. 

Clause structure relates to the different types of coordination, subordination, and 

parenthesis.
18

 Coordination may occur between main clauses, between dependent 

clauses, or, typically, between groups (especially when items are listed), and can be 

expressed by a number of devices, for example by apposition, parallelism, or the use of 

punctuation (with the help of the dash). Subordination tends to be manifested through 

non-finite clauses, whether using „ed-forms‟ or „ing-forms‟ derived from the infinitives 

of verbs, and relative clauses. Parenthesis, compared with the two preceding 

phenomena, seems relatively easy to process, as long as the introduction of an inserted 

unit does not disturb the flow of the superordinate structure enclosing it. For this reason, 

fairly short and uncomplicated parenthetical units are favoured. 
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Yet coordination plays an important role at sentence level (thus termed „inter-

sentence coordination‟) as well, being a salient characteristic of this style. A common 

way of sentence-linkage is by using a conjunction at the beginning of a sentence – in 

doing so, the reference to the preceding and following one is established. If seen in 

isolation, such usage would make little or no sense to most native speakers, as the 

authors maintain.
19

 In these cases of coordination, context becomes essential for 

understanding. It should be stressed that links of this kind are, quite logically, of 

particular significance in story-telling, and therefore in action-orientated articles as well. 

Also, nominal and verbal groups are worth examining, as the former is typically 

accompanied by a large amount of pre- and postmodification that is very unlikely to be 

found in any other style. The great complexity of modification in newspaper reporting 

enables the writer to express their ideas and descriptions pithily – without having to use 

dependent clauses (which would appear somewhat cumbersome and heavy-handed) –, 

and to coin some ingenious adjectival formations (fairly often hyphenated ones). 

One of the most typical features of verbal groups is the preference for the simple 

past tense, given the task of most newspaper articles, which is, mainly, to report on 

events that have already taken place. Of course, this should not be generalised, for the 

press cover a wide range of topics, thus the likelihood of a richer repertoire of verb 

tenses being used increases accordingly. As regards the verb voice, the active figures 

largely in tabloid newspapers, which is considered an effective means of adding interest 

and momentum to a story – and contracted verb forms evoke informality) –, while the 

passive is more likely to give the reader a sense of objectivity, neutrality, and factual 

reporting, therefore its frequency is usually higher in broadsheets. 

Lastly, the authors make a brief excursion into vocabulary, admittedly not the 

easiest of areas to describe concerning the language of newspaper reporting, as the 

choice of words depends heavily on a multitude of factors, the most significant ones of 

which are as follows: subject matter to be covered, target audience, writer‟s 

idiosyncrasies, and type of the medium, for example. Also, the selection of relevant 

facts and information, very closely related to the target audience factor, is generally left 
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to the writer‟s discretion – what is included or omitted in a piece of writing may have a 

serious impact on the reader, therefore the latter should take great care not to be biased 

and to try to recognise the purposes of the text from the vocabulary and tone used 

therein. 

 

Furthermore, a short Internet article dealing with the language of sport has been 

selected.
20

 It is perhaps worth mentioning that the article was not written by a native 

speaker, but by Marianna Zummo, an Italian researcher in English Language and 

Translation. Her contribution was published as part of „Rivista della facoltà di scienze 

motorie dell‟università degli studi di Palermo‟ (translates as „Journal of the Faculty of 

Motor Sciences at the University of Palermo‟), attempting to outline the most important 

linguistic features concerning the discourse of sport, and also considering some social 

issues associated with this kind of language. 

At the beginning of her research, the author stresses the significance of English, 

as it is extremely influential in enriching other languages. The fact that a great deal of 

sports have their origins in Great Britain is reflected in the vocabulary of this field. 

Occasionally, there seems to be no equivalent for a particular piece of sports 

terminology in a given language, thus the necessity need for borrowing is almost 

unavoidable. On the other hand, foreign words (English ones in particular) are 

sometimes used only for the sake of sounding more fashionable or charming than the 

local counterparts, as Zummo argues. 

Yet the appeal of English can also be explained in terms of sociolinguistics, as it 

plays a crucial role in contemporary society, being the lingua franca of chats, music, 

and advertisements, for example. In addition, speakers of the younger generation tend to 

favour this language as a means of better integration into the globalised world; this 

phenomenon is called the „youth factor‟ by the author.
21
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To describe the peculiarities and typical structures of the language of sport, its 

duality has to be taken into account – first, it is a physical activity, and second, it can be 

considered a social pastime. Consequently, these two characteristics are bound to show 

in the lexis that encompasses both the terminology of various sporting events and 

competitions, and also the more general expressions related to the entertainment 

industry. From the linguistic point of view, this kind of discourse may therefore be 

classified as a cross between jargon and code, able to meet the needs of the users in the 

field by absorbing new lexical items. 

In the next chapter, the author gives an overview of the most common 

grammatico-syntactic features found in the language of sport. She draws attention to the 

difference in usage of the language, thus the structures specific to purely technical 

contexts may stand in contrast to those used in everyday communication/entertainment. 

The latter is, to a great extent, marked by the reporter‟s style and the type of sport with 

its audience. The salient elements can be listed as follows:
22

  

 

 initially placed prepositional phrases causing inversion of the word order 

 quotations of the people involved 

 past tenses  

 ungrammaticalities or non-standard use („we was robbed‟, meaning „we were 

treated/beaten unfairly‟) 

 vivid and emotionally-charged adjectives to add emphasis 

 clichés and formulas 

 frequent use of personal pronouns to communicate group identity 

 acronyms 

 

Syntactically speaking, one device is of particular interest, namely extraposition 

and there-constructions, serving as a means of shifting the important information 

towards the end of a sentence, thereby increasing the sense of expectancy and 

dynamism, and of employing hedges/short pauses in the commentator‟s speech. 
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The author points out that the use of the above-mentioned elements typically 

leads to what might be called „popularisation‟ of the language, fearing that the simple 

structures, simple past tense, and grammatical mistakes seem to make it poorer. 

Newspapers, traditionally deemed highly influential in forming public opinion, certainly 

contribute to the modifications in linguistic behaviour, she maintains. 

Moving on to the lexical aspects of the language, the enormous amount of 

English sports terminology adopted by other languages is highlighted yet again. One of 

the reasons for this process is the absence of an appropriate „domestic‟ term; moreover, 

the English denotations often combine the conciseness and precision, therefore highly 

valued in journalism – and in sports reporting all the more so –, taking full advantage of 

semantic economy. In some cases, English provides a wider range of alternatives for 

denoting a concept for which a given language uses only one term, as evidenced by the 

Italian word „campo‟, for example, which can be translated as either „field‟, „court‟, or 

„ground‟, depending on context.
23

 Needless to say, we can find a good deal of instances 

where sports terminology makes use of phrases/lexical units already embedded in 

common parlance (or vice versa), resulting in polysemy, as is true of „ace‟, „love‟, or „to 

serve‟, to name but a few.
24

 

Also, the language of sport shows a remarkable tendency to incorporate 

expressions coming from the entertainment sphere, and this mixing of semantic fields 

features prominently in sports reporting, enabling the writer to involve their audience by 

adding detail and colour to a story or article. 

To summarise this section, the most conspicuous characteristics, from the lexical 

point of view, are offered by the author as follows:
25

 

 

 technical terms   

 everyday expressions with special meaning 

 calques (a word borrowed from another language by literal translation) 

 jargon (used by the media to report on sporting events) 
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 borrowings from other semantic fields, especially from the military language 

 

Of course, the list above cannot be universally applied to all sports, as each of 

them uses a slightly different register. Therefore, sociolinguistic research into this 

variation among the numerous types of activities could be of great importance, as it 

could throw some light on this complex issue, Zummo believes. 

In an attempt to attract new audiences, the mass media and their reporters very 

often present sport as a marketing campaign, and the language designed to achieve this 

purpose displays creative and witty slogans or headlines, imagery, labels, nicknames, 

and figures of speech. Name tags and nicknames are particularly useful in sports 

reporting, as they allow for a short description of a person or team on the basis of their 

appearance or qualities. Prototypically, these linguistic devices are employed by the 

tabloid press or by authors who publish their contributions in fanzines. Also, the use of 

images and metaphors plays a pivotal role in this discourse, and this practice strongly 

evokes literary parallels, sometimes reminiscent of mediaeval times and tournaments. 

Again, the author points out that a great deal of these expressions clearly demonstrate 

how society and language are inextricably bound up with each other. 

The last chapter concerns the topic of attitude markers in sports language. These 

devices serve to express the degree of the speaker‟s commitment, therefore considered a 

type of rhetorical strategies.
26

 Two categories are distinguished – „boosters‟, which 

point to a pre-existing knowledge that is assumed to be shared between author and 

reader (such as „clearly‟ or „obviously‟), allowing the writer to express conviction and 

assert a proposition of confidence, and „hedges‟, drawing on permissible negotiation 

indicating a variability or an excusable imprecision, representing a weakening of a 

claim (for example „it may be‟ and „this suggests‟).
27

 Similarly, commitment is very 

frequently realised by means of modal verbs, which makes them „marked items‟. 

Although typically functioning as hedges, it is also possible for these verbs to express a 

confident prediction. 
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Empirical Part 

 

Sports Terminology 

Text No. 1 (Football, Broadsheet – The Times) 

 

 As in any other type of sport, terminology constitutes a considerable part of 

vocabulary, and football is, of course, no exception. Sport is usually described as a 

friendly competition in which strength and abilities are put to the test, yet the language 

used by commentators and experts in this field often seems to tell quite a different story; 

the expressions clearly evoke war images
28

, so the recipient cannot but think of the 

event in question as a „small-scaled battle‟ – even if the contestants‟ intention is not to 

capture a piece of land or thin the ranks of an enemy‟s army, but only to outperform the 

other side. Let us therefore have a closer look at text No. 1 to find out where the author 

mainly draws inspiration from. 

 To stick with the above-mentioned imagery first, we shall try to establish to 

what extent it is represented in the article.  

 Contrary to all expectations, the relatively long piece of writing does not feature 

a great deal of war-related words, although a few do occur – everyday expressions such 

as to be soundly beaten, victory, defeat, defence and shot probably need no special 

comment. However, the more interesting and colourful ones deserve to be discussed in 

greater depth. 

 The little-used turn of phrase 50-50 challenge (19) denotes a clash of two 

players in which either has an equal chance to win the ball. Similarly, defensive 

colleagues (10) is very likely to catch the reader‟s attention as an unusual-sounding 

collocation, albeit perfectly understandable, as its second part is commonly associated 

with the business sphere or simply someone you work with. Whether the expression 

opposition half (24) falls in this category is open to question, but to play on the counter-

attack (26) undoubtedly does, describing the strategy of quick, sudden offensive actions 

undertaken from a solid defence. The word reserve in reserve goalkeeper (32) could 
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also lead us to think in military terms, the picture of an extra unit of combatants kept on 

standby coming to mind; admittedly, this connotation may be highly subjective and 

individual.  

Moreover, there is one expression that should be mentioned in this section, 

despite its informal character, namely to dig in (used twice in the article), because it 

strongly conveys the idea of soldiers making trenches as a protection. What the author 

means here is a team‟s effort to tighten the defence as much as possible, virtually 

refraining from any activity in attack.  

 Another device to whip up interest and make a report livelier is by incorporating 

terminology used in other types of sport. Scrutinising the first paragraph, we can see 

that the practice is followed in this article as well. For a moment, the language of 

football gives way to that of boxing, as evidenced by the following expressions – 

heavyweight teams (2), to trade punches (2), and to let one’s guard down (2). The word 

heavyweight, in its figurative sense (which is the one the reader is presented with here), 

means „foremost‟ or „best‟. In a similar vein, to trade punches should not be taken at 

face value, either, as there cannot have been any exchange of blows or hits; both teams 

were only trying to find out the opponent‟s weaknesses. The last collocation, not 

necessarily restricted to boxing, denotes a loss of concentration or attention that usually 

does not go unpunished. Furthermore, we can detect an instance of borrowing from the 

game of chess that has come into ordinary usage – to be kept in check (27), 

corresponding to „to be kept under control‟. 

 The rest of the terminology in the report serves to describe the situations, time 

passages or people involved in the match; most of the expressions used by the author 

cannot be substituted by any other words (in the football context, at least), as they form 

the core vocabulary of this sport. Hence the most frequent and common items listed 

below in the enclosed overview of the terms are not furnished with explanatory notes. 

This practice will be consistently followed in the Sports Terminology and Informal 

Expressions sections; when used in the tables, the abbreviations „ell.‟ and „sub.‟ stand 

for ellipsis and substitution respectively. 
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Table 1: Sports Terminology Items in Text No. 1 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

(football) matches (2) 1, 11  

heavyweight teams 2 best teams/teams considered of greatest 

importance 

to trade punches 2 to find out what an opponent‟s qualities are 

team(s) (3) 3, 8, 19  

to tackle 4 to try to take the ball from an opponent 

ball (3) 5, 10, 25  

to score (2) 5, 31  

far post (2) 5, 25 upright piece of metal in the goal that is 

positioned further from the perspective of 

an attacker 

title race 6 competition for the first place at the end of 

the league season 

balanced encounter 6 even/tight match 

team-mate(s) (3) 7, 28, 33  

to be soundly beaten 8 to suffer a crushing defeat, to lose by a 

wide margin 

victory (2) 8, 14  

two points clear (of sb.) 8 to have two points more (than sb.) 

at the top of the table 8 to be the league-leader 

six points clear (of sb.) 8 to have six points more (than sb.) 

defeat (noun) (2) 9, 15  

defensive colleagues 10  

goal(s) (2) 10, 31  

stoppage time (2) 10, 31 time added by the referee to the regular 

time of the match 

game (3) 11, 23, 29  

José Mourinho era 12 period characterised by great stress put on 

the tactics (primarily defence), when the 

Portuguese coach was in charge 

coaches 13 person who prepares a team for matches 

and decides who should play 

season (2) 13, 24 period of time in a year when all the 

matches are played 

loss away 15 loss at an opponent‟s stadium 

training ground 16 area where the players usually prepare for 

matches 

club 16  

at home 16 at one‟s own stadium 

midfield diamond 18 shape resembling that of a diamond (made 

by the players in the middle of the pitch) 

player 18  
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half-time 19 period after the first 45 minutes of the 

game and before the second half 

50-50 challenge 19 fight for the ball with both players having 

the same chance to win it 

scoreline 20 score (usually the final one)  

central defence 21 middle part of the defensive formation 

defeat away 21 loss at an opponent‟s stadium 

penalty 22 kick from the small round spot 11 yards off 

the goal 

first half 22 first 45 minutes of the game 

set-piece 22 situation where a team kicks the ball from a 

spot ordered by the referee 

defence 22  

on the hour 23 after 60 minutes of the game 

to concede possession 24 to lose the ball 

opposition half 24 part of the pitch closer to the opponent‟s 

goal  

cross (noun) (2) 25, 31 kick from the side of the pitch to the area in 

front of the goal 

to play on the counter-

attack 

26 to concentrate on the defensive part of the 

game and rely on quick offensive actions 

possession 26 having the ball under control 

introduction 26 sending a new player in the game 

to be kept in check 27 to be under control 

penalty area 28 area close to the goal, marked by white 

rectangles 

shot (2) 28, 32  

one-nil 31 „nil‟= no goals scored 

to beat (it) away 32 to save the ball, not to allow a goal 

reserve goalkeeper 32 goalkeeper No. 2, ready to step in if the 

usual one cannot play 

final whistle 32 end of the game 

title 33 first place in the league at the end of the 

season 

 

Text No. 2 (Football, Tabloid – The Sun) 

 

It is interesting to see that the author of text No. 2 relies neither on the war 

imagery nor on the terms borrowed from other types of sport, as opposed to the Times 

columnist; instead, the Sun reporter makes heavy use of the stock phrases and 

expressions that should be easy to understand for the broader readership. 
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Although the article may not abound in fancy words and flowery metaphors, it 

definitely serves its main purpose, which is, after all, to report on the events on the 

pitch. However, this does not automatically mean that the author‟s style could therefore 

be labelled as deficient in any respect. As stated previously, the well-established and 

accurate football terminology is a dominant feature of the text, with the extra edge given 

by instances of informal expressions (also discussed in the Informal expressions chapter 

later on) and paraphrases of some concepts. 

In search of specific examples of (near)-synonymy, we should list the words that 

denote the zone in front of the goal where the rules allow the goalkeeper to catch the 

ball. Danger area in (7) is somewhat vague, for this collocation need not directly refer 

to the zone itself; nonetheless, it most likely does. The more precise synonyms could be 

found in sentences in (26) and (28), namely six-yard box and box respectively, the 

former being smaller and closer to the goal. 

A clever way to describe the keeper‟s save is by using phrases like to turn it 

round the post (22) or to beat it/the shot/the volley etc. away (31). 

Surprisingly enough, the extremely frequent word for the person standing near 

the bench and giving instructions to the players, (head) coach, does not occur in the text 

at all, as the author prefers to call him both manager (2) and boss (24). 

Common expressions, such as match (especially British English) and game or 

chance and opportunity (in the „scoring‟ sense) are, naturally, part and parcel of almost 

any team sport and do not deserve to be elaborated on. 

Moving on to the eye-catching vocabulary, the article offers several items that 

have to be mentioned here to illustrate the point, even if marked with a high degree of 

informality. 

The word belter, found in (25), describes an excellent person or, more typically, 

a thing/event. There is an expression with a similar meaning, too, in (9), which refers to 

an outstanding piece of play, mostly in cricket and football – blinder. To name the last 

conspicuous member of the family, we can spot another polysemous word, sitter, in 

(30). In the context of sport, it is to be understood as an easy shot to score on. 
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Table 2: Sports Terminology Items in Text No. 2 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

victory 1  

top of the table (2) 1, 16 first place (in the league) 

manager 2 person who prepares a team for matches 

and decides who should play 

top-scorer 3 player with most goals scored 

hit the net 3 to score 

straight (adj.) 3 uninterrupted, consecutive 

game (2) 3, 5  

strike rival 3 „competing‟ team-mate in attack 

goal(s) (3) 4, 28 (ell.), 30  

sub (noun) (2) 4, 30 substitute;  player that can be sent in the 

game for another one 

at the back 7 in defence 

to head 7 to push the ball with the head 

danger area 7 area close to the goal 

captain 8 player (usually the best or the most 

experienced) with a band on his hand 

league start 8 taking part in a league game 

suspension 8 temporary punishment of a player (he 

cannot take part in any matches) 

in goal 8  

save(s) (2) 10, 10 (sub.) action in which a player prevents the other 

team from scoring 

free-kick (2) 10, 22 situation where a team kicks the ball from a 

spot ordered by the referee 

to be soundly beaten 12 to suffer a crushing defeat, to lose by a 

wide margin 

training (2) 14, 15 physical preparation for matches 

season 16 period of time in a year when all the 

matches are played 

draw (noun) 17 even final score, with no winner 

chance(s) 17 scoring opportunity 

first half 18 first 45 minutes of the game 

side(s) 18 team(s) 

to open it up 18 to start attacking (with the defence left 

more vulnerable) 

to lose (2) 18, 19  

result (noun) 18  

title chances 18 probability of winning the league title 

defeat (noun) 19  

match(es) 19  
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opportunity 20 scoring chance 

on 40 minutes 20 after 40 minutes of the game 

to pick sb. out 20 to pass the ball accurately to sb. 

header 20 shot taken with the head 

break (noun) 21 period at halftime (after 45 minutes of 

play) 

holding role 21 effort to slow the game down and hold the 

ball 

35-yard effort 21 shot taken from a 35-yard distance 

to turn it round the post 22 to save the ball by deflecting it off the post 

corner (noun) 23 kick taken from one of the corners of the 

opponent‟s end of the field 

centre-back 23 player in the middle of the defence 

referee 23 person who makes sure that the rules are 

followed 

to wave away penalty 

claims 

23 to signal that no penalty kick will be given 

to a team 

boss (noun) 24 person who prepares a team for matches 

and decides who should play 

to take the lead 24  

on the hour 24 after 60 minutes of the game 

ball breaks to sb. 25 ball goes to sb. 

to feed sb. 25 to pass the ball to sb., especially in a 

scoring chance 

cross (noun) (2) 26, 29 kick from the side of the pitch to the area in 

front of the goal 

belter 26 excellent person or thing/event 

six-yard box 26 smaller area close to the goal, marked by 

white rectangles 

boot (noun) 26 special footwear for football players (= 

„football boots‟ in full) 

to convert 26 to score a goal 

equaliser 27 goal that makes the score even 

to work an opening 27 to find some free space  

shot 27  

injury time 28 time added by the referee to the regular 

time of the match 

box (noun) 28 area close to the goal, marked by white 

rectangles 

shirt 29 piece of clothing bearing a player‟s name 

and number 

striker 29 attacker, offensive player 

to bury sth. 29 to hit sth. with a lot of energy or force 

sitter 30 easy shot to score on 

shot wide 30 attempt that misses the target/goal 

post (noun) 30 upright piece of metal in the goal 
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to beat (it) away 31 to save the ball, not to allow a goal 

volley (noun) 31 shot taken directly in mid-air, without the 

ball touching the ground 

international break 32 time when no league matches take place 

because national teams play against each 

other, typically in qualification groups 

 

Text No. 3 (Football, Broadsheet – The BBC Radio) 

 

 Even without closer inspection of text No. 3, the reader‟s first impression would 

almost inevitably be that it is a shamefully short piece of writing, all the more so 

because of the importance traditionally ascribed to this rivalry-charged clash. Assuming 

that it gets printed, their dissatisfaction would be justified. However, the text is a mere 

transcription of a radio report, not a blow-by-blow account of the match, which should 

be borne in mind. 

 In sports bulletins, there is usually very little space for commentators to give any 

lengthy, well-structured description of events. So, to make the most of the allocated slot, 

they have to pick and choose, trying to capture the essential in a few simple words – in 

football, the main stress is put on goals or big scoring chances, as we can witness in the 

article in question as well. 

 In line with its limited scope is the terminology – the reader (or, more likely, 

listener in this case) is presented only with core sports vocabulary; yet what is striking 

here is the relatively high incidence of sports-related terminology, which could stem 

from the need of both the commentators to express themselves as pithily and clearly as 

possible. This tendency is further bolstered by means of ellipsis – the word four in (2) 

means four matches – and substitution in (4), where one stands for header. 

 The above-foreshadowed focus on the scoreline could be well demonstrated on 

the repeated usage of expressions such as to score – in (6), (8), and (10) – and two-nil in 

(1) and (9). Moreover, the list may also include the verb to finish (7), meaning to shoot 

on target (and typically to score a goal), and the collocation goal-mouth incident (4), as 

they both strongly convey the idea of scoring. 
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 The uninitiated could perhaps have some difficulty interpreting the verb to 

release (7) correctly, for it assumes a specific meaning when used in sport – namely to 

pass the ball to a team-mate who is unmarked (= with no opponents around). 

  

Table 3: Sports Terminology Items in Text No. 3 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

football 1  

two points clear 1 to have two points more (than sb.) 

two-nil (2) 1, 9 „nil‟= no goals scored 

result (noun) 2  

home win(s) (2) 1, 2 victory at one‟s own stadium 

match(es) 2 (ell.)  

side(s) 2, 4 team(s) 

first half 4 first 45 minutes of the game 

goal-mouth incident 4 situation in front of the goal when scoring 

is likely to happen 

header(s) (2) 4, 4 (sub.) shot taken with the head 

keeper 5 man in goal (= goalkeeper) 

free-kick 5 situation where a team kicks the ball from a 

spot ordered by the referee 

to concede possession 6 to lose the ball 

to score (3) 6, 8, 10  

to release sb. 7 to pass the ball to an unmarked team-mate, 

usually in a scoring chance 

cross (noun) 7 kick from the side of the pitch to the area in 

front of the goal 

to finish 7 to shoot on target (and also to score, 

typically)   

stoppage time 8 time added by the referee to the regular 

time of the match 

to cross 10 to kick the ball from the side of the pitch to 

the area in front of the goal 

 

 

Text No. 4 (Ice Hockey, Broadsheet – The New York Times) 

 

 The well-trimmed English pitches may have been forgotten for the time being as 

the „ice caves‟ of the NHL (National Hockey League in full) come into play. Having 

covered thousands of miles on the map, we shall see that the North American style of 
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reporting is not dissimilar to that of the previous articles published in Europe, regardless 

of a different kind of sport. 

 The terminology used in this match report certainly does not aim to dazzle the 

audience, for the author makes do with the elementary vocabulary of ice hockey, thus 

achieving a relatively easy read. It should be stressed that he also seems to adopt a 

matter-of-fact tone throughout the article, despite writing for a New York-based 

newspaper and „his‟ team being involved. 

  Surveying the statistics briefly, the reader would have little difficulty telling 

what the text revolves around; as expected, the expressions with the highest frequency 

have something to do with scoring. The verb to score itself occurs six times in the 

article – the noun score could be found there as well, in (8) – and so does the word goal. 

The word game, although probably not triggering the same associations as the preceding 

couple of expressions, cannot be omitted here because it shares the first place on the 

incidence list. 

 Another strongly represented semantic field is that of time, intervals, and 

sections of the game. Besides the moments that the author decides to pinpoint, which he 

does mainly when a goal has been scored (as in 6, 8, and 15), there is a preponderance 

of longer and/or more general time spans. This could be best exemplified by the noun 

period, denoting one of the three equally long parts (lasting 20 minutes in ice hockey) 

of a game, that is very often premodified by an ordinal number – first in (15), second in 

(20) and (23), and third used four times, including one instance of ellipsis in (26).  

 Finally, we should mention two collocations that might be somewhat difficult to 

interpret precisely, namely blindside hit in (13) and return engagement in the very last 

sentence. The former means a surprising or unexpected blow, suggesting the 

unpreparedness of the afflicted player when not looking in the right direction (he is 

„blind‟ to the attack), while the latter could be reworded as a resumption of fighting. 

 

Table 4: Sports Terminology Items in Text No. 4 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

win (noun) (2) Headline, 4  

to score (6) 1, 2, 3, 4, 26, 27  

goal(s) (6) 1, 3, 7, 17, 26, 27  
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third period (4) 2, 10, 26 (ell.), 28 the last 20 minutes of the game 

game(s) (6) 2, 4, 5, 13, 19, 26  

forward (noun) (2) 3, 7 player positioned in offence 

season 3 period of time in a year when all the 

matches are played 

defenseman (2) 4, 7 player positioned in defence 

two-goal game 4 game in which a particular player scores 

twice  

points streak 4 uninterrupted number of games in which a 

player collects at least one point (awarded 

for a goal or an assist)    

penalty(-ies) 6 suspension of a player for breaking the 

rules, usually lasting 2 minutes   

to take a 1-0 lead 6  

2 minutes 34 seconds 

into the game 

6 after 2 minutes 34 seconds from the start of 

the game  

goalie 7 player in goal with special equipment 

whose task is to prevent the opponent from 

scoring 

puck (3) 7, 9, 24 flat black object made of rubber to be hit 

with sticks 

goalmouth 7 small area in front of the goal 

to backhand 7  

net (noun) (2) 7, 9 back part of the goal fastened between the 

posts  

at 8:08 8 after 8 minutes 8 seconds from the start of 

the game 

score (noun) 8  

giveaway(s) 9 easy loss of the puck, typically resulting in 

a scoring chance for the opponent 

to pass  10 to give the puck to a teammate 

wide-open 10 completely unmarked; having a lot of free 

space around 

assist(s) (2) 10, 18   

three-point night 10 game in which a player records three points 

(one point is given for either an assist or a 

goal) 

2-0 lead 11  

playoffs 11 elimination stage following the regular 

season (after 82 matches) in which a team 

 that beats its opponent four times as first 

advances to the next round 

pregame skate 12 short exercise on the rink taken by players 

to warm up before the game 

blindside hit 13 unexpected hit; the attacked player cannot 

see the blow coming    



35 

 

general manager 14 (head) coach 

to drop one‟s gloves 15 to start fighting (with one‟s hands bare) 

at 10:18 15 after 10 minutes 18 seconds from the start 

of the game  

first period 15 the first 20 minutes of the game 

penalty box 16 place where suspended players are sent to  

bench (noun) 16 place where players sit when not currently 

on the ice 

stoppage in play 16 interruption 

player(s) 16  

stick (noun) 16 piece of players‟ equipment used to hit the 

puck with 

boards 16 plastic structure surrounding the rink that 

prevents the puck from going out of game  

period(s) (2) 17, 18 time span of 20 minutes 

coach 17 person in charge of the team  

intermission 17 short time between the periods for the 

players to have a rest 

team(s) (2) 19, 29  

to win 19  

home ice 19 one‟s own stadium/arena 

play (noun) (2) 20, 24 manner of players‟ performance 

second period (2) 20, 23 the middle 20 minutes of the game 

neutral zone 24 central part of the rink   

1:56 into the third 26 after 1 minute 56 seconds have elapsed in 

the third period 

power play 27 situation when a team is reduced to a 

certain number of players due to penalties  

ice time 28 time that a player spends on the ice in a 

particular game  

return engagement 28 re-initiation of a fight 

 

Text No. 5 (Ice Hockey, Tabloid – New York Post) 

 

Naturally, text No. 5 reports on the same ice hockey game as the previous article 

does, yet there is a marked contrast between the two pieces of writing – in terms of 

objectivity. The former, as mentioned above, exhibits only occasional instances of 

favouritism towards the New York Rangers, the local team, whilst the latter could 

hardly leave the reader in doubt about the author‟s club allegiance. Whether this is a 

display of being a true fan or just deliberately biased journalism, it is still a practice 

generally associated with tabloid-like newspapers and magazines. 
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 However, analysing the sports terminology in text No. 5, we can clearly see that 

its specialised vocabulary overlaps with that of its broadsheet counterpart to a 

considerable degree. Let us therefore elaborate on the main features of the tabloid 

article. 

 Leaving aside the words with an informal character, such as refs (19) and rout 

(17), the author primarily goes for simple expressions that are commonly used in ice 

hockey. As a result, most of them need no special explanation; nonetheless, they are 

statistically salient and should be listed here. 

 Curiously enough, one of the most frequent words in this piece of writing is 

made present almost virtually only by means of ellipsis, namely period (hinted at by 

various ordinal numbers). As the table below reveals, the nouns game and team rank 

second-highest as far as the incidence is concerned (both appearing four times in the 

text), closely followed by the verb to score. The other items of sports terminology have 

been used only once, with the exception of opponent, shifts and (head) coach. 

 Furthermore, it might be of interest that the noun goal, albeit so common to a 

great deal of team sports, is all but missing from the text; the single – and elliptical at 

that – instance of it can be detected in (18), as the journalist prefers a different way of 

describing the act of scoring, doing so with the help of words like edge or lead preceded 

by the relevant scoreline. 

 In conclusion, we can find a couple of expressions in the article that may present 

some difficulty – the word turnover (16) is familiar to all business people, yet here it 

means the loss of possession of the puck. The collocation goal against in (23) denotes a 

goal that is allowed/surrendered, the opposite of which is, as expected, goal for (= one 

that is scored). 

 

Table 5: Sports Terminology Items in Text No. 5 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

opponent (2) 1, 4  

season 1 period of time in a year when all the 

matches are played 

league 1  

hockey 3  
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second period (4) 3 (ell.), 9 (ell.), 10 

(ell.), 13 (ell.) 

the middle 20 minutes of the game 

to take a 3-1 lead 3  

period (2) 3, 9 time span of 20 minutes 

game(s) (4) 4, 6, 12, 23  

team (4) 5, 11, 11, 19  

to trail 7 to be losing 

3-2 lead 7  

intermission 7 short time between the periods for the 

players to have a rest 

(head) coach (2) 8, 14 person in charge of the team 

third period (2) 9, 16 (ell.) the last 20 minutes of the game 

to score (3) 9, 21, 22  

7-2 victory 9  

bench  9 place where players sit when not currently 

on the ice 

shift(s) (2) 9, 9 time spent on the ice by players (measured 

from the moment they enter the play until 

replaced by fresh ones from the bench)  

fourth line 9 the last line (= five players) whose main 

task is to eliminate the opponent‟s best 

players 

forward(s) 9 player positioned in offence 

to win 11  

club(s) 12 team 

at home 12 at one‟s own stadium/arena 

back line 15 defense 

fifth straight victory 15 five wins in a row 

opening-night defeat 15 loss in the very first game of the season 

4-2 edge 16 4-2 lead 

backhand (noun) 16  

right circle 16 circle drawn on the ice (close to the goal 

and on the goalie‟s right side)  

at 1:56 of the third 16 after 1 minute 56 seconds have elapsed in 

the third period 

forecheck 16 attacking the opponent‟s defensemen and 

preventing them from developing an 

offensive action from their defensive zone    

turnover 16 loss of possession of the puck 

stick (noun) 17 piece of players‟ equipment used to hit the 

puck with 

to nudge home a loose 

puck 

17 to score with a light, short movement of the 

stick while the puck is left unattended  

rout (noun) 17 victory by a wide margin 

goal 18 (ell.)  
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power play 18 situation when a team is reduced to a 

certain number of players due to penalties 

game plan 19 tactical preparation for a particular game 

ref(s) 19 referee; person who makes sure that the 

rules are followed  

 to skate 20  

training camp 21 place where players practise before the start 

of the season 

play (noun) 21  

on defense 21 in the defensive part 

to be on the ice 23 to take part in the game, to be playing  

even-strength (adj.) 23 relating to a situation where no power play 

is played (both the teams have the same 

number of players on the ice) 

goal against 23 goal allowed, surrendered 

victory 25  

 

Text No. 6 (Ice Hockey, Tabloid – TSN) 

 

Text No. 6 is a transcribed version of a video clip taken from TSN (The Sports 

Network), a Canadian sports television channel, and of all the texts that have already 

been dealt with, this one appears to be the most difficult to process and interpret for 

various reasons.  

First and foremost, the absence of the visual material alone severely hampers the 

reader‟s understanding of the transcription, as the running commentary and the 

unfolding highlights of the game are almost in perfect accord. Without seeing the clip, 

the reader would probably have a hard time following the logical coherence and 

boundaries of the sentences. 

Second, given the limited scope to describe the event, the commentator‟s pace of 

speech is rather rapid, and also extremely rich in instances of ellipsis, as we shall see 

later on. 

Surveying the sports terminology in this article, we can spot a good deal of word 

stock that is considered next to indispensable when reporting on ice hockey; hence the 

common expressions such as power play in (5), losses (9) or shots (10) are featured here 

as well, although not so prominently. 
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The most frequently represented items testify to the commentator‟s strong 

inclination to use ellipsis, as already stated – as much as seven out of the staggering ten 

instances of the word goal are expressed by this linguistic device; moreover, the 

statistics show a very similar ratio for the noun period (three out of four instances are 

rendered elliptical). 

There is one piece of sports terminology that fans coming from other parts of the 

world than North America might struggle with, namely the noun franchise in the 

opening sentence, and the collocation franchise history in (9). Franchise is, in this 

particular context, another term for a professional sports club or team, the usage of 

which is practically exclusive to American English.  

Wrister and traffic, both the words occurring in (4), could be tricky to the 

average reader, although not necessarily incomprehensible. The former denotes a shot 

by the player‟s wrist (also called wrist shot, which is the commoner of the two 

expressions), the latter, based on the image of vehicles moving along a street, describes 

a larger number of players flocked in front of the goalie, typically with the intention of 

screening him (= blocking his view) so as to increase the probability of scoring. The 

word short-side (5) should also be explained here – it means the side on which the 

goalie holds his stick. 

 

Table 6: Sports Terminology Items in Text No. 6 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

to lose 1  

game(s) (4) 1 (ell.), 8, 8, 10 

(sub.) 

 

season 1, 6 period of time in a year when all the 

matches are played 

franchise 1 team, club 

goal(s) (10) 2 (ell.), 4 (ell.), 4 

(ell.), 4 (ell.), 5 

(ell.), 6 (ell.), 8, 8 

(ell.), 9, 10 

 

to open the score 2 to score the first goal of a game 

two-nothing 2 „nothing‟= no goals scored 

period (4) 4, 4 (ell.), 5 (ell.), 

6 (ell.) 

time span of 20 minutes 
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to chip it 4 to hit the puck so that it goes high (and for 

a short distance) 

to cut the lead 4 to reduce the lead; to be closing on the 

opponent 

wrister 4 shot directed by the player‟s wrist   

traffic 4 large group of players at one place, usually 

in front of the goalie to screen him (= to 

prevent him from seeing the puck clearly)  

power play 5 situation when a team is reduced to a 

certain number of players due to penalties 

short-side 5 side on which the goalie holds his stick   

point(s) 8 goal(s) or assist(s) for an individual player 

loss(es) 9  

franchise history 9 club‟s history 

to surrender 10 to allow (goals), to let them in 

shot(s) 10  

 

Sports Terminology – Summary 

 

 As evidenced by the large number of sports terminology items alone, it is 

obvious that specialist language plays a crucial role in all the selected pieces of writing, 

which most probably would hold true for any article dealing with sport. The distribution 

of the analysed items seems to be fairly regular, in proportion to the length of each 

report. 

 Semantically speaking, we can observe a clear tendency for each text to display 

lexical units belonging to the core vocabulary of a good deal of sports, not only of those 

scrutinised in this thesis. Indeed, the most frequently used items happen to be identical 

when the ice hockey and football articles are compared, namely goal, game, and to 

score (cf Appendix, Tables 18 and 19), as the breakdown shows. Understandably, the 

use of such terms is difficult to avoid in sports commentary, therefore featuring so 

prominently. Moreover, the reporter can reasonably expect the target audience to 

understand occupational code with no difficulty, which is of great advantage. 

 However, we can also detect a considerable amount of items that occur only 

once in a given article – it should be stressed that this group prevails in all texts with the 

exception of No. 4 and 6 (cf Appendix, Tables 12-17) –, and this phenomenon could be 

explained by the authors‟ effort to achieve a sense of variety in writing, thus employing 
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„peripheral‟ words that would be quite unlikely to be repeated. Furthermore, this 

practice of choosing unusual linguistic material, often based on imagery or war-related 

metaphors, as already suggested above, can make sports reporting more interesting and 

appealing for the recipient. 

 To conclude, it has to be remembered that sports terminology, naturally, greatly 

varies depending on the sporting event described, and also on the commentator‟s 

linguistic preference and idiosyncrasies. Consequently, the chosen texts can by no 

means serve as a representative sample of such a complex field.     

 

Informal Expressions 

Text No. 1 (Football, Broadsheet – The Times) 

 

 When dealing with this area of language, it has to be remembered that, in some 

cases, it is fairly difficult to establish the degree of informality of a particular word. This 

holds especially true for a substantial part of sports talk and writing, as the terminology 

used therein could very often be considered informal in itself, given its jargon-like 

character. To complicate matters further, some of the expressions have come into 

standard usage in the course of time, be it in the shape of metaphors or sayings, and are 

therefore no longer felt as a trademark of insiders‟ vocabulary, being comprehensible to 

wider audiences. Consequently, many a point of contact can be found between sports 

terminology and informal expressions. 

 The six pieces of writing should provide ample evidence to illustrate various 

ways of how to achieve informality; it shall be demonstrated that the choice is 

principally determined by medium and/or format. 

 Starting off with text No. 1, the football report taken from The Times, the reader 

would probably have to go through the lines with a fine-tooth comb in search of „strong‟ 

elements of informality. Indeed, the newspaper‟s broadsheet format alone tends to 

preclude the author from using them. However, a few instances do occur in the text that 

can be labelled as purely informal. 

 The very epitome of this register can be detected in (8), featuring the collocation 

that denotes hard or boring work – tough slog –, then in (10) and (12) with the phrasal 
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verb to dig in meaning to tighten the defence and produce little offensive activity, and 

finally in (14) that contains the phrase to milk it (= to gain as much as possible from 

something). 

 The other expressions in the overview seem to be on the verge of being 

classified as informal, for they are highly unlikely to appear in high-style writing, yet at 

the same time cannot be relegated to the parlance of the lowest classes, either. Rather, 

such words serve the author to make his article less stilted and monotonous because 

they are very often used figuratively – this practice can be exemplified by turns of 

phrase such as to trade punches (2), to let one’s guard down (2), or to send something 

into a tailspin (15). 

 Moreover, there are two items in the text that should also add a touch of 

colourfulness to stimulate the reader‟s interest, both of them based on natural 

phenomena – to storm out and with a face like thunder in (9). 

 

Table 7: Informal Expressions in Text No. 1 

Item (and its number 

of instances in the 

text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

heavyweight (used as 

adj.) 

2 best/of greatest importance 

to trade punches 2 to find out what an opponent‟s qualities 

are 

to let one‟s guard 

down 

2 to lose one‟s attention or concentration 

to disappear down a 

blind alley 

4 to find oneself in a situation from which 

there is hardly any chance to escape 

title race 5 competition for the first place at the end 

of the league season 

tough slog 8 hard and time-consuming work 

to storm out 9 to leave a place quickly and angrily  

with a face like 

thunder 

9 with an angry expression 

to dig in (2) 10, 12 to tighten the defence and make little 

effort in offence    

to milk it 14 to gain as much as possible from sth. 

whisper (noun) 15 rumour 

to send sth. into a 

tailspin 

15 to make sth. worse, having no control 

over the deteriorating situation  

slip-up 16 careless mistake 
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run-out 18 chance for a player to move freely on the 

pitch (= without tactical restrictions) 

to fade 22 not to be useful in the match any longer  

to roll in 31 to kick the ball, usually to the penalty 

area, with rotation 

 

Text No. 2 (Football, Tabloid – The Sun) 

 

 As far as informality is concerned, the reporter of The Sun takes a completely 

different approach to giving an account of the Chelsea-Liverpool match. The tabloid 

format – easily recognisable, among other features, by the short paragraphs – allows for 

a wider range of informal expressions to be used, and the author seems to have 

exploited this freedom in writing almost to the full. 

 One of the most conspicuous markers of informality that can be found in text 

No. 2 is the use of nicknames, both for people and the sides involved. Luiz Felipe 

Scolari, Rafael Benitez, and Jose Manuel Reina are called Big Phil (15), Rafa (23), and 

Pepe (26) respectively. Likewise, Chelsea is nicknamed the Blues (29) and Liverpool is 

referred to as the Reds (24), derived from the colours of their home jerseys. 

 Furthermore, the concept of quantity is very frequently expressed informally, as 

evidenced by phrases such as not a bit of it (9), an awful lot of (18), and a raft of (22); 

the article also displays some instances of evaluative adjectives – immense (7), to be 

expecting big things (16) or the already mentioned an awful lot of, to name but a few. 

The verbs to rob (24), to beat (28), and to bury (29) serve as fine examples of 

words that are not to be understood in their most common sense. In this particular 

context, they each assume a slightly different meaning (which is explained in the 

overview further below), thus having an informal character. 

In conclusion, one linguistic device employed in this piece of writing should be 

mentioned here due to its close affinity with the topic discussed, namely clipping, the 

instance of which can be detected in (4) and (30) – the noun sub, denoting a player that 

can be sent in the match for another („substitute‟ in full). 
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Table 8: Informal Expressions in Text No. 2 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

sub (noun) (2) 4, 30 substitute; player that can be sent in the 

match for another one 

warhorse 4 experienced player   

hitman 4 player with great potential to score 

immense 7 excellent, outstanding 

weak link 8 vulnerable part 

not a bit of it 9 not at all  

blinder 10 outstanding piece of play 

to keep sb. off one‟s 

back 

13 to prevent sb. from creating problems  

to sack sb. 15 to dismiss sb. from their job 

Big Phil (Scolari) 15 nickname for Luiz Felipe Scolari, the 

former Chelsea manager  

to be expecting big 

things 

16 to have high expectations  

to open it up 18 to start attacking (with the defence left 

more vulnerable) 

an awful lot of 18 a good deal of 

out-of-sorts 20 out of shape; not playing well 

to take sb. out 21 to send sb. to the ground 

a raft of 22 a large number of 

Rafa (Benitez) 23 nickname for Rafael Benitez, the current 

Liverpool manager 

Reds 24 nickname for Liverpool 

to rob sb. 24 to deprive sb. of the ball  

belter 26 excellent thing (or person) 

Pepe (Reina) 26 nickname for Jose Manuel Reina, the 

Liverpool goalkeeper  

to beat sb. 28 to outperform sb. 

Blues 29 nickname for Chelsea 

to bury sth. 29 to hit sth. with a lot of force 

sitter 30 easy shot to score on 

 

Text No. 3 (Football, Broadsheet – The BBC Radio) 

 

Text No. 3, the transcribed version of the BBC radio report, gives merely a brief 

summary of the match, therefore yielding too little material to analyse. Still, it offers a 

way of expressing informality that has not been used so far (which is understandable, as 

the previous articles appeared in written form) – contracted verb forms. The single 
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instance in (4), didn’t trouble, only foreshadows the more numerous examples in the 

texts dealing with ice hockey. 

 

Text No. 4 (Ice Hockey, Broadsheet – The New York Times) 

 

On first reading, text No. 4 may not strike us as unusual in regard to informal 

expressions, yet it does seem to display a greater deal of variation in this field, at least if 

compared with the preceding articles. Despite the limitations imposed on broadsheet-

type newspapers, the author of the Rangers-Leafs game report published in The New 

York Times introduces an element of informality – the contracted verb forms, already 

touched upon in the analysis of the radio transcript – that would perhaps be viewed as 

inappropriate, given the format; but the way in which he uses them is perfectly 

acceptable, even desirable, as it shall transpire. However, let us examine some other 

features of the text before that. 

It might be of interest to point out that there is a predominance of relatively 

complex verbal structures with an informal air in this piece of writing, very often meant 

as figurative turns of phrase, as best evidenced by to pull one’s socks up in (3), to rain 

blows on somebody in (15), or to let one’s game slip in (20). The meaning of these 

expressions could be explained as „to make an effort to improve one‟s performance‟, „to 

hit somebody many times‟, and „to start playing worse‟ respectively. 

As expected from the very nature of serious newspapers, nicknames are rather 

underrepresented in text No. 4, which stands in marked contrast to The Sun article that 

features them abundantly – the only two instances to be found in the former, Vinny (9) 

and Torts (18), could be taken as a notable exception to the rule. 

Nonetheless, words with a clearly informal character do occur in the report, too, 

such as the noun slugfest in the very opening sentence, or goalie in (7), a shortened term 

for a goalkeeper/goaltender. It is open to debate whether the noun fisticuffs in (5) falls in 

this category or not, for it is labelled by most dictionary entries as old-fashioned and 

humorous, and not explicitly as informal. 

Moving on to the contracted verb forms, we shall try to state the reason why the 

author decided to include them in his writing. His choice could have been motivated by 
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the effort to provide the reader with an accurate reproduction of the players‟ post-game 

interviews – we can easily see that all the four instances of contraction occur in direct 

speech only –, with little need to change their actual words. The aspect of authenticity 

appears to be the most persuasive argument in favour of retaining the informal tone 

when quoting the people involved, and this practice is therefore not to be dismissed as a 

manifestation of „low style‟ that should have no place in broadsheet journalism. 

 

Table 9: Informal Expressions in Text No. 4 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

slugfest 1 situation involving a larger number of 

people fighting with each other 

to hang around 2 to stay in the game 

to put the game away 2 to ensure the victory 

to pull one‟s socks up 3 to make an effort to improve one‟s 

performance 

to get the job done 3 to do what is needed or required 

fisticuffs 5 fight in which bare hands are used 

blunder after blunder  5 mistake after mistake 

goalie 7 player in goal with special equipment 

whose task is to prevent the opponent from 

scoring (= goalkeeper) 

Vinny (Prospal) 9 nickname for Vaclav Prospal, the New 

York Rangers player 

to leave the way clear 11 to make possible, to enable 

to tangle 11 to fight 

to root for sb. 15 to cheer sb. on, to shout encouragement at 

them in a competition  

to rain blows on sb. 15 to hit sb. many times 

Torts 18 nickname for John Tortorella, the current 

head coach of the New York Rangers  

to let one‟s game slip 20 to start playing worse 

a bit 20  

pretty easy 22 quite easy 

Contracted Verb Forms 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Present in Direct Speech – Yes/No 

wasn‟t 18 yes 

hasn‟t won 19 yes 

that‟s (2) 21, 25 yes, yes 
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Text No. 5 (Ice Hockey, Tabloid – New York Post) 

 

Giving an account of the same ice hockey event, text No. 5 shows us from the 

very beginning that the newspaper‟s format probably would not touch a chord with 

well-educated audiences. Although it may not surpass its broadsheet counterpart in the 

frequency of informal expressions – surprisingly enough –, the columnist of the New 

York Post article deliberately uses a vocabulary that is fitting only to the tabloid style 

where the rules concerning this domain tend to be rather loose, if any at all. Therefore, 

we shall try to discuss the most obvious examples of informality in greater depth. 

 The first area to explore is that of nicknames, for they seem to play an important 

part in text No. 5, as evidenced by their repeated occurrences alone – the compound 

noun Blueshirts, denoting the New York Rangers team and alluding to their traditional 

jersey colour, is used three times. This article also features an interesting example of 

rich premodification, including an emotionally charged adjective, namely macho in 

Macho Man Brian Burke’s 0-4-1 Maple Leafs in the first sentence (the numbers in the 

phrase refer to the team‟s season record so far, thus meaning „no win, four losses, and 

one tie‟). Yet what is more significant – all the instances of nicknames, save Torts in 

(10), occur outside the stretches of direct speech, thus used by the author of his own 

accord. 

Another defining characteristic of the tabloid press is the tendency to encompass 

various shortened, abbreviated, or clipped forms, the example of which can be 

demonstrated in this article as well. Two expressions that perhaps best illustrate the 

point are gimme and gotcha in (6), originating from a rapid, careless pronunciation of 

„give me‟ and „(I‟ve) got you‟ respectively, with the orthography capturing the non-

standard usage of phonology. 

Apart from the above-mentioned elements of informality, the author also prefers 

some expressions that would, in most likelihood, be avoided in serious writing, such as 

ref (19), a shortened version of „referee‟, every which way (15), and to be stapled to the 

bench (9). However, a good deal of similar instances are to be found in those passages 

where the players were directly quoted. 
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Yet in terms of informality, the main aspect of this report that appears to 

distinguish it from the broadsheet article is the treatment of contracted verb forms, as 

the former displays them on multiple occasions, even in non-direct speech. 

 

Table 10: Informal Expressions in Text No. 5 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

Blueshirts (3) 1, 7, 9 nickname for the New York Rangers 

Macho Man (Brian 

Burke) 

1 nickname for Brian Burke, the current head 

coach of the Toronto Maple Leafs 

gimme (adj.) 6 „give me‟; something very easy to do or 

achieve, almost without trying 

gotcha (noun) 6 exclamation „I‟ve got you‟;  

to be stapled (to the 

bench) 

9 to be left out of the game, sitting on the 

players‟ bench  

come out strong 10 to have the upper hand 

Torts 10 nickname for John Tortorella, the current 

head coach of the New York Rangers 

Vinny (Prospal) 10 nickname for Vaclav Prospal, the New 

York Rangers player 

to let it slip 13 to start playing worse 

quite a bit 13  not little, rather much 

to pound sb. 15 to attack sb. 

every which way 15 in every possible way or manner 

to nudge a loose puck 

home 

17 to score with a light, short movement of the 

stick while the puck is left unattended 

rout 17 victory by a wide margin 

guy(s) (3) 19, 20, 20 man 

hole(s) 19 flaw in the defensive part  

ref(s) 19 referee; person who makes sure that the 

rules are followed 

Contracted Verb Forms 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Present in Direct Speech – Yes/No 

it‟s been 1 no 

wasn‟t (2) 4, 10 no, yes 

hasn‟t won 11 yes 

that‟s (2) 13, 19 yes, yes 

doesn‟t play 19 yes 

didn‟t come 25 no 

 

 



49 

 

Text No. 6 (Ice Hockey, Tabloid – TSN) 

 

As indicated above in the Sports Terminology section, text No. 6 is rather 

difficult to follow due to the absence of the relevant visual accompaniment. Still, the 

transcript of the video clip does contain some informal expressions, although, quite 

understandably, in small quantities when compared with the full-scale newspaper 

articles already dealt with. 

Again, nicknames form the centrepiece of this short text, as far as informality is 

concerned. The commentator uses the well-established term for the New York Rangers, 

Blueshirts, as in (2); moreover, the report features one team nickname that appears more 

interesting in terms of origin and/or word formation, for the Colorado Avalanche is 

called Avs in (11), leaving merely the two initial letters of the full name. The letter „s‟, 

although not present in the club‟s official title, has been added for the purposes of 

pluralisation, which is common practice in team sports. Grabo in (6) refers to the 

Rangers player Mikhail Grabovski, and may, on the surface, look like an ordinary 

instance of clipping, but the nickname also conveniently suggests his selfishness with 

the puck (= he likes to „grab‟ it). 

The other informal expressions detected in this transcript, namely tough 

customers (3), awesome (7), and to shovel it home (6), can enter various contexts as 

well (apart from that of sport), even if the last phrase is most likely to be encountered 

only when a goal is scored. 

Contracted verb forms are used rather sparingly, considering the spoken 

medium, yet it has to be pointed out that the commentator was given a rather limited 

space of time to describe the match, hence producing little material to analyse. 

 

Table 11: Informal Expressions in Text No. 6 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Explanation 

Blueshirts 2 nickname for the New York Rangers 

tough customer(s) 3 someone who is difficult to keep under 

control 

Grabo 6 nickname for Mikhail Grabovski, the New 

York Rangers player 

to shovel (it) home 6 to score with a quick movement of the stick 
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awesome 7 very good 

Avs 11 abbreviation/nickname for the Colorado 

Avalanche 

Contracted Verb Forms 

Item (and its number of 

instances in the text) 

Occurrence in 

sentence(s) No. 

Present in Direct Speech – Yes/No 

it‟s (2) 3, 7 no, no 

Ron Wilson‟s trying 12 no 

 

Informal Expressions – Summary 

 

The analysis of the six pieces of texts seems to confirm that there is considerable 

overlap between sports terminology and informal expressions, with a good deal of items 

falling into both of the categories. This tendency is only to be expected, as the 

specialised terms used in sport quite often carry connotations of casualness. Moreover, 

the degree of informality usually differs from one expression to another, which might 

cause difficulties, even for expert lexicographers, when furnishing dictionary entries 

with usage/register labels. Despite this somewhat blurred boundary, it is still possible to 

draw some conclusions, though tentative, from the data obtained.   

As the overview shows, the predilection of tabloid reporters for informal 

expressions (and nicknames in particular, thus paid closer attention to: cf Appendix, 

Table 20) is evident. All the articles considered, it follows that those taken from the 

broadsheet media feature smaller quantities of informal expressions when compared 

with their tabloid counterparts (in proportion to their length, of course); furthermore, the 

former also shows a great reluctance to use nicknames – only in text No. 4 do we detect 

them, yielding a mere two instances at that. 

Texts No. 2 and 5 deserve a special mention as offering an astonishingly wide 

repertoire of informal devices, as they both contain instances of clipping (sub or ref), 

emotionally-charged adjectives (immense or awesome), nicknames for people and teams 

(Rafa or Blueshirts), colloquialisms based on figurativeness (to bury or to staple), and 

contracted verb forms in non-direct speech.
29

 

                                                      
29

 However, this does not hold true for text No. 2, as it features neither contracted verb forms nor direct 

speech. 
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Finally, it should be pointed out that informality alone does not automatically 

mark a piece of writing as inferior or deficient. On the contrary, this kind of register can 

prove very useful, especially in sports reporting, in capturing the authenticity of spoken 

word, for example. In addition, the traditionally sharp distinction between tabloid and 

broadsheet appears to have become rather blurred in the recent past. 

 

Stative and dynamic verbs 

 

 In this section, we shall examine another salient feature of the language of sport, 

concerning the category of the verb from the semantic point of view. In this 

classification, the verb is characterised as an element that denotes some kind of action 

or state. Accordingly, two main categories are distinguished in respect of the dynamism 

of verbs, namely those that are dynamic – used to describe actions, activities, and 

processes –, and stative ones (or non-dynamic) that express states, relations, and 

attitudes.
30

 However, it has to be stressed here that some verbs can be labelled as 

belonging to either category if presented in isolation; only contextual and/or 

complementary devices make clear whether the verb in question has been used in a 

dynamic or stative sense. Prototypical examples of verbs whose meaning denotes lack 

of motion (therefore considered stative by default) are „to rest‟ or „to sit‟, yet both can 

imply dynamism by means of grammatical forms, as evidenced by the following 

sentences:
 31

 

 

 „I was quietly resting after a busy day.‟ 

 „Are you sitting comfortably?‟ 

 

 Consequently, it might be presumed that the progressive aspect can be applied to 

any verb, thus rendering it dynamic. Although this holds true in the vast majority of 

cases, there is a relatively small group of verbs that exclude this usage due to their 

                                                      
30

 Dušková, Libuše a kol. Mluvnice současné angličtiny na pozadí češtiny. Praha: Academia, 2003: 212 

31
 Greenbaum, Sidney; Quirk, Randolph. A Student’s Grammar of the English Language. London: 

Longman, 1990. Print: 17 
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semantic characteristics – „to know‟, „to possess‟, or „to own‟, to name but a few, serve 

well to illustrate the point. The continuous form of the aforementioned would result in 

ungrammatical structures. As already indicated above, some of semantically stative 

verbs can assume the dynamic qualities when accompanied by a certain complement, 

more specifically by particles (functioning as an adverb) of phrasal verbs.
32

 Thus, the 

verb „to stand‟, for instance, can easily be transformed into a phrase that conveys 

activity or process, as in „stand up‟. 

 The language of sport, as it might reasonably be expected, describes events that 

are, for the most part, full of exciting moments and emotions. This predisposes the six 

pieces of writing to be overwhelmingly dynamic; in the next passages, we shall attempt 

to find out whether this hypothesis is supported by analysing the character of verbs and 

their distribution throughout. It should be noted that all non-finite forms have been 

disregarded, as they cannot be considered as displaying the aspects of 

dynamism/stativeness. 

 

 Text No. 1 (Football, Broadsheet – The Times) 

 

 The very first article to be dealt with, text No. 1, demonstrates that football, 

despite being a fairly fast sport with a good deal of action, can be reported on using a 

surprisingly considerable proportion of stative verbs (cf Appendix, Table 21). Indeed, 

when the sheer ratio between stative and dynamic verbs is taken into account, which is 

32-44, making this article by far the most „static‟ of those chosen, we can see that the 

author included a substantial amount of information and detail of matters not directly 

related to the match itself. General comments of longer validity, as found in (1), (2), and 

(11) for instance, usually create a perfect opportunity for stative verbs to be employed, 

especially of the „to be‟ type. Thus, linking verbs are, quite naturally, the most frequent 

ones in this category (cf Appendix, Table 22). 

 The dynamic verbs featured in this piece of writing do not seem to be of special 

interest, mainly describing the events on the pitch and the movements of the players. 

However, some of the items do deserve to be commented on, for they are far from being 

                                                      
32

 ibid, 336 
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clear-cut examples due to the explicit lack of motion, such as to decide in (1) or to 

suggest in (20). Furthermore, we can detect some instances of verbs used in their 

dynamic sense here, yet it is fairly common for them to appear in the stative form as 

well – to take in the headline and to find in (22) could mean „to accept‟ or „to consider‟ 

in other contexts. 

 To conclude, a remark should be made about the somewhat unusual use of the 

verb to see in (28), because it is very often associated with visual perception or 

confirmation of understanding (as in the phrase „Oh, I see‟), hence classified as stative. 

Interestingly, the momentariness and uniqueness of the action, further bolstered by the 

presence of direct object, give the verb strong dynamic characteristics. 

 

Text No. 2 (Football, Tabloid – The Sun) 

 

 The author of text No. 2 seems to have adopted a slightly more dynamic 

approach to describing the Chelsea-Liverpool match, as the statistics show – the stative 

verbs found in this article are outnumbered in a relatively significant way, by a 48-27 

margin (cf Appendix, Table 21). Moreover, the vast majority of the dynamic ones can 

be considered prototypical examples of this category, for expressions such as fly (14), 

run
33

 (15), bounce (down) (20), fling oneself (27), or pounce (31) clearly conveys the 

image of motion. 

 This piece of writing displays a fair number of peculiarities, as for instance the 

double use of the verb to seem, which can be detected in (18) and (20). In the former 

sentence, it functions as a full verb with stative features, whereas in the latter it is only 

part of the „seem-construction‟ expressing tentativeness, followed by a to-infinitive; 

therefore to come is classified as carrying the semantic nucleus.
34

 Another verb to look 

at is to see, although for different reasons than in the preceding text. Interestingly, it is 

                                                      
33

 Despite lacking its most common meaning, the verb in the phrase „to run the rule‟ still retains its 

dynamic nature. 

34
 Similarly, the negative particle „to fail‟ in (3) is also semantically empty, the meaning expressed by the 

verb „to spark‟.   
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used as a predicate of an inanimate subject in (23), namely corner, as opposed to the 

more frequent subject realised by the generic you, as in (11). 

 As already stated in the introductory part of this section, some verbs can be 

rendered dynamic by means of the progressive tense, the example of which can be 

found in (16) that contains the verb to expect – the continuous form seems to evoke a 

sense of urgency, perhaps stressing the importance of the moment. 

 Finally, the stative verbs are, as might be expected, mostly of the „to be‟ type, 

yet occasional instances of some others do occur as well, such as „to have‟ employed to 

denote possession/ownership (for further detail, cf Appendix, Table 22). 

 

Text No. 3 (Football, Broadsheet – The BBC Radio) 

 

 Due to its brevity, text No. 3 offers only a limited number of verbs to analyse – 

altogether 18 –, with dynamic verbs appearing twice as often as those stative, 

approximating to the ratio shown in the previous article. Again, stativeness manifests 

itself, almost exclusively, in the shape of the verb „to be‟. 

 Nonetheless, one remark should be made here, albeit not directly related to the 

topic under discussion, concerning the nature of the dynamic verbs – without the verb 

„to score‟, the semantic field of sport might be rather difficult to trace due to the 

polysemy/vagueness of these items, especially if no suitable context would be provided. 

 

Text No. 4 (Ice Hockey, Broadsheet – The New York Times) 

 

 The dynamic aspect of text No. 4 is remarkably prominent, as the stative verbs 

are heavily underrepresented, outnumbered by more than three times (cf Appendix, 

Table 21). It is difficult to explain this imbalance by the difference in sports reported on 

alone (ice hockey being „faster‟ than football), as the other two texts giving an account 

of the ice hockey match seem to mirror the ratio as found in the football articles. Rather, 

this phenomenon might simply be attributable to the author‟s style of writing. 

 As regards the dynamic verbs, the afore-mentioned practice of adding particles 

to verbs that are principally stative is applied twice in this text, namely in (1) and (2), 



55 

 

featuring sit back and hang around respectively. Similarly, the verb to look in (22) is 

made dynamic by means of the progressive tense, while to extend
35

 in (4) can be 

interpreted as „to increase‟, the dynamism therefore achieved through context. 

 Although the author does not make frequent use of stative verbs, they can be 

characterised as relatively varied nonetheless, not constituted by the ubiquitous „to be‟ 

type only, as the spectrum also includes a number of full verbs, for example to expect 

(1), to enjoy (1), or to need (24). 

 

Text No. 5 (Ice Hockey, Tabloid – New York Post) 

 

 In terms of verb dynamism/stativeness, this text appears to be diametrically 

opposed to the preceding one, which clearly shows that reporting on the same sport 

and/or match does in no way guarantee the employment of identical linguistic devices 

by different authors. The ratio between stative and dynamic verbs in this article is 22-

38, closely resembling that detected in text No. 1, as the figures indicate (cf Appendix, 

Table 21). 

 Curiously enough, this piece of writing does not display any instances of 

particles that would give a stative verb the characteristics of dynamism – the particles 

used therein, as in come out (10) or turn in (22), do not affect the verbs (already 

dynamic on their own) in this respect. Rather, the former is of semantic significance, 

changing the meaning of the verbs. Likewise, the progressive tense in (24) only draws 

attention to the present situation, not necessarily contributing to the dynamic aspect of 

the verb to learn.   

 The stative verbs probably do not deserve any special comment, apart from the 

introduction of a verb that can be placed in the „to be‟ category, namely to find oneself, 

as occurring in (5). 

 

 

                                                      
35

 However, this verb appears in its non-finite form in text No. 4, thus mentioned here only to demonstrate 

the difference in dynamism (as opposed „to extend‟ meaning „to continue for a particular distance‟, 

considered stative).    
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Text No. 6 (Ice Hockey, Tabloid – TSN) 

 

 The transcription of the video clip commentary features only eleven instances of 

dynamic verbs and five stative ones, therefore yielding a very similar ratio to that in text 

No. 3, the brief radio report on the football match (cf Appendix, Table 21). Moreover, 

we can find another striking similarity that relates to the type of stative verbs used in 

these pieces of writing – both of them heavily rely on the verb „to be‟, text No. 6 even 

exclusively, which could have been dictated by the type of medium. It seems reasonable 

to assume that reporting based on the spoken word does not provide a great deal of time, 

and this pressure might lead to the commentator‟s need to choose simple and short 

expressions, such as the linking verb mentioned before. 

  

Stative and dynamic verbs – Summary 

  

 Having scrutinised all the texts, we can observe that the verbs of dynamic nature 

are indeed prevalent in each of them, their proportion ranging from 57.89 % in text No. 

1 (thus the least dynamic) to 75.71 % in text No. 4 (the most dynamic), as the statistics 

reveal (cf Appendix, Table 21). Consequently, the underrepresentation of stative verbs 

seems to be an extremely conspicuous feature of the language of sport, be it used in 

spoken or written form. It would therefore be of great interest to carry out a study into 

the dynamism/stativeness of verbs, as present in various registers or kinds of English, 

for the sake of comparison and contrast. 

 Logically, a substantial part of the dynamic verbs in the pieces of writing 

directly relate to the events described, yet sometimes there is a tendency for the author 

to digress (that is, in terms of the semantic field of sport), most notably in text No. 3. On 

the other hand, the minority of the stative verbs detected could readily enter almost 

every genre or style, being hardly indicative of any particular sport. Moreover, the sheer 

proportion of the linking verb „to be‟, which is well over two-thirds if all the texts are 

considered together (cf Appendix, Table 22), makes this hypothesis more likely still. 

  To conclude, it should be remembered that the aspect of verb dynamism is 

governed by the principles of semantics, thus a good deal of verbs cannot be categorised 



57 

 

in a clear-cut, definite way without context. However, there are some linguistic devices 

that can render a given verb dynamic, for example phrasal verb particles (as evidenced 

by the expression ‘sit back’ in text No. 4) or the use of the progressive tense. 

 

Finite and Non-finite Verb Forms 

  

 The empirical part concludes with a section concerning the concept of (non)-

finiteness of verb forms. To introduce the topic from the theoretical point of view, an 

observation made by Greenbaum and Quirk
36

 should serve the purpose: „As non-finite 

clauses lack tense markers and modal auxiliaries and frequently lack a subject and a 

subordinating conjunction, they are valuable as a means of syntactic compression. 

Certain kinds of non-finite clauses are particularly favoured in written prose, where the 

writer has the leisure to revise for compactness. We recover meanings associated with 

tense, aspect, and mood from the sentential context. We can also normally see a 

correspondence with a finite clause that has a form of the verb „be‟ and a pronoun 

subject with the same reference as a noun or pronoun in the same sentence.‟ 

Consequently, from the point of view of language economy, non-finite clauses are 

considered of primary importance. 

However, as Greenbaum and Quirk observe: „On the other hand, the sentence 

We met you (when you?/we?) leaving the room. shows how the advantage of 

compactness must be balanced against the danger of ambiguity; for the absence of a 

subject leaves doubt as to which nearby nominal element is notionally the subject.‟
37

 

 For this very reason, non-finite forms tend to be associated with registers of 

higher style, thus more likely to appear in broadsheet journalism than in the tabloid 

press. We shall examine all the texts chosen to find out to what extent this presumption 

holds true; yet before doing so, it seems appropriate to provide a basic overview of the 

four structural subclasses of non-finite verb clauses (shown in italics).
38

 

                                                      
36

 ibid, 286-287 

37
 ibid, 287 

38
 ibid, 286 
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 To-Infinitive 

Without subject: The best thing would be to tell everybody. 

With subject: The best thing would be for you to tell everybody. 

 Bare Infinitive 

Without subject: All I did was hit him on the head. 

With subject: Rather than you do the job, I‟d prefer to finish it myself. 

 -Ing Participle
39

 

Without subject: Leaving the room, he tripped over the mat. 

With subject: Her aunt having left the room, I asked Ann for some personal 

help. 

 -Ed Participle 

Without subject: Covered with confusion, they apologised abjectly. 

With subject: The discussion completed, the chairman adjourned the meeting 

for half an hour. 

  

 Yet there is also a specific type of non-finite clauses, according to Greenbaum 

and Quirk: „Non-finite and verbless adverbial clauses that have an overt subject but are 

not introduced by a subordinator are absolute clauses, so termed because they are not 

explicitly bound to the matrix clause syntactically. Absolute clauses may be -ing, -ed, or 

verbless clauses‟:
 40

 

 

 No further discussion arising, the meeting was brought to a close. 

 Lunch finished, the guests retired to the lounge. 

 Christmas then only days away, the family was pent up with excitement. 

 

 For a detailed overview of all the non-finite verb forms, where each instance is 

listed, cf Appendix, Tables 25-30.   

                                                      
39

 The -ing participle in a nominal -ing clause is commonly called a „gerund‟, and this terminology will be 

used in the framework of this thesis.  

40
 ibid, 327 
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 Text No. 1 (Football, Broadsheet – The Times) 

 

 The first article to be dealt with seems to support the hypothesis proposed above, 

as this text taken from The Times displays the lowest proportion of finite verb forms of 

all those analysed, only slightly over 60 % (cf Appendix, Table 23). This piece of 

statistics should come as no surprise, considering the overall structure the report and the 

author‟s style of writing, both of which are, arguably, of high quality, at least if 

compared with the other texts. The high incidence of non-finite forms is in line with the 

author‟s tendency to use relatively long and complex sentences (yet still clear and 

understandable), and these forms help him to link the clauses in a smooth and effortless 

manner, with no cumbersome constructions. 

 The non-finite forms appear in all shapes in text No. 1 (provided we consider 

bare infinitives and to-infinitives one category), although the gerund is made use of 

rather sparingly, occurring only three times – once as a premodification of a noun 

(training ground in [16]), and twice following a preposition (by giving in [18] and in 

conceding in [24]). 

 As far as participles concerns, the -ing form prevails significantly over the -ed 

form, by a 17-8 margin, with the latter mainly in the premodification function, as 

evidenced by noun phrases such as this hitherto balanced encounter (6), his favoured 

role (18), or crowded penalty area (26). Moreover, one participial form should be 

mentioned here, as the infinitive of its source verb sounds very archaic (if used at all) in 

present-day language, namely belated introduction in (26). 

 

Text No. 2 (Football, Tabloid – The Sun) 

 

 Text No. 2 offers almost the same number of finite forms as the previous piece 

of writing does; however, non-finite forms do not feature so prominently in the former, 

totalling only 35 instances. Consequently, this proportion may make text No. 2 

somewhat easier to read and survey (also with the help of short paragraphs), as the 

author prefers to use uncomplicated relative clauses. 
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 Interestingly, gerunds are again heavily underrepresented in this text, featuring 

only three instances, namely two prepositional constructions – of losing and in losing, 

found in (18) and (19) respectively, plus one in as a premodification device [the holding 

role in (21)]. 

 As in the preceding article, the predominance of -ing participles is evident, 

outnumbering the -ed form by 15-4. The four instances of -ed participles probably 

deserve a special mention due to their function, as none of them constitutes part of a 

non-finite clause, occurring only in noun phrases as either premodifications [attempted 

header in (20) and outstretched boot in (26)] or postmodifications [everything asked in 

(10) and job well done in (32)]. 

 As regards the use of infinitives, this text also provides two examples of the bare 

infinitive (absent in text No. 1), both of them detected in (23), namely grab and push, 

due to their being positioned after a verb of visual perception (to see). The verb turn in 

(22) cannot be classified as a bare infinitive, for the to-particle is missing there merely 

as a result of ellipsis. 

 

Text No. 3 (Football, Broadsheet – The BBC Radio) 

 

 Naturally, it would be rather premature and inappropriate to draw any far-

reaching conclusions from the analysis of such a short text, yet it does seem that this 

originally spoken report confirms the general tendency of the non-printed media to use 

non-finite forms as little as possible, at least gerunds and participles as part of non-finite 

clauses. 

 Still, the interesting fact is that the mere five instances of non-finite forms to be 

found in this transcript represent all their subcategories (again, with the two types of 

infinitives subsumed under one heading), although the gerunds in (10) can easily be 

classified as participles, too; the commentator‟s telegraphic way of delivery, producing 

a minor sentence, leads to ambiguity in this particular case. 
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Text No. 4 (Ice Hockey, Broadsheet – The New York Times) 

 

 In the light of the above-stated hypothesis about the tendency of broadsheet 

periodicals to make considerable use of non-finite forms, text No. 4 might serve as a 

textbook example of a „violation of this rule‟. The overwhelming majority of finite 

forms (70 instances) make the non-finite ones look almost insignificant. Nonetheless, 

the fourteen occurrences of non-finite forms are worth examining in greater detail due 

to their rather irregular distribution. 

   The infinitive is by far the most common form present in this article, offering 

eleven instances, including one with the negative particle „not‟, as in not to take in (19), 

and one in which the bare infinitive is used, as we can see in (20), featuring slip after 

the verb „let‟. The remaining infinitives appear with the to-particle. 

 The most striking feature of this piece of writing is the absence of gerunds, and 

also of non-finite clauses using either gerunds or participles of any kind, which is fairly 

unusual for this style of journalism. However, this phenomenon could be explained by 

the convergence between tabloid and broadsheet, as already touched upon in the 

Informal Expressions section.  

The author uses participles exclusively as a means of premodification, as 

exemplified by the three following noun phrases – the opening minutes (6), a simmering 

feud (11), and a sprained knee in (26). 

 

Text No. 5 (Ice Hockey, Tabloid – New York Post) 

 

Casting a glance at the ratio between non-finite and finite forms, it might seem 

that text No. 5 does stand out in any respect. On closer inspection, though, we cannot 

fail to spot the remarkably regular distribution of the former, therefore conveying a 

sense of variety, even if the overall balance of these linguistic devices could hardly have 

been the author‟s intention. 

Scrutinising the incidence of the infinitive in this article, the ten instances are 

realised, as in all the texts analysed, predominantly by the to-particle. The single 

occurrence of the bare infinitive can be detected in (13), namely the same verb as in text 
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No. 4, slip, used in an almost identical context. Also, the to-infinitive with the negative 

particle „not‟ is found in (11). 

This text shows the highest proportion of the gerund (disregarding the football 

match transcript as not yielding enough data to be compared), mainly following a 

preposition. Moreover, it is possible to trace a number of various functions in which the 

gerund is used there. For example, playing in (10) is the object of the clause, training 

serves as a premodification in training camp (21), and learning in the very last sentence 

acts as part of the subject of the latter clause. 

Interestingly, the author employs the participle to express anteriority in time, this 

practice followed in no other texts chosen, as we can see in (14) where the auxiliary 

„have‟ is added to the participial form of the verb „to fall‟.
41

 

 

Text No. 6 (Ice Hockey, Tabloid – TSN) 

 

This text can be termed as „typical‟ or „ordinary‟, in the sense that it closely 

approximates to the average figures of all the texts put together, as regards not only the 

proportion of finite forms to non-finite forms, but also the distribution of the latter. 

Otherwise, there seems to be no linguistic phenomenon related to finiteness that 

should deserve any particular attention, probably apart from the balance that the 

commentator strikes between both subcategories of the participle – the transcript of the 

video clip features two instances of the -ed type, namely left in (4) and (8), and the same 

number of the -ing form, as evidenced by going in (3) and joining in (7). It should be 

mentioned here that this piece of writing is the only one in which this peculiarity can be 

observed, with all the other texts strongly favouring the use of the -ing participle. 

 

Finite and Non-finite Verb Forms – Summary 

 

As might have been expected, the statistics show that there is a clear 

preponderance of finite verb forms in all the pieces of writing analysed, yet their 

                                                      
41

 Of course, it is perfectly acceptable to use a preposition and a finite clause to express the time 

sequence. 
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proportion varies considerably from one text to another. Thus, for example, text No. 1 

yields only 61.79 % of finite forms, while their percentage in text No. 4 is well over 80 

(cf Appendix, Table 23). On average, though, the ratio between finite and non-finite 

forms is seven to three. However, it has to be pointed out that only a minority of 

gerunds and participles occur as part of non-finite clauses. Rather, they more often 

modify noun phrases. 

Furthermore, the breakdown of non-finite forms indicate that whereas infinitives 

and participles are used in almost equal measure, gerunds are heavily underrepresented 

(even completely missing from text No. 4), totalling only 18 instances in the whole set 

of articles, which corresponds to 13.33 % (cf Appendix, Table 24). 

It is not surprising that the to-infinitive is more frequent than the bare infinitive, 

as the use of the latter is required after a small group of verbs. As far as the participle 

concerns, the clear tendency to employ the -ing form can be explained by the authors‟ 

effort to give their reporting an air of ongoing action, while the -ed form prototypically 

conveys an impression of finality and completeness. When the -ed participle does occur, 

it mainly functions as a premodification of a noun phrase. 

Most importantly, it seems that the hypothesis about the increased 

use/proportion of non-finite verb forms in the broadsheet press has been disproved in 

the chosen texts, well illustrated by text No. 4 with the highest incidence of finite forms. 

Again, it has to be borne in mind that the six samples are far from being representative. 
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis attempts a description of sport from the point of view of linguistics, 

with a particular focus on the specifics of vocabulary/style and on the nature of the verb. 

The theoretical part offers a selection of various sources that deal with the language of 

sport, each of them from a slightly different perspective.  

The monograph by Beard (1998) seems to be the most detailed of all the sources 

used, laying out the concept of sport in general terms in the introductory chapters, trying 

to engage the reader by adopting a very user-friendly tone. His main point is that sport 

does not exist on its own, being inextricably intertwined with society, which is reflected 

in this kind of language. Thus, social factors play a crucial role in shaping our language 

behaviour and in the way we express ourselves.  

One of the most salient features of sports reporting is the frequent use of 

nicknames, name tags, and metaphors. Nicknames are therefore of special interest in the 

Informal Expressions section of this thesis as well. 

Beard stresses the importance of specialist language (also called „occupational 

code‟), as it couples language economy with precision, allowing the commentator to 

describe the action as it unfolds.  

Naturally, the linguistic skills required for writing differ considerably from those 

needed for speaking – running commentary typically lacks the preparedness and well-

organised structures found in written forms of reporting, thus the occasional lapse in 

logic may occur. The most typical features of „sportstalk‟, as Beard chooses to call it, 

include the use of fillers, hedges, connectives, pronouns, and phatic expressions.  

Television and radio commentaries characteristically contain a high proportion 

of verbs in the progressive tense, elliptical forms, passive constructions accompanied by 

word-order inversion, adverbials of time and place, and pauses.  

The last part of the monograph is devoted to the language of sport as represented 

in print. The author offers a detailed framework for analysing texts, consisting of six 

main criteria, which are as follows: purpose, audience, narrative, genre, reader response, 

and ideology. Yet in reality, only seldom do we encounter a piece of writing with a 

single purpose.  
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The second source (Crystal and Davy, 1969) presents a thorough overview of the 

language of unscripted commentary, where special attention is paid to the difference 

between radio and television transmissions. Likewise, phonological devices are 

elaborated on in great detail, as they significantly contribute to the overall impression of 

commentary. 

Loosely linked sentences and instances of discontinuity are fairly common to 

this type of discourse; as regards vocabulary, the language of sport shares a good deal of 

similarities with that of conversation. Understandably, technical terms appear rather 

frequently, accompanied by a high incidence of proper names, which presupposes a 

stock of shared knowledge of a given sport. 

Newspaper reporting should, as the authors believe, obey the basic rules of this 

style, regardless of the subject matter: avoidance of ambiguity, need for clarity, and 

compression of information into a limited space. Visually, headlines and paragraphing 

seem to be the most conspicuous part of a newspaper page. Generally speaking, shorter 

paragraphs are traditionally associated with the tabloid press. 

Other distinguishing features of newspaper reporting are the heavy use of 

premodification of nominal groups, and the tendency to place adverbials clause-initially 

for the sake of emphasis and/or variety. Verbs occur mainly in the past simple tense, 

and the active voice is generally preferred by the tabloid press, while the proportion of 

the passive is typically higher in broadsheet journalism. 

The last source (the short Internet article written by Marianna Zummo) considers 

the English language as a „word donor‟ of primary importance, which shows in the field 

of sport as well. 

Therefore, a considerable part of sports terminology is very likely to be adopted 

by other languages, yet it is necessary to realise that this kind of discourse encompasses 

the vocabulary of entertainment and the terminology used in particular events, therefore 

being a cross between jargon and code, able to absorb new lexical units. 

From the point of view of grammar and syntax, the most salient features are, for 

example, past tenses, clichés and formulas, quotations of the people involved in the 

event, ungrammaticalities or non-standard use, high frequency of personal pronouns, 

and extraposition with there-constructions. 
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 One of the most fundamental reasons why other languages borrow words from 

English is the absence of a proper equivalent to express the English term. This tendency 

seems justifiable, as the domestic terminology sometimes cannot capture the nature of 

the notion expressed in English, thus a lengthy, complicated description would have 

been needed. 

To sum up, the author lists the most typical lexical devices used in the language 

of sport, which are jargon, calques, technical terms, borrowings from other semantic 

fields (especially from the military language), and everyday expressions with everyday 

meaning. 

Considering the close connection between sport and media, it is not surprising 

that the reporters and journalists often present sporting events as a marketing campaign, 

in an attempt to attract new audiences. The language used for this purpose displays 

frequent use of imagery, witty slogans in headlines, labels, figures of speech, and, most 

importantly, name tags and nicknames. Prototypically, all these devices are found in the 

tabloid press. 

The empirical part of the thesis focuses on four areas, namely on sports 

terminology, informal expressions, stative/dynamic verbs, and finite/non-finite verb 

forms, with the final data obtained from the analysis of the six selected texts. Let us see 

what the main features of each area are. 

Sports terminology, as expected, is strongly represented in all the texts, with the 

sheer number of instances
42

 confirming its extreme importance in this field. The regular 

distribution of specialised items testifies to the fact that it is virtually impossible not to 

use them when reporting on any kind of sport. Moreover, a great deal of them are also 

likely to occur in everyday conversation, due to their polysemous nature.  

A substantial part of the items found constitute the core vocabulary of sport in 

general, probably perfectly understandable to the average reader. Curiously enough, the 

three most frequent pieces of terminology found in the ice hockey texts are the same as 

in the football reports – goal, game, and to score, specifically.
43

 Obviously, such words 

                                                      
42

 Cf Appendix, Tables 12-17 for further detail. 

43
 Cf Appendix, Tables 18-19 for further detail. 
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can easily be employed in a wide range of sports, being, indeed, seemingly 

indispensable in this type of language. 

However, we can also detect a considerable amount of items that occur only 

once in a given article – it should be stressed that this group prevails in all texts with the 

exception of No. 4 and 6, and this phenomenon could be explained by the authors‟ 

effort to achieve a sense of variety in writing, thus employing „peripheral‟ words that 

would be quite unlikely to be repeated. Furthermore, this practice of choosing unusual 

linguistic material, often based on imagery or war-related metaphors, as already 

suggested above, can make sports reporting more interesting and appealing for the 

recipient. 

Evidently, the two sports chosen, albeit yielding some instances of items that 

could be applied to other sports context as well, do not demonstrate the multitude of 

terminology used in different events. 

Surveying the tables in which sports terminology items and informal expressions 

are listed, it is apparent that some of the words and phrases belong to either. The reason 

for this overlap is the jargon-like character of the language of sport, thus making any 

clear-cut boundary between the two above-mentioned categories rather difficult. To 

complicate matters further, the degree of informality is sometimes debatable and 

subjective, as even renowned dictionaries do not provide any uniform labelling. 

Nonetheless, the collected data show some clear tendencies. 

One of them is the high proportion of nicknames in the tabloid articles, as 

opposed to other informal expressions.
44

 All the broadsheet texts are devoid of the 

former, with the exception of text No. 4, featuring two instances. 

Text No. 2 and 5 should be mentioned here due to the large number of informal 

devices, unmatched by their broadsheet counterparts, quite naturally. Therefore, we can 

detect instances of clipping, emotionally-charged adjectives, nicknames for people and 

teams, colloquialisms based on figurativeness, and, in No. 5 only, contracted verb forms 

in non-direct speech. 

                                                      
44

 Cf Appendix, Table 20 for further detail. 
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Although informality tends to be labelled as inappropriate for higher-register 

reporting, it can prove extremely useful in some situations, especially in creating an 

impression of authenticity when quotations are included. 

As regards the proportion of stative verbs to dynamic ones, the statistics show 

that the latter are approximately twice as frequent as the former, with all the texts 

considered together.
45

 Interestingly, there is a significant difference in the distribution of 

stative verbs in individual pieces of writing, the two extremes represented by text No. 1 

(the least dynamic) and No. 4 (the most dynamic). 

While the overall predominance of dynamic verbs can be expected in the 

language of sport, the stative verbs found in the six texts should be dealt with in greater 

detail, as the verb „to be‟ constitutes over 70 % of the whole category.
46

 In this regard, 

text No. 6 can be termed as striking, featuring exclusively stative verbs of the „to be‟ 

type. 

It should be pointed out that verbs with stative characteristics can be rendered 

dynamic, if the semantic aspect of a given verb allows for the use of the progressive 

tense or for the addition of a particle. 

The last area to have been scrutinised is that of non-finite and finite verb forms. 

The ratio between these forms is 3-7 in all the texts as a whole, yet, again, with a rather 

uneven distribution – Text No. 4 does not support the traditional view that broadsheets 

show a relatively high incidence of non-finite forms, yielding only 14 instances (against 

70 occurrences of finite ones).
47

 

It may be somewhat surprising to have found out that gerunds and participles 

predominantly function as modifications of noun phrases, and only in a minority of 

cases are they part of a non-finite clause. Another conspicuous feature is the general 

reluctance of the authors to use the gerund, totalling a mere 18 instances (13.33 % in all 

the texts), and even completely missing from text No. 4. 

                                                      
45

 Cf Appendix, Table 21 for further detail. 

46
 Cf Appendix, Table 22 for further detail. 

47
 Cf Appendix, Tables 23-30 for further detail. 
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Also, there is a considerable disproportion between the two subcategories of the 

participle, the -ing type clearly prevailing over the -ed type, which could be explained 

by the effort to focus the reader‟s attention to the presence. 

  To conclude, it has to be stressed that despite the data obtained, the six sample 

texts do not provide enough linguistic material to be analysed. For a more detailed, 

comprehensive, and conclusive analysis, a far larger corpus would have been needed, 

which is beyond the scope of this thesis. Consequently, all the results can serve merely 

as rough guidelines, pointing to certain tendencies and offering tentative conclusions. 
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