
What is the Difference between 

Adjectives and Adverbs? 
The Basic Rules: Adjectives 

Adjectives modify nouns. To modify means to change in some way. For 

example: 

 "I ate an enormous lunch." Lunch is a noun, and enormous is an 

adjective that modifies it. It tells us what kind of meal the person 

ate. 

  

Adjectives usually answer one of a few different questions: "What kind?" 

or "Which?" or "How many?" For example: 

 "The tall girl is riding a new bike." Tall tells us which girl we're talking 

about. New tells us what kind of bike we're talking about. 

 "The tough professor gave us the final exam." Tough tells us what kind 

of professor we're talking about. Final tells us which exam we're 

talking about. 

 "Fifteen students passed the midterm exam; twelve students passed the 

final exam." Fifteen and twelve both tell us how many students; 

midterm and final both tell us which exam. 

So, generally speaking, adjectives answer the following questions: 

 Which? 

 What kind of? 

 How many? 

 

The Basic Rules: Adverbs 

Adverbs modify verbs, adjectives, and other adverbs. (You can recognize 

adverbs easily because many of them are formed by adding -ly to an 

adjective, though that is not always the case.) The most common question 

that adverbs answer is how. 

Let's look at verbs first. 

 "She sang beautifully." Beautifully is an adverb that modifies sang. It 

tells us how she sang. 

 "The cellist played carelessly." Carelessly is an adverb that modifies 

played. It tells us how the cellist played. 



Adverbs also modify adjectives and other adverbs. 

 "That woman is extremely nice." Nice is an adjective that modifies the 

noun woman. Extremely is an adverb that modifies nice; it tells us 

how nice she is. How nice is she? She's extremely nice. 

 "It was a terribly hot afternoon." Hot is an adjective that modifies the 

noun afternoon. Terribly is an adverb that modifies the adjective 

hot. How hot is it? Terribly hot. 

So, generally speaking, adverbs answer the question how. (They can also 
answer the questions when, where, and why.) 
 
What classes of adverbs are there? 
What position in the sentence do they take? 
 
Comparative Form and Superlative Form (-er/-est) of 
adjectives 
 one-syllable adjectives (clean, new, cheap) 

 two-syllable adjectives ending in -y or -er (easy, happy, pretty, dirty, 
clever) 

positive 
form 

comparative form superlative form 

clean cleaner (the) cleanest 
 
 

Comparative Form and Superlative Form 
(more/most) 
 adjectives of three or more syllables (and two-syllable adjectives not 

ending in -y/-er) 

positive 
form 

comparative form superlative form 

difficult more difficult most difficult 
 
 

Comparative Form and Superlative Form (irregular 
comparisons) 

positive 
form 

comparative form superlative form 

good better best 

bad / ill worse worst 

little 
(amount) 

less least 



little (size) smaller smallest 

much / 
many 

more most 

far (place + 
time) 

further furthest 

far (place) farther farthest 

late (time) later latest 

late (order) latter last 

near (place) nearer nearest 

near (order) - next 

old (people 
and things) 

older oldest 

old (people) elder eldest 
 
 

In general: adjective + -ly 
adjective adverb 

slow slowly 
 
 
Exceptions in spelling 

exception example 

silent e is dropped in true, due, whole true → truly 

y becomes i happy → happily 

le after a consonant is dropped sensible → sensibly 

after ll only add y full → fully 

 
 
Adjectives ending in -ic: adjective + -ally (exception: 
public-publicly) 

adjective adverb 

fantastic fantastically 

 
 
Adjectives ending in -ly: use ‘in a … way / manner’ or 
another adverb with similar meaning 
adjective adverb 

friendly in a friendly way 
in a friendly manner 

likely probably 



 
 
Exceptions 

adjective adverb (meaning) adverb (meaning) 

good well   

difficult with difficulty   

public publicly   

deep deep (place) deeply (feeling) 

direct direct directly (=soon) 

hard hard hardly (=seldom) 

high high (place) highly (figurative) 

late late lately (=recently) 

most most mostly (=usually) 

near near nearly (=almost) 

pretty pretty (=rather) prettily 

short short shortly (=soon) 

The following 
adjectives are also 
used as adverbs 
(without 
modification): 

daily, enough, early, far, fast, hourly, little, long, 
low, monthly, much, straight, weekly, yearly, … 

 
 
 


