
 

Usage questions from 2001

GTN 01:1

1. I've heard the form y'all used instead of the pronoun you. Where, when and how is it used?

2. I keep hearing the expression at the end of the day often nowadays. Where does it come from?

3. Which preposition should we use with acquit? Is someone acquitted of charges or on charges? Can you be 
acquitted for murder?

4. Do people always use the definite article in country names like The Sudan and The Lebanon?

5. Is it OK to say eat dinner instead of have dinner?

GTN 01:2

1. Is it all right to use the superlative instead of the comparative when comparing two things (the youngest of the 
twins instead of the younger of the twins)?

2. Should I write he turned pale, he went pale, he grew pale or he became pale?

3. Why do people "jump on the bandwagon" so often nowadays?

4. Do you have to use the article with all names in the plural, e.g. island groups and political units like /the/USA?

5. I have some more prepositional variation that I would like sorted out. Which constructions are the most frequent 
ones: book/lecture/news etc. on or about, specialize on or in, the strange thing about or with?

6. I've noticed that some people say wait on with the meaning 'wait for'. Is that really correct usage?

7. Is there an English equivalent to the Swedish expression ha det bra, i.e. have it good? This construction sounds 
strange to my ears, but I have a feeling that I've never had it so good would be OK.

8. My students sometimes complain about the form too long/small etc. a/an, claiming that it feels clumsy and 
wondering whether they could not use the same word order as in Swedish (a too long/small etc.) instead. What do 
your corpora say about this?

GTN 01:3

1. During the summer I read a few recent novels, and I noticed that questions in dialogues with have rather 
consistently involved constructions of the type Have you any money ? . Isn't this a bit old-fashioned? Aren't Have 
you got any money? and Do you have any money? more likely alternatives?

2. Why are 'attraction' errors, such as The key to the cabinets were broken, so difficult to avoid for my students?

3. Americans spell the words color , organize and traveling the way they do, while Brits spell them colour, 
organize or organise and travelling. But what are the preferences of Australian spelling?

4. Some of my students use persons as the plural of person instead of people. Is that OK?



5. Which preposition is the most common one in combination with disappointed: about, at, by, in or with?

6. Is it OK to leave out the preposition at in be/stay (at) home?

7. In recent years I've noticed that many of my students use succeed to do something (instead of succeed in doing 
something), and I was wondering whether this construction is used by natives as well?

8. Which construction is the most frequent: VERB + aside, to the side or to one side?

GTN 01:4

1. How often are the "politically correct" occupational terms used, such as chairperson, spokesperson and 
firefighter ?

2. I've noticed the phrase two times being used for the word twice. How often and in which contexts does this 
occur? Similarly, when is fortnight used for two weeks?

3. A classical question: When is whom used nowadays?

4. Which construction is the more common one for ordering arguments etc.: firstly - secondly or first - second?

5. Which preposition is more frequent with the words link (used as a noun or verb), connect and connection: to or 
with?

6. How frequent are "split infinitives" (like to not go) nowadays? Are there regional differences?

7. Is it OK to combine both with as well as? I sometimes hear the construction but it sounds strange to my ear.
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Welcome to the eleventh issue of GramTime News, the electronic newsletter on English usage from Växjö 
University!

Editor-in-chief: Hans Lindquist, PhD

Managing editor: Maria Estling Vannestål, MA

Contributing editors: Magnus Levin, MA, Roy Liddle, Staffan Klintborg, PhD
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0. Editorial 

Dear Readers,

I hope the long holidays have been bearable in spite of the lack of GramTime News in December. Our managing 
editor was taken ill before Christmas, and it was immediately clear that the rest of us couldn't manage without 
her, so we are happy that she is back. We don't feel like presenting a Christmas issue now, however, so we move 
directly to our winter/spring edition.

In this issue, Magnus goes non-standard among the pronouns and also looks at what seems to be a fairly recent 
expression, at the end of the day, while our guest writers Roy Liddle and Staffan Klintborg deal with prepositional 
usage (we'll never be finished with that) and article use with country names (I have an uneasy feeling that 
Staffan is planning to use up all the department's research money on linguistic field trips to exotic places). And 
Maria's topic suggests that she has got her appetite back - surely a sign of returning health. She also invites us to 
The English Club, which sounds interesting, but as Internet users I am afraid we will have to provide the leather 
armchairs ourselves.
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We are now going into our fourth year. Comments, questions (and praise…) from our readers is what keeps us 
going, so don't hesitate to send us an e-mail about anything regarding English usage!

Hans Lindquist

Editor-in-chief

1. The GramTime project: Grammatical Trends in Modern English 

Basic facts:

GramTime started on 1 July, 1996. It received funding from The Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation 
(Riksbankens Jubileumsfond) until the end of 1999.

The aim of GramTime is to use existing computer corpora to investigate on-going and recent changes in English, 
particularly in the area of grammar. Comparisons are made between different varieties (British, American, 
Australian and New Zealand English); between genres like fiction, non-fiction and journalistic prose; and between 
spoken and written language.

The project is based at Växjö University and is directed by Hans Lindquist with Jan Svartvik (Lund) as project 
adviser. Two research assistants have worked half-time in the project: PhD students Maria Estling and Magnus 
Levin.

The following corpora are used:

· The British National Corpus (BNC): 100 million words, written and spoken British English (1980s and 1990s)

· The Bank of English. We use a subset called the CobuildDirect Corpus: 50 million words, written and spoken 
British, American and Australian English (1980s and 1990s)

· The London-Lund corpus: 500 000 words, spoken British English (1960s and 1970s)

· The Brown corpus: 1 million words, written American English (1960s)

· The Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen corpus (LOB): 1 million words, written British English (1960s)

· The Freiburg updated version of LOB (FLOB): 1 million words, written British English. (1990s)

· The Freiburg updated version of Brown (Frown): 1 million words, written American English (1990s)

· The Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC): 5 million words, spoken American English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Spoken English (WCSE): 1 million words, spoken New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Written English (WCWE): 1 million words, written New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Independent on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The New York Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The Sydney Morning Herald on CD-ROM 1992–1995



2. Usage questions and answers 

1. I've heard the form y'all used instead of the pronoun you. Where, when and how is it used?

Well, y'all is only one of many non-standard pronouns. There are mainly two contexts where non-standard 
pronouns occur. The first comprises pronouns used as 'plural you' and the second area comprises reflexive 
pronouns. These forms are mainly found in informal speech and in dialogues in fiction.

The English pronoun you does not distinguish between singular and plural, but a number of strategies are 
employed to get round this problem. To begin with, there is the form y'all. According to the Longman Dictionary 
of Contemporary English, the pronoun y'all is used in informal AmE and it is "a word meaning 'all of you', used 
mainly in the southern US states when speaking to more than one person." Y'all does not appear to occur at all in 
BrE but is fairly frequent in spoken AmE. (1) comes from a spoken AmE corpus and (2) is taken from a spoken 
quotation in The New York Times 1995:

(1) Well it's up to y'all I guess. (spoken AmE)

(2) I had to choose between representing Tip O'Neill or y'all, and I chose to represent y'all. (NYT 95)

Example (3) below is particularly interesting because y'all is used with a genitive -s:

(3) Yep. I was probably y'all's age the first time I ever met your mother. (spoken AmE)

There were three examples of this construction in our spoken AmE material. It thus seems that y'all is developing 
into an independent pronoun with a genitive form, y'all's, parallel to it and its.

Another 'plural' form of you is you guys. This form is also used when talking to a group of people. This phrase is 
exemplified in (4) and (5):

(4) Oh my God, you guys are disgusting! (spoken AmE)

(5) You guys made it! (spoken AmE)

You guys is extremely frequent in AmE conversation with around 2000 tokens in our 5 million word corpus. The 
phrase is much rarer in BrE. It is interesting to note that both males and females can be referred to using you 
guys. (6) was found in The New York Times 1995 and involves a reference to well-built women who play what 
Americans call "football":

(6) They didn't realize how much faster we are and the fact that we are so much stronger than the other girls. 
Some of them go, 'Wow, you guys have muscles. You look like women.' I say, 'Well, we are.' (NYT 95)

Another 'plural' form of you is yous(e). This pronoun differs from y'all in that it can be used either as a plural or 
as a singular form, which means that this form suffers from the same ambiguity as you. According to the 
Australian Macquarie Dictionary there is "a strong resistance" to the use of yous(e) both in speech and in writing. 
The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English does not include yous(e) at all.

Yous(e) is found both in BrE speech, as in (7), and in fictional dialogue, as in (8). The form appears to be very 
rare in AmE. Americans instead seem to prefer using y'all and you guys.

(7) We're doing yous a favour, our lads speaks plain to you, we're doing yous a favour. (spoken BrE)

(8) "It's grand to see the two of youse together," he says, cool as you like. (BrE fictional dialogue)

No clear instance of 'singular' yous(e) was found in the material.

The second problematic area with pronouns concerns a relatively recent invention in English, namely reflexive 
pronouns. Manfred Görlach (in his Introduction to Early Modern English 1991:86) discusses the history of the 
English reflexives. In the earlier stages of the history of English personal pronouns were used to express 
reflexivity. However, some obvious ambiguities, such as he killed him, led to an increasing use of self after the 
pronoun (him self), or to the use of a possessive + self (his self). The selection of these two alternatives was not 
always consistent, which is the reason why both object forms (himself) and possessives (myself) remain in 



Present Day English. It is noteworthy that the Longman Dictionary does not mention any non-standard reflexives 
while the Macquarie Dictionary only mentions themself in a usage note.

The non-standard alternative for himself is hisself. This appears to be very rare in both AmE and BrE, and (9) is 
one of the few examples we found:

(9) Er, you know, he saved hisself with this. (spoken BrE)

The pronouns theirselves and theirself seem to be fairly frequent in spontaneous BrE speech, but interestingly 
enough they hardly occur at all in fictional dialogue. They also seem to be infrequent in spoken AmE. The 
examples below were found in BrE speech:

(10) Well er, course they hurt theirselves but they're, that's their, that's their look out. (spoken BrE)

(11) The shopkeepers didn't know what to do with theirself. (spoken BrE)

The last form that will be discussed here, themself, is slightly different in usage from the others. This pronoun is 
infrequent but sometimes occurs in writing outside fictional dialogues. The reason for this is that this apparently 
'illogical' pronoun (plural them combined with singular self) is useful in those cases where there is no established 
pronoun to use, such as in Somebody has hurt himself/herself/themselves. Themself has the advantage of being 
both 'singular' and gender-neutral, which explains why it is used in (12) and (13):

(12) She said Paula asked her "how could someone hang themself?" (written BrE)

(13) A parent can grant an additional privilege (provided the parent has the additional privilege themself) or 
rescind a privilege previously granted to a descendant at any time. (written BrE)

This is the main area of use for themself. Interestingly, themself was also found with collective nouns, another 
area where there is uncertainty as to which pronoun to use (themselves or itself). In (14) themself is used in an 
otherwise plural context (have … themself … their):

(14) On what the Labour Party have claimed for themself as being their issue. (spoken BrE)

To conclude, non-standard pronouns should not be recommended for foreign learners but it is certainly important 
to know about these forms for anyone who wants to acquaint themself with variation in English.

ML

2. I keep hearing the expression at the end of the day often nowadays. Where does it come from?

The expression at the end of the day means something like 'with everything considered.' The 1995 edition of the 
Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English writes that it is "used to give your opinion after you have discussed 
all the possibilities of a situation or problem." The Oxford English Dictionary explains the phrase as "when all's 
said and done" and its earliest entry is from 1974. Two typical examples are seen in (1) and (2):

(1) Er but I mean basically at the end of the day, I mean you have to think about to what extent you can 
increase your sales. (BrE spoken)

(2) But at the end of the day, superb machine though it is, the Mercedes is still just another Mercedes. (BrE 
written)

At the end of the day appears to be particularly frequent in spoken BrE, but it has also been spreading to written 
language. It seems to be less established in other regional varieties. For example, the phrase does not appear at 
all in the Australian Macquarie Dictionary from 1997. Similarly, Paul Heacock & Carol-June Cassidy (in their 1998 
paper 'Translating a dictionary from British to American' in Lindquist, Hans, Staffan Klintborg, Magnus Levin & 
Maria Estling (eds.) The Major Varieties of English) consider the problems of translating the Cambridge 
International Dictionary of English into a new American English dictionary, the Cambridge Dictionary of American 
English (CDAE). The authors discuss whether to include at the end of the day in CDAE or if it is 'too British.' The 
phrase had not been included in earlier AmE dictionaries, but a huge increase in the number of occurrences 
between 1993 and 1997 in AmE convinced the authors that the phrase has now become a part of the AmE 
lexicon. Heacock & Cassidy surmise that it is likely that the phrase has been picked up by Americans who are 
exposed to BrE films and music.



It should be noted that at the end of the day is one of those phrases that irritate many people. In particular it 
also seems that the phrase is used extremely frequently by British football players and managers. In fact, as 
early as 1995 the readers of the British football magazine When Saturday Comes (WSC 1995:100) voted at the 
end of the day to be the most "overused phrase which should be punished by public flogging."

What do our corpora have to say about the authentic use of the phrase? To begin with, the number of tokens 
where at the end of the day means, er, 'at the end of the day' are rare in BrE. (3) below therefore represents an 
exceptional use in current BrE, while (4) exemplifies what has become the most frequent meaning:

(3) You can take advantage of the sauna and solarium to unwind at the end of the day (a small charge is made). 
(written BrE)

(4) And at the end of the day I have always found that the training programme is open to genuine ideas -- in all 
the classes the aim is to build and shape the existing talent so that the actor can work effectively and truthfully 
when faced with any situation. (written BrE)

We also had a look in our newspaper corpora to see if we could detect any change in progress. The British 
newspaper The Independent (Ind) showed an increase in the use of the phrase between 1990 and 2000, as seen 
in the raw figures below. Many of the tokens were found in quotations from spoken language, but quite a few 
were also found in the texts written by journalists.

The number of tokens of at the end of the day in The Independent 1990-2000:

Ind 1990 188

Ind 1995 234

Ind 2000, January to June
134 (268 extrapolated figure for the whole year)

The expression thus seems to have been widely used in BrE as early as 1990 and is still on the increase in written 
language. The number of tokens where the expression has kept its literal sense is low, as noted above.

In AmE there is an entirely different picture. In The New York Times 1995 only 150 tokens were found, although 
this corpus contains far more words than Ind. Furthermore, in contrast to BrE, the overwhelming majority of the 
tokens in NYT retained the literal sense of the word. It thus seems that AmE has kept the meaning 'at the end of 
the day' for at the end of the day to a great extent, while BrE seems to be in the process of losing this meaning 
when the 'with everything considered' sense is getting established.

In our five million word spoken AmE material there were only twelve tokens of at the end of the day and only two 
of these had the figurative meaning, as in (5):

(5) At the end of the day, I don't like a lot of sort of thundering vocal stuff. (spoken AmE)

We can conclude from Heacock & Cassidy's data and from the present investigation that the phrase originated in 
BrE and has spread to AmE.

At the end of the day the phrase seems to have a bright future because highly influential public figures in both 
Britain and the United States have adopted it in their speech. For example, (6) was uttered by Britain's Prime 
Minister Tony Blair and (7) by the almost-President of the United States, Al Gore:

(6) Mr Blair said: At the end of the day it has to be a commercial decision for BMW and any potential bidder. (Ind 
2000)

(7) 'I believe that at the end of the day, the United States will not step back,' he said. (NYT 1995)

ML

3. Which preposition should we use with acquit? Is someone acquitted of charges or on charges? Can 
you be acquitted for murder?

OED: "to set free or clear from a charge or accusation; to exculpate, exonerate, declare not guilty (of, formerly 
from the thing charged)"



Longman: "to give a decision that (someone) is not guilty of a crime"

We have looked at data from the CobuildDirect and BNC corpora, and there is indeed some variation and perhaps 
confusion as to which preposition to use depending on what it is the person in question is being acquitted on, of 
etc. The grammar books don't say anything about the matter but several dictionaries do give examples of the use 
of acquit. The OED says that one is acquitted of a charge, of murder etc. It also says the preposition formerly 
used was from. What is interesting is that the OED makes no mention of being acquitted on charges.

A more up to date dictionary, the Longman dictionary of English language and culture, however, gives the 
following examples:

(1) He was acquitted on the charge of murder, but convicted of manslaughter.

(2) The jury acquitted him of murder.

If we now look at the data from the corpora, we can see that of the 53 instances of acquitted …on … 43 refer to 
charges and 10 to counts, as in examples (3) to (6) below:

(3) He was also acquitted in 1984 on cocaine trafficking charges.

(4) Salamat Masih, 14, and his uncle Rehmat Masih, 44, were acquitted last Thursday on charges of blaspheming 
the Muslim prophet Mohammed.

(5) Doyle and two other defendants acquitted on all counts.

(6) …Barry was convicted on one count, acquitted on another, and the jury deadlocked on 12 others…

We have found no examples of anyone being acquitted on anything other than charges and counts. Acquitted… of 
…, on the other hand, is somewhat more versatile. Firstly, we have found 39 instances of someone being 
acquitted of charges, and 2 of acquitted of counts, as in the following examples:

(7) The former headmaster had been acquitted by a Supreme Court jury of a further 15 charges …

(8) Five months later the Court of Appeal quashed the conviction and acquitted Mr Zullo of the manslaughter 
charge.

(9) … acquitting them of all charges of conspiracy.

(10) He was acquitted of three other counts of culpable homicide.

If, however, the verb acquit has an object other than charge or count it appears that of is the only preposition 
that can be used. So a person can be acquitted of a crime (56 instances) or acquitted of committing a crime (59 
instances), as in the following examples:

(11) A defendant in the […] murder case was acquitted today of murder and manslaughter.

(12) … to tell the family that the schoolboy has been acquitted of theft.

(13) In London, three British businessmen have been acquitted of illegally selling arms to Iraq.

(14) …four Los Angeles police offers acquitted of assaulting Black motorist Rodney King last year.

The story seems to be fairly straightforward so far: you can be acquitted on charges or on counts, and you can be 
acquitted of charges, of counts, of crimes or of doing something. There are, nonetheless, instances of other 
prepositions being used with this verb. A selection of these appear below, examples (15) to (19):

(15) He was acquitted for the brutal crime last February when the case collapsed.

(16) … they had been acquitted by juries for seditious attacks on George III and his ministers.



(17) … the murder of Emmett Till, for which two white men were inexcusably acquitted …

(18) … the four LAPD officers acquitted in the excessive beating of motorist Rodney King.

(19) … was acquitted in December over a reprinting of the article in the German magazine …

As a native speaker I think it is safe to say that the vast majority of people would consider these last five 
examples to be incorrect English. It is interesting, though, that there appear to be no remnants of the former 
acquitted from construction. It is also interesting that acquitted on seems to be a recent development since the 
OED makes no mention of it, yet it might be considered logical to make some distinction between a charge made 
by the police, and a crime committed by the criminal. To acquit means 'to declare not guilty', and people cannot 
be suspected of charges since it is the police who bring charges, not the (suspected) criminals. But facts are 
facts, and according to our data people still use acquitted of more than acquitted on when referring to charges. 
When the object is a noun phrase or a verb phrase, of seems to be the only acceptable preposition.

RL

4. Do people always use the definite article in country names like The Sudan and The Lebanon?

Of the 192 independent states in the world today (8 Jan, 2001) 18 regularly or irregularly take the definite 
article. In only 7 of these states is the article used with a name in the singular. They comprise /the/ Congo, a 
name presently used by two countries, /the/ Gambia, /the/ Lebanon, /the/ Sudan, /the/ Ukraine and /the/ Yemen.

The reasons why these particular states, and no others, have obtained this 'tag' are obscure. For the first two, a 
likely explanation is that their names derive from the Congo and Gambia rivers (a category that grammar tells us 
should take the article). Since the Lebanon was once a French dependency, its article might reflect French name 
usage. In the case of the Sudan and the Yemen, it has been pointed out that their original names contain the 
article in Arabic. The most interesting suggestion, however, concerns the Ukraine, the former Soviet republic. 
Ukraine in Russian is a common noun, meaning 'borderland'. Insisting on using the name together with the article 
can be seen as a way of questioning its right to independence.

These explanations, however plausible, do not help us formulate any rules for definiteness with singular nation 
names, because we do not encounter *the Niger (named after another African river), *the Laos (another former 
French dependency) or *the Kuwait (another Arab state). So we have to accept these uses of the article as 
aberrations and go over to examine their actual usage.

Whose usage are we concerned with? The common distinction between native and non-native speakers hardly 
applies here, since we are concerned with the use in English of non-English nation names.

The natural starting-point would then be to find out under which names the governments of these nations want 
their countries to be known. In a sample of five different yearbooks, encyclopedias and UN publications two of 
these names never appear with the article, namely Lebanon and Yemen. On the other hand, the Congo is the 
preferred form in four out of the five sources. A few of the publications first appeared to be inconsistent in their 
usage, but some of the inconsistencies could be explained by the context. For example, Congo often lacks the 
article when followed by the addition of the capital, Congo-Kinshasa or Congo-Brazzaville, but includes it in the 
full official names of the two countries, The Democratic Republic of the Congo and The Republic of the Congo, 
respectively. When the name of a country is preceded by a cardinal point, the article tends to be omitted, as in 
South or Southern Sudan.

Official or semi-official usage, as reflected in publications like these, may not agree with actual usage. To 
investigate the latter, we first turned to the two big corpora, COBUILD and BNC. Leaving out headlines, tables, 
company names and other contexts where the shorter, article-less, variant is preferred, and also structures like 
the Yemen government or the Lebanon of today, where the article is required, a few differences between the two 
corpora were found. The only name where the variant with the article had a higher frequency was the Congo, 
whereas in BNC the Gambia and also the Sudan showed higher figures than the article-less variants. 
Furthermore, in COBUILD the Ukraine had a slight edge over Ukraine, but in the BNC the figures were reversed. 
One explanation might be that the BNC version we used is newer than COBUILD, and might therefore better 
reflect the post-Soviet era.

A third approach was to turn to the Internet, the largest 'corpus' available. Since nativeness vs. nonnativeness 
does not really matter, we disregarded the nationality of the Web users, which is usually unknown anyhow. To 
cope with the huge number of examples we restricted ourselves to searching for the names within the frame 'in /
the/ nation name has/is/have/are'. This frame would include strings of words like the situation in /the/ Sudan has 
deteriorated or tourists in /the/ Yemen are scarce.



The Web search confirmed our other findings as regards Yemen and Lebanon. Only 2% and 1%, respectively, of 
their occurrences included the article. It further showed that Ukraine appeared without the article in no less than 
83 % of the examples where it was mentioned, and the figures for Sudan were only slightly lower. The most 
surprising figure was, however, that not only the Congo appeared with the article in a majority of the cases, but 
that the Gambia did so, too. This was actually the name that used the article most frequently (70 % with the 
article vs. 56 % for the Congo).

To sum up, if the warcry is 'Frequency Rules!', we can gladly continue saying and writing the Congo and the 
Gambia, but leave out the article in the other nation names. A justified pedagogical simplification is to tell 
students that they never have to use the definite article with any nation name in the singular. Personally, I would 
travesty the old saying 'When in Rome, do as the Romans', and try to live by the motto: 'When in the Gambia, 
say the Gambia, but when in Ukraine, don't say the Ukraine!'

SK

5. Is it OK to say eat dinner instead of have dinner?

I remember learning at school that the verb to use before the name of a whole meal was have rather than eat, 
such as have dinner, whereas eat was used when the verb is intransitive (I don't feel like eating), when 
describing exactly what one eats (eat an apple) and in certain expressions such as eat X for dinner, eat out/in, 
eat your heart out etc. The most comprehensive Swedish-English dictionary (Nordsteds stora svensk-engelska 
ordbok) supports this usage to some extent in saying that whereas eat is the general word, when talking about 
specific meals have is usually used. On the other hand, this book also gives an example of eat in direct 
combination with the name of a meal: we have (eat) breakfast, lunch etc. Monolingual dictionaries of English 
consulted (the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, the Cambridge International Dictionary of English 
and the Collins Cobuild Dictionary of the English Language) give little direct guidance on this topic, but the 
example sentences they provide seem to support the above ideas. Still, eat dinner etc. is a construction that you 
often hear and read. The question is: how frequent is this usage? Are there regional or stylistic differences?

We searched for have vs. eat in combination with four meal words (breakfast, lunch, dinner and supper) in 
spoken and written corpora and ended up with the following statistics:

spoken British spoken American British newspaper American newspaper British books American books

have X
89% (67) 68% (189) 78% (162) 64% (174) 86% (67) 74% (75)

eat X
11% (8) 32% (91) 22% (45) 36% (99) 14% (11) 26% (26)

It seems that have is indeed the most frequent verb used in combination with names of meals, just as the 
dictionaries suggested, but it also seems that eat is quite common. Furthermore we seem to be faced with a case 
of regional variation here in that eat is more frequent in American English (26–36%) than in British English (11–
22%). Here are a couple of example sentences with eat from our corpora:

(1) Have you ever eaten dinner or just lunch there? (spoken American)

(2) (...) so I could actually sit eating breakfast till I heard the train coming. (spoken British)

(3) Children may eat dinner with their counselors. (American book)

(4) We're eating supper in my mother-in-law Helen's patio garden by the river at Vauxhall. (The Independent)

What about tea then? In Great Britain having tea does not just mean that you drink a cup of tea, but is used to 
refer either to a small meal of tea plus biscuits or cake or to a larger meal comparable with supper (sometimes 
referred to as high tea). The question is: Can you say eat tea? To my non-native ear the combination sounds a 
bit odd, and there were not all that many examples in our corpora, but I did find some in one of our corpora of 
British English. Here are two of them:

(5) I was about to suggest that we eat tea together, and, that being so, you would not mind a fresh pot.

(6) For a very frail person, coming in to assist with eating tea once a week might be a family contribution.
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3. Useful websites 

Combine business with pleasure!

This time we would like to recommend a site that is both useful and fun for teachers and students of English at 
various levels. The English Club, which can be accessed at:

http://www.englishclub.net/,

contains facts and exercises on grammar and pronunciation, and the vocabulary section includes, for 
instance,  "top 20 words" in different areas, weights and measures in English and a mini-dictionary on computer 
words. If you think the texts at your school are not numerous enough or good enough, you will find reading 
material, such as classical texts from the Bible and Shakespeare and short stories. Games (e.g. Hangman), 
crosswords, quizzes, jokes etc. to cheer up your students can be found in the section called Fun!. The section on 
business English shows you, among other things, how to write a CV in English. Whether you are a student who 
would like to practise your English or a teacher who feels like discussing teaching or life in general with other 
English teachers around the world, you can find an e-mail friend here or go to the discussion forum. There is 
also information about language holidays and e-books, i.e. books that you buy and read on the computer 
screen. By subscribing to the monthly newsletter you will be kept posted about changes and news on The English 
Club website.
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5. Practical information

Would you like to get in touch with the editors to get more information, ask usage questions, give comments and 
tips etc.? Please send an e-mail to gramtime@hum.vxu.se. We cannot give you personal replies to usage 
questions, but if we find your question of interest to the public and if we can answer it, it will be discussed in the 
newsletter.

If you want to read back issues of GramTime News, please go to

http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/gtn/

If you want to subscribe to the newsletter, please send an e-mail to gramtime-request@listserv.vxu.se with the 
following message: subscribe.

6. The next issue 

We plan to distribute the next newsletter in May 2001. 
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0. Editorial 

Dear Readers,

Summer is soon here, one hopes, and we hasten to provide you with some usage data (and a tourist tip) before 
we withdraw with our laptops to our hammocks.

In this issue, Magnus goes a whiter shade of pale ( but also red, which at least for me is more appropriate for the 
season) but stays on the descriptive linguistics bandwagon with his treatment of the younger/the youngest, 
Staffan mistrusts the Swedish weather and aims for far-flung islands, while Maria presents yet another discussion 
of/on prepositional use and also looks at a set of rather tricky constructions and a suspected case of Swenglish. 
Finally, Maria updates the information on the availability of the CobuildDirect Corpus on the net.

And now for the tourist tip. At the moment I am in the fortunate position of being a guest lecturer at the 
University of Zurich. As you may know, Zurich was once the home of James Joyce. If you travel in these parts of 
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the world this summer, don't miss visiting the Zurich James Joyce Foundation in Augustinerstrasse 9 (e-mail: 
joyce@es.unizh.ch). It is run by the legendary Fritz Senn and has enormous collections of anything remotely 
related to Joyce. In particular I recommend the reading groups, where enthusiasts gather for collective readings 
of Ulysses (Tuesdays) and Finnegans Wake (Thursdays). I go to the Wake readings; the meaning of every word is 
discussed, so we usually cover 1,5 pages in 1,5 hours. I will have to stay here for 8 to10 years to finish the book. 
Several of the people in the group are now on their second round!

Have a good summer,

Hans Lindquist

Editor-in-chief

1. The GramTime project: Grammatical Trends in Modern English 

Basic facts:

GramTime started on 1 July, 1996. It received funding from The Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation 
(Riksbankens Jubileumsfond) until the end of 1999.

The aim of GramTime is to use existing computer corpora to investigate on-going and recent changes in English, 
particularly in the area of grammar. Comparisons are made between different varieties (British, American, 
Australian and New Zealand English); between genres like fiction, non-fiction and journalistic prose; and between 
spoken and written language.

The project is based at Växjö University and is directed by Hans Lindquist with Jan Svartvik (Lund) as project 
adviser. Two research assistants have worked half-time in the project: PhD students Maria Estling and Magnus 
Levin.

The following corpora are used:

· The British National Corpus (BNC): 100 million words, written and spoken British English (1980s and 1990s)

· The Bank of English. We use a subset called the CobuildDirect Corpus: 50 million words, written and spoken 
British, American and Australian English (1980s and 1990s)

· The London-Lund corpus: 500 000 words, spoken British English (1960s and 1970s)

· The Brown corpus: 1 million words, written American English (1960s)

· The Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen corpus (LOB): 1 million words, written British English (1960s)

· The Freiburg updated version of LOB (FLOB): 1 million words, written British English. (1990s)

· The Freiburg updated version of Brown (Frown): 1 million words, written American English (1990s)

· The Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC): 5 million words, spoken American English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Spoken English (WCSE): 1 million words, spoken New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Written English (WCWE): 1 million words, written New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Independent on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995



· The New York Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The Sydney Morning Herald on CD-ROM 1992–1995

2. Usage questions and answers 

1. Is it all right to use the superlative instead of the comparative when comparing two things (the 
youngest of the twins instead of the younger of the twins)?

Both alternatives were found in our corpora, as is seen in (1) and (2).

(1) Though Sam was the younger of the two, he was not afraid of giving Carl a hard kick on the tochas (arse) if 
he had stepped out of line. (BrE)

(2) The youngest of the two was very distressed and crying. (BrE)

Before discussing the results from our corpora, we will take a look at what has been written about this kind of 
variation in English, and also what the situation looks like in Swedish and German.

As for English, Quirk et al (1985:465) claim in their Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language that the 
superlative is "often" used in comparisons of two things, but that this is avoided in "careful usage".

Swedish usage causes problems for Swedish learners of English. In Swedish the superlative is generally used, 
according to the Swedish Academy Grammar (Teleman et al 1999: II 204). Therefore Swedes normally say Vem 
är äldst (av de två) ('Who is the oldest (of the two)') instead of Vem är den äldre (av de två) ('Who is the older 
(of the two)'). The comparative sometimes occurs in Swedish in writing and formal speech.

Present-day German seems to be closer to English than Swedish in comparisons of two things. The prescriptive 
Duden. Richtiges und gutes Deutsch (1985:717) considers the use of the superlative to be "superfluous". In 
earlier usage the superlative was not infrequent, however (e.g. der jüngste der beiden Brüder - 'the youngest of 
the two brothers'). This usage still lingers on in informal speech, although it is considered "incorrect" in standard 
German. According to the Duden, the preferred way of putting it is therefore der jüngere der beiden Brüder ('the 
younger of the two brothers').

The comparative thus seems to be more frequent in more formal genres in English, Swedish and German. 
Prescriptive rules seem to be at work here. For example, the grammar checker in my computer tells me that 
superlatives with comparisons between two things are wrong.

We searched for the string of the two in a corpus of spoken and written English and found the comparative to be 
used in 175 instances, and the superlative in only seven cases. Thus, (3) is the more (!) frequent alternative of 
the two examples below:

(3) This would seem the more likely of the two stories. (BrE)

(4) I think Jack Butler's the most likely of the two. (BrE)

Finally, did we find any indication of the superlative (the youngest) being more frequent in less formal language? 
Well, the great majority of the instances in our material come from edited writing and it is not possible to 
conclude from only seven instances of superlatives how the alternatives are distributed across genres. It should 
be noted, however, that three out of the seven superlatives were found in informal language (quoted informal 
speech and informal e-mail).

There were exceptions to this formal vs. informal distinction. For example, (5) below contains a comparative from 
fictional dialogue, and (6) contains a superlative from formal writing.

(5) Some say it's by far the more challenging of the two. (BrE)

(6) The lack of section 4 admissions was due to the availability of an approved doctor at the Centre: the 
approved doctor is frequently the most difficult of the two doctors to get hold of under sections 2 or 3. (BrE, The 
British Journal for Social Work)



To conclude, the comparative is by far the more frequent alternative in comparisons of two things in English. We 
found no definite solution to the problem of how frequent the two alternatives are in "formal" and "informal" 
language. Nevertheless, it is still safe to recommend our learners of English to use the more frequent (and not 
the most frequent) of the two alternatives.

ML

2. Should I write he turned pale, he went pale, he grew pale or he became pale?

It is often difficult to translate Swedish bli ('become') into English. To turn/go/grow/become pale is only one area 
where there is widespread variation in English.

We will begin our survey with bli in connection with adjectives of colour. Svartvik & Sager claim in Engelsk 
Universitetsgrammatik that go is being used more and more frequently with adjectives of colour. The alternatives 
turn/go/grow/become pale and also the verb pale are synonyms, or near synonyms. It should be noted, however, 
that grow sometimes denotes a slow development, since nothing can grow instantly. There were a few instances 
where grow clearly denoted a slow development over time, as in (1), but these were fairly rare. In this particular 
case, grew could not have been substituted by turned or became.

(1) They took Sam for a check-up but the baffled doctor sent him home with a course of antibiotics. They were 
useless. Sam, usually so full of life, grew pale and began to tire easily. (BrE)

The various alternatives are exemplified below in order of decreasing frequency.

(2) Well, the fellow's face paled! (BrE)

(3) Sally had turned pale again. (BrE)

(4) She went pale and stared at me. (BrE)

(5) Katherine grew pale. Jacob smiled. (BrE)

(6) The woman's face became pale, her eyes ever widening pools of anger. (BrE)

By far the most frequent alternative is the verb pale, while turn and go are about equally common. Grow and 
become are rather infrequent.

There is a similar pattern with turn/go/become/grow red and the verb redden. Redden is by far the most frequent 
variant, while become and grow are almost non-existent. Turn and go, in contrast, are fairly frequent. It should 
be noted that go is almost twice as common as turn with the colour red.

The three most common alternatives are exemplified in order of decreasing frequency in (7) to (9).

(7) She reddened, and Briant thought, Oh, damn. (BrE)

(8) She went red with mortification. (BrE)

(9) The sounds enraged Sonny; his face turned red with temper. (BrE)

A similar pattern seems to recur with turn/go/become/grow dark and the verb darken.

Summing up usage with adjectives of colour, it can be stated that the verbs go and turn are frequent. However, 
verbs of the type pale, redden and darken seem to be most common alternative. Thus, if we are to judge from 
frequency alone, the answer to the question "Should I write he turned pale, he went pale, he grew pale or he 
became pale?" is, rather surprisingly, he paled!

There are a number of other cases where there is variation in English where Swedish has bli. One of them is turn/
go sour, as exemplified in (10) and (11). Turn sour was clearly the most frequent alternative with 72% of the 
instances.

(10) The aftermath of an affair turned sour can be downright hostile. (BrE)



(11) Next day at school everything went sour. (BrE)

It is worth pointing out that our material suggests that it is rarely dairy products (milk etc.) that turn or go sour. 
It is more likely that there is a transferred sense, meaning something like become disagreeable or unpleasant, as 
in the examples above.

Svartvik & Sager give run (go) wild with joy as possible translations of Swedish bli vild av glädje. Both go wild 
with X and run wild with X were very rare in our corpora. It is noteworthy, however, that the alternative given 
within brackets in the grammar, go, was more frequent than run (ten instances vs. three). There is thus some 
evidence to indicate that go wild in (12) is more frequent than run wild in (13).

(12) That's when PJ goes wild with delight and smothers his owners in doggy kisses. (BrE)

(13) An amorous bull stopped traffic yesterday when he seduced three cows, a Volvo and an Allegro on a busy 
road. The bull and cows were being herded along the road at Calne, Wilts, when he suddenly ran wild with lust. 
"It was hilarious," said police sergeant Kevin Bowland. "The drivers must have had a shock. This huge bull just 
walked up and got on with it." (BrE)

A more peaceful issue concerns the expression to turn Socialist which is given by Svartvik & Sager. This 
construction would seem to be in competition with the phrase to become a Socialist. The two alternatives are 
exemplified below (for the use of small letters with the names of political movements in (15), see GTN 1998:1):

(14) I've been wondering, now it seems, well, you're leaving, why did you turn Socialist? (BrE)

(15) Edward Heath was a contemporary at Balliol, where Healey became a communist. (BrE)

In our material there were very few instances of these phrases. However, with ten become a Socialist etc. and 
only one single (!) turn Socialist etc. there is some evidence that when people change their political opinions, it is 
more likely that they become Socialists than they turn Socialist.

The final issue concerns the variation between to become/get angry/ill, etc. This variation is exemplified in (16) - 
(19). (20) shows another common alternative with ill, namely to fall ill.

(16) He hesitated, then became angry. (BrE)

(17) We never got angry with Kirsty or condemned her. (BrE)

(18) Almost all of us can recall a time in our lives when we have been under emotional stress and have become ill 
as a result. (BrE)

(19) "It doesn't matter, Julia," said Anthony with a return of the impatience he had shown so often before she got 
ill. (BrE)

(20) In 1189 they invaded Maine and Henry, his tireless energy at last exhausted, fell ill. (BrE)

Angry and ill seem to prefer different constructions. In writing, angry was mainly used with get (73%), while 
become was used in 27% of the cases. In contrast, ill was used with become (46%), fall (40%) and get (14%).

Another question concerns whether it is true that become is a more formal alternative than get. We compared 
usage in spoken and written BrE and found that get seems to predominate in speech (eleven get as compared to 
only one become). Our material thus indicates that get is frequent in writing, while become may be disappearing 
from speech. (It should be pointed out, however, that our written material mainly comes from fiction, and many 
of the tokens were found in fictional dialogue. This means that it's difficult to tell how "formal" our written 
material really is.)

To conclude, it is sometimes difficult to find the appropriate translation of Swedish bli into English. Grammars 
provide some clues as to the variation, but in some cases they may not present an entirely accurate picture. It is 
often useful to check the claims in grammars against corpora.

ML

3. Why do people "jump on the bandwagon" so often nowadays?



The phrase jump on the bandwagon (or climb on the bandwagon) means 'begin to do something that a lot of 
other people are doing' according to The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. The Macquarie Dictionary 
defines it as 'to join the winning side; take advantage of a popular movement or fashion; follow the crowd'. (This 
dictionary also records the meaning 'the successful or winning side or cause' for the noun bandwagon in AmE.) 
According to The Oxford English Dictionary the original meaning of bandwagon was '[a] large wagon, capable of 
carrying the band in a procession.' No instances of this meaning were found in our material.

Below are two typical examples of bandwagon-jumping:

(1) But is it already too late to jump on the European bandwagon? (Ind)

(2) The company reacted rather sniffily yesterday to suggestions that it was merely jumping on to the speeding 
internet bandwagon. (Ind)

These instances do not show how flexibly this popular metaphor can be used. Creative speakers and writers have 
found numerous ways of exploiting the phrase. We investigated the use of bandwagons in newspaper language 
and found around 500 instances from The New York Times 1995 (AmE), The Independent 2000 (BrE) and The 
Sydney Morning Herald 1995 (AusE).

To begin with, it should be noted that the pre-modifiers used with bandwagon often specify the type of vehicle 
that is referred to. Thus we find the political correctness bandwagon, the dot.com bandwagon, the alternative 
medicine bandwagon and the Tory "keep the pound" bandwagon among numerous others.

As could be expected from the cited dictionaries, the most common construction involved various methods of 
boarding and travelling on the bandwagon. This occurred in two thirds of the instances. Of the verbs, jump was 
clearly the most frequent. It was used in about two thirds of the boarding instances. Others were less frequent, 
but climb, leap, get, ride, hop and join occurred ten times or more. These are exemplified in (3) - (8):

(3) So it goes in publishing: if there's money to be made on a bandwagon, climb on, even if only to make fun of 
everyone else. (NYT)

(4) Hi-ho, let's all leap on the nuclear protest bandwagon. (SMH)

(5) I really see it as a unique Sydney event, and I'd like to feel that people want to get on the bandwagon. (SMH)

(6) Joan Tower's 'Turning Points' for clarinet and string quartet on Friday night was notable in part for what it did 
not do: namely, ride bandwagons or exploit stylistic fashions. (NYT)

(7) Now Australian government organisations, never far behind social trends, look like hopping on the 
bandwagon. (SMH)

(8) This column hereby makes a promise: from tomorrow till 1996, you will read not one word about The Beatles 
here. Let others join the bandwagon - we'll pedal our own bike. (SMH)

Just as there are many examples of people jumping/climbing/leaping onto bandwagons, there are also a few 
instances of people getting off them. (9) contains two instances of someone jumping off bandwagons.

(9) A colleague of mine once remarked, apropos my distaste for Jacques Rivette's universally lauded La Belle 
Noiseuse, that I had a perverse knack for "jumping off bandwagons". Whatever the truth of that comment, I was 
certainly poised to jump off the Abbas Kiarostami bandwagon when his last film, The Taste of Cherry, was 
released here in 1998. (Ind)

As in (10), bandwagons are often found rolling with no mention of people jumping onto them. (10) also 
exemplifies the fact the noun is sometimes found in the plural (in the present material around 20 times).

(10) There will be two bandwagons rolling in very different directions: one in support of London Irish as a 
Premiership contender in their own right, and another in support of Best as Clive Woodward's successor. (Ind)

There were also other occurrences of bandwagon functioning as a subject. Some of these exploit the wagon 
metaphor even further. Hence, bandwagons sometimes take different routes and sometimes grind to a halt, as 
can be seen from (11) and (12).



(11) But while some are calling for a ban, elsewhere the anti-scooter bandwagon is taking a different route. (Ind)

(12) With the Fulham bandwagon having ground to a temporary halt, City had to take the chance to close the 
gap on the automatic promotion places (…) (Ind)

In about a dozen instances, bandwagon was used as a premodifier, as in (13).

(13) In an attempt to create a bandwagon effect, and prevent the possibility of stalemate, Phillips & Drew 
declared last night - for BoS. (Ind)

Bandwagon-jumping, bandwagon-jumper, bandwagon-hopping and bandwagon-hopper could be found as nouns 
in a few instances. This usage is exemplified in (14) and (15).

(14) AN ASTONISHING piece of bandwagon-jumping from a couple of entrepreneurs with too much time on their 
hands. (Ind)

(15) And how long would it have been before that arch-bandwagon-jumper William Hague was calling for a trade 
embargo, perhaps even war? (Ind)

As for regional differences, the noun under study was more frequent in BrE material than in the other varieties. 
This difference is probably text-type specific to some extent in that the style in The Independent is less formal 
than in, for instance, The New York Times. Nevertheless, bandwagon was more than four times more frequent 
per one million words in The Independent than in The New York Times and The Sydney Morning Herald. A check 
in our rather small spoken corpora gives support to this difference between BrE and AmE.

However, bandwagon meaning 'the successful or winning side or cause' was more frequent in NYT than in the 
other newspapers. (16) is a typical example of this usage.

(16) The Oregon bandwagon has been overbooked ever since the Washington game. (NYT)

As already seen in (15), the leader of Britain's Conservative Party, William Hague, has for some reason been 
repeatedly connected to the bandwagon metaphor. We therefore conclude our discussion with two instances of 
creative usage that refer to Mr Hague's purported tendency to jump on bandwagons.

(17) "As William Hague takes his party further and further to the right, on and off every passing bandwagon, the 
Liberal Democrats continue to offer a real home to people with moderate One Nation values," Mr Kennedy said. 
(Ind)

(18) His bandwagons are like faulty shopping trolleys, they keep veering off to the right. (Ind)

ML

4. Do you have to use the article with all names in the plural, e.g. island groups and political units 
like /the/ USA?

In grammars you usually find absolute rules like: "Proper names in the plural take the article". Categories 
especially singled out include groups of islands (the Hebrides) and mountain ranges (the Himalayas). Among 
other plural names The Netherlands is never in the lands of no article.

Pursuing the hypothesis that the article is a marker of plurality, i.e. the idea that the unit described as the Xs is 
made up of several geographical and/or political parts, let's look at some exceptions to the grammar-book rules 
limiting the sample to nations and near-nations.

In the UN Chronicle and other more or less official publications there is a trio of island states that sometimes take 
the article and sometimes don't. The three are /the/ Comoros, Maldives and Seychelles. To find out whether this 
vacillation reflects general usage, two corpora, Cobuild and BNC, were consulted. There were several examples 
where these names occurred without the article, but those taking the article turned out to be in the majority.

However, since none of these names turns up very often in the corpora, a comparison was made with the 
Internet. The outcome of this search was very different indeed. Without the article Maldives occurred in 23 %, 
Seychelles in 46 % and Comoros in 60 % of the total number of references to the respective name. (However, 
even on the Internet the last country is seldom mentioned.)



If anyone suspects that these results are due to the mixed language background of the users of the Internet, we 
can reveal that the article is actually missing from the official names of these three Indian Ocean nations. So, 
contrary to the grammar-book rules, both official (local) and lay (global) users have opted for the article-less 
variety.

My interpretation is that the local usage (which also happens to be the global one) reflects a wish on the part of 
the inhabitants that their home country should be regarded as a nation in its own right and not just a scattered 
group of islands. There are a dozen or so former colonies around the world whose names have undergone even 
more radical transformations. We no longer say, for example, the Fiji, Tonga or Samoa Islands, but the proper 
name alone. Some units have entirely shed their past, like the Gilbert and Ellice Islands which have reappeared 
as Kiribati and Tuvalu, or the New Hebrides, which is now Vanuatu. It must, however, be admitted that other 
independent island nations like the Solomon and the Marshall Islands still retain both the article and the epithet. 
And some that have dropped the 'island' tag, like the Bahamas, still retain the article.

How about the American federation? A Web search of the full name of the superpower and its commonly used 
abbreviations led to some interesting conclusions. The full name was overwhelmingly (in 99.7 % out of 111 496 
occurrences) spelled out as the United States and the figures for the U.S. and the U.S.A. (with periods) were also 
impressively high (97.2%, and 87.1%, respectively). Even The US (without periods) reached 83.8%. However, 
although the article came out on top for all the common varieties, USA (without article and periods) scored as 
high as 21.7%.

This, then, turns out to be the moral: It may be right to leave out the article with some plural names. But it is 
always possible to leave it in.

SK

5. I have some more prepositional variation that I would like sorted out. Which constructions are the 
most frequent ones: book/lecture/news etc. on or about, specialize on or in, the strange thing about 
or with? 

If we start with the first variation type, news, books etc. on or about, most books on prepositions provide the two 
alternatives without commenting on their respective frequencies or other matters. Seth Lindstromberg in his 
English prepositions explained (1998) writes that today there is no difference in meaning between the two 
prepositions. It seems, however, that about used to have a connotation of 'approached from different directions' 
or 'covered from different angles', a meaning that is of course entirely absent in on. He further claims that about 
seems to be "marginally more suitable in formal discourse" (p. 139), but that on seems to be on the increase, 
possibly owing to the fact that newspapers tend to use it a lot in order to save space. Michael Swan, on the other 
hand, in Practical English usage (1995), seems to suggest the opposite view on level of formality, in stating that 
"we use on to talk about ordinary, more general kinds of communication. On suggests that a bok, lecture, talk etc 
is serious or academic, suitable for specialists" (p.3). Sverker Brorström in De engelska prepositionerna is on the 
same track as Swan, I believe, in observing that on is particularly frequent with words like lecture, speech and 
essay.

The first thing to notice from the corpus study  (using the 60-million-word Cobuild corpus) is that there is no real 
consistency but rather quite a lot of variation between different nouns. Most of the nouns we looked at seem to 
prefer on (article, book, essay, findings, lecture, lesson and speech), whereas with three of them (discussion, 
information and news), about predominated. We can also see that the degree of preference for on varies, in that 
this preposition is used almost all the time with lecture (90%) and essay (94%), but only in between 60 and 70% 
with the other nouns where it predominates. The same variation is true of nouns where about was the more 
frequent alternative: 53% with discussion, 57% with information and 75% with news.

on about

article(-s) 280 63% 163 37%

book(-s) 498 60% 333 40%

discussion(-s) 203 47% 231 53%

essay(-s) 90 94% 6 6%

findings 22 71% 9 29%

information 823 43% 1095 57%

lecture(-s) - noun 145 90% 17 10%



lesson(-s) 46 66% 24 34%

news 43 25% 130 75%

speech(-es) 60 63% 35 37%

It seems that, as non-natives, we can in many cases confidently use either preposition without any great risk of 
using on the wrong level of formality. When talking about academic topics, however, (using words like lecture 
and essay), on seems to be the best preposition.

Now to the other cases of prepositional variation. As far as specialize (also spelled specialise) in various verb 
forms is concerned, the answer seems to be quite straightforward: variation is virturally non-existent. All 
monolingual dictionaries we consulted give in as the only alternative, whereas two Swedish dictionaries (Norsteds 
stora engelsk-svenska ordbok and Norstedst engelska prepositionsbok) give both alternatives. When we looked in 
our two largest corpora, the British National Corpus and the Cobuild corpus (comprising more than 150 million 
words in all), we found only nine examples of on, compared to thousands of examples of in. Thus it seems that 
specialize in is the construction to go for.

The question concerning the + (ADVERB) + ADJECTIVE + thing also provided fairly clear corpus results. The 
construction with about, as exemplified in (1), was eight to nine times more frequent in the two corpora that we 
consulted. In the Cobuild corpus, for instance, with, exemplified in (2), was used 28 times (compared to 399 
instances of about), mainly in fairly informal contexts.

(1) (...) the important thing about this is that Gorbachev must have known that it was coming (...) (American 
radio)

(2) And the terrible thing with the Russian one was that it has raised the radioactivity level (...) (spoken British 
English)

Quite a few examples with about included an adverb before the adjective, such as truly, most, really and only, as 
in (3):

(3) The truly crazy thing about Leslie Nielsen is that he's a serious guy. (British magazine)

The cases where with was used were to a great extent examples of adjectives with comparatively little semantic 
content, such as whole and only, as in (4), example (2) above constituting an exception.

(4) The whole thing with having fantasy idols is because you know you're never going to go out with someone 
like that. (British magazine)

About, on the other hand, was more frequently used with semantically "richer" adjectives, as in (5):

(5) The attractive thing about the town centre is the gardens which are quite extensive. (British brochure)

ME

6. I've noticed that some people say wait on with the meaning 'wait for'. Is that really correct usage?

In school we all probably learnt that these two constructions mean different things, namely that wait for is a verb 
you can connect to nouns like train, bus, friend and letter, whereas wait on is something that waiters and 
waitresses do to customers in a restaurant. In Swedish, however, the prepostion på ('on') is the one to be used 
to translate the first of these two constructions.

If we consult dictionaries, we find that the Longman dictionary provide both forms, observing that wait on is used 
about particular events, pieces of information etc., "especially before doing something or making a decision". The 
Cambridge international dictionary states that wait on is formal language describing the act of delaying doing 
something until something happens (as in The lawyers were waiting on the jury's verdict). Other dictionaries 
consulted only provided the wait for construction. So, what do our corpora say?

First of all we can conclude that wait on with the meaning 'wait for' exists, but is rather infrequent compared to 
wait for. In the Cobuild corpus (consisting of – mainly written – British, American and Australian) we found 82 
instances  (a little more than 1 instance per million words) of wait on (cases with the "waiter" meaning of course 
disregarded), compared to 3574 instances of wait for. In our five-million-word corpus of spoken American 



English, the alternative construction was more frequent: 42 instances (c. 8 instances per million words) compared 
to 378 wait for. It thus seems that spoken American English is the variant where this construction is particularly 
frequent. Typical examples from spoken English are presented in (1) and (2):

(1) Dave was supervising so, you know, they'll wait on a ride home, and then, supper's ready when he gets in 
(...) (spoken American)

(2) "Wait on me," she said. "I'm going back to the house and take this thing off and tomorrow I'm going to return 
it." (dialogue from American book)

We also found some examples of the use of wait on in more formal context, as suggested in the Cambridge 
dictionary:

(3) Former club president Rayner said he was still waiting on legal advice whether he should now take the club's 
closure case to the Supreme Court judicial review. (Australian newspaper)

(4) Yet the Catholic contribution to the resistance movement was not negligible, notably in the north where parish 
priests did not wait on orders from the Vatican. (British book)

A third group of examples comes from the sports sections of magazines (especially in headlines), as illustrated in 
(5) and (6):

(5) Arsenal wait on Robson. (headline from British magazine)

(6) While Spurs wait on the new recruit who could halt their alarming slidedown the Premier League, Mabbutt's 
dramatic return to action was a welcome fillip. (British magazine)

The conclusion is that wait on seems to be rather specialized for particular contexts (conversation in American 
English or formal situations of the Cambridge Dictionary type), and thus we can recommend our students to be 
careful with this construction.

 ME

7. Is there an English equivalent to the Swedish expression ha det bra, i.e. have it good? This 
construction sounds strange to my ears, but I have a feeling that have it so good would be OK. 

Our reader asking this question is certainly right in his assumptions. Have it good, illustrated in example (1) was 
extremely infrequent in the corpus material, whereas there were quite a few instances of constructions where an 
adverb was inserted before the adjective, almost invariably the adverb so. We could also note that have it so 
good was almost exclusively used in a negative idiomatic construction: have never had it so good, as exemplified 
in (2) and (3). 

(1) Yesterday, Mr Goss said employers should realise that they had it good in Queensland compared with other 
states. (Australian newspaper)

(2) Even if they had never had it so good, if they did not feel that that was true, the Government could expect 
only ingratitude from the electorate. (British book)

(3) In material terms many had indeed never had it so good. (British book)

Example (4) was the only case where another adverb was used, but it is still the same kind of construction:

(4) I'd never had it that good.We'd always go out into the garage (...) (American book)

It should also be noted that the construction was far more frequent in the British than in the American material, 
so it might very well be that this construction is a Briticism.

ME

8. My students sometimes complain about the form too long/small etc. a/an, claiming that it feels 
clumsy and wondering whether they could not use the same word order as in Swedish (a too long/
small etc.) instead. What do your corpora say about this?



First, we would like to take a look at what some Swedish grammar books say on this topic. Svartvik & Sager's 
Engelsk universitetsgrammatik (1996) observes that a too X, as in (1), exists but is less frequently used than the 
too X a/an construction, illustrated in (2).

(1) You'd be a too soft spoken person. (spoken American)

(2) I don't want to paint too green a picture here. (American radio)

Variation also exists with the adverbs quite and rather if of a somewhat different kind. In both these cases, there 
is variation between a construction where the indefinite article comes  immediately after the adverb (not after the 
adjective as with too), as in (3) and (5), and a construction where the article precedes the adverb, as in (4) and 
(6):

(3) It is quite a good idea to put the crops you propose to grow on a piece of card and cut them out as shown in 
Figure 34. (British Book)

(4) That is a quite appalling statistic. (British magazine)

(5) This is rather an upmarket hotel if I may say so. (spoken British)

(6) He thought that was a rather strange reaction, a bit too defensive. (American book)

Gleerups engelska grammatik (by Ohlander & Ljung) offer the same alternatives without any direct comments on 
frequencies, but  the constructions where too and quite with the indefinite article come after the adverb (too/
quite + ADJECTIVE + a/an) are presented before the alternatives, whereas with rather, the alternative with a 
preceding article (a rather + ADJECTIVE) is presented first. The same goes for Hedström's Engelsk 
gymnasiegrammatik. When we looked at frequencies in  our corpora, we found that there were differences 
between the different adverbs, in exactly the way that these grammars suggest. The frequencies are illustrated in 
the following table: 

Cobuild 

(60 M words, spoken BrE, written BrE an AmE)

Longman 

(5 M words, spoken AmE)

too + ADJECTIVE + a/an + NOUN
393 92% 9 90%

a too + ADJECTIVE + NOUN
32 8% 1 10%

quite a/an + ADJECTIVE + NOUN
1430 89% 18 100%

a quite + ADJECTIVE + NOUN
168 11% 0 0%

rather a/an + ADJECTIVE + NOUN
131 16% 0 0%

a rather + ADJECTIVE + NOUN  
699 84% 11 100%

With too and quite, the "un-Swedish" construction with the adverb preceding the indefinite article was clearly the 
most common one (90-92% for too and 89-100% for quite), and it seems that our students will have to accept 
this fact. With rather, on the other hand, the construction type that looks the same as the Swedish construction 
en ganska... was in the majority (84-100%) of the cases.

Some of the examples of  a too + ADJECTIVE used hyphens in the construction, as in (7):

(7) A fringe can camouflage a too-high or too-broad forehead and draw attention to your eyes. (British 
magazine)



We also found two (but only two) instances of a third type with quite, the same as the too construction, with the 
adjective coming between the adverb and the indefinite article:

(8) Overall, the currency looks quite soft a reflection of all the talk about the current account problems over the 
past few days. (Australian newspaper)

Sometimes it was a bit difficult to decide whether a construction with rather + a/an + ADJECTIVE was a case 
where rather really referred to the adjective (meaning 'pretty', 'fairly' etc.), or whether it was an adverb 
modifying the whole clause, as is obviously true of example (9), where the word but makes the case very clear:

(9) But President Cristiani has refused, saying he does not want truces, but rather a definitive end to the war. 
(American radio)

We should also recognize the fact that it is often possible to paraphrase a construction with a noun phrase that 
feels clumsy into a sentence where the adjective is used in a predicative position rather than as a premodifier. 
Thus example (2) above could be paraphrased as (10):

(10) I don't want to paint a picture that is too green here.

ME

3. Useful websites 

Old acquaintances revisited

In GTN 99:2 we recommended that anyone interested in doing some corpus research on their own should try out 
the website of Cobuild Direct, where you can use a corpus for free, searching for words starting with the letter J. 
The fact that only words in one particular letter can be checked of course greatly restricts one's search 
possibilities, and now Cobuild Direct offers another opportunity for free trial: the Cobuild Corpus Concordance 
Sampler, which can be accessed at:

http://www.collins.co.uk/Corpus/CorpusSearch.aspx

Here you can access 45 million words of the corpus with searches on any letter. The restrictions are (a) that you 
cannot choose which of the three subcorpora you would like to use (spoken British, written British or written 
American), (b) that you will not get more context than the actual concordance line and (c) that you will get no 
more than 40 hits for each search, thus of course limiting the statistical value of your searches. Still, you might 
find the sampler useful, for instance, when wondering whether a particular word or construction exists or not. 
Further down on the same website, you will find another useful free-trial search facility, the Cobuild Collocation 
Sampler. Here you can type in a word and get the most frequent collocates, i.e. words occurring most frequently 
close to the word you typed in.

The Majority English Dibul (MED), a weekly newsletter with a corresponding website, is also something we wrote 
about a couple of years ago, (99:3) but I would like to recommend it once again as a very useful complement to 
GramTime News, since the MED focuses on words, whereas we mainly bring up grammatical matters. You can 
access the MED at the following adress:

http://www.bentarz.se/me/

ME

4. GramTime publications 

· Estling, Maria. 1998a. A preposition thrown out (of) the window? On British and American use of out of versus 
out. Växjö: Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, No.5 1998.

· –––. 1998b. Your English is different from/to/than mine! Om rivaliserande prepositioner i brittisk och 
amerikansk engelska. LMS Lingua, 5/98.

http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/gtn/news99_2.html
http://www.collins.co.uk/Corpus/CorpusSearch.aspx
http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/gtn/news99_3.html
http://www.bentarz.se/me/


· –––. 1999a. Going out (of) the window? A corpus-based study of competing prepositional constructions in 
American and British English. English Today, 59, Vol. 15, No. 3: 22–27.

· –––. 1999b. Fönster mot språkvärlden. Om textdatabaser (korpusar) i forskning, undervisning och 
textproduktion. In Universitet 2000. Föreläsningar hållna under humanistdagarna 15–16 oktober 1999. Växjö: 
Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, No.3 1999.

· –––. 2000. Competition in the wastebasket: A study of constructions with all, both and half. In Corpus 
linguistics and linguistic theory. Christian Mair & Marianne Hundt (eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi. (103–116)

· Estling Vannestål, Maria. 2000a. Korpusar, prepositioner och regional variation i modern engelska. In Korpusar i 
forskning och undervisning (KORFU 99). Gunilla Byrman, Hans Lindquist & Magnus Levin (eds). Växjö: Reports 
from Växjö University – Humanities. (67–80)

· –––. 2000b. All, the whole, both and half and their Swedish equivalents in English and Swedish descriptive 
grammars. I Att använda SAG: 29 uppsatser om Svenska Akademiens grammatik. Elisabet Engdahl & Kerstin 
Norén (red.) Göteborgs universitet: Meddelanden från Institutionen för Svenska Språket, nr 33. (111-124)

· ––– . Forthcoming. Prepositional variation in British and American English. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. 
Marco Modiano (ed.). Gävle: Gävle University Press.

· –––  & Magnus Levin. 2000. "Neither the singular nor the plural is/are wrong". Some aspects of number 
variation in English. Moderna Språk 2/00.

· Levin, Magnus. 1998a. Manchester United are my team: Concord with collective nouns. Moderna Språk, 1/98.

· –––. 1998b. On concord with collective nouns in English. Antoinette Renouf (ed). Explorations in Corpus 
Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· –––. 1998c. On concord with collective nouns in English. Växjö: Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, 
No.7 1998.

· –––. 1998d. Concord with collective nouns in British and American English. In Lindquist et al (eds) 1998.

· –––. 1999. Concord with collective nouns revisited. ICAME Journal 23, 21–33.

· –––. Forthcoming. Mid-Atlantic Agreement. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco Modiano (ed). Gävle: Gävle 
University Press.

· Lindquist, Hans. 1998. The comparison of English disyllabic adjectives in -y and -ly in present-day British and 
American English. In Lindquist et al (eds)

· –––. 1999. Electronic corpora as tools for translation. In Word, text and translation. Gunilla Anderman & 
Margaret Rogers (eds). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

· –––. 2000. Livelier or more lively? Syntactical and contextual factors influencing the comparison of disyllabic 
adjectives. In Corpora galore. Analyses and techniques in describing English. John Kirk (ed.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· ––– & Magnus Levin. 2000. Apples and oranges: On comparing data from different corpora. In Corpus 
linguistics and linguistic theory. Christian Mair & Marianne Hundt (eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· –––, Staffan Klintborg, Magnus Levin & Maria Estling (eds). 1998. The major varieties of English. Papers from 
MAVEN 97. Växjö: Acta Wexionensia.

· Svartvik, Jan. 1998. Varieties of English: Major and minor. In Lindquist et al (eds).



· –––. 1999a. Engelska – öspråk, världsspråk, trendspråk. Stockholm: Norstedts Ordbok.

· –––. 1999b. English corpus studies: past, present, future. English Corpus Studies. Japan Association for English 
Corpus studies 6, 1-16. Journal of Japan Association for English Corpus Studies. 1999.

· –––. 1999c. Corpora and dictionaries. In The Perfect Learners' Dictionary. Lexicographica, Series Maior. Thomas 
Herbst & Kerstin Popp (eds). .. Tübingen: Niemeyer. 1999.

· –––. 1999d. Bidrag till Synpunkter på en svensk grammatik. Inlägg vid Svenska Akademiens 
grammatiksymposium 4-5 mars 1985, 69 -74. Stockholm: Norstedts.

· –––. Forthcoming. How many Englishes are there – and which is the pick of the bunch? Association of Teachers 
of English of the Czech Republic Newsletter,

· ––– & Hans Lindquist. 1997. One and body language. Viviane Müller & Peter Schneider (eds). From Ælfric to the 
New York Times: Studies in English Corpus Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

5. Practical information

Would you like to get in touch with the editors to get more information, ask usage questions, give comments and 
tips etc.? Please send an e-mail to gramtime@hum.vxu.se. We cannot give you personal replies to usage 
questions, but if we find your question of interest to the public and if we can answer it, it will be discussed in the 
newsletter.

If you want to read back issues of GramTime News, please go to

http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/gtn/

If you want to subscribe to the newsletter, please send an e-mail to gramtime-request@listserv.vxu.se with the 
following message: subscribe.

6. The next issue 

We plan to distribute the next newsletter in September 2001. 
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Welcome to the thirteenth issue of GramTime News, the electronic newsletter on English usage from Växjö 
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0. Editorial 

Dear Readers,

I realize that you must have been checking your e-mail every day, waiting for our September issue and being 
very disappointed at/in/with us. Now you get Maria’s answer to that preposition quandary, and also to the 
question whether Americans stay home while Brits stay at home. She also succeeds in showing that we should 
still keep "succeed in" and "manage to" apart. I think some ?persons/people will be happy to hear that at least 
some time-honoured rules still hold.

This issue was in fact written before the recent happenings in New York and Washington, and a sentence like the 
following, quoted by Maria in her "aside" piece, sounds eerily out of date:

( 1) The president pushed aside any consideration of using force to end the fighting.

In his contributions, Magnus deals with Australian spelling, where anything seems to go, and gives us some clues 
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regarding the interesting distribution of the three question constructions "do you have"/"have you got"/"have 
you". As you may remember, Magnus is our expert on gender relations, so one might expect his article on 
"attraction errors" to be on the causes of infelicitous marriage choices or illicit love affairs. You’ll have to read for 
yourselves!

We’re convinced that corpus work, being a superb form of problem-based learning, will eventually find its way 
into the language classroom, and those of you who want to try it will get many good ideas from this issue’s web 
tip.

Finally, I should apologize for the late arrival of all these goodies. It is all my fault. I’ve been busy hunting 
mushrooms (ceps and other boleti, chanterelles, puffballs, black trumpets and many more whose English names I 
do not know).

Happy hunting, you too,

Hans Lindquist

Editor-in-chief

1. The GramTime project: Grammatical Trends in Modern English 

Basic facts:

GramTime started on 1 July, 1996. It received funding from The Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation 
(Riksbankens Jubileumsfond) until the end of 1999.

The aim of GramTime is to use existing computer corpora to investigate on-going and recent changes in English, 
particularly in the area of grammar. Comparisons are made between different varieties (British, American, 
Australian and New Zealand English); between genres like fiction, non-fiction and journalistic prose; and between 
spoken and written language.

The project is based at Växjö University and is directed by Hans Lindquist with Jan Svartvik (Lund) as project 
adviser. Two research assistants have worked half-time in the project: PhD students Maria Estling and Magnus 
Levin.

The following corpora are used:

· The British National Corpus (BNC): 100 million words, written and spoken British English (1980s and 1990s)

· The Bank of English. We use a subset called the CobuildDirect Corpus: 50 million words, written and spoken 
British, American and Australian English (1980s and 1990s)

· The London-Lund corpus: 500 000 words, spoken British English (1960s and 1970s)

· The Brown corpus: 1 million words, written American English (1960s)

· The Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen corpus (LOB): 1 million words, written British English (1960s)

· The Freiburg updated version of LOB (FLOB): 1 million words, written British English. (1990s)

· The Freiburg updated version of Brown (Frown): 1 million words, written American English (1990s)

· The Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC): 5 million words, spoken American English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Spoken English (WCSE): 1 million words, spoken New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Written English (WCWE): 1 million words, written New Zealand English (1990s)



· The Independent on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The New York Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The Sydney Morning Herald on CD-ROM 1992–1995

2. Usage questions and answers 

1. During the summer I read a few recent novels, and I noticed that questions in dialogues with have 
rather consistently involved constructions of the type Have you any money?. Isn't this a bit old-
fashioned? Aren't Have you got any money? and Do you have any money? more likely alternatives?

The choice between (a) have as a main verb, (b) the have got construction and (c) do-support occurs both in 
interrogative and negative sentences. The alternatives are exemplified in (1) and (2):

(1a) Meryl, have you a minute? (BrE, written)

(1b) David have you got a minute? (BrE, spoken)

(1c) Do you have a card? (AmE, spoken)

(2a) No, I haven't a cold. (BrE, spoken)

(2b) I haven't got a drink. (BrE, spoken)

(2c) I don't have a telephone. (BrE, spoken)

In A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language Quirk et al (1985:131f) propose that (a) is used especially 
in BrE and is "more formal", (b) is also used especially in BrE, but is considered to be "informal". Alternative (c) is 
thought to be AmE, but "also common in BrE nowadays".

Siemund found evidence of a shift in newspaper language in a 1995 article on recent changes in written BrE. In 
the material from the 1960s the three alternatives were about equally common, but in the 1990s do-support, 
alternative (c), had become clearly the most frequent.

The tables below contain comparisons between authentic AmE conversations, BrE conversations and dialogues in 
BrE fiction. (The British material comes from the British National Corpus (BNC) and the American material from 
the Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC).)

Table 1. Have you a(n), have you got a(n) and do you have a(n) in BrE speech, AmE speech and BrE fiction.

BrE speech AmE speech BrE fiction

(a) have you a(n)
4% 0% 21%

(b) have you got a(n)
86% 5% 36%

(c) do you have a(n)
10% 95% 43%

Table 2. I haven't a(n), I haven't got a(n) and I don't have a(n) in BrE speech, AmE speech and BrE fiction.

BrE speech AmE speech BrE fiction



(a) I haven't a(n)
11% 3% 26%

(b) I haven't got a(n)
80% 1% 37%

(c) do you have a(n)
8% 96% 47%

The tables reveal a number of interesting findings. Firstly, there do not seem to be any noteworthy differences 
between usage in interrogative and negative sentences, since the proportions in the tables match each other very 
closely. Secondly, there is a very clear difference between BrE speech and AmE speech. BrE speech uses have
(n't) got in a vast majority of the cases, whereas AmE speech overwhelmingly uses do-support. Thirdly, fictional 
BrE dialogue seems to be out of touch with practice in current spoken BrE., which was what our reader felt when 
he asked this question. The use of have as in the (a) alternatives is much more frequent in written dialogues than 
in authentic dialogues. It is also striking that the "AmE" choice with do-support in (c) is the most common 
alternative in BrE fiction in spite of the fact that this is the least frequent choice in spoken BrE.

It should be observed, however, that this investigation is limited in scope. For instance, Table 2 only shows the 
proportions of the alternatives (a), (b) and (c), and does not include a fourth possibility, namely I have no. This 
seems to be particularly common in writing where it in fact appears to be the most frequent choice. The four 
possibilities are seen in (3a-d).

(3a) I haven't a clue, mum. (AmE, spoken)

(3b) I haven't got a clue what I wanna do tonight. (BrE, spoken)

(3c) Hey, I don't have a clue. (AmE, spoken)

(3d) I have no clue. (AmE, spoken)

It should also be observed that the frequencies of various more or less fixed expressions may influence the 
statistics. For example, the few tokens of I haven't a(n) in spoken AmE all involved the phrase I haven't a clue as 
in (3a). I have no clue was nevertheless a more frequent choice in that corpus.

In conclusion, there seems to be a clear difference between AmE speech and BrE speech with have in 
interrogative and negative sentences. If we for the moment choose to ignore I have no clue, AmE speakers often 
say I don't have a clue, while BrE speakers often say I haven't got a clue. BrE writers frequently use all three 
alternatives, I haven't a clue, I haven't got a clue and I don't have a clue. It is perhaps too strong to claim that 
this demonstrates that the writers haven't got a clue about current usage in Britain. Instead this is probably just 
another indication that more conservative language is used in writing than in speech.

ML

2. Why are "attraction" errors, such as The key to the cabinets were broken, so difficult to avoid for 
my students? 

"Attraction" or "proximity concord" has been defined as "agreement of the verb with a closely preceding noun 
phrase in preference to agreement with the head of the noun phrase that functions as a subject" (Quirk et al 
1985:757). Such errors are exemplified in (1) and (2) below. In (1) the head of the subject noun phrase is 
singular, but the plural local noun intervening between the head and the verb causes a plural verb. In (2) a 
singular noun intervenes between the head and the verb.

(1) The cost of the improvements have not yet been estimated.

(2) The costs of the improvement has not yet been estimated.

Errors of this type crop up almost everywhere. They are rare in edited writing, but fairly frequent in speech and, 
as we can confirm, quite common in student essays. Here is a striking example of how these errors occur where 
you least expect it: A New York City newspaper once conducted a survey in which respondents were asked the 
following question: "Efforts to make English the official language is gaining strength throughout the U.S. What 
is your reaction?" The attraction error in the question caused The New Yorker to reply: "It's hopeless." (cited in 
Bock & Miller 1991:45).



Because it is virtually impossible to investigate this area using our corpora we will have to rely on what other 
linguists have written on the subject. The findings are highly relevant to those who work as teachers of English as 
a foreign language. To begin with, Francis (1986, 1994) noted down the instances of attraction that he happened 
to come across in speech and writing. Although his statistics do not show how frequent such errors are, they 
indicate that plural verbs instead of singulars are involved.

Francis suggests that attraction errors may be on the increase in English. This possible increase indicates that 
English is drifting towards the "happy state" (1986:310) of the Scandinavian languages where there are no 
number distinctions left in the verbs. In this context it should be mentioned that there are dialects of English that 
have lost the number distinction in the verbs. For instance, East Anglian dialects in England have no s-suffix on 
the verbs at all, and some dialects in the west and north of England use the s-suffix on all forms in the present 
tense (Trudgill 1990:94).

In the following a number of experimental studies will be referred to. They all involve more or less the same 
method. Native speaker informants in the experiments either read or heard sentence preambles such as the cost 
of the improvements or the costs of the improvement and were asked to immediately complete a sentence 
beginning with the phrase. In this manner large numbers of attraction errors - and correct uses of agreement - 
were elicited. Of course, there were also quite a large number of the sentences which were irrelevant because 
they did not include a number-inflected verb form, e.g. the cost of the improvements had been unexpected.

The most important finding of these experiments is that errors caused by intervening plural nouns are far more 
common than errors caused by local singular nouns. For example, Bock & Miller (1991) found that between 80 
and 90% of the errors occurred with singular heads and plural local nouns. This result has been replicated in a 
number of studies, e.g. Bock & Cutting (1992).

Another result concerns which units may cause attraction. Bock & Cutting (1992) found that errors to be more 
common after prepositional phrases than after clauses. (3) is therefore more likely to produce an error than (4).

(3) The key to the ornate Victorian cabinets was/were damaged.

(4) The assumption that he caused the technical problems was/were correct

Eberhard (1999) made an additional discovery. The participants in her experiment were asked to complete two 
types of sentences. The first type began with single referent phrases. For instance, the key to the filing cabinets 
involves only one key. The second type included distributive referent phrases, as in the picture on the postcards. 
In this example many pictures were referred to. It was found that more agreement errors occurred in the 
distributive referent condition than in the single referent condition. This suggests that both the semantic and 
grammatical number of a subject NP influence subject-verb agreement.

Bock & Eberhard (1993) explain the phenomenon that plural local nouns cause more errors than singular nouns 
by suggesting that a singular verb is a default value that is normally blocked by a plural head noun and 
sometimes by a plural local noun. Be that as it may, the fact that even native speakers have difficulties in 
assigning the correct inflection in the correct place and that these errors appear to follow some sort of pattern 
may provide some comfort for disillusioned teachers of English as a foreign language.
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3. Americans spell the words color, organize and traveling the way they do, while Brits spell them 
colour, organize or organise and travelling. But what are the preferences of Australian spelling?

We will look at three areas of regional spellings in this small survey of AusE spelling, namely the variation 
between -our and -or as in colour/color, between -ise and -ize as in realise/realize, and between -ll- and -l- in 
words such as travelling.

The Macquarie Dictionary explains the historical background to the variation between -our and -or in AmE, BrE 
and AusE: "This variation arose in England in the seventeenth century, when some theorists believed words ought 
to be spelt according to their origins. The words from French were supposed, in this case, to be spelt with -our 
and those directly from Latin with -or. As people were not always sure from which language a word came, there 
was some confusion, and more and more people felt it best to use -or for all of them. The trend ran its full course 
in the US where -or is always used. However, it was halted in England by Samuel Johnson's dictionary of 1755. 
He allowed some of these words, such as error, horror and terror, to go to -or, but the rest were fixed with -our. 
In Australia, as in Britain, the most common spelling of these words is with -our, although -or is often used and 
certainly occurs consistently in a large number of magazines and newspapers."

The present small study confirms the pattern for AusE. The words studied here (mainly colour/color, vigour/vigor 
and labour/labor) indicate a preference for the "BrE" -our spelling in a proportion of about 7:1. It should be 
observed, however, that the Australian Labour Party is called "Labor". This means that sentences may occur 
where both spellings occur, as in (1) where both a branch of the Australian Party and its British counterpart are 
referred to. (The instances referring to the Labor Party were not included in the statistics.)

(1) NSW Labor has even adopted British Labour's application of the economists' phrase "value-added" to school 
performance indicators (…) (Sydney Morning Herald)

We now turn to the -ise/ize variation. The Macquarie Dictionary claims in this area that -ize is the usual spelling 
in American English. In Britain there is some variety (…). Current Australian usage clearly favours -ise, a practice 
which has the advantage of being easy to remember." In Sydney Morning Herald the -ise spelling is consistently 
adhered to, while in the Australian Corpus of English there is more variation with -ise being used in the 
proportions 3:1. (This comparison was based on organise, characterise and realise.)

Finally, we turn to the variation between -ll- and -l-. The Macquarie Dictionary has the following to say: "In 
Australia this spelling varies occasionally with a single l, as in dueler, medalist, trialed. (The single l is the 
standard spelling in USA [sic, cf. GTN 2001:2 on the use of USA without the definite article].)" These words are 
rarer than the others investigated, and because of this the proportions are much less reliable. The "BrE" use of -
ll- was about 50 times more frequent than the AmE spelling.

To summarise (or summarize), in spite of Australia's position on the globe, Australian spelling, as many other 
aspects of language usage, places AusE in the middle of the Atlantic between AmE and BrE. In the area of 
spelling, it appears that AusE is closer to BrE than to AmE.

ML

4. Some of my students use persons as the plural of person instead of people. Is that OK?

You sometimes hear and read the claim that people is the most appropriate plural form of person. A number of 
dictionaries and usage handbooks (e.g. the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English and Practical English 
Usage by Michael Swan. 1995) observe that persons is used in very formal, official or legal language only, as in 
the following examples from the Longman dictionary:

(1) He was murdered by a person or persons unknown.

(2) This elevator may only carry eight persons.



We also checked with our corpora to see if the claims in the dictionaries were supported by authentic language 
data. If wee look at the following table, we can first of all conclude that people was far more common than 
persons in all the corpora consulted, used in at least 97% of the cases. It also seems that persons was slightly 
more frequent in two of the American corpora than in the corresponding British ones, if one compares the 
absolute number of tokens in relation to the size of the different corpora: 41 per million words in AmE books vs. 
26 per million words in BrE books, 5 per million words in AmE speech vs. 3 per million words in BrE speech. The 
difference was not very large, however, especially when considering the overwhelming majority of examples of 
people in both varieties.

British books British speech The Independent, -95 American books American speech The New York Times, -95

people
6961  98% 23512 100% 38489 99% 6396 97% 9690 100% 30552 99%

persons
129 2% 33 0% 342 1% 204 3% 26 0% 388 1%

Now, let us take a closer look at the cases where persons were used. First, we can conclude that in the great 
majority of these cases, persons seems to be used in more or less formal situations. There were a number of 
examples where persons was used in speech, but these were very few compared to the examples in the written 
sources. Moreover, even though there are examples of informal contexts, as in (1), most of the spoken examples 
seem to be used in fairly formal language, as in (2).

(1) But erm, my, my own mother-in-law I got on quite well with. She was one of the most wonderful persons 
ever lived. (radio phone-in discussion)

(2) And we were not a Vineyard at that time but one of our staff persons David Russe who planted the church 
with me went down to Anaheim. And the spirit of God came upon him and impacted him in such a powerful way 
much like what you're seeing today. (sermon)

We can further observe that, when used, persons often occurs in particular noun phrases, such as displaced 
persons, homeless persons and missing persons, as in (3) to (5)

(3) I found out after the war that my parents had died and there was no trace of my sister. Europe was in ruins, 
a sea of dead and displaced persons. (British book)

(4) (...) Mr. Hayes said his mandate was "to represent the interests of homeless persons," adding that he may 
recommend changes in the partnership's staff, corporate structure and board membership. (The New York Times)

(5) Anyway, why didn't you put out a missing persons notice? (American book)

About 70 of the 388 examples of persons in The New York Times referred to the American Association of Retired 
Persons, as in (6), and in The Independent we found quite a few mentions of the Children and Young Persons Act, 
as in (7):

(6) Modern Maturity, published by the American Association of Retired Persons, is sent free to the organization's 
members, who are 50 or older. (The New York Times)

(7) He said transferring children sentenced for serious offences under Section 53 of the Children and Young 
Persons Act was deplorable. (The Independent)

To conclude, it is safer not to overuse persons as a plural form of person, and instead stick to the old rule that 
people is preferable in most circumstances.

ME

5. Which preposition is the most common one in combination with disappointed: about, at, by, in or 
with? 

The area of prepositional variation seems to be inexhaustible. The case for today concerns the adjective 
disappointed, which according to the Longman dictionary can be combined with either about, in, with or at. The 
examples given there suggest that about and at are combined with clauses, as in (1) and (2) whereas in and with 
go together with noun phrases, as in (3) and (4). The dictionary also points out that in is used with noun phrases 



expressing human beings.

(1) Nathan's really disappointed about not being able to go.

(2) Are you disappointed at not being chosen?

(3) I'm disappointed in you.

(4) I have to say we're disappointed with your work.

Collins-Cobuild English guide has it that with and in are used with human beings and with and at with other 
prepositional complements. Norstedts engelska prepositionsbok says the same about human beings, but only 
suggests with in other cases. Swan's Practical English usage suggests with for human beings and with, at or 
about in other cases. There is obviously little consensus on this construction in the literature. So let us see what 
our corpora say.

About was the least frequent (3 to 4%) preposition in both our British and our American material. With was the 
most frequent preposition in the British material we looked at (34%), with by in second place (26%) and at in 
third (22%). In the American material by (which was not even mentioned in the literature) was the most frequent 
choice (36%), and in and with the second and third most frequent prepositions with 30 and 24 per cent 
respectively.  At was much more frequent in the British material (22%) than in the American (6%), whereas in 
was twice as frequent in the American material (30%) as in the British (15%). The American material we have 
access to is much smaller, however, so these possible regional differences should be regarded with caution. It 
should also be noted that the figures concern written material only, since there were very few examples of 
disappointed in the spoken material. However, a large number of the tokens in this written material are from 
spoken dialogue. All figures are shown in the following table:

about at by in with Total

written British
40 4% 236 22% 286 26% 160 15% 369 34% 1091 101%

written American
9 3% 17 6% 99 36% 82 30% 66 24% 273 99%

Now, let us disregard possible regional differences and instead look at the examples we got in a more detailed 
way, distinguishing between prepositional complements that denote human beings, those denoting other 
(predominantly more or less abstract) things (often words like outcome, decision, result, development etc.) and 
those consisting of finite (what- and how-) clauses or non-finite clauses. Here we find some differences in usage. 
With about, the prepositional complements were equally frequently non-humant noun phrases, as in (5) and non-
finite clauses, as in (6).

(5) A spokesman for Eurotunnel said the company was "very disappointed" about the outcome of the arbitration 
(...) (British newspaper)

(6) Graham Taylor will be desperately disappointed about losing Mark Wright much more so than about the other 
players he's lost recently. (British magazine)

There was only one example in the material with about in a phrase denoting a human being (7), and this 
construction could  probably be interpreted as "disappointed regarding" rather than as "disappointed in/with etc.".

(7) "I'm not particularly disappointed about Rob", he said. (British newspaper)

The same applies with at, where the complements were either non-human NPs (more frequently), as in (8), or 
clauses (less frequently), as in (9). Here, no cases whatsoever of human NPs were found in the material.

(8) Boss, who reserved his plea, said he felt he was clear and was surprised and disappointed at the suspension. 
(Australian newspaper)

(9) It was widely reported at the time that Mr. Baker had been disappointed at having to forfeit his image as a 
statesman and return to the grungy world of partisan politics (...) (American newspaper)s

In or with  seem to be the prepositions to choose if we wish to talk about human beings (cf. the references to the 



literature above), as in (10) and (11). There were also a few cases of by in combination with human noun 
phrases, as in (12).

(10) Faced with polls showing that three-quarters of French people disappointed in him, Mr Chirac said he would 
prepare France for return to economic prosperity and entry into a single European currency. (Australian 
newspaper)

(11) He thinks she would be disappointed with him if he did stick to the limit and so ignores the pleas.(British 
magazine)

(12) Campaigners were particularly disappointed by Mr Mandela, who arrived in Auckland yesterday. (British 
newspaper)

It is, however, the non-human noun phrase, as in (13), (14) and (15) that is the most common complement type 
in all three of these cases.

(13) 'We're very disappointed in the actions taken (...) (American book)

(14) In fact, John was disappointed with his performance against Lincoln in the Cup-tie. (British magazine)

(15) But she was disappointed by New York's buildings because she thought they would be taller. (British 
newspaper)

Clauses were rarely used with in, with and by. Examples (16), (17) and (18) are exceptions.  

(16) Both were, of course, sorely disappointed in failing to win their last game for the club. (British magazine)

(17) "I think we're real disappointed with what romance really is", she said. (American newspaper)

(18) In fact, often they are quite disappointed by what happens (...) (British newspaper)

We should also keep in mind that there is a fifth construction type, where the prepositional complement consists 
of a finite that clause and the preposition is left out altogether, as in (19):

(19) Scotland will be desperately disappointed that the post-Hastings era began without a flourish. (British 
newspaper)

 ME

6. Is it OK to leave out the preposition at in be/stay (at) home?

In this case, there is clear regional variation. Americans tend to leave out at more often than British people do, 
even though the construction without preposition is quite common in British English as well. We could further see 
that the construction without the preposition at was more frequent in speech than in writing, and also in the 
written material, quite a few of the examples come from reported dialogue (in interviews etc.). The construction 
without preposition thus seems more informal than the one with the preposition at. The following table shows 
some figures on distribution in British and American spoken and written sources.

at home home

British English spoken 135 58% 97 42%

written 361 79% 97 21%

American English spoken 63 19% 273 81%

written 229 33% 455 67%

Here are a few examples of  the construction without preposition from our material:

(1) But I need to know cos I'll do a turkey if we're staying home. (spoken British English)

(2) Aside from housewives who are home during the day, many of the town's 20,000 residents work in Maale 



Adummim (...) (written British English)

(3) This looked like either she wasn't home or she wasn't in. (spoken American English)

(4) Evenings, she tries to be home to read them a story. (written American English)

ME

7. In recent years I've noticed that many of my students use succeed to do something (instead of 
succeed in doing something), and I was wondering whether this construction is used by natives as 
well?

It seems that the usage our subscriber asks about is rather an example of mixing two constructions up, viz. 
manage to do and succeed in doing. The succeed to do construction was only found five times in the sixty-million-
word corpus of  American and British English that we looked at, compared to almost five hundred examples of 
succeed in doing and  three and a half thousand examples of manage to do. Here is one of the few examples of 
the succeed to do construction.

(1) If the United States will succeed to get it, I think the tension or friction or conflict between Japan and the 
United States will be alleviated. (American radio)

In the second example (2), it seems that the writer has used the succeed to construction in order to avoid 
juxtaposing two ing-forms. A more appropriate alternative would of course have been to use manage instead, in 
order to avoid repetition.

(2) Armed with this knowledge you will have a better chance of succeeding to become a non-smoker. (British 
brochure)

We could thus clearly recommend non-natives to stick to the original constructions.

ME

8. Which construction is the most frequent: VERB + aside, to the side or to one side?

We looked at constructions with the verbs brush, leave, move, push, put, set, step, sweep, throw, toss and turn 
(each one of which we found in at least two of the constructions) in a sixty-million-word corpus of English. It 
turned out that aside was many times more frequent than the other alternatives (in all the material), but it is also 
worth noting that  there seems to be a difference between concrete and abstract situations. A great majority of 
the aside examples are used in abstract contexts, as in (1).  

(1) The president pushed aside any consideration of using force to end the fighting. (American radio)

There were a few examples of to the/one side used for abstract situations, as in (2) and (3).

(2) But in the present trouble, in a severe crisis like this, this has slightly been brushed to the side for the 
moment, because there are just more immediate problems to be dealt with. (British radio)

(3) It has been pushed to one side by developments in the international division of labour, corporatism, the 
growing strength (and instability) of the state and the political co-optation of the working class. (British book)

Otherwise, to the side and to one side both seem to be used mainly in concrete situations, as in (4) and (5):

(4) Zelda turned to the side, opened her mouth, and shifted her hip. (American book)

(5) He stepped to one side and waited. (American book)

We should, however, remember that there were fairly few cases of to the/one side in the material. There were 
also quite a few examples of concrete use of aside, as in (6) and (7).

(6) "Welcome to Mongolia, Colonel", said the almond-eyed beauty in the black leather mini-skirt as she brushed 
aside a lock of long black hair that hung over one eye. (British book)



(7) Armand pushed aside the cold coffee and placed his elbows on the table, his chin resting on his clenched 
fists. (British book)

With the verb move, the concrete meaning was in fact predominant even with aside:

(8) Walker moved aside to let him pass, and when their bodies touched the equation seemed different, all of a 
sudden, and vengeance seemed a hopeless remedy. (American book)

To conclude, it seems that aside is an expression we can choose comfortably in all situations, whereas to the/one 
side is both less frequent and perhaps also more specialised.

ME

3. Useful websites 

Getting the corpus into the classroom!

Have you been inspired by GramTime News and would like to try using language corpora in your own classroom? 
Tim Johns (whom I listened to at a conference on corpora and language teaching in Austria last summer) is a 
well-known EFL teacher in England who has been working with corpora in his teaching for several years. On his 
website you will find a great deal of interesting stuff, especially examples of prepared exercises that can be used 
by students in the classroom, for instance, exercises on the use of articles, noun-verb agreement, hyponymy, 
antonymy and word formation. If you don't find Tim's own exercises useful, you might be inspired to create your 
own ones, using (if you're not already in possession of your own corpus) the free concordancing service from the 
Cobuild corpus that I recommended in the last issue of GramTime News (click here). The site also includes a 
bibliography of literature on corpora and language teaching and links to other useful websites.

Tim Johns' data-driven learning page can be accessed at the following address:

http://web.bham.ac.uk/johnstf/timconc.htm

ME

4. GramTime publications 

· Estling, Maria. 1998a. A preposition thrown out (of) the window? On British and American use of out of versus 
out. Växjö: Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, No.5 1998.

· –––. 1998b. Your English is different from/to/than mine! Om rivaliserande prepositioner i brittisk och 
amerikansk engelska. LMS Lingua, 5/98.

· –––. 1999a. Going out (of) the window? A corpus-based study of competing prepositional constructions in 
American and British English. English Today, 59, Vol. 15, No. 3: 22–27.

· –––. 1999b. Fönster mot språkvärlden. Om textdatabaser (korpusar) i forskning, undervisning och 
textproduktion. In Universitet 2000. Föreläsningar hållna under humanistdagarna 15–16 oktober 1999. Växjö: 
Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, No.3 1999.

· –––. 2000. Competition in the wastebasket: A study of constructions with all, both and half. In Corpus 
linguistics and linguistic theory. Christian Mair & Marianne Hundt (eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi. (103–116)

· Estling Vannestål, Maria. 2000a. Korpusar, prepositioner och regional variation i modern engelska. In Korpusar i 
forskning och undervisning (KORFU 99). Gunilla Byrman, Hans Lindquist & Magnus Levin (eds). Uppsala: ASLA:s 
skriftserie. (67–80)

· –––. 2000b. All, the whole, both and half and their Swedish equivalents in English and Swedish descriptive 
grammars. In Att använda SAG: 29 uppsatser om Svenska Akademiens grammatik. Elisabet Engdahl & Kerstin 

http://web.bham.ac.uk/johnstf/timconc.htm


Norén (eds.) Göteborgs universitet: Meddelanden från Institutionen för Svenska Språket, No. 33. (111-124)

· ––– . Forthcoming. Prepositional variation in British and American English. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. 
Marco Modiano (ed.). Gävle: Gävle University Press.

· –––  & Magnus Levin. 2000. "Neither the singular nor the plural is/are wrong". Some aspects of number 
variation in English. Moderna Språk 2/00.

· Levin, Magnus. 1998a. Manchester United are my team: Concord with collective nouns. Moderna Språk, 1/98.

· –––. 1998b. On concord with collective nouns in English. Antoinette Renouf (ed). Explorations in Corpus 
Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· –––. 1998c. On concord with collective nouns in English. Växjö: Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, 
No.7 1998.

· –––. 1998d. Concord with collective nouns in British and American English. In Lindquist et al (eds) 1998.

· –––. 1999. Concord with collective nouns revisited. ICAME Journal 23, 21–33.

· –––. Forthcoming. Mid-Atlantic Agreement. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco Modiano (ed). Gävle: Gävle 
University Press.

· Lindquist, Hans. 1998. The comparison of English disyllabic adjectives in -y and -ly in present-day British and 
American English. In Lindquist et al (eds)

· –––. 1999. Electronic corpora as tools for translation. In Word, text and translation. Gunilla Anderman & 
Margaret Rogers (eds). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

· –––. 2000. Livelier or more lively? Syntactical and contextual factors influencing the comparison of disyllabic 
adjectives. In Corpora galore. Analyses and techniques in describing English. John Kirk (ed.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· ––– & Magnus Levin. 2000. Apples and oranges: On comparing data from different corpora. In Corpus 
linguistics and linguistic theory. Christian Mair & Marianne Hundt (eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· –––, Staffan Klintborg, Magnus Levin & Maria Estling (eds). 1998. The major varieties of English. Papers from 
MAVEN 97. Växjö: Acta Wexionensia.

· Svartvik, Jan. 1998. Varieties of English: Major and minor. In Lindquist et al (eds).

· –––. 1999a. Engelska – öspråk, världsspråk, trendspråk. Stockholm: Norstedts Ordbok.

· –––. 1999b. English corpus studies: past, present, future. English Corpus Studies. Japan Association for English 
Corpus studies 6, 1-16. Journal of Japan Association for English Corpus Studies. 1999.

· –––. 1999c. Corpora and dictionaries. In The Perfect Learners' Dictionary. Lexicographica, Series Maior. Thomas 
Herbst & Kerstin Popp (eds). .. Tübingen: Niemeyer. 1999.

· –––. 1999d. Bidrag till Synpunkter på en svensk grammatik. Inlägg vid Svenska Akademiens 
grammatiksymposium 4-5 mars 1985, 69 -74. Stockholm: Norstedts.

· –––. Forthcoming. How many Englishes are there – and which is the pick of the bunch? Association of Teachers 
of English of the Czech Republic Newsletter,



· ––– & Hans Lindquist. 1997. One and body language. Viviane Müller & Peter Schneider (eds). From Ælfric to the 
New York Times: Studies in English Corpus Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

5. Practical information

Would you like to get in touch with the editors to get more information, ask usage questions, give comments and 
tips etc.? Please send an e-mail to gramtime@hum.vxu.se. We cannot give you personal replies to usage 
questions, but if we find your question of interest to the public and if we can answer it, it will be discussed in the 
newsletter.

If you want to read back issues of GramTime News, please go to

http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/gtn/

If you want to subscribe to the newsletter, please send an e-mail to gramtime-request@listserv.vxu.se with the 
following message: subscribe.

6. The next issue 

We plan to distribute the next newsletter in December 2001.
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0. Editorial 

 TO WHO IT MAY CONCERN

Dear readers,

Is whom doomed? Read all about it in this issue. Magnus also shows that even politically correct terms can be 
deceptive as long as the underlying social structures remain intact. He further enlightens us on the use of once/
one time, twice/two times and thrice/three times and of fortnight/two weeks. Maria goes into the organization of 
discourse by means of first/firstly and second/secondly, and then slips back into her regrettable preposition 
addiction: this time it is about to or with in connection to or with the words link, connect and connection. Got it? 
We also get thorough treatment of the good old bugbear split infinitives and the less commonly discussed mis(?)-
use of both and as well as in combination.

I guess BBC English still holds some attraction, so we give you the website where you can find it. We still take on 
questions, and to inspire you, here are some pregnant ones, claimed to actually have been asked in court, that I 
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http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/listor/
http://www.vxu.se/(print)/hum/publ/gtn/news01_4.htm
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http://www.vxu.se/hum/utb/presentationer/engelska.html#mlvhum
http://www.vxu.se/hum/utb/presentationer/engelska.html#sklhum


found on the second web page we recommend in this issue:

Q: The youngest son, the twenty-year old, how old is he?

Q: Were you present when your picture was taken?

Q: Was it you or your younger brother who was killed in the war?

Q: How far apart were the vehicles at the time of the collision?

Q: You were there until the time you left, is that true?

And talking about pregnant, our most diligent contributor, Magnus, has given birth to a doctoral dissertation on 
collective nouns, which we hope will get a blessing at the public defence in Lund on December 8, and the week 
after that our managing editor, Maria, is scheduled (if that's the right word) to give birth to something even more 
welcome. After that, they'll probably go on the dole and maternity leave, but I still hope to squeeze a GTN issue 
out of them at least two times in the spring. If I do, you'll be hearing from us. Merry Christmas!

Hans Lindquist

Editor-in-chief

1. The GramTime project: Grammatical Trends in Modern English 

Basic facts:

GramTime started on 1 July, 1996. It received funding from The Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation 
(Riksbankens Jubileumsfond) until the end of 1999.

The aim of GramTime is to use existing computer corpora to investigate on-going and recent changes in English, 
particularly in the area of grammar. Comparisons are made between different varieties (British, American, 
Australian and New Zealand English); between genres like fiction, non-fiction and journalistic prose; and between 
spoken and written language.

The project is based at Växjö University and is directed by Hans Lindquist with Jan Svartvik (Lund) as project 
adviser. Two research assistants have worked half-time in the project: PhD students Maria Estling Vannestål and 
Magnus Levin.

The following corpora are used:

· The British National Corpus (BNC): 100 million words, written and spoken British English (1980s and 1990s)

· The Bank of English. We use a subset called the CobuildDirect Corpus: 50 million words, written and spoken 
British, American and Australian English (1980s and 1990s)

· The London-Lund corpus: 500 000 words, spoken British English (1960s and 1970s)

· The Brown corpus: 1 million words, written American English (1960s)

· The Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen corpus (LOB): 1 million words, written British English (1960s)

· The Freiburg updated version of LOB (FLOB): 1 million words, written British English. (1990s)

· The Freiburg updated version of Brown (Frown): 1 million words, written American English (1990s)

· The Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC): 5 million words, spoken American English (1990s)



· The Wellington Corpus of Spoken English (WCSE): 1 million words, spoken New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Written English (WCWE): 1 million words, written New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Independent on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The New York Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The Sydney Morning Herald on CD-ROM 1992–1995

2. Usage questions and answers 

1. How often are the "politically correct" occupational terms used, such as chairperson, spokesperson 
and firefighter?

This is one of those areas where language engineers have tried to affect usage in order to make English more 
gender-neutral. The style guide of The New York Times, The New York Times Manual of Style and Usage, revised 
and expanded edition by Allan M. Siegal and William G. Connolly is a case in point. The authors claim that "Times 
writing treats the sexes equally" and they present various ways of avoiding biased choices. In the following we 
will see if the prescriptions in the guide are followed in The New York Times (henceforth NYT) and in other written 
and spoken corpora.

We will begin this study by looking at firemen and firefighters. In this case Siegal & Connolly claim that firefighter 
is preferable in virtually all contexts. We will see to what extent this recommendation is followed in practice in 
various genres. There were considerable differences between the various corpora in the use of firemen and 
firefighters. The two alternatives are given below in (1) and (2).

(1) Firefighters say they're halfway there in containing the fire in Yosemite National Park. (AmE radio)

(2) Want to be firemen? (spoken AmE)

Firefighters was by far the most frequent choice in American radio, while fighters and men were about equally 
common in the limited material from AmE conversation. In NYT where the distribution of forms almost certainly 
has been influenced by the style guide, firefighter predominates, particularly in the plural. NYT was the most 
"politically correct" corpus in the material investigated. The BrE material consisting of various written texts 
produced intermediate levels of gender-neutral -fighters, which means that there was no indication of regional 
variation in this case. Instead it appears that differences within varieties are greater than between varieties.

The next issue concerns spokesmen, -women and -persons. Siegal & Connolly dislike the gender-neutral term 
spokesperson, and instead recommend spokesman, spokeswoman or press officer. All these alternatives occur in 
the material. (There were also a few instances of spokespeople). Below are one example of a spokesman, one 
example of a spokeswoman and one of a (female) spokesperson.

(3) Hans Klein, the West German government spokesman, would say only that Mr Kohl's last telephone message 
to the Soviet leader was on Friday, with a reply on Sunday. (written BrE)

(4) Mo Mowlam, a Labour Northern Ireland spokeswoman, was prepared to accept their good faith. (written BrE)

(5) Group spokesperson Fatima Whitbread commented: "The commercial activities of the club and its members 
will provide sufficient monies through the athletes' individual trust funds to cover the period when they are no 
longer involved as competing athletes and embarked on a new career."

Our material indicated that spokesperson may be more frequent in BrE than in AmE, which possibly indicates that 
the resistance to using -person is greater in AmE than in BrE. In spite of this, spokespersons are far less frequent 
than spokesmen and spokeswomen.

It should be observed that -person (and -fighter) is far more commonly used in the plural than in the singular. 



This means that when there is only person involved, spokesman is generally used about males and spokeswoman 
about females, whereas -person occurs when several people (possibly of both sexes) are referred to. It therefore 
seems that it is often considered unnecessary to use a gender-neutral term when the person is known anyway. 
(6), containing a reference to a male spokesperson, is therefore an exception.

(6) FBI spokesperson John Eire says during the course of this investigation, there are likely to be several others, 
but so far, he says, there are no actual suspects. (AmE radio)

Moreover, (6) is also exceptional because the spokesperson is male; when -person is used it tends to refer to 
women. This bias was also observed with chairperson. Men still tend to be referred to as chairmen, while women 
to a great extent have increased in status (?) from chairwomen to chairpersons. Below are instances of a male 
chairman, a female chairperson and a female chairwoman:

(7) Hilton International chairman and chief executive Michael Hirst said the country was a target area for the 
group. (written BrE)

(8) Brenda Baxter, chairwoman of the National Association of Theatre Nurses, said: There have always been 
unfilled vacancies in this speciality. (written BrE)

(9) The chairperson was back, Lesley seated to her right. (written BrE)

Some instances may also be found in which women are called chairmen, as is exemplified in (10).

(10) In February the Institution sub-committee reported that a meeting had been held with representatives of the 
North West Metropolitan Regional Hospital Board: Sir Frederick Messer, M.P., Mrs. F. M. Baker (vice-chairman), 
Mr. H. R. Neate (Alderman Horace Neate), Dr. H.N.C. Macauley (medical administrator), and Mr. Bennett 
(secretary). (written BrE)

The statistics for chair- indicate that man/men is by far the most frequent alternative, and that women and 
persons are only found in rare cases.

It is interesting to compare the prescriptive rules in Siegal & Connolly's style guide with actual usage in NYT. The 
prescription in the style guide that compounds ending in -person should be avoided seems to have been followed 
by the NYT journalists, who only very rarely make use of these, and instead chairman, chairwoman, spokesman 
and spokeswoman are used. The gender-neutral terms in these cases do not include the element -person. Other 
alternatives, such as chair and press officer are probably used instead. With firemen and firefighters gender-
neutrality has not reached that far, since, in particular, the singular fireman is often used. These findings show 
that prescriptive rules not always affect usage in a uniform way.

Another issue concerns the use of modifiers which indicate gender norms. Siegal & Connolly argue that modifiers 
that imply a norm of maleness or femaleness should be avoided. Thus, male nurse should generally be avoided, 
although there are contexts where it seems necessary to point out that the person is male. For instance, a nurse 
who looked like a retired boxer would probably make a reader stop and think in (11).

(11) There was also an infermiere, a male nurse, named Luigi who looked like a retired boxer. (written BrE)

In the present material the "politically correct" terms were not more commonly used in AmE than in BrE, which 
could perhaps have been expected. However, in some cases there were clear differences between genres in the 
different varieties. For instance, a noteworthy difference in our AmE material was that gender-neutral terms were 
more frequent in speech from National Public Radio than in the corpus consisting of American books. This 
indicates that journalists try to adhere to neutral terms to a greater extent than is done in various books. It 
therefore seems that news media are among the most advanced when it comes to using gender-neutral words.

To conclude, it appears that there is a long way to go until there is gender-equality in English, since "male" terms 
still predominate. To a certain extent this reflects reality, as there are more men who are chairmen than women 
who are chairwomen. Nevertheless, it is mostly women who are chairpersons and spokespersons, while men have 
remained chairmen and spokesmen. In addition, the material did not indicate that there are any differences 
between AmE and BrE as regards "political correctness". Furthermore, as could be expected some genres more 
carefully preserve gender-neutrality than others.

As always it is useful for non-native speakers to know about ways of avoiding phrases which may cause offence 
to other men, women and persons.



ML

2. I've noticed the phrase two times being used for the word twice. How often and in which contexts 
does this occur? Similarly, when is fortnight used for two weeks?

The variation between twice and two times on the one hand, and between fortnight and two weeks on the other 
is similar in that one very old word competes with a phrase.

We will begin our survey by looking at twice and its siblings once and thrice. Once and twice are similar in that 
they are much more frequent than their alternative constructions, since both one time and two times are very 
rare (except in the expression at (any) one time). However, these phrases do occur more than one or two times 
in our very large corpora. According to the Oxford Dictionary (henceforth OED), two times is used only with a 
demonstrative or defining word; otherwise twice is used. Usage with one time and two times is exemplified in (1) 
and (2).

(1) One time, Dionne brought Jay a huge bunch of plaited purple garlic from the Breton onion man who hung 
around in Islington from time to time. (written BrE)

(2) Ronnie has lost his keys two times since he's moved. (spoken AmE)

One of the contexts where two times occurred was the phrase one or two times, but here too once or twice is 
overwhelmingly more frequent. It seems that that two times, etc., is the least frequent in formal writing, while it 
is relatively more frequent in less formal genres. This is illustrated in (3) from speech and (4) from writing.

(3) ... but I did get one, maybe one or two times. (spoken AmE)

(4) The family were able to visit him once or twice a week. (written BrE)

It should perhaps also be pointed out that there exists a verb to two-time, which means "[t]o deceive (esp. a 
person to whom one owes loyalty); to be unfaithful to (a spouse or lover); to double-cross" (OED), but that there 
is no verb to twice.

It should be observed that the use of two times instead of twice is one of those areas which make some language 
"experts" upset. For example, we found an angry letter in The Sydney Morning Herald 1995 complaining about 
the use of two times instead of twice: "Thank goodness I do not have to learn the English language by reading 
the daily newspapers or listening to the radio. Spelling errors, grammatical howlers, variations to pronunciations, 
puns in editorial headings and the fabrication of words, by the interchange of verbs and adverbs to nouns and 
vice-versa, are prolific. We seem hell-bent on adopting all things American apparently because English in its 
correct form requires some effort. Apart from adding the grating "airily" to temporary etc, we have "two times" 
instead of twice, "one more time" in lieu of once more, "personal best" for best etc etc. Oodles of time, paper and 
ink would be saved if the correct use were employed." However, since GTN is an electronic newsletter, we have 
no qualms about wasting ink on such linguistic oddities as two times, and we therefore unashamedly move on to 
the word thrice ('three times'), which is "old use", according to The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. 
As could be expected, thrice seems to be disappearing from Modern English. Some of the instances were 
preceded by once or twice, as seen in (5), but the majority were not, as exemplified in (6).

(5) Otherwise, the tolerant British public is paying three times over for its cheap food; once in the shops, twice in 
its taxes, thrice in its support of the common agricultural policy's dumping practices. (written BrE)

(6) Sobchak, 37, thrice married and a professional psychologist, opened the school in Moscow three years ago, 
developing her own dynamic style of group therapy. (written BrE)

Only 48 tokens were found in 100 million words of written and spoken BrE, eight of which were preceded by 
twice, as in (5). This is also exemplified in (7) from the 1611 Authorized Version of the Bible (Mark xiv. 30):

(7) Before the cocke crowe twise, thou shalt deny me thrise.

Also with three times there is an expression which may be useful to learn, namely three-time loser, 'a person who 
has served three prison sentences, slang (orig. U.S.)' (OED).

To conclude so far, once and twice hold their own against their competitors one time and two times, while thrice 
is on the verge of disappearing.



Our next item is the word fortnight, which mainly competes with the phrase two weeks. This variation is 
exemplified in (8) and (9).

(8) It is also likely that the percentages will be on the sliding scale that seemed so attractive to the PFA a 
fortnight ago when peace was at hand. (written BrE)

(9) Two weeks ago, a detective inspector from the office was suspended as part of the inquiry by Chief Supt Peter 
Nevitt, a divisional commander in the force. (written BrE)

According to the OED fortnight is a contracted form of Old English feowertyne niht ('fourteen nights'), and the 
entry in the dictionary notes that this word is an example of the "ancient Germanic method of reckoning by 
nights".

There appear to be some differences as to which contexts these phrases occur. In our material of mainly written 
BrE, two weeks was about twice (!) as common as fortnight, in a fortnight/two weeks ago but less than one and a 
half times as frequent with (with)in a fortnight/two weeks. These latter phrases are exemplified in (10) and (11).

(10) Within a fortnight he was dead. (written BrE)

(11) Right after the explosion, on January 8th, the prime minister said the bomber had to be found within two 
weeks. (written BrE)

It should be noted that there is a third possibility, fourteen days, but this is only found in specialized contexts 
where it is necessary to be exact; fourteen days neither means 'thirteen days' nor 'fifteen days'. This is 
demonstrated in (12) below:

(12) If within fourteen days of the first election, neither the President's nominee nor any other candidate has 
obtained an absolute majority, the President has a choice between appointing the candidate who obtains a 
relative majority or dissolving the Bundestag. (written BrE)

It is often assumed that fortnight is a BrE word, and this is confirmed by the present survey. The New York Times 
1995 contained only 16 instances of fortnight in an entire year (as compared to around 850 in The Independent), 
which supports the idea that this word is mainly found in BrE. In fact, using the word fortnight is apparently 
considered to be a European peculiarity (on a par with writing dates backwards and drinking hard), if we are to 
believe (13) below, which deals with an under-cover police officer.

(13) So in his role of Joe Kennedy, Mr. King, whose native language is textbook Brooklynese, did not try to fake 
an Irish brogue. Instead, he made sure to slip words like 'fortnight' into his conversation, and to write his dates 
backwards -- first the day, then the month, in the European style. When he scrawled the number 7 on a piece of 
paper, he crossed it with a line, as Europeans do. Joe Kennedy had to be an exactingly effortless replica of what 
the zirconium sellers expected him to be. He drank enough to match their view of an Irishman. (written AmE)

It would seem reasonable to assume that two weeks is increasing on the expense of the less transparent 
fortnight. However, as seen in Table 1 fortnight appears to increase slightly instead.

Table 1. The use of fortnight and two weeks in The Independent 1990 and 2000

fortnight two weeks

1990 851 (31%) 1888 (69%)

2000 1232 (36%) 2145 (64%)

These findings were also reflected with two weeks/a fortnight ago, but not with (with-)in two weeks/a fortnight, 
where there was no change. It may therefore be the case that this possible change is restricted to certain 
contexts.

In conclusion, once and twice continue to be the preferred alternatives for "one time" and "two times", whereas 
thrice is becoming obsolete. Fortnight is primarily a BrE phrase for "two weeks", which remains in frequent use.

ML

3. A classical question: When is whom used nowadays?



An expected question which will get an expected (?) answer. Usage with who(m) to a great extent depends on 
whether the utterance is written or spoken, and which genre (e.g. scientific text or fiction) it occurs in. Because it 
is so time-consuming to investigate variation between who and whom, we will base most of the following 
discussions on the findings in Biber et al's (1999) Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English.

The variation between who and whom is interesting for several reasons. For instance, as noted above there are 
notable stylistic differences between genres. In addition, this variation reflects the decrease in the marking of 
case relations in English which has been taking place during the last millennium. But there are also other reasons 
why it is important to study who and whom. If we are to judge from the following example (from Raymond 
Chandler's novel The Lady in the Lake, 1944:206) it may be dangerous to use whom in some contexts.

(1) 'One moment, please. Whom did you wish to see?' Degarmo spun on his heel and looked at me wonderingly. 
'Did he say "whom"?' 'Yeah, but don't hit him,' I said. 'There is such a word.' Degarmo licked his lips. 'I knew 
there was,' he said. 'I often wondered where they kept it.'

Whom may be used in a number of different positions: as an interrogative form, as in (1) above, after a 
preposition as in (2), or as a relative pronoun in (3):

(2) I think that the press has felt a need to represent John Major as a man as a leader to whom we can all look in 
whose care we can all feel safe and all that sort of thing (…) (spoken BrE)

(3) A group of north Kenyans tested against Swedish distance runners - whom they outran - proved to have leg 
muscles with more blood capillaries around them and better able to metabolise fat as fuel. (written BrE)

We will begin our discussion with usage after prepositions. In this case there is no variation in writing, since 
whom is used consistently. In speech, however, some instances of preposition + who were found. This is seen in 
(4). It should be pointed out that whom is the most frequent alternative after preposition also in speech, as 
exemplified in (5).

(4) –Obliged to make polite conversation all the time oh!  –With who? (spoken BrE)

(5) With whom did you voice that concern? (spoken BrE)

A frequent alternative is to use a so-called stranded preposition. This is seen in (6) and (7) below. Instead of 
saying to whom they looked and with whom I'm going to keep in touch the speakers choose to put the 
prepositions at the end of the clauses. Note, however, that the form whom is kept in (7).

(6) This was a prophet in the old writings of the Jews and er one of their, one of the people who they looked to 
for wisdom. (spoken BrE)

(7) I mean Nathaniel is somebody whom I'm going to keep in touch with. (spoken AmE)

As for relative pronouns, the rule is that who is used in subject position, and whom in object position. Who does 
of course occur in object position, but this is stigmatized in writing (Biber et al 1999: 614). (8) and (9) exemplify 
variation in speech.

(8) Erm, she thinks it's quite a good course, she likes the tutors and, she likes going out with friends who, who 
she meets at college. (spoken BrE)

(9) Um now, okay, so there are some problems in getting a handle on exactly how much of these kinds of 
activities go on and whom they affect. (spoken BrE)

Finally, we turn to interrogative who(m), which was exemplified in (1) above. Below are two further instances 
from our written corpora:

(10) Whom did Charles Dickens represent in Parliament? (written BrE)

(11) Who did he love enough? (fictional dialogue, BrE)

According to Biber et al (1999:214), there are clear differences between various genres with interrogative who
(m). Who is used in conversation with these constructions, and this form is also very predominant in fiction. Who 
is slightly less predominant in newspapers as an interrogative, while the difference between who and whom in 



academic texts was small.

As for the further direction of change in the distributions of who and whom, the following comment from Biber et 
al (1999:214) is illuminating: "The distribution of interrogative who v. whom across registers - with a lower 
frequency of whom in conversation than in the written registers – reflects a pattern often found in linguistic 
change, with the most advanced stage in conversation and a more conservative usage being preserved in literary 
language."

To conclude, stylistic awareness is useful for those who(m) we teach English if they want to acquire native-like 
proficiency in the use of who(m).

ML

4. Which construction is the more common one for ordering arguments, factors etc.: firstly – secondly 
or first – second? 

Michael Swan in his Practical English usage (1995) claims that firstly, secondly etc. are more formal than first 
(sometimes reinforced with of all), second etc. and also more frequent in British than in American English. We 
looked at corpus material consisting of more than 50 million words of British and American English, searching for 
examples of first, firstly, second and secondly with up to 20 words in between the word pairs. First(ly) we can 
conclude, judging by the corpus results, that people are not consistent, in their choice between -ly forms and -ly-
less forms, but tend to combine first with secondly quite often. Firstly in combination with second was very rare, 
however (only 2 instances). Here are some examples of each one of the four different combinations:

(1) First the flashes of light smear into each other over a distance. Second, light is lost in the fibre, so the flashes 
could eventually be too dim to detect. (British radio)

(2) As an adaptive mother, first, she envisions a pain-free, easy scenario for Kim's inevitable teething process. 
But secondly, and perhaps of greater significance, the dream indicates the latent content in the whole issue 
surrounding teething. (American book)

(3) Firstly, the Israeli pilots are actually better than anybody else out there. Secondly, the Israelis would be 
concentrating only on one particular area. (American Radio)

(4) Firstly, the approach of EMU has increased the risk premium attached to DM-denominated assets. Second, in 
1992 sterling was a member of the exchange-rate mechanism which should have ensured a relatively stable 
outlook. (British book)

Apart from this last combination, the constructions showed no great overall differences in frequency. The 
following table gives you figures from our corpus material.

AmE (10 million words) BrE (42 million words) Total (52 million words)

first - second
32 (3.2/million words) 37 (0.9/million words) 69 (1.3/million words)

first - secondly
19 (1.9/million words) 82 (2.0/million words) 101 (1.9/million words)

firstly - second
2 (0.2/million words) 0 2 (0.04/million words)

firstly - secondly
2 (0.2/million words) 76 (1.5/million words) 78 (1.5/million words)

If we look at British versus American English, however, we find frequency differences, and Swan seems to be 
right in his assumption that firstly is a Briticism. As we can see from the table (disregarding the combination of 
first and secondly), the combination firstly – secondly was about eight times more frequent in the British than in 
the American material. The first – second type, on the other hand, was almost four times more frequent in the 
American than in the British material.

It is more difficult to say anything about formality – we would need to make a time-consuming study of context 
for that. Of the examples we found in the spoken material, none were of the first – second type (which one could 
have expected, since the -ly-less construction is considered less formal than firstly – secondly). We found some 



examples of the first – secondly type (5) and some of the firstly – secondly type (6), and most of these occurred 
in more or less formal contexts.

(5) First of all point one this will be a move that occurs through choice not through necessity. Secondly therefore 
it is not a move which in any way is going to be thrust or forced upon you it happens as and when you want it to 
happen and choose it to happen. (spoken British English)

(6) (...) one can complement the other in a very er positive way in terms of firstly avoiding recession and 
secondly getting to a higher growth plane plateau quicker (...) (spoken British English)

Lastly, we should also remember that there are other ways of organizing one's arguments, for instance, by 
means of expressions like in the first place, to start/begin with.

 ME

5. Which preposition is more frequent with the words link (used as a noun or verb), connect and 
connection: to or with?

As for the word link, we seem to have a case of prepositional variation where, judging by our corpus study, there 
are differences both according to dialect and according to whether link is used as a verb, as in (1) and (2) or as a 
noun, as in (3) and (4).

(1) But he knew he could limit the damage by destroying Kinnard's tape, the one incriminating piece of evidence 
which could still link him to the Military Council. (written British English)

(2) If we link ourselves with Europe our living standards will shrink to theirs over a period of years. (written 
British English)

(3) Musset also had a strong link to Gerard's own roots: for a time he was the lover of George Sand, Le Berry's 
most celebrated cultural figure. (written American English)

(4) His younger brother Francesco, now twenty-five and a medical student in Siena, was another link with the 
younger generation.

An overwhelming majority of cases were used in abstract contexts, such as (5) rather than in concrete ones, such 
as (6):

(5)  The variety of illnesses linked with life events is wide, ranging from breast cancer to depression, but the 
mechanism by which this volume of change affects the body has not yet been explained. (written British English)

(6) Behind the radio a paper sack sat on the floor also linked to terminals on the timer box. (written American 
English)

The table below shows that, overall, to was predominant overall when link was used as a verb (70%), whereas 
with was predominant when link was used as a noun (81%). Also, to was more frequent in the American than in 
the British written material in both cases. We cannot judge whether the same difference applies to spoken 
material, since there were very few instance of link in our spoken American corpora. In cases where link was 
used as a verb, to was the predominant preposition in both varieties and the difference between American and 
British English was smaller: 78% to in AmE and 66% to in BrE. As for cases of link used as a noun, to was used 
in 56% in the written American material and in only 14% in the British material. In the spoken British corpus, to 
was rare when link was used as a noun (only 9%) and in cases of link as a verb the two prepositions were almost 
equally frequent (few examples however!).

link used as a verb link used as a noun

to with to with

written American English
123 (78%) 34 (22%) 31 (56%) 24 (44%)

written British English
182 (66%) 92 (34%) 29 (14%) 173 (86%)



spoken American English
7 (78%) 2 (22%) 0 (0%) 1 (100%)

spoken British English
11 (55%) 9 (45%) 10 (9%) 100 (91%)

Total
323 (70%) 137 (30%) 70 (19%) 298 (81%)

When it comes to the phrasal verbs link up and link in, however, with was the most frequent preposition overall. 
We found 31 instances of link up with, 8 instances of link up to, 35 instances of link in with and 15 instances of 
link in to.

************

Moving now to connect and connection we can see from the table below that with the verb connect the 
preposition to, as in (7), and the preposition with as in (8) were almost equally common in the written material 
(British and American English alike). As for speech to was slightly more frequent in the American material (60%), 
whereas with was slightly more frequent in the British material (59%).

(7) It is a view that looks at climate on the very longest time scales and then focuses in closer and closer until it 
becomes clear how the apparent accidents of the weather are connected to the evolution and continued 
functioning of a climate machine. (written American English)

(8) She could not connect him with any idea of a permanent or profound relationship. (written British English)

As far as the noun connection is concerned, with, as in (9) was predominant in all corpora (84–99%) except the 
spoken American one, where to, as in (10), was slightly more frequent than with (55% vs. 45%).

(9) His connection with the main family line and the ancestral home of Bemersyde in the Borders was distant. 
(written British English)

(10) It offers easy connections to major cities in the United States, a balmy tropical climate, lush greenery, a rich 
history, and a friendly people who make visitors feel welcome. (written American English)

connect connection

to with to with

written American English
105 (48%) 113 (52%) 22 (15%) 124 (85%)

written British English
144 (48%) 156 (52%) 35 (16%) 181 (84%)

spoken American English
34 (60%)  23 (40%) 16 (55%) 13 (45%)

spoken British English
52 (41%) 75 (59%) 1 (1%) 76 (99%)

Total
335 (48%) 367 (52%) 75 (16%) 394 (84%)

It should be noted, however, that a large number of the examples of connection were used in the more or less 
fixed phrase in connection with, as in (11): 67 out of 124 in written American English,  97 out of 181 in written 
British English, 3 out of 13 in spoken American English and 34 out of 76 in spoken British English. If these cases 
are deleted, the predominance of with would diminish radically, even though with would still be the more frequent 
construction with the noun connection in those corpora where it predominated when in connection with was 
included.

(11) In any case, I hope that if you consider these points in connection with the story, you will come to see it as 
something more than an account of a family murdered on the way to Florida. (written American English)

We only found two cases of in connection to, as in (12):



(12) Other salient issues in connection to this dream include the abdication of responsibility for actually getting 
pregnant. (written American English)

Just as was the case with link, constructions with connect and connection were mainly used to describe abstract 
relationships, as in (13), even if the proportion of concrete situations , as in (14) was slightly larger than with link.

(13) Barbara was then able to connect with the real reasons for her long-suppressed anger and to discover 
what her mother was really like. (written American English)

(14) Once Amsterdam had its direct connection to the North Sea, the old ports of the Zuyderzee went to sleep, 
wakened only by the occasional flood sweeping in from the north. (written British English)

As for phrasal verbs with connect, we found two instances of connect up with, one instance of connect up to and 
one example of connect in with, all of them in spoken language:

Again, we have seen how complex the area of prepositional variation is, and it is possibe that we would have 
found other factors (apart from regional differences and differences between nouns and verbs) influencing 
people's choice of preposition in constructions with link, connect and connection, had there been time to go 
through the examples in more detail.

ME

6. How frequent are "split infinitives" (like to not go) nowadays?  

"Split infinitives", i.e. the insertion of an adverbial (like not, never, happily) between the infinitive marker to and 
the infinitive verb form itself, as in (1), has been a hot topic among both linguists and laymen for ages. 
Prescriptive rules have long stated that a verb and its infinitive marker must always go together, as in (2).

(1) I think one of the things that one must do is to never make the same mistake twice.  

(2) One of the first lessons I learnt as a soldier was never to underestimate the enemy.  

It seems that the attitude is somewhat more relaxed nowadays, but many people still react strongly against split 
infinitives. I recently heard one of my fellow colleagues at the university (a native Englishman) sigh over a 
student essay that included split infinitives.

Let us first have a look at what some recent grammar books have to say on the topic. In their university 
grammar of English (1996), Svartvik and Sager follow a fairly strict line, stating that the splitting of infinitives is 
not allowed if the adverbial is complex (e.g. in my present position), and that many people avoid splitting 
infinitives with short adverbials like never as well. They further claim that some adverbials, like not, merely and 
only, must never be used between the infinitive marker and the infinitive, but they do not provide a complete list 
of such adverbs.

In his Rediscover Grammar (1996) David Crystal (who is, by the way, coming to Växjö for the annual langauge 
teachers' conference – LMS-dagarna – in March next year) observes that many people strongly object to the 
splitting of infinitives but that this form is frequent in informal speech and sometimes virtually necessary in order 
to avoid unidiomatic or awkward constructions. In other cases a split infinitive can be the best way to avoid an 
ambiguous sentence, such as (3), taken from English grammar: theory and use (Hasselgård, Johansson & 
Lysvåg, 1998):

(3) He refuses to consciously start trying to remember what happened.

The authors of this book suggest that "learners should be aware of these attitudes towards the construction, and 
avoid using it where there are other alternatives" (p. 364).

Now, what do our corpora say about how frequent split infinitives are around the turn of the millennium? 
Unfortunately such an investigation turned out to be more complicated than expected, at least if one wishes to 
compare split infinitives with the "correct" construction. Finding split infinitives in the corpus was no problem. We 
just searched for the combination to + adverb + infinitive (constructions including complex adverbials, made up 
by, for instance, prepositional phrases, were not covered here). It was the other construction that was 
problematic. Sometimes it was clear that the adverb belonged to the preceding discourse, rather than to the 
infinitive, as illustrated by (4) and (5), and such cases would of course not be counted as competitors to the split 



infinitive construction.  

(4) Gompers worked effectively to see future Chinese immigration ended and produced a pamphlet entitled 
"Chinese Exclusion: Meat vs. Rice, American Manhood Against Asiatic Coolieism – Which Shall 
Survive?" (American books)

(5) That's right but basically from for too long now opticians have had to rely on the sale of spectacles to 
reimburse them sufficiently to make the practices viable. (spoken British English)

Sometimes, as in (6) and (7), it was equally obvious that the adverb did indeed belong to the infinitive, and 
would thus be a true competitor to a split infinitive:

(6) Those who were most effective believed their role was actively to seek out problems to solve and to identify 
these problems by building up relationships with departments. (British books)

(7) Throughout August, Lloyd George searched for a way to kill the Flanders offensive but, lacking the necessary 
political support, was unable directly to overrule Haig. (British books)

In very many cases, however, the reading was ambiguous. The adverb could belong either to the preceding 
discourse or to the following infinitive. (8) and (9) are examples of such constructions:

(8) To the credit of the deliberating body, the document does close with a paragraph that seems almost to 
reverse that sentiment. (American books)

(9) They want actually to feel that it's a resource that matters to people (...) (spoken British English)

We therefore decided to skip the comparison of frequencies between the two constructions and simply look at 
split infinitives (which of course gives a less complete picture of this usage). We searched for split infinitives in 
three corpora, one comprising British books, one comprising American books and one comprising spoken British 
English. It was not possible to search for the construction in our spoken American corpus, since it is not tagged 
for syntax. The corpus of British books (c. 5.4 million words) contained 157 instances of split infinitives whereas 
the American equivalent (c. 5.6 million words) contained 323 tokens and the spoken British corpus (9.3 million 
words) contained 1104 tokens. This could be a sign that split infinitives are more frequent in American than in 
British (written) English (29 tokens/million words in BrE vs. 58 tokens/million words in AmE). It is also quite 
obvious that the phenomenon is much more frequent in informal language (119 tokens/million words in the 
spoken British corpus). We could further observe that actually, just, and really, as in (10) – (12), were the most 
frequent adverbs occurring in split infinitives:

(10) I have a strong enough case to actually sue for damages. (American books)

(11) When I continued to just sit there he leaned back in to quote Springsteen at me: "No retreat baby, no 
surrender."  (British books)

(12) Erm we don't see them enough to really get to know them and everything is on repeat prescriptions. 
(spoken British)

A reason for the frequent occurrence of these three adverbials could be that, being so general and often being 
used as discourse markers with many possible positions in a clause, they were inserted into infinitives in order for 
the speaker/writer to mark that it was here they really belonged, not to the preceding discourse.

It seems that we can conclude that split infinitives are not just a marginal linguistics phenomenon in English 
today. It is fairly often used in writing (except perhaps in really formal text) and very frequently in speech. Since, 
however, many people still have strong feelings about the construction, it might be a good idea, as a non-native 
speaker of English, to be somewhat cautious, and perhaps at least avoid using it in formal writing. Especially one 
could try to not (!) split infinitives with words like not, which people seem to be particularly sensitive about.

ME

7. Is it OK to combine both with as well as? I sometimes hear the construction but it sounds strange 
to my ear. 

Both is a conjunction that is of course mainly combined with and. But it is also possible to find instances of 
both in combination with as well as, and we found 14 instances of this construction in some 60 million words of 



text, three of which are shown below:

(1) Beeston, who was sent off on Sunday for head butting, has been heavily fined by the club and will miss both 
tonight's second leg as well as the dream trip to Wembley in the Autoglass Trophy on Saturday, also against 
Stockport. (written British English)

(2) The glossary includes both new material as well as definitions which have appeared in The Common-Sense 
Mortgage, Successful Real Estate Negotiation, and Successful Real Estate

Investing.(written American English)

(3) Well the way the child draws a child and once again you can see er the profile is is marked both by the head's 
orientation as well as by the arms now moved to one side of the body and pointing toward the object erm er in 
which the action is is being performed. (spoken British English)

The fact that there were so few instances could be taken as a sign that this is not an altogether accepted 
construction. It is somewhat difficult to dismiss it as a performance error, however, since most of our examples 
were actually from written, edited sources. Nevertheless, it might be wise to advise students to be careful, and 
stick to the both - and construction, at least in their writing.

A special construction type is the combination of both - and with as well as, as in (4)  and (5) which was fairly 
frequent in the corpus material and seems quite alright.

(4) Perot is dominating both the Bush and Clinton stories as well as his own. (American radio)

(5) King Husain today celebrates his sixtieth birthday at the most crucial moment of a reign extraordinary even 
by the turbulent standards of the Middle East in which he has seen both peace and war, as well as surviving a 
string of assassination threats. (written British English)

ME

3. Useful websites 

Learn English with the BBC!

BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation) is one of the most well-known media producers in the world. But did you 
know that they have a website providing interesting material for learners of English – BBC Learning English? Here 
you will find, among other things:

●     message boards where you can send electronic postcards, join discussion groups, play a quiz etc.

●     "learning English with music" - listening and reading comprehension, vocabulary training etc. related to 
popular artists and their music

●     "learning English through sports" - listening and reading comprehension, vocabulary training, quizzes etc.

●     "learning English in the news" - listening and reading comprehension, vocabulary training, information 
about how to become a "reporter" for BBC Learning English etc.

●     information about BBC radio programmes suitable for students of English

You can access the BBC learning English service at:

http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/index.shtml

Mainly for fun -  a site that can cheer up students and teachers alike!

Have you been looking for something that could be used in a Friday afternoon class of English, when both you 
and your students are too tired for something as serious as grammar or world affairs? No problem! The link to 
this website will surely give you some good laughs, and might also inspire to discussions about translations, false 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/index.shtml


friends, the importance of correct pronunciation and non-native speakers' use of English. You will find a large 
number of funny translations, quite a few of them made by Swedes since the site is produced in Sweden, for 
instance:

●     A Swedish au-pair arriving at an American airport is asked if she would like to go to the rest room before 
leaving for her new home. The girl has learnt that the word rest means "to relax for a while" and she 
answers happily: "– No, I can do it in the car."

●     At a meeting a Swedish businessman finds the room too cold and asks his American colleague: "– Can you 
please shoot the widow!"

Another highlight is a collection of funny signs that people have found and reported on from all over the world 
("English pearls"). You have probably seen some of these before, whereas others might be new to you. A few 
examples:

●     At a doctor's surgery in Rome: "Specialists in women and other diseases."

●     In a hotel in Athens: "Visitors are expected to complain at the office between the hours of 9 and 11 A.M. 
daily."

●     Outside a Hong Kong tailor shop: "Ladies may have a fit upstairs."

If you think this is something for yourself and your students, try out Avigsidan at the following address:

http://www.avigsidan.com
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· –––. 1999a. Engelska – öspråk, världsspråk, trendspråk. Stockholm: Norstedts Ordbok.

· –––. 1999b. English corpus studies: past, present, future. English Corpus Studies. Japan Association for English 
Corpus studies 6, 1-16. Journal of Japan Association for English Corpus Studies. 1999.

· –––. 1999c. Corpora and dictionaries. In The Perfect Learners' Dictionary. Lexicographica, Series Maior. Thomas 
Herbst & Kerstin Popp (eds). .. Tübingen: Niemeyer. 1999.

· –––. 1999d. Bidrag till Synpunkter på en svensk grammatik. Inlägg vid Svenska Akademiens 
grammatiksymposium 4-5 mars 1985, 69 -74. Stockholm: Norstedts.

· –––. Forthcoming. How many Englishes are there – and which is the pick of the bunch? Association of Teachers 
of English of the Czech Republic Newsletter,



· ––– & Hans Lindquist. 1997. One and body language. Viviane Müller & Peter Schneider (eds). From Ælfric to the 
New York Times: Studies in English Corpus Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· ––– & Richard Svartvik. 2001. Handbok i engelska. Stockholm: Norstedts.

5. Practical information

Would you like to get in touch with the editors to get more information, ask usage questions, give comments and 
tips etc.? Please send an e-mail to gramtime@hum.vxu.se. We cannot give you personal replies to usage 
questions, but if we find your question of interest to the public and if we can answer it, it will be discussed in the 
newsletter.

If you want to read back issues of GramTime News, please go to

http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/gtn/

If you want to subscribe to the newsletter, please send an e-mail to gramtime-request@listserv.vxu.se with the 
following message: subscribe.

6. The next issue 

We plan to distribute the next newsletter in February 2002.
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