
 

Usage questions from 2004
GTN 04:1

1. Which verb form is the most frequent one after expressions like it's (high) time: infinitive, simple present, 
simple past etc.?

2. Are there any differences between angry at, angry with, angry about and angry over?

3. What is the most common word for people in general – mankind or humankind?

4. When we work with our computers, do we use computer mice or computer mouses?

GTN 04:2

1. Which is the more frequent alternative for variable past tense forms and perfects - burned, dreamed, leapt or 
burnt, dreamt, leapt ? ?

2. What is the most common usage with temperatures in different varieties - Fahrenheit, Celsius or Centigrade?

3. I have three questions on prepositional variation: Should I say in, on or at the picture, in or on the outskirts, in or 
on the continent?

4. I sometimes hear the form a/one criteria in stead of a/one criterion. Is that common?

5. Should I say I'll try to be nice or I'll try and be nice? I have heard both alternatives.

GTN 04:3

1. Is it OK to use an abstract adjective as noun phrase head in specific situations, e.g. the problematic of these two 
aspects?

2. Does the preposition in have to be used in I have difficulty/difficulties (in) understanding?

3. My pupils keep using plural forms like knowledges and harms. Please tell me that I can continue to mark these 
forms as wrong.?

4. I have heard native speakers use watch the television where I would expect watch television. Do you recommend 
this?

5. Many people claim that men and women use different vocabularies to some extent. Is there any evidence of this 
in your corpora?

GTN 04:4

1. At what age do you change from being a pupil into being a student? I have a feeling that there is a difference 
between British and American English here.

2. What is the difference between the adjectives pedagogic and pedagogical?

3. Could you enlighten me on a few cases of possible prepositional variation? Is it OK say both on and 



at someone's birthday, off the coast and outside the coast, participate in and participate at and have use of and 
have use for?

4. What is the difference between content and content?

5. What do presently and momentarily mean?

6. Which adjective is more frequent to refer to people at the upper end of the age scale: old or elderly?
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Welcome to the twenty-second 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, PhD, Staffan Klintborg, PhD

Contents

0. Editorial

1. The GramTime Project: Grammatical Trends in Modern English (general information)

2. Usage questions and answers

3. Variation in the use of English quantifiers

4. Web tips

5. GramTime publications

6. Practical information

7. The next issue

0. Editorial

Dear readers,

As the poet has it, "the best laid schemes o' mice an' men gang aft a-gley", and true enough our production 
scheme is slightly a-gley. But here, at last, is our delayed spring issue, our post-Easter Egg full of wholesome 
goodies. And it's high time, too, you may say. In order to help you say that correctly, Maria Estling Vannestål has 
looked into the construction in question. And she will also aid you in expressing your anger with/at us, or about/
over the late publication.

Magnus Levin, perhaps unconsciously inspired by Burns (or Steinbeck?), in his contributions actually deals with 
mice, i.e. computer mice (or mouses) and men, i.e. mankind (or humankind). Magnus also notes with pride that 
the expression "at the end of the day", dealt with thoroughly by him in an earlier issue of GTN (01:1), has been 
voted as the most irritating phrase in the language by the readers of the Plain English web site (http://www.
plainenglish.co.uk/pressrelease.html), a site that contains lots of interesting reading.
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Finally, you can enjoy a Reader's Digest version of Maria's PhD dissertation which just went to print (I had to read 
the long version) and some useful web tips.

To end on a happier note than that of the opening quotation, let's remember what Vladimir Nabokov once wrote 
about Cambridge – it probably holds for the part of the world where you, dear reader, dwell too – : "Spring and 
summer did happen in Cambridge almost every year."

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. Two research assistants have 
previously 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 & 2000

· 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. Which verb form is the most frequent one after expressions like it's (high) time: past tense, 
present tense, infinitive etc.?

After the expression it's/it is high time, the past tense form of the verb, as in (1), is often said to be the most 
correct complement. At least this is usually the form given in dictionaries and grammar books.

(1) It's high time we had some answers. (...) (British newspaper)

In an article on high time by Minugh & Lavelle (in Lindquist et al, The Major Varieties of English, 1998), it was 
pointed out, however, that even though the past tense form was the predominant variant in their material 
(newspaper corpora), there are also other possibilities, mainly a to-infinitive, as in (2), but also a direct 
equivalent to the Swedish construction, that is a verb in the present tense, as in (3), and (more rarely) a 
subjunctive, as in (4).

(2) The appreciation and variety of food available in Britain today are greater than ever before, so it is high time 
to have a major event where the culinary arts can be properly disseminated. (British magazine)

(3) Fare increases aside, it's high time cyclists get the priority, respect and encouragement we deserve. 
(American newspaper)

(4) It is high time that serious thought be given to this important matter (...) (Australian newspaper)

The forms exemplified in (2) and (3) were found to be much more frequent in the American than in the British 
newspaper material used for the corpus study.

We looked at two other expressions, it's/it is time and it's/it is about time, to see whether we would get similar 
results with these. The material used was The Independent and The New York Times, both from 1995. As for it's 
time, the picture was very different from that presented by Minugh & Lavelle in that an infinitive construction, as 
in (5) and (6), was extremely predominant.

(5) We talked and it's time to move on.  (NYT)

(6) It's time for John to get into blood sports (...) (IND)

As for the few relative clauses occurring in the material (see (3) and (4) above), we could observe a similar 
regional tendency to the one Minugh & Lavelle found with it's high time. Whereas the past tense form, as in (7), 
predominated greatly in the British material, it was not so dominant in the American newspaper.

(7) It is time we ensured that it is conducted in the best possible manner. (IND)

In most cases where the verb in the relative clause was not in the past tense, it was in fact impossible to judge 
whether the verb form was the present indicative or a subjunctive, because the subject was in the first or second 
person singular, as in (8) or in the plural, as in (9).

(8) I think it's time I pay my own debt (...) (NYT95)

(9) I say it's time we bring it in (...) (NYT95)

There were also some clear cases of present tense, however, as in (10), and of subjunctive form, as in (11), most 
of them occurring in The New York Times.

(10) It's time that the Government rethinks the cold weather payment system (...) (IND)

(11) As the novel opens, Eastman returns to southern California, having decided with some bitterness that it's 
time he treat himself (NYT)



The material further included one single example of an ing-form of the verb, but this might be a misprint:

(12) Our kids have rights and it's time someone starting addressing them. (NYT)

In the case of it's/it is about time (which was quite infrequent), however, to-infinitives were less frequent again. 
Here, the past tense form, as in (13), predominated clearly even though there were a few tokens with verbs in 
the present tense, as in (14), and to-infinitive, as in (15), in the American material.

(13) 'It's about time they did this. (NYT)

(14) But I want to say it's about time it's over. (NYT)

(15) Now it's about time for the politicians to tell us what to do next. (NYT)

So, it seems that it's time, it's about time and it's high time behave quite differently when it comes to verb 
complementation. But now it is high time to move on (we move/d/) on to our second usage question.

 ME

2. Which preposition should be used after the adjective angry? 

According to the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, four different prepositions can be used after the 
adjective angry. It does not say explicitly whether there are any differences in use between these four, but 
judging from the way they are presented and from the examples given there are. At and with are grouped 
together and the example has an animate prepositional complement, as in (1), whereas about and over are 
grouped together and exemplified with an inanimte prepositional complement, as in (2).

(1) She was so angry with him that she threatened to throw him out of the house.

(2) Parents are justifiably angry about the decision to close the school.

Norstedts stora svensk-engelska ordbok makes a different distinction, viz. that angry with is used with people 
and angry at is used with things. Similarly, Handbok i engelska (by Svartvik & Svartvik) write that you are angry 
with someone, but angry at or about something. The same conclusion can be drawn from the examples in the 
Cambridge International Dictionary of English, which also gives an example of a subclause complementing the 
adjective, as in (3).

(3) We are very angry that the government has done nothing to improve the situation.

Here, no preposition occurs, but it is also possible to use clausal complementation in combination with a 
preposition, as in (4), taken from our corpus material.

(4) I don't trust him and I'm angry at how he's forced her to his will. (American book)

The Collins Cobuild Dictionary of the English Language does not claim anything explicitly, but its examples 
suggest that angry at and angry with are used with people and angry about is used with things.  It seems that 
everybody agrees that angry with is used with animate prepositional complements and angry about is used with 
inanimate ones, but as far as angry at is concerned there is obviously no consensus. So, what do our corpora tell 
us in this matter?

Before we start dealing with people vs. things, there is one thing that calls for a brief discussion: the concept of 
animacy. It is quite obvious that a word like him in (1) refers to an animate being, and that a word like decision 
in (2) refers to something inanimate (as do whole clauses). But what about nouns like government and authority? 
On the one hand, they can be regarded as groups of individuals, i.e. the people working in the goverment or at a 
particular authority, what Yamamoto refers to as "inferred animacy" (Animacy and reference, 1999). But such 
words can also refer to abstract administrative units, less readily regarded as animate. It is not always easy to 
judge from an example in a corpus whether the speaker has the first or the second interpretation in mind, since 
indeed one can be angry both at the individuals constituting the government or authority and at the 
administrative body as a whole.

We looked at angry in newspapers, books and spoken language, over 100 million words in all. Let us first look at 
the overall picture. The same ranking according to frequency occurred in both the British and American 



newspaper material, but there were no consistent tendencies in the other corpora, apart from the fact that angry 
over was the least frequent variant everywhere:

 The Independent The New York Times 

angry with
112  146

angry about
97  86

angry at
67 63

angry over
27  35

But what about animacy and inanimacy (or, in most cases, people vs. things)? Do the corpora confirm any of the 
claims referred to above? In the case of about and over the picture was clear: these were only used with 
inanimate complements, as in (3) and (4).

(3) But they were very angry about the whole thing. (spoken British English)

(4) Several hundred supporters invaded the pitch, apparently angry over news that Anderlecht were beating 
Ghent. (NYT)

Dictionaries seem to agree that angry with is only used with animate referents. It is true that, in all the different 
corpora, the majority of tokens of angry with had an animate complement, as in (5), but the distinction was by 
no means absolute, since we found quite a few tokens with inanimate complements, as in (6), as well.

(5) On several occasions, the Knicks became angry with each other and angry with themselves. (NYT)

(6) They will be very angry with this news. (IND)

There were also several cases where the complement was a collective noun, as in (7).

(7) They have also been angry with several Latin American governments (...). (NYT)

Angry at showed quite clear regional variation in terms of animacy. In the British material, it was mainly used 
with an inanimate complement, as in (8), whereas in the American material, animate complements, as in (9), 
predominated with angry at.

(8) Autumn sat upright in the bath, angry at the pettiness of the Osbornes (...) (British book)

(9) And it wasn't that he was angry at Randall or blamed him. (American book)

To sum up, it seems clear that this is a case of variation where people have different ideas about how 
prepositions should be used. As a non-native speaker, it seems safest to use angry with when referring to people 
and angry about when referring to things.

ME

3. What is the most common word for people in general – mankind or humankind?

These two nouns for the human race seem to be used more or less interchangeably in English, as can be seen in 
(1) – (4). (There is also the word humanity but this had to be excluded from this search because it has several 
additional meanings.)

(1) Anthropology had a place in this scheme because for Marx it was the study of the early history of mankind. 
(written BrE)

(2) Let us not be simplistic about things that concern the survival of mankind. (written BrE)



(3) It was clever of humankind to invent science and art to supply the deficiencies of nature, and we ought to be 
proud. (written BrE)

(4) As human history and experience progressed humankind oscillated between God's light and the depravity of 
darkness. (written BrE)

This question throws up some interesting questions about awareness of gender issues. The Longman Dictionary 
of Contemporary English defines mankind as 'all humans considered as a group' and humankind as 'people in 
general'. (It is not quite clear what the difference is in the definitions, if you ask me.) The definitions in the 
Australian Macquarie Dictionary are even more interesting. Mankind is defined as 1. 'men, as distinguished from 
women' and 2. 'humankind'. Humankind is defined as 'womankind and mankind; the human race'. It therefore 
appears that mankind sometimes is used exclusively about men, but since the noun womankind is very rare 
(occurring only in twelve texts in the BNC), we may assume that mankind meaning 'men, as distinguished from 
women' is also rare. Mankind certainly includes both men and women in most cases.

One important feature with mankind and humankind is that mankind may be considered offensive by those 
belonging to mankind who are not men (the majority, in fact). Because of the increasing awareness of gender-
issues in language it is a reasonable assumption that humankind is increasing in usage, and therefore we put this 
hypothesis to the test.

The results of our corpus searches are presented in Table 1 below. The BNC (British National Corpus) contains a 
very wide range of texts, both written (90%) and spoken (10%). We chose to limit our searches to the number of 
articles, rather than to the number of tokens, because it may be assumed that writers are often consistent in 
their usage.

Table 1. The number of texts/articles containing mankind and humankind in three BrE corpora

BNC Ind 1990 Ind 2000

N % N % N %

humankind
68 15% 42 18% 79 25%

mankind 
380 85% 187 82% 231 75%

First of all, the results clearly indicate that mankind is the more frequent term. It is used in between three and 
almost six times as many texts/articles as humankind. However, the material from The Independent suggests 
that humankind is gaining ground. (The absolute numbers are hard to compare since the number of words on the 
newspaper CD-ROMs is unknown.)

To conclude, most kinds of humans still prefer to use mankind to refer to all humans. Humankind can also be 
recommended to our readers since it avoids the possible sexist connotations of mankind.

ML

4. When we work with our computers, do we use computer mice or computer mouses? 

Both alternatives certainly occur, as is shown by (1) and (2).

(1) This range of computer mice has been specially designed for younger computer users.

(2) Computer mouses are used by millions of people.

There seems to be some uncertainty as to which form to use, as is illustrated by (3) where both forms occur next 
to each other.

(3) Admart Promotions are pleased top be able to offer a wide range of computer mice and computer mouses, 
including cordless mouses, optical mouses, ergonomic mouses and much more.

Interestingly, similar variation occurs in Swedish with datormöss/datormusar. A Swedish expert on computer 



terminology (http://www.nada.kth.se/dataterm/fos/1.html) recommends the irregular möss. She suggests that 
the use of the regular ending is caused by the fact that regular endings often appear in Swedish when a new 
metaphorical meaning appears. That is why we have kofotar (as well as kofötter), and smörgåsar (but gäss about 
birds). This rule is not entirely watertight, however, as with most rules.

Steven Pinker in his highly readable The Language Instinct explains regular plurals like Walkmans in the following 
way (p. 143): "The source of quirkiness is (…) [its] headlessness. A headless word is an exceptional item that, for 
one reason or another, differs in some property from its rightmost element, the one it would be based on if it 
were like ordinary words. A simple example of a headless word is a low-life – not a kind of life at all but a kind of 
person, namely one who leads a low life. (…) If low-life does not get its meaning from life, it cannot get its plural 
from life either. (…) The all-purpose regular rule, "Add the -s suffix," steps in by default, and we get low-lifes. (…) 
The temptation to say Walkmans comes from the word's being headless: a Walkman is not a kind of man, so it 
must not be getting its meaning from the word man inside it, and by the logic of headlessness it shouldn't receive 
a plural form from man, either. But it is hard to be comfortable with any kind of plural, because the relation 
between Walkman and man feels utterly obscure." (Incidentally, he also explains why Toronto Maple Leafs are 
called Leafs and not Leaves (p.145). The pluralized noun is not leaf, but the name Maple Leaf, which is Canada's 
national symbol. That is why we may get tired of the Mickey Mouses in the administration, and not the Mickey 
Mice.)

In order to investigate these rare phenomena, we had to consult the Internet. Our searches tell us that computer 
mice (and datormöss) are clearly the most frequent alternatives. In the domain .uk mice was 54 times more 
common than mouses, and in the domain .edu mice was eleven times more common. There is, however, some 
variation, which is a fact that more theoretical books on linguistics often do not mention.

We can safely recommend our readers to use computer mice, since that is the most frequent term.

ML

3. Variation in the use of English quantifiers 

Since my PhD thesis is almost completed – finally – I thought I would take the opportunity to share some of my 
findings. The study is about variation in some quantified NPs including all, whole, both and half, as illustrated by 
the following examples, where three different forms are used (both, both the and both of the):

(1) Both major parties have been slow to adopt Asian candidates.

(2) We have become the target of both the major parties.

(3) […] and the looming Federal election provides them with a unique opportunity to garner further concessions 
from both of the major parties.

Some people question the whole idea of grammatical synonymy in language, and claim that two different 
grammatical structues must have different meanings as well. The conclusion I draw in the thesis is that there is 
indeed "synonymy" or at least cases where it is very difficult to find differences in meaning, but that there are 
several factors that influence our choice of variants.

The aims of the study were...

●     ... to find out about overall frequency distribution of the variants,

●     ... to see how the variants were distributed across regions and media and

●     ... to analyse what linguistic factors influence the choice of variant and to what extent they do so.

The corpus material comprised three newspapers (The Independent, The New York Times and The Sydney 
Morning Herald, all from 1995) and two spoken corpora (the dialogue component of the British National Corpus, 
BNC, and the Longman Spoken American Corpus, LSAC). These are all corpora that we often use to answer your 
usage questions in GramTime News.

The most interesting results of the study can be summarized as follows:

http://www.nada.kth.se/dataterm/fos/1.html


In most cases, one variant predominated greatly over the other(s). This was particularly clear in some of the 
cases I studied, such as the constructions with both exemplified above, where the simple form, illustrated in (1), 
was used in more than 95% of the cases. Another case of clear predominance for one variant was all in 
combination with a noun expressing time, as in (4), which was used in about nine times out of ten, whereas the 
form with whole, as in (5), was much less frequent.

(4) The children swam and played all day […] (IND95)

(5) I think she would be available the whole day. (LSAC)

Sometimes, the variation was related to region. The most conspicuous case was half a, as in (6), vs. a half, as in 
(7), the latter being much more frequent in American English (c. 40%) than in British (6%) and Australian 
English (13%).

(6) Let's make it half an hour, okay? (BNC)

(7) A half-hour before kickoff, he was in the training room being rubbed down by a physical therapist. (NYT95)

Also, forms with of, as in (8), were more frequent in American English than in British and Australian English, 
where the of-less forms, as in (10), were more predominant.

(8) We don't want to miss all of the people falling down. (NYT95)

(9) Bihac fulfils all those Balkan prejudices, its history a tale of betrayal and unfortunate geography, of local 
warlords, political intrigue and greed. (SMH95)

The material showed no significant differences between the spoken and written material, which may have several 
reasons. One possible  reason is that the material investigated was too similar: the newspaper text contained a 
large number of spoken sentences, in the form of dialogues written down. Another reason could be that there are 
few differences between these two media, as far as quantified noun phrases are concerned. Perhaps the most (or 
only) important difference between speech and writing is that observed by Biber et al in their Longman grammar 
of spoken and written English (1999:277): that all is far more frequent in conversation and fiction than in 
academic text, whereas the opposite is true of both. The authors explain this fact with reference to the need for 
precision in academic discourse (both being more precise than all), while conversation and fiction "have a 
tendency to opt for more categorical expressions (especially all)".

Finally, the study showed a number of correlations with various linguistic factors. Let me just give a few 
examples. I had a hypothesis about all of being particularly frequent when the quantifier has  real totality 
meaning (as in All (of) the flowers are perennial, not just some of them) rather than being used to express large 
quantity (as in Where have all the flowers gone?). This hypothesis was corroborated indirectly, since all of was 
particularly frequent when the noun phrase included an element giving focus to the totality meaning (underlined), 
as in (10) to (12).

(10) A shoulder injury caused him to miss virtually all of the next season […]. (IND95)

(11) But not all of the evidence pointed in the same direction. (NYT95)

(12) Today all of the family except Franz share one thing in common: they now vote for the Greens […] (IND95)

Another finding was that almost all cases of simple all  and a temporal noun were used in the adverbial function, 
as in (13), whereas the whole was used when the noun phrase had other functions, such as subject, as in (14).

(13) Busloads have been arriving all day, […] (NYT95)

(14) It was a fantastic feeling but the whole week was unbelievable, something I'll never forget. (IND95)

Animacy  in connection to language structure is a fascinating topic, and my study showed that there is a clear link 
between the use of all with geographical names and cases where the noun phrase refers to the inhabitants in a 
country, town etc., as in (15), and betwen the use of the whole and cases where the referent is a geographical or 
political area, as in (16).

(15) Now, all America hopes painful chemotherapy needed for the lung cancer will yield a similar result. (IND95)



(16) Ours is the cleanest restaurant in the whole of India. (NYT95)

The overall conclusion is that syntactic variation in English quantified noun phrases is far more complex than we 
might believe if we rely on our intuitions and grammar books. A great deal of the information obtained in the 
study was too detailed or uncertain to be useful for pedagogical purposes, but in some cases the results could 
clearly be used to improve school and reference grammars.

ME

4. Web tips 

Sites for lower levels

In quite a few of the webtips given in previous issues of GramTime News you need a fairly good knowledge of 
English to  work with the various activities. But the Internet also contains a great deal of material for younger 
children with less advanced skills of English. One Australian site provides quick grammar exercises, short and 
easy listening comprehensions and vocabulary exercises. The site is called Adele's ESL Corner and is located at:

http://www.homepages.ihug.com.au/~adelegc/index.html

Another site where you can find easy exercises for lower levels is called Activities for ESL Students, located at:

http://a4esl.org/

This site provides access to grammar quizzes, vocabulary quizzes and crossword puzzles. There are even some 
bilingual vocabulary quizzes, so both Swedish students and students with some other mother tongues (e.g. 
Spanish, Persian, Arabic and Turkish) can work with words in their specific languages. This site also provides 
excercises for intermediate and advanced students.

You can also check-out some tips we have given in previous issues of GTN:

http://esl.about.com/education/esl/mbody.html (GTN 00:2)

http://bogglesworld.com (GTN 02:2)

ME

5. 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 
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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. In Att använda SAG: 29 uppsatser om Svenska Akademiens grammatik. Elisabet Engdahl & Kerstin 
Norén (eds.) Göteborgs universitet: Meddelanden från Institutionen för Svenska Språket, nr 33. (111-124)

· –––. 2001. Prepositional variation in British and American English. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco 
Modiano (ed.). Gävle: University of Gävle Press.

· –––. 2002. Elever med svårigheter i engelska. In Vem blir godkänd i skolan? Om kärnämnesproblematiken i 
skolan. Christer Jacobson (ed.). Växjö University: Pedagogisk kommunikation, no. 1.

· –––. Forthcoming. Syntactic variation in English quantified noun phrases with all, whole, both and half. Växjö: 
Acta Wexionensia.

· –––. Forthcoming. A university grammar of English with a Swedish perspective. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

· –––  & 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.

· –––. 2001a. Agreement with collective nouns. Lund: Lund Studies in English.

· –––. 2001b. Mid-Atlantic Agreement. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco Modiano (ed). Gävle: University 
of Gävle 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.

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

· ––– & 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.

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



6. 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.

7. The next issue 

We plan to distribute the next newsletter in June 2004. 
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0. Editorial

Dear readers,

I ended the editorial of our last issue with a hopeful quotation from Vladimir Nabokov: "Spring and summer did 
happen in Cambridge almost every year." Presenting our midsummer edition, I have a feeling that the hedge 
"almost" is highly relevant for our present meteorological situation in south and central Sweden and that the 
opportunities for indoor, intellectual activities will be greater than those for outdoor, physical exercises.

In any case, with the help of research carried out by Maria Estling Vannestål and Magnus Levin I am happy to be 
able to put you in the picture when it comes to some morphological questions, viz. the increasing (?) singular use 
of the plural form criteria (similar to that of data and media) and the confusion related to the use of the regular 
and irregular forms of verbs like burn (burned or burnt?).

Magnus also deals with the competition between our Swedish physicist Anders Celsius (1701-1744) and the 
German Daniel Gabriel Fahrenheit (1686-1736). Just as in the European Cup, it looks a bit bleak for Germany, 
even if in this matter they have support from the conservative Americans. If they had agreed to use our sensible 
decimal system and way of writing dates, we would have had Celsius 233 by Ray Bradbury and Celsius 11/9 by 
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Michael Moore…

In this issue, we again take the opportunity to report on excellent work done by our MA students, this time by 
Charlotte Hommerberg on the constructions try to and try and. Finally, Maria's web tips take us into the strange 
and wondrous world of fourteen-year-olds. Enjoy!

Since this issue of GTN is so late due to various reasons, one being that Maria successfully defended her doctoral 
dissertation on May 28 with Graeme Kennedy as faculty opponent (congratulations, Maria!), the wait for the next 
one will hopefully shorter and thus less unbearable than usual. Till then, 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. Two research assistants have 
previously 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 & 2000

· 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.  Which is the more frequent alternative for variable past tense forms and perfects - burned, 
dreamed, leapt or burnt, dreamt, leapt?

This is a question that we have discussed in an earlier issue, but since we have some new data we can present 
some fresh evidence in the matter. The basic variation that we looked at was the variable verbs burn, dream, 
dwell, kneel, lean, leap, learn, smell, spell, spill and spoil in The New York Times 1995 (NYT), The Independent 
2000 (Ind) and AmE speech from LSAC and BrE speech from the BNC.

Typical examples are seen in (1) to (6):

(1) In the Fifties, hundreds of thousands of people lived in or near central London and burned coal to keep 
themselves warm. (NYT)

(2) The rest of Rovaniemi had been burnt to ashes. (NYT)

(3) It initially smelled a bit sickly sweet, but given a bit of time the lower notes of freesia, cedar and vetiver 
became more apparent. (Ind)

(4) I didn't wanna say anything but like I've smelt anything so nasty in my life except for Patrick's knob. (BNC)

(5) She is a fine speller who, as a schoolgirl, once correctly spelled all 82 counties in Mississippi – a daunting 
thicket of syllables that includes Oktibbeha and Issaquena. (NYT)

(6) Literacy message spelt out incorrectly (Ind)

There are a number of features that can be analyzed here: (i) AmE vs. BrE, (ii) speech vs. writing, (iii) the past 
vs. the past participle, (iv) differences between individual verbs and (v) fixed expressions.

To begin with, we will look at differences between AmE and BrE. Our results confirm the generally held view that 
AmE prefers regular -ed endings and BrE uses both the regular and the irregular ending. Thus, cases like (7) and 
(8) are frequent in BrE, while (7) is definitely more likely in AmE. Irregular -t forms appear to be very rare in 
AmE writing.

(7) For a year and a half I lived, breathed and dreamed food. (Ind)

(8) WHOEVER DREAMT up the idea of five-day Test cricket clearly had too much time on their hands. (Ind)

AmE is often leading the linguistic development (as we have discussed on numerous occasions in GTN), and 
therefore we might expect that BrE will increase its use of regular forms. An increase in regular verbs is also the 
most likely historical development. (It is, nevertheless, only a tendency that irregular verbs become regularized 
diachronically. For instance, a couple of the verbs studied here became variable only a few hundred years ago. 
According to the OED, knelt (instead of kneeled) "appears to be late (19th c.)" and spoilt (instead of spoiled) 
dates from the 17th century.)

Most innovations in language start in speech. So, if there indeed is a development towards more regular forms, 
then we should expect there to be more regulars in speech than in writing. However, our results confirm the 
findings of previous studies that irregulars are more common in speech than in writing. There is some evidence 
that irregulars are the most common in the most formal registers and the least formal ones (such as 
conversation), but rarer in "normal" writing, like newspapers.

The next point concerns the difference between the past and the perfect. In our written AmE material, irregular t-
forms were so rare that it was not possible to find any differences, but in The Independent there was a clear 
pattern. Regular ed-forms are generally more frequent in the past (as in (9) and (10)), while there is a more 
marked preference for irregular t-forms in the perfect (as in (11) and (12)):



(9) Describing the achievements of Victorian education, Macaulay rather grandly wrote: "Every schoolboy 
knows... who strangled Atahualpa" and hilariously spelled the name of the Inca ruler incorrectly. (Ind)

(10) One day that anger spilled over and I beat the hell out of this kid. (Ind)

(11) There is a very good reason why Sydney will not stage the Games permanently and it is spelt NBC. (Ind)

(12) The unhappiness has spilt over into the political arena. (Ind)

As in most cases of grammatical variation, we found remarkable differences between the various words under 
study. In The New York Times, almost all verbs were almost entirely regularized with irregular forms like leapt, 
learnt and spilt being exceptional. However, there were two verbs which did not fit this pattern at all, namely 
dwell, which was highly variable, and kneel, which was mainly irregular. In The Independent these two verbs 
were also almost entirely irregular. Thus, (14) and (16) contain the more frequent alternatives for both varieties.

(13) We've dwelled on the past enough. (NYT)

(14) At their news conference, Mr. Clinton and Mr. Kohl dwelt upon a concern that sent Mr. Yeltsin into a rage in 
December at a conference in Budapest: expanding NATO. (NYT)

(15) Then she kneeled on the floor beside my bed and pretended to cry – or gave what was, at best, a terrible 
imitation. (Ind)

(16) He forced himself to get out, and just as he knelt down beside the bed, a snake slithered out from under the 
pillow – where his head had been a moment earlier. (NYT)

This is an interesting finding, since textbooks like Trudgill & Hannah's International English and Tottie's An 
Introduction to American English claim that AmE prefers the regular forms with these verbs.

Apart from these two verbs, leap mainly occurs in the past and the perfect as the irregular leapt. Spill was the 
only verb that preferred the regular ending both in the past and the perfect. All the other verbs are mainly 
irregular in the perfect, while in the past they are about equal, or mainly irregular. We can therefore conclude 
that most verbs in BrE still prefer irregular forms, but that there may be slow change towards more regularity.

Fixed expressions and collocations seem to resist this increasing regularity. Burnt offering(s), burnt toast and 
colours like burnt orange, burnt sienna and burnt umber do not seem to be variable. These invariable expressions 
are exemplified in (17) and (18). (Burnt offering means, according to the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary 
English: "(a) something that is offered as a gift to a god by being burnt on an altar (b) humorous food that you 
accidentally burnt while you were cooking it.")

(17) Now I realize Chardin must have used burnt umber. (NYT)

(18) The minimum acceptable burnt offering is 'Congratulations.' (NYT)

With non-fixed expressions t-forms are more common than with verb participles. Thus at least in BrE burnt as an 
adjective is more common than burned as an adjective. (19) and (20) exemplify the two alternatives:

(19) I don't want a burned hot dog. (LSAC)

(20) Before he was discharged the famous Guinea Pig Club had been formed, which was open to those badly 
burnt airmen who had undergone plastic surgery under MacIndoe. (Ind)

In conclusion, AmE prefers the regular forms while BrE seems to have a slight preference for irregular forms. 
There are notable differences between the verbs, since some, like dwell and kneel, are often irregular also in 
AmE. It is also noteworthy that irregular forms are more frequent in speech than in newspapers. Irregular forms 
are generally more frequent in the perfect than in the past in BrE, and irregular forms are also usually more 
frequent as adjectives than as verbs.

For learners we can give the advice that it does not really matter which form they choose. For those who want to 
minimize the effort on memory, perhaps regulars can be recommened. Odd-balls like me who are truly interested 
in irregular verbs can continue to use irregulars.



ML

2. What is the most common usage with temperatures in different varieties - Fahrenheit, Celsius or 
Centigrade? 

This is an interesting question since different varieties seem to have different preferences. In Svartvik & 
Svartvik's Handbok i engelska (2000:443) we can read that Britain officially introduced Celsius in 1965, and that 
Australia did so in the 1970s. The authors also claim that temperature in Britain is often given in both Celsius and 
Fahrenheit. In scientific contexts, the Celsius scale is used all over the world (which isn't quite true since 
physicists generally use the Kelvin scale based on the Celsius scale.)

As always, we looked in our corpora to check these statements. In AmE, a clear picture emerges. In The New 
York Times (NYT), Fahrenheit is five times more common than Celsius and Centigrade combined. When someone 
is quoted using Celsius or Centigrade, an explanation in degrees Fahrenheit is often provided, as in (1) and (2). 
When the temperature is first given in Fahrenheit, no explanation is deemed to be necessary, as in (3):

(1) 'Forty degrees centigrade,' he said, which is 104 Fahrenheit. (NYT 95)

(2) Paradoxically, glycoproteins in the blood of certain Antarctic fishes protect them from freezing, even when 
they are immersed in salty sea water at a temperature well below zero degrees Celsius (32 degrees Fahrenheit). 
(NYT 95)

(3) The temperature on an average New York City street during a hot summer day can probably reach 150 
degrees Fahrenheit, says Lee Grenci, a meteorologist at Penn State's Weather Communications Center. (NYT 95)

BrE is the most variable, apparently. We calculated the number of texts and articles in which these three terms 
occurred in the British National Corpus, The Independent 1990, 1995 and 2000 and The Times 2000 to get more 
reliable figures. Interestingly, the three sources (containing around 300 million words) yielded very similar 
figures. In all three, Centigrade was the most frequent, but not in the majority, (45%), while Fahrenheit (28%) 
and Celsius (27%) were roughly equally common.

It should be noted that there weren't all that many cases in our BrE material where both Fahrenheit and one of 
the other terms were given. Indeed, (4) is a fairly typical example with only one scale:

(4) The thermometer was reading over 100° Centigrade, but Harvey had fiddled with the stove and said it would 
get hot in a moment. (BrE)

In Australian English, as represented in The Sydney Morning Herald (SMH) 1993-1995, Celsius is clearly the most 
common term. This occurred in 78% of the articles, while Centigrade and Fahrenheit shared the rest of the 
tokens.

(5) is an interesting example written by an Australian travelling in the US and grappling with the unfamiliar 
system.

(5) A huge billboard on the US side incorporated an electronic thermometer relaying the information that the 
temperature had now risen to 20. Unfortunately, that was Fahrenheit, and the snow was falling. During the week 
of the auto show, it got as low as 1 degree Fahrenheit, or 31 below freezing. At one point the windchill factor was 
-28, or 60 below freezing. In short, Detroit is a great place to chill out. (SMH)

To conclude, the three varieties all seem to have different preferences. Fahrenheit is preferred in the US, while 
there is still a lot of variation in Britain. Australia mainly seems to use Celsius. We can therefore recommend 
learners to use Celsius/Centigrade in Britain and Australia (and most of the industrialized world), and that they 
should be prepared to meet Fahrenheit in America. AmE seems to be the most conservative variety in this 
respect. (6), which deals with a new system of grades for American schools, probably summarizes the American 
view of the variation:

(6) The College Board has sent around a conversion slide rule, a sort of decoder ring that translates the new 
scores to the old. 'Its [sic] almost as incomprehensible as adjusting from Fahrenheit to Celsius,' said Delsie Z. 
Phillips, the director of admissions at Haverford College in Pennsylvania. (NYT 95)

ML

3. I have three questions on prepositional variation: Should I say in, on or at the picture, in or on the 



outskirts, in or on the continent?  

The word picture can have several different meanings, and be used both with concrete and abstract reference. 
With abstract meaning, such as put sb in the picture ('inform sb'), not be in the picture ('not be involved in a 
situation') and in the big picture ('a situation considered as a whole, rather than in terms of its details'), as 
illustrated by examples (1) to (3), the preposition used is always in (according to dictionaries and corpora alike).

(1) Please put me in the picture, because I certainly don't know. (The Independent 1995)

(2) "Let's wait for Dole," he said. "If Dole's not in the picture, it won't get published." (The New York Times 1995)

(3) It's a sports boom time here in Phoenix, which is why one major knee injury in the big picture is being 
absorbed as one minor setback. (The New York Times 1995)

These metaphorical expressions with picture seem to occur mainly in spoken language. At least the majority of 
our examples were either from the spoken corpora or from interviews in the newspapers.

With concrete reference, where picture means 'painting', 'drawing' or 'photograph' (cf. Longman Dictionary of 
Contemporary English), there seems to be some variation, however. As far as at is concerned, this preposition is 
only used in combination with words like look, gaze, glance, stare and point, as in (4), so here the preposition 
actually collocates with the preceding verb rather than with the following noun.

(4) I don't think I've looked at that picture for ten years. (spoken British English)

Our corpus study shows that in is indeed the predominant preposition when the noun picture is used with 
concrete reference as well. A few occurrences of on X picture occurred in our spoken British corpus, e.g. (5):

(5) And then on the picture all the veins were blue and the arteries were red and they weren't like that in the 
body.

In the other corpora consulted, there was only one single instance of on X picture, and this was a rather natural 
choice, since it occurred with the verb scribble:

(6) I can't help wondering whether her son scribbled the devil's horns on her picture that appeared on your 
cover. (The New York Times, 1995)

The phrase in/on the outskirts showed the opposite pattern in the corpora used, i.e. that the form with on, as in 
(7), was much more frequent than the form with in, as in (8). On was only used in between one token out of 
thirty and one token out of fifty.

(7) The library of Castle Vale comprehensive school on the outskirts of Birmingham is a calm, reassuring place. 
 (The Independent 1995)

(8) The paper is printed at a secret location in the outskirts of Lagos. (The Independent 1995)

The same pattern occurred with the phrase in/on X continent, i.e. that in, as in (9), was more frequent than on, 
as in (10), (about one case in ten).   

(9) Oh gawd, the coldest place on the north continent. (spoken American English)

(10) (...) we're all in the same continent and therefore should should work with each other.  (spoken British 
English)

The phrase in/on X continent was far more frequent in The Independent and the spoken British corpus than in 
The New York Times and the spoken American corpus, probably because it is more natural for British speakers to 
refer to a continent (the European one) than it is for American speakers.

To sum up, we can for once provide a clear and straight-forward answer to a usage question: Use in the picture, 
on the outskirts and on the continent! If you are more interested in the variation between in and on you could 
read about regional variation in the case of in and on the street/road in GTN 02:4.

ME
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5. I sometimes hear the form a/one criteria in stead of a/one criterion. Is that common?

As we know, not all English nouns are made into plurals by means of adding an -s (as discussed by Magnus Levin 
in GTN 03:1). One of the nouns that take a foreign plural is criterion, as in (1), the plural of which is criteria, as 
in (2).

(1) One criterion I suggest is that they be members. (spoken AmE)

(2) The committee called on the department to publish the outcome of individual health authorities' policies and 
criteria (...) (The Independent 1995)

However, sometimes you hear the plural form criteria used in singular function, as in (3).

(3) (...) in order to make jobs you have to get rid of talent as a criteria. (spoken BrE)

The question is, how frequent is this usage? And furthermore, is the form only used in spoken language or can 
you find instances in written texts as well?

We looked at the combination a/an/one (+0-3 words) + criteria/criterion  (of course tokens such as one of the 
criteria, where criteria is used in the plural, were excluded) in four different corpora: The Independent 1995, The 
New York Times 1995, the Longman Spoken American Corpus and the Cobuild Direct corpus (the spoken British 
component). Actually it turned out that both "singular" forms (i.e. criterion and criteria used in the singular) are 
fairly rare (at least when preceded by the indefinite article or one), whereas the plural use of criteria is much 
more common.

In the spoken corpora, the singular criteria variant was in fact more frequent than the prescribed form criterion: 
ten instances of the former and five of the latter in the British corpus and two vs. one in the American corpus. 
Here are some examples:

(4) Surely this means interest or merit assessed on a scientific criteria. (spoken BrE)

(5) A criteria for the residents you mean? No a criteria for sort of to get them there. (spoken BrE)

(6) Is chew factor a criteria for a good cheese cake? (spoken AmE)

The singular use of criteria was, as expected, less frequent in the newspaper corpora, even though it occurred 
there as well. It seems that Americans are particularly reluctant to use the form, since in The New York Times it 
occurred only three times (compared with 32 instances of criterion), whereas in The Independent and The Sydney 
Morning Herald it occurred six times each (compared with 15 tokens of criterion in the former and 13 tokens in 
the latter). It should be noted, however, that quite a few of the instances from the newspaper corpora were from 
interviews, i.e. spoken language written down. The following examples of criteria used as a singular noun are 
representative:

(7) But State Farm still uses domestic violence as a criteria for medical coverage. (NYT95)

(8) But conscious that all this can be rather empty rhetoric unless it is linked to those two central issues of 
corporate life, pay and promotion, a sizeable share of managers' remuneration is linked to performance in the 
customer service arena, while managers are regularly assessed according to a comprehensive criteria. (IND95)

(9) The one criteria is to deliver a better service to the community. (SMH 95)

The conclusion to be drawn is that the plural form criteria used with the singular function seems to be a spoken 
feature (that might be creaping into the written language). As non-native speakers of English, however, we 
should avoid using the form in writing.

ME

6. Should I say I'll try to be nice or I'll try and be nice? I have heard both alternatives.

Good question. One of our hard-working D-students, Charlotte Hommerberg, recently devoted ten weeks of her 
life to the study of this phenomenon. Her paper is very extensive and we can only look at the most important 
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findings.

The variation is seen below in (1) to (4). Hommerberg found no indications of there being a noticeable difference 
between the alternatives as regards pragmatic meaning.

(1) Yesterday, they rallied on the steps of the old Executive Office Building in Washington, D.C., to try and get 
the test burn stopped. (AmE radio)

(2) "They (Sainsbury's yacht representatives) refused to refund the money," says Offer, who is now looking to 
Sainsbury to try and get the money back. (BrE newspaper)

(3) It failed in a fair attempt to try to make its product; (AmE radio)

(4) You should try to make a friend of this woman too, then you won't feel so left out. (BrE newspaper)

Try and has been condemned by usage handbooks as being "wrong", although try and actually seems to an older 
variant than try to. Overall, try and is most frequently used in BrE speech, and the least frequently in AmE 
writing. It was more common in Hommerberg's spoken BrE material (70%) than try to (30%). Interestingly, BrE 
books contained the same proportion of try and (24%) as AmE speech. These findings suggest (and Hommerberg 
provides support for it) that try and is typical of informal BrE, and that it is on the increase. This is interesting 
since, as we mention so often in GTN, most grammatical innovations tend to spread from AmE to BrE.

Other interesting findings were that try and is particularly frequent in imperatives, as in (5), and that try and is 
very common when try is in the infinitive, as in (6):

(5) Okay, Maureen from Driving School, she's on the telly too, but she IS real, please try and understand the 
difference between a documentary and a drama before one of us dies. (BrE newspaper)

(6) You should try and get more out of it (…) (spoken BrE)

It should also be noted that there are some restrictions on usage. If a not follows try, only try not to is used, as 
in (7):

(7) (…) I try not to think about it. (written AmE)

To conclude, try and is an informal alternative to try to. So, if learners want to be on the safe side they can still 
stick to try to. But if they try and move with the flow of the language, they can use try and also in informal 
writing but not in formal writing.  

ML

3. Web tips 

This time we will not provide any tips on websites that are intended for language education. Instead we would 
like to give you a glimpse of what the young people that many of you subscribsers meet in school might be doing 
when practicing English outside their classrooms (I consulted my fourteen-year-old daughter). It could also be a 
good idea to actually bring the world of your students into the classroom, since many of these websites can 
clearly be used for more organised language learning activities. It is all up to your (and your students') creativity!

At the following websites about Harry Potter, you will find message boards, computer games, information about 
the books and their author etc. etc.

http://harrypotter.warnerbros.com/main/homepage/intro.html

http://www.scholastic.com/harrypotter/home.asp

http://www.hp-lexicon.org/

http://www.jkrowling.com/

http://harrypotter.warnerbros.com/main/homepage/intro.html
http://www.scholastic.com/harrypotter/home.asp
http://www.hp-lexicon.org/
http://www.jkrowling.com/


Another very popular series of books and films is of course Lord of the Rings:

http://www.lordoftherings.net/

http://www.theonering.net/index.shtml

http://www.lordotrings.com/noflash/default.asp

Students interested in football may visit websites like the following ones, where you find, among other things, the 
history of football and news about teams and their players:

http://www.fifa.com/en/index.html (the football association FIFA)

http://www.manutd.com/home/default.sps (Manchester United)

http://www.liverpoolfc.tv/ (Liverpool)

http://www.arsenal.com/ (Arsenal)

The following site is a heaven for anyone wanting to find out information about their favourite artists and their 
albums, rock festivals etc.:

www.ubl.com

The world-wide web can also help you find a pen-pal from another part of the world. Try out:

http://www.penpalgarden.com

And so on and so forth. There are of course thousands and thousands of other websites like these. Just go to 
google.se and make an entry of what you are interested in. We hope that this little glimpse of the plethora of 
material out their on the Net has inspired you to sometimes go outside the traditional teaching materials and 
create activities that can really motivate your students to use their English for authentic reading, writing etc.

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). Växjö: Reports 
from Växjö University – Humanities. (67–80)
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· –––. 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 
Norén (eds.) Göteborgs universitet: Meddelanden från Institutionen för Svenska Språket, nr 33. (111-124)

· –––. 2001. Prepositional variation in British and American English. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco 
Modiano (ed.). Gävle: University of Gävle Press.

· –––. 2002. Elever med svårigheter i engelska. In Vem blir godkänd i skolan? Om kärnämnesproblematiken i 
skolan. Christer Jacobson (ed.). Växjö University: Pedagogisk kommunikation, no. 1.

· –––. 2004. Syntactic variation in English quantified noun phrases with all, whole, both and half. Växjö: Acta 
Wexionensia (diss.).

· –––. 2004. Värsta språket på engelska - om variation och förändring i modernt engelskt språkbruk. 
Smålandsposten 29/5 2004.

· –––. Forthcoming. A university grammar of English with a Swedish perspective. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

· –––  & 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.

· –––. 2001a. Agreement with collective nouns. Lund: Lund Studies in English (diss.).

· –––. 2001b. Mid-Atlantic Agreement. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco Modiano (ed). Gävle: University 
of Gävle 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.

· ––– & Maria Estling Vannestål. Forthcoming. Fatigue fatigue: An instance of British influence on American 
English.

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

· ––– & 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.

· ––– & Jan Svartvik. 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 2004. 
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0. Editorial

Dear readers,

Autumn has come to Småland. The cranes circle over the wetlands, planning their migration to wintering grounds 
in Portugal and elsewhere. We dream about following their example, but stay put at our computers.

In this September issue we deal with some areas of English grammar where the problematic is the fuzzy 
borderline between unacceptable and acceptable: adjectives used as heads of noun phrases (as in the 
problematic) and normally uncountable nouns used in the plural (e.g. knowledges). In the right context, anything 
can happen, but we are advised to play it safe and stick to the standard rules.

In other areas, however, there is variation between constructions which are equally acceptable, which makes life 
easier. Thus we learn that I have difficulty in understanding this rule and I have difficulty understanding this rule 
are equally OK and that we can watch television or watch the television without worrying about whether to use 
the article or not. Finally, in an article based on a paper by our student Martina Artursson, Magnus tells us how to 
use lexical items like charming, adorable, divine, beige and mauve like real men and women.
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For those of you who, like us, are interested in differences between British and American English, Maria's web tip 
this time directs you to a very useful website.

We wish you a pleasant autumn. Don't get depressed, remember Karlfeldt's words about "den vår de svage kallar 
höst" ('that spring which the weak call autumn') and Sandy Wilson's lyrics from the musical The Boyfriend (1954):

It's never too late to have a fling

For autumn is just nice as spring

And it's never too late to fall in love.

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. Two research assistants have 
previously 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 & 2000



· 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 OK to use an abstract adjective as noun phrase head in specific situations, e.g. the problematic 
of these two aspects?

One of our subscribers pointed to the fact that her students use adjectives as NP heads also in cases where 
grammar books say one should not. She wonders whether she should correct her students or whether we are 
facing a case of change in English syntax. This is a problematic area for many Swedes learning English, since 
Swedish is freer to use adjectives as heads of noun phrases than English is. In grammar books (e.g. Engelsk 
universitetsgrammatk by Svartvik & Sager), we learn that adjectives are generally only used as NP heads in two 
cases in English: when they have generic reference, either to a group of people, as in (1), or to an abstract 
phenomenon, as in (2).

(1) Fortunately, federal legislation that prohibits discrimination against the disabled has been extended to apply 
to AIDS victims and people infected with HIV (...) (American book)

(2) However, the subconscious may sometimes confuse fantasy with reality, and hence the false memory 
syndrome which has caused so much trouble recently. (British newspaper)

If we leave groups of people aside, many grammars also point out that there are cases where an adjective can be 
used as an NP head to refer to a more specific situation or detail, especially in some expressions, such as have/
take the usual (about food) and do the impossible. If the situation is even more specific we need to use another 
construction, such as inserting a general noun (e.g. part or thing), as in (3), substituting a noun for the adjective, 
as in (4), or rephrasing the noun phrase into a wh-clause, as in (5). All these three examples can correspond to a 
phrase with a Swedish adjective used as NP head ('det viktiga').

(3) It's sort of a balance of cheating, you might call it, but the important thing is that it be within bounds (...) 
(American radio)

(4) "The importance of this trial is that it is the first in the world to look at its long-term use for heart failure," 
said Mr Wallwork. (British magazine)

(5) What is important about State of Origin is that Queenslanders feel that it allows them to get even. (Australian 
newspaper)

When recently reading an article about language teaching I noted the following use of an English adjective used 
as an NP head, which I find rather specific:

(6) My argument is that the problematic of these two aspects is identical. (Colin Evans: 'The identity and 
motivation of teachers and students of modern languages'. In Lars-Gunnar Anderssson & Fia Börjeson (eds.): 
Språkundervisning på universitet)

Now, what do corpora say? We decided to restrict our corpus searches to a number of adjectives used for 
exemplification of adjectives not used as NP heads in some grammars (e.g. Svartvik & Sager's university 
grammar and Gleerups engelska grammatik by Ohlander & Ljung), since looking at all adjectives would be an 
insurmountable task. The result is the following list of words: absurd, advantageous, annoying, difficult, funny, 
important, improper, sad, strange, technical (+ problematic, which Evans used in the example above). We used 
the 60-million-word CobuildDirect corpus, which comprises British, American and Australian texts of many 
different kinds (spoken and written).

There were indeed some cases of adjectives from the list above occurring as NP heads. In the majority of cases, 
however, the adjectives were clearly used with generic reference (i.e. referring in a general sense, not to a 
specific situation or detail). Thus the examples follow the patterns of noun phrases like the supernatural and the 
subconcious. Here are some examples:



(7) Her partnership with the prince is strengthened by a shared passion for the countryside and a Goon-like sense 
of the absurd. (British newspaper)

(8) The point where he switched from B-list cult figure to serious musician is not absolutely clear possibly 
because he so adroitly mastered the difficult art of making accessible the difficult and the obscure. (British 
newspaper)

(9) Expressionism laid bare the inner turmoils, it presented the problematic, it left the viewer perplexed. (British 
book)

(10) It was also conservative, for parody deliberately made fun of the new and the strange. (American book)

Some of the examples, such as (11), seem to be somewhat more specific, but still more generic than the 
example from Evans:

(11) Its catalogue of errors range from the absurd – accusing a 92-year-old man who had been dead for four 
years of fathering an eight-year-old child – to the tragic.

The problematic  of used specifically (as in the Evans example above) seems to constitute a special case, since a 
search on the Internet (at Google) yielded 13,900 hits for the problematic of... (e.g. the problematic of 
environmental research, the problematic of human rights, the problematic of circularity and epistemology).

The following example is clearly specific, but on the other hand it occurred in informal spoken English, and it may 
even be a transcription error (difficult instead of difficulty or difficulties).

(12) Mhm and I think probablyfor MX's sake I'd like to add a bit of the difficult he's been having. (spoken British 
English)

Similarly, (13) and (14) are probably just unfinished utterances, where the speaker interrupts him- or herself, 
starting a new sentence, or is interrupted by another speaker.

(13) I say it's the paradox you see it's the funny it's serious. (spoken British English)

(14) And the will to survive that's the important Yeah. (spoken British English)

The following examples (from a written source) is more difficult to explain. Since all written texts are scanned 
into the corpus, this cannot be an instance of transcription error, but it could of course be a misprint in the 
original text (a missing role or something similar).

(15) The real-world features of this intriguing project stress the important of maths in everyday life. (British 
brochure)

Finally, enjoy the following pun:

(16) You put the sad in Saddam Hussein. (British magazine)

In spite of the occurrence of a few questionable examples of abstract adjectives used as NP heads in specific 
situations, it seems that we can confidently go on pointing out to our student the fact that Swedish and English 
differ in this area. We can then recommend that they be careful about using an adjective as the head of a noun 
phrase in English, unless it refers to an obviously generic situation (e.g. the supernatural or the absurd), or 
occurs in a set phrase like have/take the usual or do the impossible.

ME 

2. Does the preposition in have to be used in I have difficulty/difficulties (in) understanding?

A quick and simple answer to this question seems to be "no". The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English 
exemplifies the form without the preposition as the only alternative (1), whereas the example in the Cambridge 
International Dictionary of English provides an example where the preposition is included (2).

(1) We have enough difficulty paying the rent as it is!



(2) People with asthma have difficulty in breathing.

The Collins Cobuild Dictionary of the English Language provides both alternatives, examples (3) and (4), and so 
does Norstedts Engelska prepositionsbok (by Hargevik):

(3) I was having difficulty breathing.

(4) I had no difficulty in getting in touch with him.

Judging from our corpora (in this case consisting of around 120 million words of British and American spoken and 
written text), the idea of both of the first two alternatives (with and without in) being equally possible is 
supported by authentic material, since we find even more instances of have (+0–2 words) difficulty/difficulties 
doing sth, as in (5), than instances where in is included, as in (6). This was true of all the corpora we looked at, 
regardless of text type (conversation, newspaper text and books)

(5) But we believed that Ted had difficulty anticipating that the experience, especially an unpleasant one, would 
ever finish. (written AmE)

(6) I think that erm I think virtually throughout the minerals engineering operations the graduates er have never 
had any difficulties in getting jobs. (spoken BrE)

We further found one instance of difficulties to and the verb in the infinitive, as in (7), a form that is attested 
from 1719 in the Oxford English Dictionary, in fact quoted from Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe (8):

(7) She says that before this project she had difficulty to find food or to grow enough for the family. (spoken BrE)

(8) I had no great difficulty to cut it down. (Defoe)

If we look more into frequencies, we can observe a possible regional difference here, since the form without in 
seems to be more frequently occurring in American than in British English. In the American material we looked 
at, the preposition-less form was heavily dominating, whereas in the British material it was only slightly so.

As for the noun difficulty, this occurred far more often in the singular, as in (9), than in the plural, as in (10). This 
is also reflected in the fact that all three dictionaries consulted provided examples including difficulty rather than 
difficulties.

(9) Well, some people are not demonstrative that way, in other words, they have feelings for you but they can't, 
they have difficulty expressing those feelings (spoken AmE)

(10) The mystics as a result have insurmountable difficulties in trying to describe their experiences at another 
level of consciousness.

We can thus tell our students that they can choose for themselves whether to use difficulty/difficulties doing sth 
and difficulty/difficulties in doing sth, but that the former is preferred in American English.

ME

3. My pupils keep using plural forms like knowledges and harms. Please tell me that I can continue to 
mark these forms as wrong. 

As often is the case in language, there is no simple answer to questions like these. There is often gradience in 
grammaticality; there are some things which are completely acceptable and some things which are completely 
wrong - and all shades of "goodness" and "badness" in between. Knowledges and harms are somewhere in this 
grey area, it seems.

First of all, we note that Rodney Huddleston and Geoffrey Pullum in their monumental Cambridge Grammar of the 
English Language (2002) consider harms to be wrong. However, Geoffrey Leech in his review of this book in 
English Language and Linguistics argues that the plural form does in fact occur in formal edited English. Other 
sentence types that Huddleston and Pullum consider completely grammatical, such as imperatives starting with 
don't have + past participle (Don't have eaten all the pizza by the time I get back), do not occur in the 100 
million word British National Corpus (BNC). So, if native-speaker grammarians have problems with the notion of 
grammaticality, it comes as no surprise that non-native linguists and teachers often feel unsure of what to do.



Our first step in this investigation was to look in a few standard dictionaries. The three books consulted were 
unanimous in listing both nouns as uncountables, thus excluding plural forms like the ones in (1) and (2):

(1) He shows that the origins of contemporary problems, possibilities, and ideologies in practices, policies, and 
knowledges can be more adequately understood by taking them to their modern roots in the 1880-1914 period. 
(written BrE)

(2) Ending an industry that is predicated upon and produces sex-based exploitation and widespread aggression, 
through a civil law that makes concrete harms actionable by survivors, has nothing in common with censorship. 
(NYT 95)

In the Oxford English Dictionary, however, we find some evidence of the plural having been used in previous 
periods of the language. (These nouns are therefore parallel cases to evidences which we discussed in GTN 
2003:4.) The editors define a number of sub-entries for the two nouns, and for a couple of them the plural is 
mentioned as a rare possibility. For knowledge they write: "Acquaintance with a branch of learning, a language, 
or the like; theoretical or practical understanding of an art, science, industry, etc.; skill in or to do something 
(obs.). (Rarely in plural.)." The latest attestations of the plural knowledges date from the 19th century. In 1863, 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote in the latest citation of the plural of harm about "a hundred harms".

Our searches in our 300 million word corpora of mostly written edited BrE and AmE (The Independent 1990, 
1995, 2000; The New York Times 1995, CobuildDirect, the BNC) found very few instances of knowledges. There 
were only 26 (non-jocular) instances of knowledges in those corpora, so we might conclude that this form is 
basically unacceptable. It is worth mentioning, however, that knowledges very often occurred together with other 
plural nouns, as in practices, policies, and knowledges in (1) and the phrase skills and knowledges.

I supplemented these corpus searches with a small-scale elicitation experiment with three native speakers. All 
three rated knowledges as "totally unacceptable" (1 on a 5 point scale). One of the informants added some 
interesting comments: "But I know from my reading that knowledges is sometimes used as a count noun these 
days. (…) [I]n some fields (i.e. educational science and human resource [management]) it seems to be gaining 
ground, so then I'd be likely to let it slip by. Here's an example from an article I read just yesterday (from the 
journal Teaching and Teacher Education): Are diverse cultural knowledges brought into play?" This is a nice 
example of the notions of grammaticality and idiomaticity being interpreted differently in different genres and 
contexts.

This native informant (who, by the way, is an avid GTN reader) also suggested that I search for the collocation 
skills and knowledges because she thought it occurred frequently. A Google search provided 2,370 hits (while the 
more expected skills and knowledge occurred 980,000 times) - most of them apparently on homepages about 
management. One particularly interesting example was (3) from an American homepage. The comment in 
brackets shows that the writer made a very conscious choice of the plural:

(3) Managing in today's business environment requires specialized skills and knowledges (plural intended) at each 
management level.

(http://www.practicalmgt.com/smmdetail.htm)

We may therefore conclude that knowledges is an old form which is very rare in English nowadays. However, it 
seems to be used quite frequently in some genres such as business writing.

The plural noun harms seems to be roughly as common as knowledges. In our 300 million words there were 25 
instances in mostly "perfectly ordinary-seeming contexts" (Leech 2004:128). (4) is a typical example:

(4) The legislation should reflect accurately the harms to health associated with drug-taking. (The 
Independent 2000)

It seems that harms is the more generally accepted and used of the two plural nouns investigated here, although 
they have roughly the same frequency. This is reflected by the fact that my three native speakers were uncertain 
about how to judge the acceptability of (4) above. One thought it was completely acceptable, one that it was 
completely unacceptable and one gave it a non-committal 3 out of 5. Two of the informants noted specifically that 
harms is not at all as disturbing as knowledges - and then launched into lengthy discussions of how they would 
prefer the word order accurately reflect instead of reflect accurately in the sentence. This is further proof of how 
difficult it is to judge grammaticality in real life - in particular when one uses authentic examples.

This rather extensive discussion of a fairly restricted area has demonstrated above all that it is sometimes very 



hard to judge what is grammatical and what is not. Through the use of reference books, corpora, the Internet 
and native speaker intuition, complex patterns may emerge. For pedagogical purposes, though, knowledges 
cannot be recommended (unless you are teaching business English) while harms is marginally acceptable. It will 
be interesting to see in the years to come whether knowledges is spreading to other genres as well.

ML

4. I have heard native speakers use watch the television where I would expect watch television. Do 
you recommend this?

There is indeed some variation here, as can be seen in (1) and (2):

(1) They sat and watched television. (written BrE)

(2) The Belgian watched the television, of which he could not understand a word. (written BrE)

Svartvik & Sager (1996:166) write that television is usually used without the definite article. This is different to 
another medium, the radio, which is always used with the article.

We searched our corpora for watch (the) television and on (the) television and found a clear preference for the 
form without the article. On (the) television is exemplified in (3) and (4) below:

(3) Earlier, Mr Cheney appeared on television to rebut criticism of the Bush administration's actions -- or 
inactions -- during the coup. (written BrE)

(4) Many scientists were astonished at home that evening to see the faces of the two chemists appearing on the 
television as Dan Rather on the CBS evening news headlined the Utah work as "a remarkable breakthrough". 
(written BrE)

Among the examples there were a few watch (the) television programmes/news etc. and couple of cases where 
on the television meant 'on top of the television' (more about this below), but on the whole these examples were 
relatively few. We weeded out some of the most disturbing factors, such as switch/turn on the television, and 
found that overall the construction without the article occurred in about 85% of the cases and the one with the 
article in about 15%.

Thus we can recommend both variants. Both on television and on the television are frequent enough to be 
suggested for learners. It seems clear, however, that television is mainly used without the definite article in 
Present-day English.

Since on the television is ambiguous between "on television" and "on top of the television", we will conclude this 
discussion with this quote from Monty Python's Flying Circus:

(5) I object to all this sex on the television. I mean, I keep falling off.

ML

5. Many people claim that men and women use different vocabularies to some extent. Is there any 
evidence of this in your corpora?

Indeed we do use different vocabularies. The linguist Robin Lakoff, who wrote about this topic in the 1970s, 
claimed that there are quite a few words that are more frequently used by women than by men. Where men were 
claimed to use a normal high-frequency adjective like great, women were claimed to use "typically female" words 
like adorable more often. Lakoff also suggested that women have larger vocabularies when talking about colours 
than men do. Thus, for instance, a man would often add dark or pale to the basic colour rather than using a 
specific term. The reason for letting women run the area of colours is, according to Lakoff (1972:49), that "[m]en 
tend to relegate to women things that are not of concern to them, or do not involve their egos. Among these are 
problems of fine color discrimination. We might rephrase this point by saying that since women are not expected 
to make decisions on important matters like what kind of job to hold, they are relegated to the non-crucial 
decisions as a sop. Deciding whether to name a color 'lavender' or 'mauve' is one such sop."

Lakoff's ideas have certainly encountered opposition, but corpus linguistics enables us to test, to refine or to 
refute any such claims made from hunches. One of our students, Martina Arthursson, decided to look more 
carefully at these claims in a charming term paper. She decided to look at usage in The New York Times 1995 



and The Independent 1995 on CD-ROM. She chose six adjectives, adorable, aquamarine (a greenish blue colour), 
beige, charming, divine ("old fashioned; very pleasant or good; wonderful"; the religious sense of the adjective 
was excluded) and mauve (a pale purple colour), and compared the sex of the author of the article (or quoted 
speaker) with a control corpus of randomly selected articles. If there were any differences in the proportions of 
male and female articles with these adjectives and the percentages of male and female articles in the control 
corpus it would suggest that women overuse (or underuse) the adjectives.

Below in (1) to (6) are typical examples from the corpora. Male or female after the reference shows the gender of 
the author. (The name of the man described in (4) is pure coincidence, of course.)

(1) Our real Granny - Hungarian, plump and brown as a baked apple, adorable - wore fur-lined, zip-fronted boots 
and liked to talk about the price of brussels. (The Independent, female)

(2) In the clear aquamarine sea windsurfers race ahead of brisk prevailing winds. (The New York Times, male)

(3) Her small boutique, tucked away in Belsize Park, is the sort of place where smart, middle-aged ladies whisk 
through racks of beige suits and peer at themselves in hats. (The Independent, female)

(4) As we sit in the kitchen eating and talking, Levine, an attractive and charming man, takes obvious pride in his 
wife: he often, unprompted, answers questions for her. (The New York Times, male)

(5) Here, Mr.Tetley's divine athletes were manifestly human, occasionally because of slightly rough partnering, 
but most of all through the emotional nuances the dancers brought to the ballet, which seemed, blessedly, to be 
danced at half speed. (The New York Times, female)

(6) Horticultural Society's garden in Wisley, Surrey, puzzled by an even more confused mauve rhododendron in 
full bloom. (The Independent, female)

Interestingly, women used the adjectives more often than men, and most of the differences in the two 
newspapers were statistically significant. The only non-significant cases were aquamarine and divine in The New 
York Times and charming in The Independent. Arthursson argues that "we have to remember that these three 
adjectives still were significant in one of the papers so we can not suggest that they are gender-neutral words 
rather than female words." Although it is hard to determine exactly why certain words are used more by different 
groups than by others, this study provides a lot of support for the idea that some English adjectives are used 
more often by women than by men.

The study also looked at what the adjectives described and what collocations there were. Frequency-based 
information like this is often very useful to give to learners. One of the most frequent collocations was , which 
was almost three times more frequent than charming woman. Generally, charming was more often used about 
men (chairman, Englishman, etc.) than about women. A rather surprising finding was that there is a tendency for 
people to use about people of the same sex as themselves. Thus, (7) and (8) are typical examples where a male 
writer describes a man, and a female writer describes a woman as charming.

(7) The district auditor was a charming man, and the procedure was fairly user-friendly. (The Independent, male)

(8) The charming young woman with a bubbly personality turns every meal into a culinary adventure. (The New 
York Times, female)

The adjective beige mostly described clothes in the newspaper corpora, as exemplified in (9), and divine was 
most frequently about women in The New York Times and about men in The Independent (10) is one of few 
examples of divine men in The New York Times.

(9) Aida Hadzic, who works for the United Nations, spent 198 German marks on a pair of beige jeans and a 
matching cardigan. (The Independent, female)

(10) Brad Pitt's divine. (The New York Times, female)

To conclude this discussion we may say that this study is a good example of how corpora can be used to test 
controversial hypotheses. Although all of the adjectives in this study were used significantly more by women than 
by men in at least one newspaper, there were no exclusively "female" words. The main thing for natives and 
learners is to understand and to be understood, but investigations like these help learners to know how and when 
to use what. They also provide some charming insights into sociolinguistic variation.



ML

3. Web tips 

British and American English

This time we'll go linguistic for the web tips. One of our favourite topics is regional variation in the English 
language. Whereas grammatical differences between the two regional variants are relatively few and very rarely 
lead to communication breakdown, differences in vocabulary and pronunciation may be more problematic. In the 
GramTime project, we have mainly focused on grammatical differences (since it is a project on English grammar), 
but we have now found an interesting and attractive website providing a free on-line dictionary, where you can 
search for a British word or expression and get the American equivalent and vice versa. It is called The American–
British/British–American Dictionary and you will find it at:

http://www.peak.org/~jeremy/dictionary/

Not only does the dictionary provide free search possibilities, but it also contains a number of interesting articles 
on, among other things, differences in British and American pronunciation, the reasons behind regional 
differences and the history of the English language. You will also find some other useful stuff, such as tables 
describing, for instance, British and American measurements, money, presidents and prime ministers, maps of 
the American states and dialects in America and Great Britain and links to other interesting websites (such as 
various types of dictionaries).
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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). 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. In Att använda SAG: 29 uppsatser om Svenska Akademiens grammatik. Elisabet Engdahl & Kerstin 
Norén (eds.) Göteborgs universitet: Meddelanden från Institutionen för Svenska Språket, nr 33. (111-124)

· –––. 2001. Prepositional variation in British and American English. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco 
Modiano (ed.). Gävle: University of Gävle Press.

· –––. 2002. Elever med svårigheter i engelska. In Vem blir godkänd i skolan? Om kärnämnesproblematiken i 
skolan. Christer Jacobson (ed.). Växjö University: Pedagogisk kommunikation, no. 1.
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· –––. 2004. Syntactic variation in English quantified noun phrases with all, whole, both and half. Växjö: Acta 
Wexionensia (diss.).

· –––. 2004. Värsta språket på engelska - om variation och förändring i modernt engelskt språkbruk. 
Smålandsposten 29/5 2004.

· –––. Forthcoming. A university grammar of English with a Swedish perspective. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

· –––  & 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.

· –––. 2001a. Agreement with collective nouns. Lund: Lund Studies in English (diss.).

· –––. 2001b. Mid-Atlantic Agreement. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco Modiano (ed). Gävle: University 
of Gävle 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.

· ––– & Maria Estling Vannestål. Forthcoming. Fatigue fatigue: An instance of British influence on American 
English.

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

· ––– & 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.

· ––– & Jan Svartvik. 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 

mailto:gramtime@hum.vxu.se


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 2004. 
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0. Editorial

Dear readers,

Welcome to the "silver jubilee" issue of GramTime News - our 25th! A proper silver jubilee of course means 25 
years in business, but we are working on that as well!

This issue's topics are a little bit untypical since they are all to do with lexical items rather than grammar proper. 
This is indeed in tune with a tendency in many areas of current linguistics to move towards the lexicon and to talk 
about "lexico-grammar", a term that indicates that there is a strong interdependency between words and 
grammatical constructions.

The contrast between pupil and student however is purely lexical (and regional) while the choice between the 
forms old and elderly, the suffixes -ic and -ical in pedagogic(al) or the singular or plural in content(s) may either 
have some relation to grammar or be purely conventional. Prepositions, so frequently dealt with in GTN, are 
traditionally treated in grammar books and are intimately related to grammar in spite of the fact that the choice 
between them is often unsystematic and non-rule-governed.
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Therefore, even if we feel that we are beginning to master most of the rules of English grammar, we daily trip 
over expressions where we as non-native speakers are uncertain about which words go together. We have to 
learn words and constructions together, and corpus linguistics gives us authentic data to base our learning on.

We hope you will enjoy this issue's offerings of lexico-grammar. Why not combine them with some mulled wine 
and some interesting reading in the The Hindu or The Jamaica Express in front of the log fire (see web tips)!

Happy Christmas and a Merry New Year!

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. Two research assistants have 
previously 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 & 2000

· 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. At what age do you change from being a pupil into being a student? I have a feeling that there is a 
difference between British and American English here. 

In Swedish, the distinction between elever and studenter is not problematic, since the first word refers to children 
and teenagers at school and the second to those studying at university. Well, in recent years even we university 
teachers sometimes catch ourselves talking about our students as elever... But where do you draw the line 
between a pupil and a student in English? If we consult our dictionaries, there indeed seems to be a regional 
difference between British and American English. For instance, the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 
tells us that...

(a) ...a pupil is 'someone who is being taught, especially a child' (and comments on the fact that this is more 
frequent in British English)

(b) ...a student is 'someone who is studying at a school, university etc.'

The Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary (OALD) does not comment on regional variation as far as pupil is 
concerned, but, on the other hand ,states that the use of student to refer to a boy or a girl studying at a school 
(rather than a university) is more frequent in American English. The Cambridge International Dictionary of 
English (CIDE) makes no observations about regional differences, but points out that pupil is mainly used about 
someone at primary school.  

Both OALD and CIDE also write that pupil is used about someone who is taught a certain skill (e.g. music or 
painting) by an expert, as in (1).

(1) Then the newer generation became the backbone and the spirit of the town, and the painting pupils grew up 
and fell away and did not send their children to her with boxes of color and tedious brushes and pictures cut from 
the ladies' magazines. (American book)

A quote from a Finnish teachers' chat on the web indicates that there is a certain amount of uncertainty (at least 
among non-native speakers) as to where the borderline between pupils and students should be drawn:

(2) Eugen, in high school, do you say "pupils" or "students"? (www.eno.joensuu.fi/chats/2809b01.htm)

Now, can we draw any conclusions on authentic usage by consulting our language corpora? We looked at some 
British and American subcorpora in the Cobuild Direct corpus, and, first of all, it is obvious that student(s) occurs 
much more frequently than pupil(s) overall (which was quite expected since student covers a wider age span 
than pupil does). Also, the majority of the tokens of student(s) seem to refer to university students, as in (3) and 
(4), in both dialects (but especially in the British sources).

(3) Studies have shown that one in twenty-five first year female students from Edinburgh University suffered 
from symptoms of bulimia in 1983, and successive Edinburgh surveys have repeatedly confirmed this figure. 
(British books)

(4) John Sisson and Tony Brusate are graduate students at the University of Alabama. (American radio)

We also found that student (s)was overall more frequent in American than in British English, whereas pupil(s) 
was more frequent in British English, although still rare compared to student(s).

A quick (and indeed impressionistic) survey of the tokens of student(s) indicates that cases where student refers 
to someone at school rather than at university, as in (5) and (6), seem to be more frequent in the American than 
in the British corpora, as suggested by OALD.

(5) Even the school going children have not been spared by the events of past year. One school student, Talmiz 
Ahmad, told me his school is still not in a state to start classes. (British radio)



(6) The more hours a student works, the lower his school grades, the more drugs or alcohol he uses, and the 
more aggression he shows. The average American child watches four hours of television per day. (American book)

So judging from the dictionaries and corpora consulted, student is a dialect-neutral word when used about 
someone studying at university, whereas when referring to someone at school it is mainly used in AmE, and pupil 
is mainly used in BrE. Moreover, you usually stop being a pupil when entering secondary school in Britain and it 
could also be expected that pupil is rarely used about someone at high-school level in the US, even though we did 
find such an example in our corpora:

(7) Two young men – apparently nephews, one of whom was a high-school pupil – were leaving the room, 
crossing themselves as they did so. (American book)
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2. What is the difference between the adjectives pedagogic and pedagogical?

There is sometimes a difference with such adjective pairs, as economic 'connected with trade, industry, and the 
management of money' and economical 'using money, time, goods etc carefully and without wasting any' (The 
Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, LDCE). However, as seen in (1) to (4) pedagogic and pedagogical 
may occur in identical collocations:

(1) But the purpose has not always been taken as primary in the pedagogic approach adopted. (written BrE)

(2) Detailed information on "teaching a course with this book" throws much light on the authors' conception of 
teaching and learning as well as giving practical examples of an efficient pedagogical approach. (written BrE)

(3) They show great pedagogic skills in almost every aspect of school life. (spoken BrE)

(4) To sum up, official government policy on the improvement of teaching quality in England and Wales appears 
to have identified three areas of influence in which intervention would be worthwhile: personal qualities, 
pedagogical skills and subject expertise. (written BrE)

The situation in the dictionaries is also rather complicated. The LDCE only lists pedagogical ('concerning teaching 
methods or the practice of teaching') and does not mention the shorter form at all. The AusE Macquarie dictionary 
gives both forms. It may be noted in passing that both these dictionaries give one neutral and one derogatory 
meaning for the noun pedagogue. One meaning is simply 'a teacher', but the other is 'a teacher who cares too 
much about rules'. Such information can be very important for foreign learners, but as seen in Table 1 below, 
there is a very large degree of overlap for the adjectives.

Table 1. Some common collocations with pedagogical and pedagogic in the British National Corpus, 
CobuildDirect and The New York Times 2000

pedagogical pedagogic

grammar
38 0

principle(s)
10 5

approach(es)
8 2

skill(s)  
6 6

concern(s) 
5 2

method(s) 
4 3

technique(s) 
4 2



orientation
(s) 

3 0

style(s) 
3 0

issue(s)
2 1

activity (-ies)
1 3

aim(s) 
1 2

practice(s) 
1 6

purpose(s) 
1 4

value(s) 
1 4

The material included about 200 million words (about two thirds BrE and one third AmE), and it is striking how 
rare these adjectives were. They only occurred with a combined frequency of fewer than two instances per one 
million words. As a comparison, the Swedish Parole corpus (http://spraakbanken.gu.se) contained almost 25 
pedagogisk/pedagogiskt/pedagogiska per one million words. The term therefore has a much wider application in 
Swedish, and Swedes run an apparent risk of overusing this word when speaking and writing in English.

The distribution between the alternatives in English was rather even, since there were 217 pedagogical (60%) 
and 148 pedagogic. Quite a few of the -al tokens were instances of the phrase pedagogical grammar, which 
occurred almost exclusively in one single text in the BNC. Therefore the proportions may be even more equal 
than a superficial look at the table would indicate.

The pedagogic(-al) conclusion to be drawn is that there is no real difference between pedagogic and pedagogical, 
and that both adjectives are very rare in English. We can therefore recommend our readership to use phrases like 
teaching methods (more than 200 tokens in the BNC alone), which are much more frequent than pedagogic(-al).

ML

3. Could you enlighten me on a few cases of possible prepositional variation? Is it OK say both on and 
at someone's birthday, off the coast and outside the coast, participate in and participate at and have 
use of and have use for?

Of course we could! The first three cases can also get very straightforward answers. We found a few instances of 
at X's birthday, as in (1) and (2), but the great majority of cases included the preposition on, as in (3).

(1) Mother would then throw them into the big closet, vowing to give them to some other child at the next 
birthday, and here they all were. (American book)

(2) I used to do a bit of singing at eisteddfods and so on and when I was about 11 I sang Danny Boy at my 
father's birthday and got a thunderous response he said. (Australian newspaper)

(3) On her birthday she attended the christening of her first great-grandchild. (British newspaper)

Most of the cases where at occurred collocated with words like party or celebrations, as in (4) and (5), and if we 
scrutinize example (2) above, we could regard this as an ellipsis of a phrase like birthday party or birthday 
celebrations.

(4) At a family birthday party Nick left most of his cake on his plate and said, "This is too rich for me." (American 
book)

(5) They turned up – separately – at the 50th birthday celebrations of one of their closest friends, Lady Sarah 
Keswick. (British tabloid)

http://spraakbanken.gu.se/


Similarly, off X coast, as in (6), seems to be the clearly preferred choice, whereas outside X coast was non-
existent in our corpora

(6) Pentagon sources say Marines now off the coast of Somalia will land at dawn Wednesday. (American radio)

Quite a few cases occurred on the Internet, but then we must keep in mind that many of the texts occurring 
there are written by non-native speakers of English. And interestingly, among the first ten hits we got on Google, 
three were in fact from Swedish sources, as in (7).

(7) Algal blooms have been reported from outside the coast between Simrishamn and Sandhammaren, and 
outside the Falsterbo Reef, east and west corners of southernmost Sweden respectively. (www2.ab.lst.se/infobalt/
gamlrapp/rapp94/eng1094.htm)

The last two questions concerned prepositional verbs: participate in/at and have use of/for. In the first of these, 
our corpora again included only a few instances of the alternative preposition at, as in (8), compared to 
thousands of examples of in, as in (9):

(8) As for the parents, "irrespective of the decisions made they appeared to feel that in participating at a review 
conference they had some say and control in the power being exercised on themselves and their children" (British 
book)

(9) Both men are in Pearl Harbor this weekend to participate in the ceremonies to commemorate the men and 
women who died there. (American radio)

Furthermore, even though participate at sounds plausible in certain contexts, e.g. when it comes to conferences, 
ceremonies and similar events, participate at would be totally inappropriate in many other cases, such as those 
exemplified in (10) and (11).

(10) Would you be willing to participate in a survey about radio? (American brochure) (*participate at a survey)

(11) He is a member of the Taliban central committee. We categorically refuse to let women vote or participate in 
politics," he added. (British newspaper) (*participate at politics)

It could be noted that the dictionaries consulted (The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, LDCE, the 
Cambridge Dictionary of International English, CIDE and the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary, OALD) gave 
off the coast and participate in without any alternatives. None of them suggested what preposition should 
precede birthday.

The final case (have use of/for) is more complex. First of all, the three dictionaries consulted provide some 
special expressions. All of them bring up have no use for, but there are three different interpretations of this 
phrase, the first two of which seem to resemble each other: (a) 'have no respect for someone or 
something' (LCDE),  (b) 'refuse to tolerate, dislike' (OALD) and (c) 'don't need' (CIDE), 'have no purpose for 
which sth can be used' (OAD). The third of these is also described in CIDE in an interrogative construction:

(12) Do you have any use for these old notes or have you finished with them? (CIDE)

CIDE also point to a special case, have the use of, meaning stay in (e.g. a flat):

(13) They said we could have the use of their flat at the coast whenever they weren't there. (CIDE)

As for the corpus investigation, we only used the Cobuild Direct corpus, since it is more search-friendly than the 
BNC when it comes to complex constructions of this type. We found a number of examples of have X use for in 
both affirmative and negative clauses, as in (14) and (15).

(14) He must have some use for us alive, mckee (sic!) thought. (American book)

(15) Going through my files the other day, I vaguely remembered sending you a little effort called Offensive from 
Quasar 13 - just over seven months ago, it must have been. Am I right in assuming that you have no use for it? 
(British magazine)

It is sometimes quite difficult to decide how the tokens should be interpreted, but it seems that the majority are 



of the (c) type mentioned above (where have use for means 'need' or 'have a purpose for'), as in (16).

(16) Laura hadn't wanted people living in and he had no use for a chauffeur himself. (British book)

We also found some rather clear cases of the (a) or (b) type in negative clauses, either referring to abstract ideas 
and concepts, as in (17) or to people, as in (18).

(17) But unlike the independent entrepreneur who has no use for the give-and-take of politics, a fire to seek 
public office had burned in Couzens's belly since childhood. (American book)

(18) "We don't have any use for people who offer only platitudes," bellowed one angry man who has lived in one 
shelter, a school gymnasium, since the quake. (Australian newspaper)  

Now to the construction with of. The great majority of these cases seem to mean 'have access to', often in 
relation to flats, houses etc. (cf. the CIDE meaning 'stay in'). Many of these take the definite article, as in (19), 
whereas others do not, but instead usually include an adjective like (un)limited, full or exclusive, as in (20).

(19) During the week he has the use of a Grace and Favour flat in St James's Palace, where his front door opens 
directly opposite that of Princess Alexandra. (British book)

(20) You will also have full use of the new leisure club facilities. (British magazine)

A few of the instances of have use of are combined with nouns for body parts, as in (21), in which case the 
meaning is something like 'be able to use' (very close to the 'have access to' meaning).

(21) If I still had the full use of my legs I would walk to Barcelona now to see him. (British tabloid)

Summing  up, we can safely recommend our readers to say on somebody's birthday, off the coast and participate 
in. When it comes to have use for/of, however, there is obviously a difference in meaning between the two 
constructions in that have use for means 'need, have a purpose for' or 'respect, tolerate', whereas have use of 
usually means 'have access to'.

ME

4. What is the difference between contents and content?

Interesting that it's not just me who's a little uncertain here. The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English 
gives the following definitions:

* contents: (a) the things that are inside a box, bag, room, etc., (b) the things that are written in a letter, book 
etc

* content: the amount of substance that is contained in something: the fat content of cheese; the ideas, facts, or 
opinions that are contained in a speech or a piece of writing

As can be seen, the distinction is a bit blurred, although table of contents as in (4) below is entirely fixed. In (1) 
to (7) the uses above are exemplified (all from written BrE from the British National Corpus).

(1) Her brother watched her, with love and anxiety, as she checked the contents of her handbag. (written BrE)

(2) With the exception of the use of nominalizations and a change from the past to the present tense, my 
suggested version is identical to the existing translation (the present tense is the correct one to use here because 
it signals that the abstract reports the contents of the paper (…) (written BrE)

(3) Sir: The contents of Sarah Helm's article "Immigration checks to be made on trains" (25 September) are 
extremely worrying. (written BrE)

(4) You can of course use the table contents of the National Windsurfing Scheme (see Appendix) to judge your 
own level. (written BrE)

(5) The protein content of food varies considerably, and the following are average values for some of the better 
sources. (written BrE)



(6) We have already related those trends to the content of television news. (written BrE)

(7) The content of education must therefore be that which men would wish to know for its own sake. (written BrE)

Most of these cases are fairly easy to distinguish. However, there are a couple of unclear points. The difference 
between 'the things that are written in a letter, book etc' and 'the ideas, facts, or opinions that are contained in a 
speech or a piece of writing' is not immediately evident. This is exemplified in (8) to (11) below.

(8) Joseph had devoured the contents of the book avidly during the long Pacific crossing and had begun reading it 
again after they left Hong Kong. (written BrE)

(9) The contents of this document will be similar to the information listed in table 4.2. (written BrE)

(10) This made things easier and established a genuine common base for the selection, for the commercial values 
of second-hand books are often the result of factors which are irrelevant when viewed in a scholarly perspective: 
that is, one which is concerned solely with the content of the book. (written BrE)

(11) Whatever you plan to make, the content of this chapter will be useful. (written BrE)

Apparently, (8) and (9) deal with the "things" in the text, and (10) and (11) with the "ideas, facts or opinions", 
but to some people (including me) this distinction is not all that easy to make.

To conclude the content(s) of this article, we can say that there is a clear distinction in some cases, but in others 
it seems hard to distinguish the two.

ML

5. What do presently and momentarily mean?

The answer is not as easy as it may seem at a first glance. First of all it should be noted that these two words are 
not particularly frequent in either BrE or AmE. Nevertheless, they have attracted a lot of attention from self-
appointed experts across the English speaking world (see, for instance

http://www.imahal.com/education/write_guru/yangtze/words/page_02.htm

http://www.deimel.org/language/momentarily.htm

http://steverino.journalspace.com/?entryid=27

http://www.geocities.com/RainForest/Vines/1521/carlin_deepthoughts2.html

http://www.uexpress.com/coveringthecourts/?uc_full_date=20011028)

Quirk et al in their Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language (1985:1453) write the following: "The use 
of presently (…) with the meaning 'now', 'at present', is very common in AmE. In BrE, presently is more 
commonly synonymous with soon." The Oxford English Dictionary claims the following about the meaning 'now', 
'at present': "Obs. (since 17th c.) in lit. Eng. (No certain instance in Shakes.) But in regular use in most Eng. 
dialects, and common in Sc. writers; revived in U.S. and to some extent in Great Britain in 20th c." As is 
exemplified in (1) to (4), there is some variation with presently. In (1) and (2) the meaning is 'now', and in (3) 
and (4) presently means 'soon'.

(1) An average of 56,000 people presently come to Foxwoods Casino each day. (NYT 1995)

(2) In Britain, base rates are presently 15 per cent and underlying inflation, excluding the impact of mortgage 
rates and the poll tax, is estimated by the Treasury at 6.75 per cent. (Ind 1990)

(3) So, instead, I sat in a corner reading Elias Canetti and trying to look like something out of The Sorrows of 
Young Werther, hoping that some beatific girl like a Fra' Angelico angel, with hooded, pain-filled eyes, would 
come and sit next to me, and presently, wordlessly, we would walk off into a frightfully agreeable sort of pre-
Raphaelite landscape of ferns and plainchant and red-hot sex. (Ind 2000)

http://www.imahal.com/education/write_guru/yangtze/words/page_02.htm
http://www.deimel.org/language/momentarily.htm
http://steverino.journalspace.com/?entryid=27
http://www.geocities.com/RainForest/Vines/1521/carlin_deepthoughts2.html
http://www.uexpress.com/coveringthecourts/?uc_full_date=20011028)


(4) A WWW-server will presently be added to this facility. (www.law.warwick.ac.uk/ltj/3-2c.html)

Interestingly, the New York Times style guide (Siegal & Connolly 1999) favours what seems to be the preferred 
meaning in BrE: "Use it to mean soon. The alternative meaning, now, is out of favor with many precise writers, 
and for that meaning, now is more direct in any case." However, it is not entirely clear why soon also isn't more 
direct than presently, so speakers of AmE have a case for continuing with this usage.

Our results suggest that presently is more frequent in BrE than in AmE (seven per one million words in The 
Independent, and only slightly more than once per million in NYT). In BrE the word usually means 'soon' but 
there is a considerable degree of variation. In NYT, where the style guide wants 'soon', there is an overwhelming 
majority for 'now'. The style guide thus seems to be fighting a losing battle.

It is interesting to note that there were quite a few examples which were hard to classify. This is the reason why 
there can be change in this area. Instances such as (5) and (6) exemplify this.

(5) 'A monitoring system is presently being put in place by the state and corps engineers that will be able to 
answer some of these questions,' Professor Tanski said. (NYT 95)

(6) Shouts of 'Harro!' echoed up from the valley. Presently I was drawn to a vibrant young oak tree that soared 
straight up. (NYT 95)

If the monitoring system in (5) is now being put in place or soon being put in place does not make much 
difference. The effects will only be noticed …erm…soon. In a story told in the past as in (6) it would not make 
much difference if I was soon drawn to a vibrant young oak tree or if I was now drawn to a vibrant young oak 
tree. It depends a bit on where you start counting.

Regarding momentarily, Gunnel Tottie (2002:101) proposes in An Introduction to American English that "[t]he 
original meaning of momentarily in both British and American English is 'for a moment or an instant,' and it is still 
often used in this sense, as in A rainbow momentarily lightened the skies. However, in American English, 
momentarily is also often used to mean 'in a moment; very soon,' as in The doctor will be with you momentarily. 
This usage is sometimes criticized by purists."

In our newspaper material momentarily was chiefly used meaning 'for a moment', as seen in (7) to (9). It was 
only rarely taken to mean 'soon' in NYT 95, as in (10) and (11). It is possible that 'soon' is still used mainly in 
speech and that it has not spread to a great extent into writing.

(7) Ken spends the whole afternoon in his Commons office, wrestling with that big dilemma. But in his first public 
comments on the chaos surrounding Labour's selection he momentarily abandons his vows of silence. (Ind 2000)

(8) But now he seems to want whatever is momentarily fashionable. (NYT 1995)

(9) Meyer fumbled another water bottle with four miles remaining then stopped momentarily as she developed a 
cramp in her thigh. (NYT 1995)

(10) (…) the practice of announcing a product far in advance of its availability, 'for the sole purpose of causing 
consumers not to purchase a competitor's product that has been developed and is either currently for sale or 
momentarily about to enter the market.' (NYT 1995)

(11) And for the Carters' annual New Year's Day party, which is off this year because the other gumbo maker in 
the family, Hodding Carter 4th, and his wife are expecting twins momentarily, (…) (NYT 1995)

In conclusion, presently presently (now) generally means 'now' both in AmE and BrE. Momentarily generally 
means 'for a moment', but momentarily (soon) the meaning 'soon' will probably become more frequent in AmE.

ML

6. Which adjective is more frequent to refer to people at the upper end of the age scale: old or 
elderly? 

When we talk about people reaching an advanced age, we can choose between referring to them as old or elderly 
(whereas things are always old, never elderly). According to the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 
elderly is a more polite form than old, and, in a similar vein, the Cambridge International Dictionary of English 



points out that elderly is used when we wish to avoid referring to someone as old. The Oxford Dictionary of 
Advanced English calls elderly a euphemism.

Since elderly is the more polite  (or at least indirect) form it could be expected to be more frequent than old (or 
at least polite structures tend to be more unmarked and typical than less polite ones, cf. Brown & Levinson, 1987, 
Politeness - some universals in language use, Cambridge University Press, p. 38). We looked at five different 
collocations, in order to make searches feasible (since old is a very frequent word occurring in a great number of 
different contexts, besides being used about people): old/elderly people, old/elderly man/men, old/elderly 
woman/women, for the old/elderly and the old/elderly are/were/have/had. Interestingly, in the first three of 
these (where old/elderly is used as a premodifier), old was more frequent than elderly, whereas the opposite was 
true of the last two (where old/elderly is used as the head of the noun phrase to refer generally to the whole 
group of people) (see Table 1). Examples like a fifty-year-old man were of course omitted from the frequency 
count.

Table 1. Distribution of tokens of old and elderly 

old elderly

people
323 211

man/men
1059 55

woman/women
304 76

for the...
15 106

the ... are/were/have/had
6 20

The results may indicate that we are more polite or indirect when referring to whole groups of people than when 
referring to specific individuals (as is most often the case when man/men and woman/women are used). On the 
other hand, politeness is only one factor out of many possible ones influencing the choice between old and elderly 
and the word old can of course be used in many contexts with various meanings (e.g. old man referring to 
someone's father), so we should not jump to conclusions.

Examples (1) to (10) illustrate the different collocations.

(1) The economic use of classifying "oldhood" as a problem serves two purposes. The first is that it produces 
more service jobs by classifying old people as problems. (American book)

(2) I think all elderly people should have a shower every one of them because it's easier for them they've just got 
to walk into have a nice shower and get out. (spoken British English)

(3) It is that time of year when the old man (who normally lives with only a pony for company, and he can't 
reach her) gets his fling around the flock. (British newspaper)

(4) Katharine Littleton turns to an elderly man, cane in one hand and a large framed portrait in the other. 
(American radio)

(5) I've spent countless hours comforting them with the truth that there are no such things as vampires, that the 
old woman down the road isn't a Wicked Witch and that no creature as awful as Freddy Krueger exists in the real 
world they live in. (British tabloid)

(6) The home belonged to an elderly woman and her adult son. (American book)

(7) Cr Mills said public transport should be accessible, affordable and safe, and cater for the old, the young and 
the disabled. (Australian newspaper)

(8) For a nine-year-old boy to show such concern for the elderly is again a tribute to the way he's been brought 
up. (British tabloid)



(9) They reported in the Lancet medical journal that a survey relating various causes of death among people of 
all age groups to temperature showed the old were at very high risk. (Australian newspaper)

(10) Given the preceding stereotypes, it's little wonder that the elderly are seen as sexless. (American book)

In cases where people is used in the genitive in combination with home, club, hostel etc., as in (11), old seems to 
be the only alternative.

(11) Police used rubber dinghies to rescued (sic!) stranded families and evacuate 21 residents from an old 
people's home. (British tabloid)

Remember that there are also other ways of referring to a person from this age group, such as senior citizen and 
(in British English) OAP (old age pensioner).

ME

3. Web tips 

On-line newspapers from the English-speaking world

I recently finished teaching a course in linguistics and language didactics for C-level teacher students. One of the 
tasks used for examination was choosing a linguistic topic  (anyting from our coursebook by David Crystal, The 
Cambridge encyclopedia of the English langauge) and prepare a project (of optional length) aimed at students of 
English in upper secondary school. My students then presented their projects, orally as in a "language teachers' 
conference", and in written form. This turned out a great success, and I have edited a little "booklet" where we 
have collected all the papers that the students wrote. If you are interested in having a free electronic copy of our 
booklet, just send me an e-mail (maria.estling-vannestal@vxu.se).

Several of the project ideas concerned working with regional varieties of English (including both linguistic and 
cultural aspects), and some students had planned to use news websites from various parts of the English-
speaking world in order to find current information about the varieties. Hence, I got the idea of presenting a 
number of such on-line resources as the web tips in this issue of GramTime News. If you are interested in 
working with regional varieties, you might find some of the following sites useful.

●     The Age (Australia) http://www.theage.com.au/

The Sydney Morning Herald (Australia) http://www.smh.com.au/

The New Zealand Herald http://www.nzherald.co.nz/

The Hindu (India) http://www.hinduonnet.com/

The Indian express http://www.indianexpress.com/

Mail and Guardian on-line (mainly South Africa, but also covering other parts of 
Africa)

http://www.mg.co.za/

Several Caribbean papers, e.g. The Jamaica Observer and Trinidad &Tobago 
Express 

http://www.caribbeannewspapers.com/

Canada Newswire http://www.newswire.ca/en/

CBC News (Canada) http://www.cbc.ca/news/

The Scotsman http://thescotsman.scotsman.com/

The Irish News online http://www.irishnews.com/

Newswales http://newswales.co.uk/

ME

4. GramTime publications 
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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.

· ––– & Maria Estling Vannestål. Forthcoming. Fatigue fatigue: The spread and development of a vogue word in 
British and American English.

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

· ––– & 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.

· ––– & Jan Svartvik. 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 March 2005. 

 
Institutionen för humaniora 
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