
Linguistics and Writing

Linguistics: the scientific study of language and its structure.

 language acquisition

 descriptive (synchronic) linguistics: (phonology, morphology, 
and syntax).

 sociolinguistics

 comparative linguistics

 historical (diachronic) linguistics

 semantics (formal, lexical, conceptual)

 lexicography



Writing and Speech
Writing systems change more slowly than languages do. As a result, 
the graphic symbols and sounds used in English are not isomorphic; 
they do not share a strict one-to-one correspondence.

Consider:

Tough = tuff
Cough = cawf
Plough = plow

Dough = doe

Through = threw



Language
Language: a learned system of sounds that have an arbitrary 
value and meet a social need to communicate.

Languages change constantly. Can you think of examples?

Some argue that students should have a right to their own 
language. What does this mean? Do you agree?

Since the rules of grammar are arbitrary, is enforcement of 
these rules just or oppressive? Who benefits from this 
standardization? 

In general, standard spoken English is the variety English 
spoken by the educated, upper middle class. Is this a 
problem?



Although English is structurally quite different from Latin and 
Greek, English instruction was modeled on the classical 
tradition. 

The emphasis on correctness began in the Middle Ages when 
Christian educators associated change with degeneration and 
tried to “fix” language with strict rules.
The scientific realists of the eighteenth century sought to make 
language logical and applied mathematical reasoning to impose 
the subject case on subject complements (It is I) and to outlaw 
double negatives.



1. Traditional grammar does not attempt to describe English 
as it is used but legislates what it should be, refusing to 
recognize the role of change in language. 

2. Traditional grammar is based on Latin and Greek, highly 
inflected languages unlike English.

3. Some traditional approaches to teaching prescriptive 
grammar are vague: “A sentence is a complete thought.”

4. Traditional grammar emphasizes dismantling language 
rather than constructing it. 

Disadvantages of traditional grammar instruction



1. There under the porch (is, are) two homeless cats.

2. Either the cats or the wind (is, are) making noise at night.

3. Both Jeremy and Maxine (is, are) moving in next door.

4. My worst health problem (is, are) frequent earaches.

5. Each of the girls (is, are) wearing red.

6. The news (is, are) on at 6:00 p.m.

7. Fred Williams is one of those people who (is, are) worth getting to know.

8. Fred Williams is the only one of those people who (is, are) worth getting 
to know.

9. Here on the shelves (is, are) my book collection.

10. Jim or the twins (is, are) going to the store for bread.

Grammar Exercise



Grammar Exercise

11. Mathilda, Emily, and (we, us) are going to the movies this afternoon

12. Each of the movies that (is, are) playing is "R" rated.

13. The salesman (who, whom) sold us the car was young.

14. The salesman (who whom) we avoided was too pushy.

15. The architects told the consultants that (they, ???) would have to 
reconsider the plan.

16. Alice told me that the winners of the mile run were Sally and (she, her).

17. The committee wanted to reexamine (its, it's) hiring process.

18. In contrast to Robert and (I, me), most people seemed to enjoy the film.

19. How long will you let last night's dirty dishes (sit, set) in the sink?

20. Don't let his negative comments (affect, effect) you.


