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Evolving English language 

less elegant, prof says
By Valerie Hill

Monday, November 5, 2001

	From a scholar's viewpoint, Latin is the perfect language; its grammar never changes.

That cannot be said of English, where the culture in English- speaking countries and the diversity of their populations led to an evolution in language.

For example, 25 years ago, if you told someone "don't go there," the listener would assume he should stay away physically. Call someone "gay" and she'd agree she was happy.

Then there's computer lingo, with words such as Internet, e- commerce and dot-coms. Some people are inclined to use adjectives in place of adverbs ("eat healthy" or "work smart") and to split infinitives.

Should we be concerned?

Not according to Judy Jewinski, an English professor at Renison College in Waterloo. Jewinski compares language to a living organism which grows, changes, takes on new dimensions and even a few quirks.

"We seem to be a lot more lenient . . . more accepting," Jewinski said in a talk at the Kitchener Public Library.

At the same time, she mourns the passing of proper word usage and believes our ability to express thoughts and ideas is declining.

"It's an issue of elegance," she said. "You can get the same message across, but it's not as attractive."

When Jewinski was in school, "you weren't allowed to confuse 'can' and 'may.' 'Can' meant ability and 'may' meant permission." Today, the two are interchanged.
	'LIKE' VERSUS 'SUCH AS'

There's also the issue of "like," which has almost replaced "such as." Jewinski described an advertisement a number of years ago that sparked public outcry because it was grammatically incorrect. The ad read "Winston tastes good like a cigarette should" when it should have read "Winston tastes good as a cigarette should." There would be no such outcry today.

Much of Jewinski's talk centred on common ways of speaking and writing which defy rules of grammar, such as starting sentences with "but," "and" or "for." She also noted the widespread problem of apostrophes, which people often used incorrectly in possessive and plural forms of words.

Part of the problem in grasping the many rules of English has to do with volume, Jewinski said. "English has a total vocabulary of 800,000 words. It has the largest vocabulary of any language."

She blamed high-profile individuals for today's casual approach to grammar. "When 70 per cent of elite speakers -- the politicians, teachers, writers, editors and so on -- adopt a particular form, then everyone else follows suit," she said.

Jewinski also believes young people have more influence on language than they did generations ago.

Couple that with the scant attention paid to grammar in school and the result is widespread incorrect usage of words.

"We stopped teaching grammar in high school," Jewinski said. "It was considered cruel and unnecessary punishment for students. I expect there are teachers who never learned grammar."
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~ “Evolving English language less elegant, prof says” ~

Questions
1) Why is Latin considered the perfect language?  Explain.

2) What effect have computers had on language?  Provide THREE (3) examples of computer “-isms”.

3) Why does Jewinski feel we shouldn’t be concerned about the changes that are taking place concerning the English language?  Explain.

4) How has the public’s attitude toward correct language usage changed in the recent past?  What are some examples?

5) What FOUR (4) reasons does Jewinski provide for recent changes in the English language?

6) Why do you think the English language will continue to change?  Explain.
OR
Why do you think the English language will NOT continue to change?  Explain.
7) In what ways do you foresee the English language changing?  Explain.

8) What impact do you foresee the changes in language having on the ways in which we communicate?  Explain.

~ Writing Extension ~
After reading this article and considering the questions, write an EDITORIAL of approximately 250 WORDS in which you defend or condemn current trends in the “evolution” of the English language (e.g. the use of less formal, more conversational diction; the use of “computer-ese;” less emphasis on the conventions of grammar).  Consider some of your answers to the questions above when writing your editorial.
