
The Changing English Language

Language change is inevitable, continuous, universal and multidirectional. Languages do not get better or worse when they change. They just — change. 
—David Crystal, British linguist, How Language Works, January 5, 2006
Internet users are continually searching for vocabulary to describe their experiences, to capture the character of the electronic world, and to overcome the communicative limitations of its technology. The rate at which they have been coining new terms and introducing playful variations into established ones has no parallel in contemporary language use. 
—David Crystal, British linguist, Language and the Internet, 2001

English has always been a ‘vacuum-cleaner’ language, hoovering up words and expressions from many different sources.   There are now well over a million recorded words in English. New words and grammatical change mostly come in through the spoken language.   Here are some ways in which the language continues to change and develop – you may wish to add to each list as you find further examples:

1. New words to express new (or not so new) ideas, procedures and objects.
e.g. tweet, e-mail, naff, geek, smidgeon, bling, smoothie
How many of these have you heard? 
Useful website: http://www.macmillandictionary.com/us/buzzword/  

2. Words coined as ‘blends’ of other words
e.g. youthquake, cyberspace, shopaholic, chocoholic, workaholic, Londoncentric, paintball, endgame, sociopath, blog, sexting, sitcom, steakwich, Brexit, manspread, Eurocentric. 
Can you guess their meanings?  What helps you?  Which ones would you feel comfortable using?  Why?
3. Brand names that have entered the language as useful ways of expressing an object or a process.  Which of these can be used as verbs, too?
e.g.  google, hoover, BMX, sellotape, nescafé (used for any kind of instant coffee), blu-tac, post-it, xerox, mac (for an Apple Mackintosh computer), Schweppes (used for any kind of tonic water or lemon drink).   

But can you work out the meaning of ‘McDonaldisation’?

4. Abbreviations that have become part of the language

e.g. app, sub (for ’substitute’), sec (for ‘second’, e.g ‘just a sec’), laser, scuba, taser, loo (probably from the French ‘gardez l’eau’, which people shouted when emptying a chamber pot out of a window on to the street), con (for ‘confidence trick’), diss/dis (v) (from ‘disrespect’: to treat someone or something with disrespect), P.C. (a computer), p.c. (politically correct).
5. Words which have changed or added to their original meanings.
 e.g.  gay, hopefully, garage/house (music), grass/weed (marijuana), wicked, cool, troll
What about the meaning of the underlined words in these exchanges?  Can you guess from context?

a) “Know a good place to stay in Shanghai?”

“Ask Eddie about that.  He’s our China champion.”

b) “Did you know that the last steam train on this route was on 17th May 1962?”

“No way!  You have to be a real anorak to know things like that!”

c) “Did you see Oasis on TV last night?2
“Yes, they were pants, weren’t they?  I was really disappointed.”

6. Fairly recent borrowings from other languages.

 e.g.  latte, mocha, cappuccino, balti, glasnost, perestroika, ciabatta, spritzer, gung-ho, kalashnikov, tsunami, sushi, macho,
Which of these exists in your language? 

7. ‘Compensation’ coinages

· English conspicuously lacks a widely used diminutive suffix corresponding to the German ‘-chen’ or ‘-lein’, to the Russian ‘-chik’ or ‘-chka’, to the Portuguese 

‘-inho’  or to the Spanish ‘-ito’.  We sometimes compensate by adding the relatively uncommon ‘-let’ as in ‘piglet’ or ‘cutlet’  to other words, e.g. ‘steaklet’; or the French suffix ‘-ette’ (established in words such as ‘marionette’, ‘usherette’, ‘diskette’ or even – recently - ‘ladette’), giving rather precious-sounding coined words such as ‘problemette’, ‘taskette’, etc.  

These suffixes in German, Russian, Portuguese, Spanish etc are also used for ‘softening’ purposes (German verharmlosigen).  Thus a German waiter may ask if you want ‘noch ein Bierchen’ and a Brazilian waiter might ask if you want ‘mais um cafesinho’.   We don’t really have a way of doing this in English, but when  we speak to children, especially about animals, we may add ‘-y’ as a softener, giving ‘horsey’, ‘piggy’ or ‘doggy’; however there is no consistency here: it doesn’t work with cat, goat, cow or most wild animals.
· Adjectives are typically softened in informal contexts, by adding ‘-ish’.  Thus ‘greenish’ means not exactly pure green, ‘latish’ means not particularly late and ‘easyish’ is not simply easy.  This seems to work with words of one or two syllables but not more.  You may even notice this kind of exchange: ‘Are you hungry?’ Well....-ish!’  This is not easily replicable in other languages – we probably need it in English because of our well-known tendency to understate rather than to exaggerate.  American English does this much less, and uses expressions such as ‘kind of’’ or ‘sort of’’ (usually reduced to ‘kinda’ and sorta’) instead.  These may be more versatile since they are also used with longer adjectives (‘He’s kinda well-educated’)
8. The particular influence of American English.

What’s new or different in each of these utterances and conversational exchanges?

a) “Can I get a latte?”

b) “I saw Jody last night and he’s like, ‘I haven’t seen you for at least a month,’ and I’m like, ‘I don’t believe you said that!  I saw you last Monday in Tesco!’

c) “Are you up for the party tomorrow?”  “Well... I don’t know.  I’m like, a bit tired of parties these days, you know...”
d) “What about the seaside this weekend?”  “You’re joking!  I’m so not going there!’

e) “Have you seen ‘Toy Story 3’?”  “No, but I’ve heard it sucks!”

f) “How are you?”  “I’m good, thanks.”

g) “I’ve been a bit low lately but hey! things aren’t so bad as they seem.”

h) “How are things between you and Anne?”  “Let’s not go there!”

i) “What does ‘offside’ mean?”  “Ask Tony.  He’s into soccer in a big way!”

j) “We won’t be taking a holiday any time soon ..... just too expensive!”

9. Verbs that are now also used as nouns.

 e.g. rave, quote, meet (= sports event), make (in the expression ‘on the make’), think (e.g. ‘We need to have a careful think about that’), build (e.g. ‘The house we live in is a newbuild.’), steal (‘It’s a steal at that price!’), must-have (‘The latest Nike trainers are a must-have for many teenegers.’)
What about the meanings here?

a) “There’s a complete disconnect between the government and ordinary people.”
b) “What’s your take on Trump so far?”

c) “You want me to finish by tomorrow?  That’s a big ask!”

10. Nouns that are now also used as verbs.

e.g. impact, task, interface, transition, dialogue, text, market, action, party, image, access, story, decision, message, gift
Now how about a nice, traditional gap-fill exercise, choosing from the list above and putting the verbs in the correct form?

a) China is still ................. from its old economic system to a market economy.

b) “We’ve been .............. by the Ministry of Education with a complete survey of standards of literacy among 14-year-olds in urban secondary schools.”

c) “We still haven’t dealt with that complaint about the heating.”  “I’ll make sure we get it ................ immediately.”

d) “You look rough!”  “Yeah!  We were ................. until 5 o’clock this morning and I’ve come straight to the office.”

e) “Imagine!  I walked quickly down to the back of the class and caught four of them ............... under their desks.”
11. Adjectives now commonly used as nouns with specific meanings
e.g. disposables,  renewables, collectables, consumables, deliverables, recyclables (n.b. usually all plural), comprehensive (type of school)
12. New phrasal and prepositional verbs.

e.g. play down/up, log on/off, wise up, hunker down, gear up, double down, dial down/up, level up, ramp up, crash out.
Try to answer these:

a) When might you want to flag something up?

b) Where and when did you last pig out?

c) What do you do when you want to chill out?

d) Why would someone tell you to mellow out?

e) What is there in your bag or wallet that could be maxed out?

f) How would you feel if someone told you to naff off?

g) ‘The media are always ‘bigging up’ some new teenage singer or other.’ What do you understand here?

h) What kinds of things are typically ‘rolled out’? 

13. Phrasal nouns and adjectives
e.g. upcoming, upsurge, upbeat, downbeat, heads-up, upturn, downturn, phone-in, out-take, upmarket/downmarket, underwhelmed, roll-over, download, sit-in, backstory
Which of these would you associate with:
	a) the economy?
	b) an event?

	c) someone’s mood?
	d) a designer clothes shop?

	e) a radio programme?
	f) events before an event?

	g) the Internet? 
	h) a public demonstration

	i) the lottery jackpot?
	j) an extract from a film?

	k) an advance warning?
	l) a reaction to some news?


14. Prefixes and suffixes used to form new words

e.g.  ‘mega-‘ (as in ‘megastore’); ‘mini’ (as in ‘miniskirt’; ‘mini-crisis’); ‘anti-‘ (as in ‘anti-privatisation’); ‘pro-‘ (as in ‘pro-life’); ‘mid-‘ (as in ‘mid-life crisis’); ‘pre-‘ (as in ‘pre-teen’); ‘post-‘ (as in ‘post-experience’); ‘super-‘ (as in ‘superbug’ or superglue’); ‘multi-‘ (as in ‘multi-task’), ‘micro-‘ (as in ‘micromanage’, ‘microwave’)
 ‘-less’ (as in ‘contactless payments’); ‘-ful’ (as in ‘eventful’, ‘feelingful’); ‘-athon’ (as in ‘danceathon’); -ise (as in ‘weaponise’)
15. New compounds, collocations and chunks

e.g.  deep clean, deep-filled, no way, hotfix, podcast, focus group, think tank, download, upload, outsource, downsize, texter’s thumb, carbon footprint, bad hair day, nice one!, exit strategy, take a hit , any time soon
Which of these would you associate with:

a) teenagers?

b) the environment?

c) a small temporary repair to a computer problem?

d) a business making cuts?

e) a business looking for cheaper ways of doing things?

f) a way out of a long term commitment?

g) a group of people formed to address a specific issue or problem?

h) suffering a sudden crisis or financial loss?

i) a sandwich?

j) info from a website?

k) a refusal?

l) a carpet?

m) a general-purpose positive reaction?

n) a day when everything goes wrong?

16. The trend towards brevity and informality.

· SMS language (e.g. C U soon)
· email language (usually very short and to the point)

· business correspondence (now much less elaborate than before)
· contracted forms generally

17. Words and expressions that are dying out or no longer needed
  e.g.  super, jolly, nab, floppy disc, blotting paper, inkwell, ounce, florin, farthing, I say!, raaaather!, Fahrenheit

Why do you think these words and expressions are used less these days?

18. Words and expressions that we’ve kept despite redundancy in their original meanings

What do the underlined words and phrases mean in these examples? 
a) He inched his way slowly along the tunnel.

b) “Two pounds of carrots, please.”

c) The CEFR offers a useful yardstick for self assessment.
d) “Don’t be so ambitious!  It’s no good trying to get a quart into a pint pot.”

e) Most professional basketball players are seven-footers.

19. Coinages with parts of the body (much loved by journalists)
· jaw-dropping
· toe-curling
· knee-jerk (e.g. ‘a knee-jerk reaction’)
· mind-boggling
· eye-watering
· mouth-watering (e.g. ‘a mouth-watering recipe’)
· stomach-churning
· lung-bursting 
· spine-chilling (e.g. ‘a spine-chilling thriller.’)
You can probably add to this list!

20. Changes and trends in grammar

· The gradual demise of ‘shall’, especially in informal spoken English.  Why is this happening?  In which cases is ‘shall’ still needed and used?
· fewer > less  “Joe has less friends than he used to.”  Would you correct one of your students if s/he said this?  Or if they wrote it?
· Non-standard ways of reporting speech (especially in spoken English). (i)  “I bumped into Harry yesterday and I’m like ‘I haven’t seen you for ages’, and he just goes ‘That’s because you never call me.’ I felt a bit guilty!” or (ii) “So I ask Meg where she’s been, and she says she’s been in Australia for a year.  Imagine!  No-one knew!”  Why are these changes happening?  Would you teach this to your students

· “There’s lots of different ways of doing this.”  Would you accept this?  In speech?  In writing?
·  ‘right’ as a general purpose tag, usually just a way of intensifying an utterance and not expecting a response; very common in urban dialects, e,g. “So there was this guy, right, and he comes up to me and starts carrying on, right..........”  

21. Changes in phonology
· “To me the most striking change in English in the last few years is the emergence/spread of final rises in statements ("uptalk"). I've heard
it spreading from friend to friend in the US (even my mother suddenly
acquired uptalk about 2 years ago), and it's beginning to crop up in
Britain.” (anonymous blog entry)
· n.b. also the arrival and spread of the glottal stop in Estuary English, in words and phrases like ‘electricity’, ‘seatbelt’, ‘a lot of’, ‘better’, ‘little’ etc.
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