Correcting myths about correctness
In an article for the Spectator magazine a few
years ago, the British broadcaster John Humphrys
gave an interesting definition: 'the job of a
journalist is to simplify and exaggerate'. I've spent
a great deal of my life as a linguist trying to correct
the way the media present myths about language
as if they were truths. In this talk, I take three
headlines from British tabloid newspapers and
explore the realities behind them, and the
consequences for teachers of English language
and literature.
'Everyone speaks English now'. I give the latest
statistics, and discuss the way the 'new Englishes'
that have developed around the world are making
us rethink traditional notions of correctness.
'The Internet is changing English - for the
worse'. How much linguistic change has there
actually been as a result of electronic
communication? I review the evidence, and
conclude: not much.
'Shakespearean English is a foreign language' - and
the writer meant, for 21st century mother-tongue
English speakers. Just how different is
Shakespeare's language from Modern English?
Again I conclude: not much - and illustrate the influence he continues to have on everyday
usage.
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