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Change in Contemporary English: A Corpus Linguistic Approach 
 
Course Description: 
NOTE: English 489 is a new course designed for English Language Majors. It is a degree requirement 
for students declaring the English Language Major beginning in May 2010. For students who declared 
the English Language Major prior to May 2010, English 489 may be taken and counted towards the 
major, but it is optional (it counts as a category 2b course). 
 
Do you say: 

He is more friendly than I expected or He is friendlier than I expected?  
I must finish my paper tonight or I have to finish my paper tonight?  
If I was a bit taller or If I were a bit taller?  
Everyone should take their seats or Everyone should take his or her seat?  
I have already opened the can or I already opened the can? 

While some of these represent structures that have been treated by prescriptive grammars as “usage 
mistakes”, others have escaped their notice. All likely represent “changes in progress” in contemporary 
English. In this course we will study grammatical changes ongoing in English as it is spoken in the 
twenty-first century. Apart from very obvious changes, such as the use of be like or be all by younger 
speakers as a “quotative” (And he was like, “I’m out of here”) or hey for hello, there are many less 
obvious changes, such as the use of the periphrastic comparison (more calm) in place of the inflected 
comparison(calmer). 
 
Students will use Change in Contemporary English: a Grammatical Study by Geoffrey Leech, Marianne 
Hundt, Christian Mair, and Nicholas Smith (Cambridge University Press, 2009) as their major text. 
There will also be a selection of readings that will be discussed in class. Students will undertake a study 
of a particular structure (of their own choosing) and seek to understand the ways in which it is 
changing in Present-Day English. In order to do so, students will do a corpus linguistics study. Methods 
of corpus linguistics will be taught and practiced in the course through a series of graded exercises. 

 


