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Time for a 
test!

Put yourself in their 
shoes. 
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Usage norms and authorities

• Two approaches to study language

Prescriptivism: an approach to the study of language which looks at how language 
is supposed to be used.

Descriptivism: an approach to the study of language which looks at how language 
is actually used by speakers.
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Usage norms and authorities

• More than 300 year-old debate on Standard 
English (Beal, 2009)

• Suppression of optional variability (Milroy & 
Milroy, 2012, p. 58)

• While the success of prescriptions is often 
questioned, the existence of standard language 
ideology is not (cf. Milroy, 2001)
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Usage norms and authorities

• Institutional authorities (Oxford English 
Dictionary) and individual authorities 
(e.g. usage guide authors) (cf. Curzan, 
2014)

• Below 25 year-olds barely consult printed 
resources, such as dictionaries and usage 
guides (Lukač, 2016)
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Research so far

• All in all, investigations on usage attitudes are far and few between. 

• Attitudes have traditionally been elicited through questionnaires (direct method 
approach).

• Usage problems have frequently been highlighted (social desirability bias).

• Attitudes of language “experts” have been focused on, social factors influencing 
attitudes have been broadly neglected.

• Different attitude towards the subject (prescriptivism) in United States and Great 
Britain (Ebner, 2018)
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Research so far

(Ebner, 2018)
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The Mittins study

Attitudes to English Usage (1970)

• Part of wider research initiative (Burgess, 1996)

• Questionnaire completed by 457 respondents 
(mainly language experts)

• Average acceptability

→ Provide teachers with a current insight into validity of 
language advice
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Some repercussions 

(1) [I] [t]hink bad language use shows poor 
education and intelligence and yes I do 
judge people on their use of English. 
However, I also think it’s a good indicator of 
people I do or do not want to be friends 
with, so I don’t want it taught for the sake 
[o]f it, if [y]ou see what I mean!

(Digital marketing consultant, 31-40 years old, female)
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Some repercussions 

(2) Grammar and spelling are certainly in 
decline. Personally I never employed 
anybody who wrote a cv/application 
letter with spelling mistakes …

(Retired arts consultant, over 60 years old, female)



Test: Answer key
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• Indirect method approach

• 9 usage problems 

2 dangling participles

2 flat adverbs

2 sentence initial And

1 split infinitive

1 very unique

1 impact as a verb

• 63 participants

• Social variables: age and gender 
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Attitude variation: Age

Older informants corrected and 
noticed a number of usage 
problems more frequently than 
younger participants.

• the split infinitive (to effectively 
set goals) (τb =-.269, p =.009)

• flat adverbs (work close with; 
τb =-.289, p=.005, and 
responsible; τb =-.206, p=.046)

• Impact as a verb (τb =-.237, 
p=.019) 

• Very unique (τb =-.329, p=.001) 



The teaching unit
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• Contains background information on 
prescriptivism

• Information on the usage problems 
included in the application letter

• Answer key 

• Information on differences in 
attitudes between the two 
investigated age groups

• Suggested activities and discussion 
points 



Summary
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• Research has identified different degrees 
of awareness towards usage problems

• Usage norms are a community effort, but 
prescriptive attitudes still out there

• Real life repercussions: testing, job 
applications, higher education …

• Foreground appropriateness
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