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Part I. Questions about ‘What the Usage Panel Thinks’

1. What is a language critic, according to Nunberg?

2. In an article for Harper’s magazine, Nunberg once remarked that language critics are like “gardeners trying to prevent continental drift”. What do you think he is attempting to suggest by means of this metaphor?

3. Nunberg points out that usage critics often seize upon issues that to subsequent generations seem incomprehensibly trivial. Why then, according to Nunberg, should one study language criticism?

4. What is the difference between conservative language criticism, as practiced, for example, by people like Samuel Johnson and Jonathan Swift, and the kind of language criticism that characterizes, e.g., feminist language critics?

5. What was the job for which the American Heritage Dictionary usage panel was originally hired in 1968?

6. Why did Nunberg survey members of the usage panel 20 years later?

7. Did Nunberg find that the usage panel members had generally become more permissive in their grammatical judgments in 1988?

8. What did Nunberg find when he questioned the panel about potentially gender-biased usages in 1988?

Part II. How well do you know traditional grammar?

According to traditional (conservative) language critics, each of the following sentences has an error in it. Try to correct the error, and then tell whether the grammatical rule at issue is one that you follow in general yourself. 

1. She gave an excellent performance, like we expected.

2. What did she fix it with?

3. Everyone should pick up their exam.

4. Can we leave early today?

5. She spoke to Sandy and I about the issue.

6. As far as my courses, I’m doing well this semester.

7. That was so fun!

8. You can speak to Pat or myself about that.

9. Hopefully, I won’t have to repeat this course.

10. As a professional linguist, grammar interests me a great deal.

