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Welcome to A level English Language at Woodhouse College  

Introducing Linguistics – Exploring attitudes to grammar 

Aim: In order to prepare yourself for A level study, we would like you to explore some of the 

issues surrounding language use that we discuss on the course. You will also be asked to 

practise some essential skills, namely reading, note-taking and writing. You will also see what 

kinds of research and wider reading is expected of you as an A level student. 

 

Task One: Ghetto grammar  

🔊 Listen to this clip from a Radio 4 podcast where Lindsay Johns, a writer, talks about their views on 

street slang. As you listen, take down notes on the main arguments made and examples used by the 

speaker.   http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b03brt2x  

       What is your personal response to Lindsay Johns? Note down your views. 

 📖 Read this article from The Guardian newspaper and look for what the writer says about standard 

and non-standard English. Summarise their point of view.     

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/dec/31/one-way-speak-english-standard-spoken-british-

linguistics-chomsky  

For the ‘Writing on a topical language issue’ unit of the A level course, students are asked to respond to 

a prompt or emotive statement about an issue related to the use of language in society and given a 

specific genre in which to write. You will try this out now!  
           Task: Write an open letter to Lindsay Johns to appear in a broadsheet newspaper either in support 

of or countering his comments on young people’s use of street slang.  (An open letter is one addressed 

to a particular person or group of people but intended for publication in a newspaper or journal.) 

 

Task Two: Introducing prescriptivism and descriptivism 

The terms ‘linguistic prescriptivism’ and ‘linguistic descriptivism’ refer to two different attitudes to 

grammar.  

        Watch this Ted talk by Andreea Calude   

https://www.ted.com/talks/andreea_s_calude_does_grammar_matter  

Make notes on what you have learned from this talk. Use the following questions as guidelines: 

A) What is grammar?     B) What is standard language?       

C) What is prescriptivism?     D) What is descriptivism?  

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b03brt2x
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/dec/31/one-way-speak-english-standard-spoken-british-linguistics-chomsky
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/dec/31/one-way-speak-english-standard-spoken-british-linguistics-chomsky
https://www.ted.com/talks/andreea_s_calude_does_grammar_matter
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Task Three: Attitudes to language in the press  

📖 Read the following media articles about attitudes towards language and grammar. 

• https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/2630067/school-sacks-member-of-staff-for-correcting-a-

pupils-bad-grammar-on-twitter/  

•  https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/nov/01/resistance-to-changes-in-grammar-is-

futile-say-researchers  

• https://www.bbc.com/culture/article/20170904-how-americanisms-are-killing-the-english-

language?referer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F  

        How should we ‘read’ media in the modern age? We are all aware of the influence of fake news and 

the concept of bias in reporting. How do you work out what is real news and what is opinion or lies? 

Watch the following clips to help you: 

• https://schools.firstnews.co.uk/blog/fake-news/bias-in-the-press/  

• https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/z63wwty  

        Can you find some more articles on the topic of attitudes towards language use from British 

newspaper websites? Pick one to look at in detail. Does it seem to be biased in any way? If so, what uses 

of language suggest this?  Print out or save this article and make notes on your findings. Add these 

documents to your new language folder.  

 

Task Four: Language bugbears  

       Think about your own feelings towards language use. What are your language bugbears? What kinds 

of things do people say that really annoy you? Here are some examples: 

https://www.goodreads.com/blog/show/631-15-of-your-biggest-grammar-and-punctuation-pet-peeves  

           Imagine you are a blogger (you might want to give yourself an identity to help yourself get into 

character e.g. grumpy old man, English teacher, mum of teenagers). Write a blog post outlining your pet 

peeves. Word limit 400 words. Extension: you could make the blog post look authentic by including 

titles, pictures, captions etc.  

 

Task Five: Consolidating what you know 

           Look back over everything you’ve made notes on for this project. Turn the whole topic into one 

easy-to-revise-from mindmap or infographic that explains the prescriptivism vs descriptivism debate, 

including examples. Your teacher will ask to see this in September.  

Here are some tips on making mindmaps or infographics:   

• https://venngage.com/blog/what-is-an-infographic/  

• https://www.egenconsulting.com/mind-mapping-a-creative-way-to-make-lists-and-share-ideas/  

  

https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/2630067/school-sacks-member-of-staff-for-correcting-a-pupils-bad-grammar-on-twitter/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/2630067/school-sacks-member-of-staff-for-correcting-a-pupils-bad-grammar-on-twitter/
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/nov/01/resistance-to-changes-in-grammar-is-futile-say-researchers
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/nov/01/resistance-to-changes-in-grammar-is-futile-say-researchers
https://www.bbc.com/culture/article/20170904-how-americanisms-are-killing-the-english-language?referer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F
https://www.bbc.com/culture/article/20170904-how-americanisms-are-killing-the-english-language?referer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F
https://schools.firstnews.co.uk/blog/fake-news/bias-in-the-press/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/z63wwty
https://www.goodreads.com/blog/show/631-15-of-your-biggest-grammar-and-punctuation-pet-peeves
https://venngage.com/blog/what-is-an-infographic/
https://www.egenconsulting.com/mind-mapping-a-creative-way-to-make-lists-and-share-ideas/
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What will your new English Language teachers expect you to show them in September? 

1. You will need to hand in your mindmap or infographic summing up prescriptivism and 

descriptivism. The English department will award a prize for the best one. 

2. You will need to hand in one piece of writing i.e. the open letter on ghetto grammar or the 

blogpost on pet peeves. The English department will award a prize for the best one. 

3. You teacher will expect you to bring a folder to lessons in the first week of term that contains 

the notes you have made on ghetto grammar, definitions of prescriptivism and descriptivism as 

well as your notes on how to read the media.  
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Stretch yourself: 

A successful A level English Language student knows that in order to be able to understand and 

analyse a broad range of written and spoken texts, they need to be inquisitive about the world 

around them and watch, listen and read widely.  

Dip into some of the suggested websites and podcasts linked to below. These are the kinds of wider 

reading and viewing sources that an enquiring A level language student should be exploring. Keep a 

record of anything you listen to or read.  

• The Conversation. Online magazine aimed at post-16 students. Covers a broad range of current 

affairs topics as well as articles on language. Here’s an article to get you started:  

o https://theconversation.com/the-english-language-is-evolving-heres-how-it-will-

change-after-brexit-117614  

• Ted talks: There’s always something interesting to listen to. Here are a few talks on linguistics to 

give you an understanding of this subject:  

o https://www.ted.com/talks/lera_boroditsky_how_language_shapes_the_way_we_think 

o https://www.ted.com/talks/david_peterson_why_language_is_humanity_s_greatest_in

vention (This talk is written by the man who invented Dothraki – if you’d like to invent 

your own language, try this website for advice on getting started: https://conlang.org/ ) 

• Word of Mouth: A radio programme that’s also available as a podcast. Presented by Michael 

Rosen (yes, we’re going on a bear hunt...), each episode explores a different issue around 

language use. Here are two episodes that might interest you: 

o Lying. Why do we lie? How do we lie? https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000dfpy  

o Me, myself and AI - the language of AI https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0b0pw1w 

• The Media Show: A radio programme that’s also available as a podcast. It explores how the 

media operates and how current issues are being presented in the media. 

o https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00dv9hq/episodes/downloads  

• Have you heard George’s podcast? The award-winning and critically-acclaimed podcast from 

George the Poet delivers a fresh take on inner city life through a mix of storytelling, music and 

fiction. 

o https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p07915kd/episodes/downloads  

• What is grammar? How about looking at an introductory guide to the world of grammar? It is 

written by one of Britain’s best known and best loved linguists, Prof David Crystal. You will 

encounter this man a lot on the course so read one of his books! This one is available free on 

Google Books: 

o Making Sense: The Glamorous Story of English Grammar     

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=9MydDgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=david+

crystal+grammar&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj0lbD9tK7pAhXyQkEAHVNhBm0Q6AEIJzA

A#v=onepage&q=david%20crystal%20grammar&f=false 

https://theconversation.com/the-english-language-is-evolving-heres-how-it-will-change-after-brexit-117614
https://theconversation.com/the-english-language-is-evolving-heres-how-it-will-change-after-brexit-117614
https://www.ted.com/talks/lera_boroditsky_how_language_shapes_the_way_we_think
https://www.ted.com/talks/david_peterson_why_language_is_humanity_s_greatest_invention
https://www.ted.com/talks/david_peterson_why_language_is_humanity_s_greatest_invention
https://conlang.org/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000dfpy
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0b0pw1w
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00dv9hq/episodes/downloads
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p07915kd/episodes/downloads
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=9MydDgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=david+crystal+grammar&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj0lbD9tK7pAhXyQkEAHVNhBm0Q6AEIJzAA#v=onepage&q=david%20crystal%20grammar&f=false
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=9MydDgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=david+crystal+grammar&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj0lbD9tK7pAhXyQkEAHVNhBm0Q6AEIJzAA#v=onepage&q=david%20crystal%20grammar&f=false
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=9MydDgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=david+crystal+grammar&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj0lbD9tK7pAhXyQkEAHVNhBm0Q6AEIJzAA#v=onepage&q=david%20crystal%20grammar&f=false

