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In October of last year there was
an interesting series of postings on
the ETJ discussion list which forms
the basis of this article. The Internet
is a powerful tool, but with any tool,
there is the potential to use it in
unintended and perhaps inadvisable
ways. Is using Google as a guide to
English usage one of them? Read this
and then decide for yourself.

It started out with one member
asking about the correctness of “I’d
appreciate if” deleting the object “it.”

The “standard” corpora (see refer-
ences) had no entries for “appreciate
if” and only a handful for “appreciate
it if” -- not very good evidence for

anything. Then one member looked
on Google and got tons of hits -- over
90,000, with 59,000 for “I hate when”
another phrase under discussion.

So, what can we conclude from
this? We can certainly say that these
forms are used -- but by whom, and
in what context?  Does the fact that
they are “used” mean that we should
be teaching them?

Edward Estry pointed out that
even searching for a clearly incorrect
usage such as “I would of gone”
resulted in 344 hits. I did a similar
search on “would of been” and
found close to 1000 examples,
including this lovely one: “When I

turned around and found Cal stand-
ing right next to me, he would of
been 3 center meters away, I was in
total shock.”

So, where does this leave us?
Estry observes, “Of course language
is changing all the time, but where
do we as teachers draw the line?
Would you say to your students,
‘Well, some native speakers use this
structure incorrectly so it might be
OK.’???”

Going back to the original query
concerning  “appreciate if,” even if
we try to reduce the hits to sites
where one would expect “educated”
usage, we still find numerous
instances. (The figures after the “/”
are the number of hits with “it” prop-
erly inserted in the phrase.)

“appreciate if” “.ac.uk” --> 5000+ hits
/7200+ hits
“appreciate if” “.edu”   --> 20000+
hits /46000+ hits

Thus it would seem that there are
quite a few educated users, and from
the ratio of deleted-to-included, that
the form is more prevalent in the UK
than in the US. (The addition of the
domain name does not perfectly
restrict the search to that domain, but
rather to any sites that have the stipu-
lated phrase anywhere on their page.) 

Charles Kowalski observed, “Are
we seeing a gradually increasing flex-
ibility in de facto rules of usage, with
the result that the empty “it” in the
object slot can be left unstated and
assumed to be there (like the “that”
introducing an embedded sentence)?
Or shall we go with the prescriptive
view that these expressions are just
plain wrong?”

Thus Google might be useful for
capturing data on a language change
in progress, but still, it doesn’t tell us
anything about whether the new
form is generally accepted.
Furthermore, it doesn’t situate this
change in a larger context. What
class of verbs are undergoing this
change? What genres of English does
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this change apply to?
As pointed out by Michael

Rundell, the Internet “is not a corpus
at all according to any of the stan-
dard definitions: what it is is a huge
ragbag of digital text, whose content
and balance are largely unknown. It
is, in the jargon, a highly “skewed”
archive, in that some text-types are
very well represented, and others are
hardly present at all.”

But even having said all this,
there are times when Google can
provide a quick “reality” check. As a
native English speaker who has been
removed from the NS environment
for quite a while, sometimes it is use-
ful to confirm that there are other
people out there who use a particu-
lar form, be it a vocabulary item,
idiom, or syntactic phrase.

If you don’t have a dictionary at
hand, Google can often tell you if
you are spelling a word correctly
although you will find plenty of
pages with spellings. Google often
will come up with, “Are you sure
you didn’t mean xxxxxx?” when you
input a wrong form.

Nevertheless, if you want to find
examples for use in class, Google is
not ideal:

1. You can only search for specif-
ic words, not word categories or
inflected forms.

2. There is no control over the
educational level, nationality, or other

characteristics of the creators of the
utterances found.

3. The results are not in an easy-
to-read format.

On the positive side,
1. It is much more accessible than

any corpus.
2. The database is huge com-

pared to any existing corpus.
3. The index sites include blogs

and discussions which come very
close to spoken language whereas
much of the data in formal corpora
are from more formal written styles.

If, however, you are looking for
are more examples of a specific gram-
matical pattern to present to your stu-
dents, perhaps Charles Kelly’s corpus
of sentences from the Voice of
America’s Special English program
would be useful. This avoids the
problem of the sentences retrieved
being too difficult for most students to
understand, particularly out of context:

http://www.manythings.org/voa/sen
tences/htm

And now, the good news has
been saved for last. If you do insist
on using the Internet as a corpus, Bill
Pellowe reports that an offshoot of
University of Liverpool, Webcorp, has
developed an online program that
can perform a search with “wild-
cards” and numerous other specifica-
tions, and produce the results in a
readily readable form. 

Caveat Clicker!
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Q: I want to evaluate some read-
ings to find predict how difficult
they might be for my students. Is
there any software that can help?

Your first resource should proba-
bly be MS Word, which can report
the Flesch “reading ease” (higher is
easier) and grade level of the pas-
sage in question. In order to use this
function, however, you first need to
access your preferences, and under
the proofing preferences, check the

box for “readability.”  Once that is
done, MS Word will report the read-
ability each time you finish spell
checking your document.

Another useful tool is Paul
Nation’s “Vocabulary Profiler”
(http://www.er.uqam.ca/nobel/r21270
/cgi-bin/webfreqs/web_vp.html). You
paste in your text, click “Submit” and
it comes up with an analysis of your
text with the words color-coded for
their vocabulary level.

Ask the Techie
This column is for you to ask your own questions about using computers and the Internet with your students.
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