TES 1

What's the plural of syllabus? Is it syllabuses or syllabi? And what about criterion and formula? Some of us are so uncertain that we even reword sentences so as to avoid using. 


It's not that we don't know how to make nouns plural. Every pre-school child has worked out that you make nouns plural by adding s even if you've never heard the noun before. In a famous project researchers showed children pictures of a strange creature which, the researchers said, was called a 'wug'; the question for the children was what they would call two of these creatures. They all said 'two wugs'. This is a rule of grammar which children all work out for themselves well before they reach YR. And they go on applying it throughout life to any new noun they meet. So if you teach them how to recognise a noun, the one thing you don't need to tell them is that two of them are called nouns.


So where's the problem? The problem is that some nouns are exceptions because they come from the old languages of education, Latin and Greek. Out of deference to these languages, we try to inflect these nouns in the plural as though they were still Latin or Greek; so we turn nucleus into nuclei and alumnus into alumni because that's what their plurals would have been in Latin.  This practice is rather peculiar, in fact, because we don't do anything similar to nouns from other languages; for example, nobody tries to use the correct German kinderg(rten as the plural of kindergarten, or even soli for solo. Nevertheless, the fact remains that some nouns do have Latin or Greek plurals in standard English and those who don't use them are in danger of sounding uneducated. 


Fortunately, these nouns generally identify themselves by their ending in the singular:


us changes to i,


um > a (stratum - strata), 


a > ae (formula), 


is > es (oasis) 


on > a (criterion)

Unfortunately, these rules don't always work. The plural of bus is not bi, nor does hippopotamus give hippopotami (in spite of Flanders and Swan). Although syllabi is sometimes used, syllabuses is actually historically more accurate.


These fine details of grammar deserve a (small) place in school teaching because they are important symbols of 'being educated'. ...

