Exercises to be used with Barber, Beal and Shaw (2009) The English Language: a Historical Introduction
These exercises are designed to facilitate inquiry-based learning and introduce readers to resources that are either freely available or available in most institutional or public libraries. 

Chapter 7: Middle English

Exercise 7.1: Middle English Morphology (see pages 167-170)

This exercise uses the electronic version of the Middle English Dictionary, also used in the exercise on ‘Old Norse and French Loanwords’. For this exercise you will need to follow the link labelled ‘Search the MED quotations’, and then choose the ‘Boolean search’ option. This search screen allows three different search terms to be combined, and these terms can be used to search not only within quotations, but also for particular dates or counties (by selecting from the drop-down list to the right of each search entry field; for county searches, use the ‘LALME Ref. – County Name’ option, which uses localisation data from A Linguistic Atlas of Later Mediaeval English).

Search for quotations containing the plural forms tunges and tungen (‘tongues’), and for churches and churchen (‘churches’; also try the spellings chirchen, chirches, cherchen and cherches). Is there a chronological pattern to the usage of the -es and -en forms (you may find it helpful to select chronological sorting of results from the drop-down list towards the bottom of the search form)? Is this the chronological pattern you would expect? Given that the plural of Old English tunge is tungan, and the plural of Old English cirice is cirice, how would you explain the development of these words during the course of the Middle English period?

Now repeat this process, and think about the same questions, for the forms fisces and fiscen (‘fish’ in the plural), from Old English fisc (plural fiscas). There are many possible spellings for the word fish in Middle English. Try the alternatives fisshes and fisshen, and any others you can think of (tip: try looking up the entry for fish to see a range of possible spellings). Again, consider the development of the word in Middle English, and also consider any problems that arise in attempting to use the Middle English Dictionary to study this phenomenon.

Supplementary exercise:

The patterns of -es and -en plurals are in part chronological, but they also have a geographical dimension: in other words, they can be dialect markers. The alternative spellings of church with <i> and <e> as well as <u> are also dialectally distributed (see pp. 146-150 for a reminder of Middle English dialect characteristics). Which form would you expect to be most common in each of the following counties?

· Kent

· Oxfordshire

· Lincolnshire

Check your answer by adding a county search to your searches for forms of this word (you may also want to search for singular as well as plural forms, to get as much data as possible). Consider how you could use this tool to develop your own maps of significant dialect features in late Middle English.

Angus McIntosh and others, A Linguistic Atlas of Late Mediaeval English, 4 vols (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1986)

Exercise 7.2: The Middle English Verb System (see pages 171-181) 

The final parts of chapter 7 look at the increasing range of phrasal verb constructions in late Middle English. This exercise considers the range and type of such constructions evidenced in late Middle English letters, and the factors that might affect their adoption and use. The letters we will use are one of the Paston letters and one of the Stonor letters, but you could do a more extensive analysis of a larger sample of the letters. Both sets of letters are available in the Corpus of Middle English Prose and Verse (http://quod.lib.umich.edu/c/cme/).

· Find Margaret Paston’s letter to John Paston I, dated 19 May 1448, and J. Hurlegh’s letter to Thomas Stonor of 28 September (year uncertain, but 1424 or earlier)

· Find as many of the verbs as you can in these letters and try to categorise them into simple forms and those using auxiliaries. What auxiliaries are in use, and are they the ones you would expect to find at this date? Are there any uses of simple forms where you would expect phrasal forms in Modern English? Look particularly for any evidence of use of continuous tenses, or lack of continuous tenses where you might use them.

· Consider the social characteristics of the letters: how might the status, gender and relationship of the sender and the recipient affect the language? Do the nature of the letters and their contents have an impact on the language? Do these considerations help us to explain the usage of verbs within the letters? You might particularly want to consider the relative frequency of passive constructions, and you should also think carefully about how Margaret Paston’s letter was composed.

A broader discussion point:

· How do letters compare with other types of text (for instance, the samples of Middle English and Middle Scots on pp. 173-184) as evidence for language? What are the benefits and drawbacks of these different kinds of evidence?

