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Note: This article and the one which follows it are models of a for-
mat which Dr. Richard 8, Pittman recommends for the publication
of linguistic problems in language journals. Use of this or
some similar design will enable the authors of such problems
to get bibliographical credit for their problems.

English Comparative-superlative
Richard S. Pittman
Summer Institute of Linguistics
University of North Dakota
Mathematics appeals to some students who might otherwise choose
English, and the reason is not the subject but the teaching method.
Students like mathematical problems, with their testable answers.
They do not like the subjective approéch often made to English.
The following problem illustrates how a mathematics-like approach
can be used in certain areas of English teaching.
Problem: Describe the variants of the comparative and superlative

morphemes in the following lists.

hard harder hardest

tall taller tallest

nice nicer nicest

old older oldest
beautiful more beautiful most beautiful
ancient more ancient most ancient
difficult more difficult most difficult
delicious more delicious most delicious

Answer: The comparative morpheme is more before long adjectives,
-er suffixed to short ones. The superlative morpheme is most before

long adjectives, =-est suffixed to short ones.
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Commentyy The student is instructed to confine his answer

-to the data given. This avoids the problem of an infinite

corpus of data, representing possibly divergent dialects. It
also makes it possible to present data for which a testable answer
can be given. Thus neither student nor teacher is held respon-
sible for knowing all about the English language, but only for
right handling of the material given.

In this problem, a supplement can be added, if desired,
giving examples such as more tall and most tall, with a note that
they mean the same as taller and tallest. It is then explained
that more does not contrast with -er, nor most with -est. They are
therefore morpheme alternates, either of which may occur with short

adjectiies, but only the longer form may occur with long adjectives.
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