
The TV news last night featured a report of a protest in London where a woman was holding up a placard saying ‘Stop to arrest innocent people’. Inadvertently, the placard writer had ended up saying the exact opposite of what they had intended. Getting things slightly wrong in a language doesn’t usually have such extreme consequences. Often the mistakes are just amusing: ‘I put my name and address on the backside to make sure the letter didn’t get lost.’;

‘Kate and Jake love themselves very much.’

Fixed (and idiomatic) expressions in particular are a minefield for non-native speakers, because you have to get them exactly right. Consider these two mistakes: ‘Give a ring to me sometime’ and ‘It’s very good for you to help me.’ Mistakes with English are not, of course, confined to those using it as a second language. Increasingly native speakers use language imprecisely or change grammatical forms, for example, ‘If I’d have known that before …’
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