Assessing written language: just more grubby verbal hygiene?
Michael Toolan
 “That which can be measured can be managed.” (McKinsey slogan)

1. On Verbal Hygiene and changing your language
This chapter is a reflection on certain activities of assessment of language learning and language teaching, dwelling on what is controversial and socially-embedded about them.  The assessments are particular instances, but are also indicative and representative of widespread tendencies.  Assessment has become so embedded in our ways of thinking about formal language learning and teaching that the latter are barely

conceivable without some version of the former.  And what is wrong with

assessment, it might be complained?  How else can one be assured that something

has been learned, a competence acquired, a standard met or maintained? Everyone agrees, in principle, that levels of achievement in language proficiency need to be measured, and good practice recognized, low standards censured (even if friction arises from time to time as to whether censure/criticism is just “cultural insensitivity”).

But in our practices of assessment can we escape the values-driven, moralistic judging, that is apparent in the “minding your language” which seems a mild obsession in any literate society which places a premium on formal education? Such “minding your language” Cameron (1995) has dubbed “verbal hygiene” rather than prescriptivism, recognizing that it takes many different forms and inflections from the most progressive to the most conservative. According to Cameron, making value judgements on language is an integral part of using it; and people’s folk beliefs about various language shibboleths and kinds of correctness are “a measure of their commitment to a discourse of value: a discourse with a moral dimension that goes far beyond its overt subject to touch on deep desires and fears” (Cameron 1995: xiii). Dictionary-makers and language planners and anyone who has corrected errors of spelling and grammar in a student essay are norm-enforcers, and verbal hygiene is this widespread normative activity of meddling with others’ language, a normative activity of which descriptivism and prescriptivism are just different aspects. Nor is the having of norms and values something we can reasonably avoid.
I have never met anyone who did not subscribe, in one way or another, to

the belief that language can be “right” or “wrong”, “good” or “bad”,

more or less “elegant” or “effective” or “appropriate”. (Cameron 1995: 9)

It is as well, Cameron argues, if  in whatever lay or specialist roles we use

Language (e.g., to our neighbors or in our formal writing) we recognize the

gravitational pull of correctness, normativity, and received opinion about good, or appropriate, or standard writing.


With those thoughts as starting-point let me allude, also, to the widely-accepted idea that our social categories and identities are not essential and inescapable givens, imposed upon us early and for all time. Following Judith Butler and many others (as Cameron does, also), we might consider critical theory’s view that our status and identity are a matter of performance. In Gender Trouble (1990), for

instance, Butler argues that a social identity label like “gender” is not a pre-existent

natural endowment, reflected in one’s behaviour. Rather gender identity comes into

existence when it is performed:

Gender is the repeated stylisation of the body, a set of repeated acts

within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce

the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being. (Butler 1990: 33)

The kinds of repeated stylisations Butler has in mind would most directly include

those to do with appearance, dress, demeanour, gesture and gait; but they could also refer to repeated distinctive ways of using language, perhaps especially speech. Part of the logic of Butler’s thesis, and of constructivism generally, is that whatever is achieved and maintained by repeated regulated performance can be changed or abandoned by refusal to repeat, or by opting for a different repertoire of performance, repeated or otherwise. If you stop walking and talking (and dressing and…etc.) like a heterosexual woman or a working-class male then society will be increasingly hesitant to assign you to these normative categorizations; people will say you have changed, and you will have. Difference and change may, from this perspective, share a common foundation, whether one is contemplating gender behaviour or language behaviour. 

If this model is plausible in relation to social categories such as gender and class, might it also be relevant to language activity and attainment, even though a depth of proficiency and awareness is entailed that is arguably of a different order from that involved in “knowing how to conduct oneself as, e.g., a heterosexual woman”? Can we really claim, without being accused of infuriating glibness, that being judged fluent and proficient in standard English is nothing more, essentially, than a matter of using English, performing in English, in the desired and valued way? Does it follow also, that English proficiency, being a kind of performance, is no more intrinsically admirable than any other form of behaviour (anymore than we could argue for an evaluative ranking of gender, class or ethnicity categorisations on inherent grounds)? This speculative paper considers whether this might be so. Might we not argue that the development of first language literacy at schools in the UK, guided by such instruments as the National Curriculum, is a training in the reliable production of repeated acts within a regulatory frame, so that the schoolchild comes to “perform” the identity known as “performing at key stage 2”?


Change and processes of change are crucial in all this, and formal education is

centrally aimed at changing the pupil’s performance and attainment (regardless of

idealist notions that it is a drawing forth, an e-ducere, of a potential that is already

within the child). Language usage and our reflections on it occupy a fertile middle

ground, between the relatively “given” categories and identifications such as class

and gender and the relatively changeable ones such as dress- and diet-preferences.

Our language behaviour is often conceptualised, in the culture, as a good deal less

“fixed”or “given” than those attributes we seem to have limited control over such

as our race, ethnicity, and sex, but not as freely changeable as perhaps our food or

clothes are. Of course food and clothing choices and behaviour are not unconstrained

domains of choice; but within western societies there tends to be quite a lot of

scope for choice, certainly by comparison with our ancestors. I can’t imagine that

my forebears three or four hundred years ago had the range of choices in food and

clothing that I have, and by the same token I don’t believe that, in the overwhelmingly

non-literate culture of those times, verbal hygiene played a major role. But today, in

literate cultures, the average person is liable for and judged on their language to a

greater degree than ever before; it is part and parcel of being embedded in a

post-industrial society powered by information-exchange and textual

productivity—the production and circulation of texts in industrial quantities, you

might say. As I wrote in my review of Cameron’s Verbal Hygiene (Toolan 1999: 5):

By and large our society conceptualizes language, particularly ways of

written language, as open to choice: if you split your infinitives you

have personally chosen to do so, and you are responsible. By contrast,

the markers we each display which reflect our gender and class

classification are not ones which society typically regards us as

personally responsible for. At the same time, more so than in relation to

food, and more importantly so than in relation to clothes, society “takes

a view” of your grammar and usage choices: they are noted, and may be

given in evidence against you. For (Cameron argues) society has certain

normative expectations about language, and all lay thinking about

language is permeated by this background assumption of normativity. It

is not that the norms can be easily or explicitly stated on any particular

occasion, but more a matter of the general acceptance of the conviction

that “there is a right way of putting things, of using the language; and

some kinds of English are better than others.” “Better in what respect?”

you might wonder. The frank answer, from the true-believing normativist,

is “morally better”, pure and simple.… It is not that standards and

evaluative judgement can have no role in language teaching… [but]

where extant norms and standards are irrational or superficial they need

to be exposed as such, and replaced by more worthwhile criteria of

proficiency, effectiveness, and excellence.

Without subscribing uncritically to the claim that normative attitudes on language

link up with morality, one can acknowledge that there is some association, even if

indirect or considerably refracted, between normativity and morality. The enlightened normativist may recognize that all sorts of language practices are conventional rather than natural, but they also want to claim that the conventions involved are not stupid ones, but sensible and useful ones. The extra bits of rule-following and self-discipline they involve, it is believed, are a small cost for the benefits of consistency and convergence that they reap.

2. Caught in the web of assessment
My own learning from experience emerged from my being appointed, just a few years ago, to be external examiner for English language modules in the BA English Studies degree at a large and reputable university. As part of my duties, I was sent the coursework submitted by students taking what in the UK we now call a Level 2 module (in the former dialect, a second-year undergraduate course) entitled “Children’s Language and Literature”. The carefully polysemous module title permitted study of writing both for children and by children. The students’ task in the particular coursework sent to me for review was to write a 2,500-word essay on the topic of Assessing Children’s Writing. More specifically, they were given samples of writing by two children (a boy and a girl, both aged ten), who have evidently been asked in class to write a short description of how to play a game that they were fond of. The boy has written an account of the game of football; the girl writes a description of the game Cluedo. Each composition is about 250 words long, and these came to me, as they did to the students, on a single sheet of paper with the boy’s composition numbered as “1” and the girl’s as “2”:

1. Ten year old boy giving an account of the game of football:

My favorite game is football. It is well none all over the world. It is

not just a kids Game it is a Grown up game to. there are lots and

lots of teams in Britain. There is Liverpool and Exeter City and

York City and West Ham United and Many more team these team

meat up and play against each over it. Ends like 3 v 1 and things

like that. this is how is how you play. You have a field and up each

end of the pitch you have a goal. And the field has lines. thing you

got to do is score in the goals. I mean you have to kick a ball in the

Net and Goal keeper got to you from doing this. You elevan

Players on each side if you are playing Proffesinill. And Ill Tell

you the Rules. If the ball goes off the pitch it is a throwing. And if

you kick some man you have a three kick. But you kick some in the

Penelty. And if you handell it you do the same. I’ll tell you the

Bisians theres a Goal keeper and Theres Defenders, midfielders,

Strikers. Wingers, Right Back, Left Back, and there’s more too and

that how you play fottball. and if you pracktise you may play for a

profeinel, one day.
2. Ten year old girl giving an account of Cluedo (board game):

You have a board with rooms on it and in the rooms you put objects

the objects are wrappon. you have three piles of cards a pile with the

pictures of people on them you shuffle the people and take one out

but don’t look at it. you put it in the murder envelops. The second

pile has got picture of the objects that you put in the rooms. you do

the same as you did with the other pile you put another card in the

envelope. The third pile of cards has got pictures of the rooms you

put a room in the envelope. In the murder envelope you have how’s

the murder were it was done and what it was done by. around the

board is people. you throw the dice and you move your counter

which is ment to be a person which is on card. You have to find out

who is the murder. You go to rooms and aksed things to come in.

The three piles of cards is shared out to the people play. You have to

ask if anybody has a card with a picture of anything in the room.

They show you and you mark it off in your piece off paper. if you

have got three things not marked off they are the thing you say I

know. If you are right about two is the murder and it were it was

done and with what you win. But if you are wrong to loss and the

rest win.

This is how the boy’s and girl’s writing was presented to the students (it seems likely that these are typed transcriptions of the pupils’ original handwriting, but this point was not clarified); the passages were prefaced by the question and four supplementary directions set out below:

Analyse the two examples of children’s writing and assess them in terms of linguistic and communicative competence. You should also do the following:

i) State the criteria you use to evaluate the writing.

ii) Refer to relevant pedagogical material such as the National Curriculum guidelines (for relevant key stage) and language testing reports.

iii) Compare and contrast the children’s written skills on the basis of your criteria.

iv) Discuss any problems/difficulties in assessing such writing.

In short, some teacher somewhere has set a writing performance task for their pupils; this work has been taken and treated as a representative sample by language lecturers at the university, and incorporated into an assessment question; in writing about the pupils’ work and its linguistic and communicative competence (according to National Curriculum criteria especially) the students must show their own skills of mastery in the assessing of children’s writing; the students’ work is then graded and commented upon by the lecturers; and I am required to approve or ratify the lecturers’ comments and marks. A complex layering of levels of reflexivity operates, a monitoring of language performances which is not entirely uni-directional (e.g., while the lecturers give marks to students’ work and not the other way about, still students are entitled to expect certain standards of fairness, consistency, clarity, relevance, etc., in the marks and comments that their lecturers convey to them—and as external examiner I’m part of the machinery monitoring that bi-directional evaluation process).


When I got down to work on the sample of coursework sent me, one of the first

questions I had was “Where did the pupils’ writing come from, and what were the precise terms of the task the teacher had set the pupils?”. I thought that richer contextualization might help me in my assessing of the students’ assessings. But in

practice I have yet to find out the answers to these questions; there was some change of duties at the university in question, or my email enquiries got lost in the pressure of work (such pressure of work is part of the context too, I would emphasize; as is the fact that an external examiner is paid for this work at a rate that, if you were to charge say £20/hr for your work, would warrant you spending about twenty minutes assessing all the work sent to you in relation to this particular degree course). One way or another, the information got lost in transmission.


I looked at the essays of about a dozen students. The marks awarded to these

essays by the two internal examiners ranged from 70 down to the failing mark of 38; my task, as external examiner, was to review the examiners’ comments and the numerical marks they had awarded, and confirm that these were fair, reasonable, and in line with standards of marking and feedback at other UK universities. In other words in the first instance an external examiner is assessing the internal assessing of the students’ work, not directly the work itself. But in practice you can’t do the former except by way of the latter; that is, the external examiner looks at the students’ work, looks at the assignment that was set, looks at the course’s syllabus and objectives and the schedule of seminar topics, factors in the students’ level of preparation (are they first year or third year undergraduates, for example, and is the subject a core one in an honours programme or an ancillary one?) and so on. The examiner then looks again at individual pieces of student work and asks themselves how they would have commented upon and graded such submissions. And then they compare their hypothetical assessment with the real, internal one. When externals make notes about particular pieces of work sent to them, the notes are a hybrid, in that they seem chiefly addressed to the internal examiners (or their academic “manager”, who is often the Head of Department) while some of the content amounts to a brief commentary on the work itself, and thus implicitly addressed to the student. For example, my note on the lowest-scoring essay, which earned an internal mark of 38, reads as follows:


Agreed fail; poorly written, frequently irrelevant to the set task…

When I write “agreed fail” I am implicitly addressing the internal examiners, but when I note that the answer is “frequently irrelevant to the set task” I am only

echoing what the examiners already know, and saying what I would say to the candidate. Of the highest internally-marked essay, partly I think reflecting my slightly grudging agreement that this merited a first class mark, my notes read:

OK; not entirely methodical or sufficiently detailed, and with not a few gr/usage errors of its own; a bare first-class mark

Thus while my complaint here purports to be directed at the student and their work, it is also implicitly addressed to the internal examiners, but off record, and could be interpreted as asking whether it was reasonable of them to give a 70 to work with these weaknesses. And of another piece, internally marked at 68 but one that I thought was just as good as the previous, I wrote: 
Very good opening page on criteria of assessment; pretty good

overall—I’d push up to 70; balanced, thoughtful, well-written

Nearly all the terms in these thumbnail evaluations could do with further discussion; for example, a verbal hygienic unpacking of what exactly someone means when they say an essay is “balanced”. But what I particularly noticed afterwards was the way that my comments frequently focus on the students’ writing quality (poorly written, well written, gr(ammar)/usage errors, etc.), as if, regardless of what they wrote about, or the quality of their insights or arguments, the quality of their own writing was almost always an important criterion. 


As is often the case, some of the students’ essays contain the sorts of gems and

howlers that keep the examiner reading carefully. Thus I’ve noted that one student

“introduces the strange notion that the writing is correct but not grammatical”. And

there are the usual own goals, as when one student types, without appropriate full stop: 
A ten year old boy writes the first extract on the subject of football

Punctuation is a very important part of written work.

Somewhat similarly, another student writes:

It is evident from the examination of both passages, that commas prove

problematic.

But just looking at the pupils’ writing efforts, a first question for me to ask myself, as an examiner of the students’ work, is “What in these short compositions merits being commented upon, and in what terms?”. Presumably the kind of commentary a primary school teacher might share with the pupil, on what was good in the work and on what could be improved, need not be quite the same as the kind of commentary a student analysing the composition as part of a BA module might ideally supply, even if the two need to be related in some way.  What weight should I put on the fact that Cluedo and Football are very different kinds of game, the latter seemingly inescapable in modern Britain, and that explaining the former is arguably a far more taxing cognitive task. How much of the board game Cluedo can I remember, the better to evaluate the girl’s account? (I remember Colonel Mustard and Miss Scarlett, but what are the other

characters’ names? By contrast how removed from the world would you have to be in order not to know the name given in football to the player who is allowed to prevent the ball entering the goal by using their hands?). And as for the distinction in the rubric of the undergraduate module question between linguistic and communicative competence, how willing am I with my integrational linguistic inclinations to go along with this controversial separation? As a poorly paid external examiner I think that what is meant is the distinction between the mechanics, paragraphing, sentence initial capitals, correct spelling, consistency of tenses, etc, on the one hand, and things like clarity, orderliness, accuracy of description, enthusiasm or liveliness, on the other hand. But the distinction we know cannot be leaned on too hard (in some situations, at least, it is arguable that things like paragraphing, standard spelling, standard subject-verb agreement, etc. are forms of “clarity, orderliness, etc.” at the micro level, enabling but not guaranteeing—not even necessary—for clarity and liveliness at the macro level).


Besides, as I know from my own long years of assessing essays, the micro material is so much easier to spot, count, measure, and manage (to bring in the crude McKinsey perspective). It is much easier to determine “how many spelling errors are there?” rather than “how engaging is it?”—particularly when you want to treat thirty compositions equally and reliably in a limited span of time.  Liveliness of expression is so much more a matter of taste, and context-dependent, where a teacher’s assessment might be coloured by their dislike of football, or Cluedo, or both; whereas there’s only one correct way to spell necessary.  Sometimes a covert and appalling non sequitur then comes into play in the assessment of pupils’—and students’—writing: “I don’t have the time, energy, or Solomonic powers reliably to rate the liveliness and clarity of these thirty compositions, but anyone who is as accurate in spelling as pupil A is here is likely to be comparably proficient with regard to liveliness etc., while pupil B whose work is full of spelling errors is likely to be equally deficient in matters of ‘communicative competence’.” Note also that in counting the misspellings (assessors might notice the correct spelling of a few difficult words, but they rarely proceed positively, counting all words with the correct spelling) and attempting any link of this count to liveliness, fluency, or similar, a negative feature is incongruously used to illuminate a positive quantity. If kind and extent of spelling errors were taken as indicative of dullness or flatness, at least like would be being matched with like.


How, I ask the reader, would you rate or assess these compositions? How might one read aloud some of these sentences, for example these lines from the boy’s text:

if you kick some man you have a three kick... I’ll tell you the Bisians

It is quite possible that the boy himself has a dialect which uses /f/ where standard

English has /θ/ in word-initial clusters; under pressure from teachers and others

who may have told him, roughly, don’t say /f/ say /θ/ at word beginnings, he

appears to have overgeneralized this in his writing to other words he would speak

with an initial /f/ such as “free”. This works well enough for throwing earlier in

the same line (for standard throw-in or throw in: the boy probably says /frəʊwIn/

or /frəʊwIŋ/), but it can lead to error. Still, one doubts whether the boy would spell

the word “free” with an initial th if the word were a more independent lexical

choice (as opposed to the fixed expression it occurs in here), any more than he

spells common words like “from” with an initial th. 

There are similarly interesting things going on in the girl’s writing, for example in her evident uncertainties about quite how to write, and reduce to space-demarcated word forms, phrases like “who is the murderer”. In line 7 this is written out as how’s the murder, which for the initial pronoun has the right letters but in the wrong order. More creative yet is the formulation in the penultimate line: If you are right about two

is the murder, which I assume is equivalent to standard “If you are right about who is the murderer”. The mistaken assimilation of a /t/ sound from the preceding about seems to prompt selection of a valid and loosely similar word form, two. Again, in a sympathetic spoken performance, with suitable pausing, misunderstandings and the sense of error can be minimized. Those are the things I find worthy of comment in the compositions and, I submit, these comments are far removed from verbal hygienic preoccupations. 


The upshot of these remarks is that there seems much one could discuss with

the pupils about their compositions, but it would be hard to have it fit into the

procrustean assessment grid of the National Curriculum or standard measures of

“linguistic and communicative competence”. What the school teachers and the

students and the lecturers and the external examiner (me) tend instead to be

enmeshed in—all the assessing of the application of the criteria to the writing,

and the marking of the assessing, and my checking of the marking—are layers

and networks of verbal hygienic activity, all interacting in a complex economy.

And, like the Cluedo and football descriptions, we too often participate in this

without really knowing all the rules of the game(s).


When I was examining the students’ essays, I went to some of the National

Curriculum websites to see if I could find the “National Curriculum guidelines

(for relevant key stage)” referred to in the coursework question. In a short search,

the best I could come up with was information of the following kind, for the

designated “Levels” of attainment for writing (there are nine levels in all,

numbered 1 to 8 with a ninth for “exceptional performance”):

Attainment target 3: Writing

Level 3

Pupils' writing is often organised, imaginative and clear. The main

features of different forms of writing are used appropriately,

beginning to be adapted to different readers. Sequences of sentences

extend ideas logically and words are chosen for variety and interest.

The basic grammatical structure of sentences is usually correct.

Spelling is usually accurate, including that of common, polysyllabic

words. Punctuation to mark sentences - full stops, capital letters and

question marks - is used accurately. Handwriting is joined and legible.

Level 4

Pupils' writing in a range of forms is lively and thoughtful. Ideas are

often sustained and developed in interesting ways and organised

appropriately for the purpose of the reader. Vocabulary choices are

often adventurous and words are used for effect. Pupils are beginning

to use grammatically complex sentences, extending meaning. Spelling,

including that of polysyllabic words that conform to regular patterns,

is generally accurate. Full stops, capital letters and question marks are

used correctly, and pupils are beginning to use punctuation within the

sentence. Handwriting style is fluent, joined and legible.

Level 5

Pupils' writing is varied and interesting, conveying meaning clearly in

a range of forms for different readers, using a more formal style where

appropriate. Vocabulary choices are imaginative and words are used

precisely. Simple and complex sentences are organised into paragraphs.

Words with complex regular patterns are usually spelt correctly. A

range of punctuation, including commas, apostrophes and inverted

commas, is usually used accurately. Handwriting is joined, clear and

fluent and, where appropriate, is adapted to a range of tasks.

Now everyone knows that such notional definitions of the kind relied upon in

these descriptions have the potential to generate a huge variety of assumptions as

to what kind of writing is fairly described as “imaginative and clear”or

“persuasive”, or “a variety of grammatical constructions” or “a range of

imaginative effects”. The difficulties only multiply when the distinctions between

one level and the next are quite thinly described (concerning non-fiction writing,

the level 7 and 8 descriptions advance from “in non-fiction, ideas are organised

and coherent” to “non-fiction writing is coherent and gives clear points of view”).


When I wrote a review of Cameron’s Verbal Hygiene about a decade ago, one

of the things I speculated about was whether verbal hygiene might go the way of

“auto hygiene”: the obsessive/compulsive cleaning and polishing of one’s car,

usually done by British males and usually on Sunday mornings, once religiously

performed by most respectable burghers, but now rarely practised, except by way

of the automatic car wash. Might verbal hygiene, in some of its forms, drop away

as a thing to do, like the polishing of cars and shoes? Are there at least aspects of

our negotiation of language difference where hygienic meddling might

conceivably fall away? The one area where this might possibly emerge, I think,

would be in responses to accent.  Are we beginning to move away from the George Bernard Shaw world of discriminatory attitudes that we still sometimes seem to inhabit, where one British person cannot begin to speak English without there being some potential for fellow nationals (overtly or discreetly) to pre-judge them?  Might there come a time, and soon, when Glaswegian can speak to Brummie, and Brummie speak to Devonian, without routine activation of the differentiating and hyper-critical attitudes so familiar to us?
3. A challenge to the “better vs. worse” model: accent
Accent-based variation is the kind of linguistic performance diversity that British schoolteachers and university lecturers generally (there are no doubt ultra-prescriptivist exceptionalists) would not regard as evidence of linguistic and communicative competence. In fact most aspects of speaking and hearing escape systematic attention in mother tongue teaching and assessment, but accent in particular is especially insulated from attention; writing—stable, standardized, inspectable—is overwhelmingly the preferred mode.  This is for the good and simple reason that (again by and large, and notwithstanding forms of prejudice against particular low-prestige accents), no-one can think of a respectable basis on which to devise a qualitative hierarchy among the kinds of speech production variation (corralled into named accents or contemplated in all its variability) encountered every day. Bahth vs bath (/bθ/ vs /baθ/), which is “better”? A ludicrous question. And then if you say bahth must you also say pahth, fahther? Why, exactly; why is “consistency” better; or what precisely is the objection to ‘speaking like a northerner’ and then ‘speaking like a southerner’, even in the same sentence? What would be wrong in sometimes saying bahth, sometimes bath (just as many British speakers alternate unpredictably between pronunciation of often with or without a /t/ (/ɒfən/), or Tuesday with initial stop plus glide, or full palatal affricate (Tyuesday/Chuseday)? Why is variation or variable production “wrong” or “less good”; what is wrong with variability, and why is monotonous and invariant spelling so much approved, when it is so much disapproved in other larger domains (talking, singing, writing, dancing, cooking)? Seeing where these rhetorical questions are leading, some in the teaching and assessing professions (to say nothing of parents, of course) will already be putting out red flags: there will be some teachers, in Britain and everywhere else where English is taught as a first or second language, who will already be objecting that the palatal pronunciation /ču:zdeI/ is “incorrect” or sloppy; but nothing makes it “incorrect” or sloppy other than an awareness that it is a departure from the conservative R.P. pronunciation, and that, in broad terms, its use is or is perceived to be more frequent among those who are lower class or less educated  (or both) and rarer or only emerging among other classes or the more educated (or both). For some benighted folk of course, attainment-by-association of this sort is good enough: get a person to speak the way educated people tend to do, and you’ve as good as produced an educated person.


Those who raise a red flag at the mention of /ču:zdeI/ do so because they foresee my next rhetorical question is that if offen/often variation is acceptable in speech production (rarely noticed in fact), why is it not also acceptable for there to be variation in spelling—between offen, ofen, and often, say—in a person’s writing? Such inconsistency is deemed “uneducated”, but why exactly? The answer seems to be because we take Consistency and Uniformity (of spelling, accent, grammar) as “good” and desirable for one or both of two main reasons: 

1. because it is taken as reflective of a kind of self-disciplined consistency

in other parts of a person’s behaviour, the advantages of which are

rarely spelled out but seem to stem from the idea that “you know where you are” with a person whose behaviour is consistent and orthodox. As a result, spelling variation or inconsistency is dispreferred and may be penalized not for any intrinsic reasons but since it is effortfully avoided in and by the dominant cultures.

2. because consistency in spelling, especially consistent conformity to

standard language spelling, is believed to make the discourse so written more reliably intelligible to a range of potential readers, including L2 readers, who may be particularly confused if you write that something is “well none all over the world” when you mean it is well known. 
Proponents of language uniformity subscribe to much the same views that underpin enthusiasm for uniformity in school clothing—uniform clothing is easy, simple, removes competitive parading of variant styles, and all are freed from any stigma or prejudice that might exist against particular natural forms--but much more problematically, accent and voice being so much less easily donned or removed than a particular skirt or sweater.  But who decides what the uniform shall be, and why should it be their decision?  The advocate of uniformity and standardization recognizes the heterogeneity and even stratification (prestige vs. stigma) within the population, but has adopted a forced and harmful remedy: neither a respecting of the heterogeneity nor a dismantling of the stratification, but a concealing and denying of them by an outward uniform.  Uniformity might conceivably emerge democratically, by a process of collective deliberation and agreement; more often it is evidently a question of the powerful or authoritative deciding, where those with authority in one area (e.g. teaching) are able to exploit that authority to make decisions in independent areas (such as what pupils must wear).  In the arena of language, where palpably different pronunciations between different speakers are acceptable (northern bath vs. southern bath) or from the same speaker at different times (offen/often), it seems that it is the sheer ‘frozen’ inspectability, in writing, of the misspelling in Do you come here offen? which helps render it an error to be expunged.  

A corollary motivation, linking consistency to intelligibility as in the second formulated reason listed above, arises the more forcefully because of an implicit but usually unstated principle of homologies: one word should normally or ideally have one form and one meaning.  The past participle of know should have the one form known and not also, in free variation, like some Middle English glossary nightmarishly projected into the 21st century, none, knowen, and knowon; and one of those ‘variants’, none, is especially to be shunned as it ‘already has its place’: it  is already an English word (with its own single form and notionally stable single meaning).  Tolerance of variant spellings would lead to tolerance of such bamboozling sentences as Dad was none two like a bitof  meet; whereas the Education Act of 1870 and a steady series of institionalizing initiatives since (including the university education of teachers and the National Curriculum) might be regarded as centrally concerned with ‘raising’ everyone above such levels of quaint illiteracy—varieties of writing which, at our kindest, we would have to say do not travel well.  We all wish to banish bamboozlement, so the correction of none to known is itself clearly, in all the given circumstances, appropriate and desirable.  

And yet, as we equally well know, accent- and dialect-based variation in pronunciation and lexis are not production errors, so that even if they sometimes cause misunderstanding they cannot logically be ‘corrected’; rather, in the process of coping, it is the recipient who here must adjust or work harder, not the producer.  And we also know that the ‘one word one form one meaning’ is as much honoured in the breach as in the observance, routinely and pervasively. Finally, we know that sanctioned words, forms and meanings are at best semi-permanent, rather than ‘good for all time’: for example, the ordained standard spelling of quite everyday words like to-night, gray, and encyclopaedia, has changed in a relatively few decades, to say nothing of the constant emergence of new meanings for words.  So our own commitments, as teachers, to consistency, and uniformity and norms of usage, grammar, and punctuation, are always shadowed by our awareness that these desiderata and their presuppositions are much less than the whole picture.  

Not all our language assessment practices of rating and measuring escape the criticism that they are managing merely for the sake of managing.  And matters are made worse if one begins to suspect that principles of uniformity and standardization, of one set of rules applying to all, are only selectively applied, with norm-observance waived for elite groups.

The kinds of material most routinely attended to by teachers’ red pens and grading mindsets are relatively shallow items, metaphorically and sometimes literally diacritical: split infinitives (which one might more positively characterize as ‘adverb-adjoining infinitives’), misuse of apostrophes of possession and contraction, run-on or comma-splice sentences, and so on.  The last-mentioned of these errors invites further reflection, it is certainly one that lowers the perpetrator’s reputation in my estimation (unless done with conscious irony).  As I attempt to ‘teach’ my final-year English undergraduates how not to comma-splice, it becomes newly apparent to me that I appear to be quibbling over the use of a comma where a semi-colon or full stop should appear: a tiny dot above or in place of the comma is all that is at stake, it seems.  And for such minor infractions, especially where repeated, the student-writer is taxed, in terms of marks lost; and one also begins to wonder whether the ‘tax’ or marking down is not merely heavy, but regressive.  Is it vaguely but disturbingly analogous to the way the tax system captures the vast mass of income earners, while the super-rich pay disproportionately little tax--as if they were not bound by the same kinds of rules at all? 

The reasoning is as follows.  Standard written English—with its stipulations about grammatical concord, correct spelling, appropriate use of possessive and contraction apostrophes, tense-matching, and so on—is a mildly onerous collective commitment to a set of norms, in the (common) interest of enhanced clarity and intelligibility.  Standard written grammar, in short, is a communication tax.   Standard grammar therefore invites some comparison with taxation.  Direct taxation, in particular, might be viewed as a parallel imposition, by the collectivity on all of its members, to the ultimate greater benefit of the individual as well as the whole community.  Some community members (usually the less affluent and less well-educated) will be found failing to observe the standard grammatical norms, in circumstances where they are customarily expected or required; they will pay costs, directly or indirectly, accordingly.  Similarly, community members found to have dishonestly evaded their tax obligations are penalized.   But what are the implications, for individual and collective commitment to community obligations generally (including those concerning especially the written language), when it becomes widely known that, for a whole class of elite members of the community, it is as if the tax code were null and void (Murphy 2008; Peston 2008)?    When the principle of collective conformity is undermined in such an important area as income and wealth-creation, the tremors are felt also in other areas of personal constraint, under penalty of incurring costs, in the collective interest.  In the interests of the larger community, we discipline both the language we produce (paying our dues to the standard grammar god) and the wealth we produce (paying our dues to the Inland Revenue).  But if some powerful group are found not to be paying their wealth dues, without the slightest sanction, people might begin to wonder whether the whole communitarian paying-of-dues model was brainwashing by the powerful.

I began this paper by wondering to what extent the English National Curriculum teaching goals of getting the schoolchild at some determinate age to ‘perform at key stage 2 level’ was chiefly self-fulfilling, chiefly a matter of performance, without anything robust in the way of a natural or logical foundation upon which it could be shown that performing key stage 2 tasks was a necessary condition for certain kinds of basic literacy, clarity, orderliness, relevance, appropriateness and effectiveness in language use.  By the same token must German users of English be taught to say for five years and not since five years for clarity and effectiveness?  Must British people write behind rather than in back of, avoid adverb-adjunction of infinitives (a.k.a. “split infinitives”), maintain the apostrophe in its very disappointing, and so on?  Is ‘See you later’ really the only correct spelling of this valediction, for educated people, given the advent of SMS-messaging?  My general conclusion is that some at least of the phenomena taken as the necessary core of educated writing (writing that is correct, fluent, and appropriate) may in particular circumstances be rather more supplementary or diacritical considerations; they may be subtleties of signalling the observance and importance of which must (by integrationist logic) be more open to local determination and evaluation, in ever new and changing contexts of use, than is usually allowed.  This is a plea, then (echoing those of Davis and Hutton in this volume), for all teachers and guardians of the language (any language) to maintain a self-critical stance with regard to every prescription or proscription, every ‘key stage attainment’, they promote or invoke.  None of this is in any way a denial of the importance of correctness and the identification of errors; but it is a reminder that linguistic proficiency entails a great deal more than ‘absence of errors’, and is therefore harder to measure and even harder to manage.
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