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Hands off!

“If … you are willing to think about how we communicate, and consider the words 
and the forms of grammar, then you are automatically a member of the Authority, 
entitled to a ring and a secret handshake and the thrill of membership. A word of 

warning: If you get hooked on the study of the language, you are in that sorority, or 
fraternity, for life.”1

Welcome back. We hope that you enjoyed your summer break and were able to 
avoid the more smoke-filled parts of our province. It’s been like Christmas at the 
WCE home offices, except that instead of counting down the days to the arrival of 
Santa, we’ve been counting down the days to the arrival of rainy season. 

This month, we feature articles by Gary Lund (“Madison Avenue and Valley 
girls have ruined the language: just as E.B. White predicted,” page 8), Lorraine 
Meltzer (“The English language: the only constant is change,” page 10), and 
Shelly Windover (“Smart phones are destroying the English language: the e-speak 
phenomenon,” page 12). 

We are also pleased to present the first of our two-part “Hands off my language!” 
feature, on pages 15–25. (Confession: we came up with this idea as an excuse 
to immerse ourselves in two of our favourite things: language and controversy.) 
So, if you’re curious about what language pundits have to say about the impact 
the Internet is having on the English language, go to page 16 (“The Internet is 
destroying the English language”). And if reading passionate opinions about the 
state of English spelling is more your cup of tea, go to page 21 (“English spelling: 
the controversy continues”). 

Finally, don’t forget: there are only 253 more sleeps until Conference 2011, 
scheduled to take place May 27–29 at SFU Harbour Centre. Please contact 
volunteer coordinator Chantal Moore (chantal.moore@ubc.ca) if you can help.

1. William Safire, as quoted in The Miracle of Language, Richard Lederer, 1991

Drive-by Editing contest: the winner
We’re pleased to announce the winner of this summer’s Drive-by Editing contest: 
Frances Peck. Frances submitted two photographs: one taken while she was on vacation 
in Scotland and one taken at a local garage sale. You’ll find the first photo on page 7. The 
second will appear in a future edition. As winner of the contest, Frances had the choice of 
either a pica ruler or a stack of Post-it Notes, and she chose (drum-roll, please) the pica 
ruler!                                                                                                   —West Coast Editor
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Gary Lund (“Madison Avenue and 
Valley girls have ruined the language: 
just as E.B. White predicted,” page 8) 
is a Vancouver-based writer and 
editor with a past in horticulture. He 
writes for Tow Canada and Collision 
Quarterly and edits assorted business 
communications and manuals. 
Gary recently completed a stint as a 
technical writer and policy editor for 
BCIT. He is a graduate of Print Futures, 
the professional writing and editing 
program at Douglas College.

Lorraine Meltzer (“The English 
language: the only constant is change,” 
page 10) is a retired teacher of 
English and creative writing, an editor 
both formally and informally, and an 
avid reader. She is a member of the 
Alpha Connection book club and the 
Vancouver branch of the Jane Austen 
Society, as well as other interest 
groups. She can’t avoid editing, even 
when she wants to; errors just seem to 
jump out at her! Her dearest wish is to 
see literacy as a practice, not just as a 
slogan.

Frances Peck (Drive-by Editing, page 
7), a partner with West Coast Editorial 
Associates, has been an editor and 
writer for over 20 years. She teaches 
editing at Douglas College and Simon 
Fraser University and gives workshops 
across Canada. Her recent projects 
include Peck’s English Pointers, an 
e-book of her columns for the journal 
Language Update. 

Shelly Windover (“Smart phones are 
destroying the English language: the 
e-speak phenomenon,” page 12) works 
as a freelance editor and writer from 
her homes in North Vancouver and 
the Kootenays. Shelly is sad to report 
that her dear friend Oliver the golden 
retriever—who was a tireless and 
uncomplaining companion, no matter 
how many hours she had to spend 
pouring over client documents—went 
to dog heaven in January. He will be 
greatly missed.



Book plough from the Hannah family collection.
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Interesting grammar website
I came across a website 
(www.grammar.about.com) and, after 
an hour of surfi ng, thought others of 
the editing ilk might fi nd it of interest. 

About.com (tagline: “Need. Know. 
Accomplish.”) was purchased by The 
New York Times Company in 2005, 
which lends credibility to the site.

Sharyl A. (Shari) Yore,
Saanichton

Don’t forget about 32 Books 
and Sitka Books
In the June 2010 issue, you may 
recall reading about the demise of 
Duthie Books (“Now you know: 
the Vancouver book scene has been 
diminished,” page 33). But all is not 
lost. WCE staffer Jennifer Getsinger 
wants to remind people that the 
independent bookstore 32 Books & 
Gallery in North Vancouver is still 
open for business. 32 Books carries 
a wide-ranging, eclectic selection of 
books, including the latest releases. 
“Even better,” says Jennifer, “staff will 
order anything you want.”

And speaking of Duthie Books … did 
you hear that Duthie’s former manager, 
Ria Bleumer, wasn’t prepared to let the 
closing of the store go unanswered? 
Ria, with co-owner Karel Carnohan, 
has opened Sitka Books & Art in 
Kitsilano. The store is billed as 
Vancouver’s largest independent full-
service bookstore, and carries a full 
range of books as well as local arts and 
crafts.

—West Coast Editor

“Zounds! I was never so bethumped with words ...”

Source: The Life and Death of King John, William Shakespeare, as quoted in
A Dictionary of Euphemisms & Other Doubletalk, Hugh Rawson, 1981

LETTERS & MISCELLANEAWCE

What’s that on this month’s cover?
This month’s cover features a 19th century English book plough. This book plough would 
have been used to hold stacks of pages for trimming before they were laced into a book 
press.

Here’s a more detailed explanation, taken from the 1880 classic written by Joseph William 
Zaehnsdorf, the well-known Victorian custom bookbinder.

In olden times, when our present work tools did not exist and material aids 
were scarce, a sharp knife and straight edge formed the only implements 
used in cutting. Now we have 
the plough and cutting machine, 
which have superseded the knife 
and straight edge; and the cutting 
machine is now fast doing away 
with the plough. There are very 
few shops at the present moment 
where a cutting machine is not in 
use, in fact, I may say that, without 
speaking only of cloth books, 
for they must always be cut by 
machinery owing to the price not 
allowing them to be done otherwise, 
there are very few books, not even 
excepting extra books, that have 
escaped the cutting machine.

All cutting “presses” are used in the 
same way. The plough running over 
the press, its left cheek running 
between two guides fastened on the 
left cheek of the press. By turning 
the screw of the plough the right 
cheek is advanced towards the 
left; the knife fi xed on the right of 
the plough is advanced and with 
the point cuts gradually through 
the boards or paper secured in the press … There are two kinds of ploughs 
in use—in one the knife is bolted, in the other the knife slides in a dovetail 
groove—termed respectively “bolt knife” and “slide knife.” The amateur will 
fi nd that the latter is preferable, on account of its facility of action, as any 
length of knife can be exposed for cutting.

Source: The Art of Bookbinding, Joseph W. Zaehnsdorf, 1880
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cheese-eating surrender monkeys
craptacular
cromulent
d’oh

“We adapt words from other languages, from slang, from developments in science, 
literature and art. But mostly, these days, we adopt new words from a bright yellow 
and deeply dysfunctional television cartoon family by the name of Simpson.”

Source: The Last Word, Ben Macintyre, 2009

QUOTES & CURIOSITIESWCE

The Simpsons 
vocabulary 

quiz

Whether you’re a 
fan of The Simpsons 
or not, the show has 
been on television 
for so long (19 
years and counting) 
that many of its 
catchphrases have 
entered our lexicon, 
even if they haven’t 
yet made it into 
the pages of the 
Canadian Oxford 
Dictionary.

Want to test 
your Simpsons 
vocabulary? Take 
this quiz and see 
how you fare.

In the column to 
the right are 10 
defi nitions. In the 
box below is a list 
of 10 words and 
phrases. (Answers 
on page 27.)

Defi nitions

Expressing frustration at the realisation that things have turned out badly 
or not as planned or that one has just said or done something foolish. 
(This word is now in the Oxford English Dictionary but not yet in the 
Canadian Oxford Dictionary.)

Listed as a word in the Merriam-Webster Open Dictionary, the user-
created Wiktionary and the Urban Dictionary—indicates a profound 
lack of enthusiasm, and is often used by shrugging teenagers to mean 
“whatever,” “so-so,” “I don’t care,” and “bo-ring.”

A portmanteau of “spectacular” and “crap.”

Snatching something, moving something from its proper place, or 
inflicting a wedgie.

A catch-all dismissal of authority.

A big, dumb, balding Northern American ape with no chin. (Bart invented 
this word during a game of Scrabble, thus using up all his letters and 
scoring 116 points.)

A large, cholesterol-laden meal midway between lunch and supper.

First used in 1995 to describe the French nation. The phrase was used in 
print in 2003 to attack French opposition to the invasion of Iraq, and has 
gone on to become a journalistic cliché. 

Enlarge or empower.

Valid or acceptable.

Simpsons-coined vocabulary

eat my shorts
embiggen
kwyjibo

lupper
meh
yoink

    1.

     2.

     3.

     6.

     7.

     5.

     8.

     9.

           
110.

     4.
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“Polonius: What do you read, my lord?
Hamlet: Words, words, words!”

Source: Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, Act II, Scene II, as quoted in The Complete Works of 
Shakespeare, The Wellfleet Press, 1987

QUOTES & CURIOSITIESWCE

Folks at the Plain English Campaign 
are feeling bitter because coffee shops 
are “using irregular descriptions of 
cup sizes when serving hot drinks.” 
They want coffee shops to stop asking 
customers if they want to order a 
“regular” cup of coffee and instead ask 
if they want to order a “small, medium 
or large” cup of coffee. 

Says a Plain English spokeswoman, 
coffee shops and cafés “seem to use the 
word ‘regular’ when they really mean 

‘small’ or ‘medium.’ That’s not what 
‘regular’ means; it’s irregular use of 
language.” 

To be clear, then:

Large is the opposite of small, 
not the opposite of regular. The 
comedy duo was Little and Large, 
not Regular and Large—and small, 
medium and large are all regular 
sizes. Perhaps we should start 
asking for an irregular coffee?

A WCE staffer was flipping through a stack of Telegraph back 
issues and happened upon this interesting article about poor 
spelling and a foiled assassination plot. 

In the article, journalist Jeremy McDermott reports that 
in March 2009 “a special forces unit of the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) had planned to celebrate 
the movement’s 45th anniversary by killing [then minister of 
national defence; now president] Juan Manuel Santos.”

To this end, “ten rebels had disguised themselves as 
policemen and painted two motorbikes in police colours.”

You can see where this is going …

Assassination plot foiled by poor spelling

“Unfortunately, they managed to stencil the word ‘Policia’ 
back to front on the bikes’ fuel tanks,” and security forces 
were quick to pick up on the error and foil the plot. 

Source: “FARC guerrillas fail in bid to kill defence minister after 
spelling mistake,” Jeremy McDermott, Telegraph, March 29, 2009, 
www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/southamerica/colombia
/5072089/FARC-guerillas-fail-in-bid-to-kill-defence-minister-after
-spelling-mistake.html, accessed August 12, 2010

The Plain English Campaign is 
opposed to “gobbledygook, jargon 
and misleading public information” 
and has more than 12,000 members 
in 80 countries. According to its 
website, “the campaign offi cially 
began after founder Chrissie Maher … 
publicly shredded hundreds of offi cial 
documents in Parliament Square, 
London.”

Source: “Plain English Campaign says 
regular coffee is not its cup of tea,” 
Home Staff, The Times, January 2, 2010, 
www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk
/article6973423.ece, accessed August 12, 
2010; Source: www.plainenglish.co.uk/, 
accessed August 12, 2010

Rise up?
It seems that a little rereading of 17th 
century literature might be called for. 
We recently learned that the phrase to 
“raise from the dead” is “seventeenth-
century Quaker speech for a [religious] 
conversion,” and not a claim to 
reanimate the dearly departed. 

Source: Cromwell, The Lord Protector, 
Antonia Fraser, 1974

Plain English campaigners: feeling bitter



curios
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QUOTES & CURIOSITIESWCE
“Perhaps of all the creations of man language is the most astonishing.”
—Lytton Strachey

Source: The Miracle of Language, Richard Lederer, 1991

Oxford Junior 
Dictionary turfs 
national symbol

We apologize for letting this one slip 
past us. Did you know that the editors 
of the 2007 edition of the Oxford Junior 
Dictionary “replaced ‘beaver’—and 
friends such as the ‘heron,’ ‘porcupine,’ 
and ‘kingfi sher’—in its pages with new, 
plugged-in alternatives”?

Artist and conservationist Robert 
Bateman is saddened by the changes: 
“It’s another nail in the coffi n of 
a whole generation we seem to be 
training to not go outdoors, and to 
lose touch with nature. Human beings 
have been outdoors all the entirety of 
humanity … I’m told, to my horror, that 
this doesn’t happen any more.”

Here’s some of what’s in and what’s 
out. In all, 150 words—most of them 
flora and fauna related—were replaced.

English spelling is the worst
“English is the worst of all alphabetical languages for learning to spell, contends 
literary researcher Masha Bell, author of Understanding English Spelling. In Finland, 
for example, where words are more likely to be pronounced as they look, children 
learn to read fluently within three months. Academics have found it takes three years 
for a child in Britain to acquire a basic level of competence.”

Source: The London Observer, as quoted in “Social studies: our diffi cult spelling,” 
Michael Kesterton, The Globe and Mail, June 13, 2008

Out:
acorn
beaver
blackberry*
dandelion
fern
heron
kingfi sher
lobster
mistletoe
otter
porcupine
sycamore

In:
blog
biodegradable
broadband
bungee jumping
celebrity
dyslexic
euro
MP3 player
tolerant
vandalism

* the fruit, not the smart phone

Source: “B stands for blog, not beaver,” 
Josh Wingrove, The Globe and Mail, 
December 10, 2008

This photo, taken in Stromness, on Scotland’s stunning Orkney Islands, suggests that apostrophe 
chaos has beset even the remotest outposts of the English-speaking world. 
Photo: Frances Peck, June 2010

D
rive-by E

diting
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Valley as a language
I recently watched (a bit of) the Valley Girl movie. Back when 
it was filmed, in 1983, the lingo the characters spoke was, 
I suspect, exaggerated for the sake of the humour, and was 
meant to sound idiotic. Now, a couple of decades later, that 
dialect doesn’t seem so strange, because much of Generation Y 
speaks, like, Valley? Gag me. What led to that? 

“The Living Language”
E.B. White (of Strunk and White fame) warned against 
neglect of language education in his article “The Living 
Language,” published in The New Yorker in 1957.1 

He was responding to Professor Ellsworth Barnard, who 
had written a piece in The New York Times called “Good 
Grammar Ain’t Good Usage.” White wrote that Barnard was 
“thumbing his nose at grammar and advising teachers to quit 
boring their pupils with the problem of ‘who’ and ‘whom.’” 
(Barnard’s ideas had triggered uproar and vigorous opposition 
from grammarians.)
 
“Meanwhile,” wrote White, “Bergen Evans and his panellists 
were stirring up the masses and egging them on to err. Mr. 
Evans believes that the language is a living thing and we 
mustn’t strangle it by slavish attention to the rules.” 

Evans was a Harvard-educated Northwestern University 
English professor2 who hosted a panel program (The Last 
Word) on CBS-TV. He also co-authored A Dictionary of 
Contemporary American Usage (1957). Time magazine 

published a commentary on Evans’ views and his Dictionary.3 
In part: 

Scholar Bergen Evans believes firmly in a relative 
grammar. “No one can say how a word ought to be 
used,” he insists. “The best anyone can do is say how 
it is being used.” 

The Time commentary went on to say that “men of letters” 
expected Evans’ opinions to “lead straight to linguistic 
chaos,” but it described his approach as pragmatic. The 
Dictionary took as a standard: “‘English used by educated 
people when they are speaking in public or writing to 
strangers.’” (Time, quoting the authors.) But Evans and his 
co-author wouldn’t credit even this language of the 
“educated” as having real merit (as authority, I’d presume); 
they admitted that it was constantly changing, but that they 
had chosen to base their book on it because they needed 
something to which to anchor ... er ... to anchor to. 

Ultimately, this choice led them to approve of all kinds of 
flawed speech or writing, simply because it was commonly 
used. Thus, the redundancy “consensus of opinion” would 
become accepted usage.

Madison Avenue and Corporatese
Back to E.B. White. He predicted in “The Living Language” 
that bad grammar would become popular along Madison 
Avenue, as a way to grab the public’s attention. He predicted 

feature rant

madison avenue and 
valley girls have

just as e.b. white predicted
by Gary Lund

ruined 
the language:
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correctly. Today, ad agencies twist 
spelling and grammar in ways that 
are considered clever at the time of 
creation—and the twists do stand 
out. This, to the (m)admen, takes 
precedence over the Queen’s English.

Unaware youth, whose educators 
have largely abandoned grammar 
education (“The kiddies will pick it 
up through osmosis”), are smothered 
by Madison Avenue messaging, and 
take the twisted spelling, misused 
words, and bad grammar as correct. It 
sounds normal. They pick it up, well, 
by osmosis. In this way, Madison 
Avenue assimilates its young, unarmed 
audience into its linguistic Borg. 

Meanwhile, youth, like, develop their 
own habits? that, without correction 
(bless Ellsworth Barnard), stick. 
Eventually, the rest of us become used 
to superlatives run amok and other 
distortions because it’s come into way 
common usage. Resistance is futile, 
and we, too, join the Borg. 

Corporatese further distorts the 
language through its tendency to verb 
nouns and, at the end of the (oh, I can’t 
finish that one, even in sarcasm), to 
ultimately wear catchphrases to tatters, 
or to find words like solution to turn 
numb—as vague omni-words. 

Used once or twice, these devices 
may be clever, but imitating them 
to air-sickness-bag level reveals a 
scantiness of vocabulary or barrenness 
of imagination (my most pompous 
opinion here). Politically correct social 
engineers and pop-psychologists add 

their linguistic twists to the mix, and 
their journalist co-dependents enable 
them to add to the dictionary, whether 
with nonsense or not. 

“Who cares?”
You may be wondering, “Who cares 
about standardization and language 
rules, as long as our messages can be 
understood?” Perhaps there’s a point 
there, and some people doubt whether 
an “Academie Anglaise” could exert 
much control over such an absorbent, 
living language or its users. Still, it 
seems to me that we need a common 
language to understand one another 
accurately. And that requires mutually 
understood standards. 

White’s argument
While Ellsworth Barnard advised 
against boring students with grammar, 
and Bergen Evans and his followers 
were all for letting language meander 
where it would, White disagreed, at 
least partly. He wrote:

a schoolchild should be taught 
grammar—for the same 
reason that a medical student 
should study anatomy. Having 
learned about the exciting 
mysteries of an English 
sentence, the child can then 
go forth and speak and write 
any damn way he pleases. 

But he warned that it takes a lot 
of wit and charm to get away with 
ungrammatical speech, lest it be 
slovenly.

Like, the end?
Backed by Madison Avenue and 
the other language anarchists I’ve 
mentioned, youth are indeed driving 
language change, even though they 
should have only their learner’s 
permits. 

What has led to this situation? 
Ellsworth Barnard and Bergen Evans 
have triumphed over E.B. White: 
educators and parents have abandoned 
teaching grammar and vocabulary. 
And they have abandoned correcting 
pronunciation and inflection? Result: 
The corpor8 takeover of the public 
realm includes language; and Valley, 
with its, like, ruined superlatives, has 
become the norm. Ack. 

[ Notes ]
1. “The living language,” E.B. White, 
The New Yorker, 1957, E.B. White—
Writings from the New Yorker 1927–1976, 
ed. Rebecca M. Dale, 1990 

2. Bergen Evans (1904–1978) papers, 
1921–1978 (biography), publication 
date unknown, Northwestern University 
Archives, www.library.northwestern.edu
/archives/findingaids/bergen_evans.pdf, 
accessed July 13, 2010

3. “How educated people speak,” 
September 18, 1957, Time, www.time.com
/time/magazine/article/0,9171,809904,00
.html#ixzz0tafT4ODh, accessed 
July 13, 2010

 “We have yet to see the child who hasn’t profited from coming face to face 
with a relative pronoun at an early age, and from reading books, which follow 

the paths of centuries.” — E.B. White 
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While recently coined phrases can 
enliven prose, they can also date it. 
Language changes quickly in order 
to remain a vital reflection of society. 
Dennis Baron, a professor of English 
and linguistics at the University of 
Illinois, says that “language, like 
the weather, is a popular topic: 
everybody’s got something to say 
about it. And like the weather, 
where there is language, there is also 
change.”1 

H.L. Mencken, the renowned 
journalist, essayist, and student of 
American English (who began his 
journalism career with the Baltimore 
Herald in 1899), carries the metaphor 
of language and change even further: 
“a living language is like a man 

to evolve. During the 1980s and 1990s, 
many sexist terms were removed 
from the language (a topic which 
still generates controversy, especially 
around subject-pronoun agreement), 
and words which identify the gender of 
a worker such as usherette, authoress, 
and waitress, now seem quaint and out 
of date. Demeaning terms like gal, girl 
(to refer to an adult woman), tomboy, 
and sissy were also dropped. 

But while some words and phrases 
fall out of favour, many more new 
ones are added. Computer technology 
has boosted language development 
enormously since it has created names 
for parts and actions which did not 
exist previously. The term high tech 
is a recent addition to our language as 

feature rant

the english language:

by Lorraine Meltzer

the only  constant
 is  change

New words and pop-culture vocabulary. The source of angst for scholars. The spice of language for popular 
writers. The cause of stress for editors. The writer and editor must ask themselves, “How much is too much? 
Does this popular new vocabulary add to or detract from the piece of writing?” 

Editors might appreciate a compilation of vocabulary from popular culture as a reference tool. But is this a 
reasonable request? To my mind, it is not. Because English is a constantly changing language, a published 
compilation such as the Oxford Dictionary of English (with its mandate to document the “very latest 
words, phrases, and meanings”) is out of date before its latest edition is even in print. Even the seemingly 
instantaneous resources on the Internet cannot be updated often enough to keep up with the evolution of the 
English language.

suffering incessantly from small 
hemorrhages [sic], and what it needs 
above all else is constant transactions 
[sic] of new blood from other tongues. 
The day the gates go up, that day it 
begins to die.”2

Ernest Weekley (a professor of modern 
languages at the New University 
College of Nottingham from 
1898–1938) puts this idea even more 
succinctly: “stability in language is 
synonymous with rigor mortis.”3  

New words and phrases
During the centuries of British colonial 
rule, the English language absorbed 
words from all parts of the world. 
English evolved. And it has continued 
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are telephone tag, bullet train, cold 
fusion, meltdown, Star Wars (not the 
movie), voice-activated, voice mail, 
user-friendly, laptop, BlackBerry (and 
CrackBerry), and the whole family of 
“i”s: iPhone, iPad, iPod, and iTablet. 

As many businesses have evolved into 
multinational, corporate structures, 
new terminology has entered the 
lexicon: supply-side, trickle-down, 
debit card, entry level, telemarketing, 
ATM, hostile takeover, junk bond, 
white-collar crime, insider trading, 
paper trail, and Ponzi scheme. 

From medicine we have gained bikini 
cut, genetic counselling, in vitro 
fertilization, and a broad series of new 
acronyms: ADD, ADHD, PTSD, PMS, 
and SAD. 

And those who want to stay healthy 
have a whole new vocabulary to learn: 
glutes, abs, low-impact aerobics, 
aquacise, dancercise, jazzercise, 
and yoga.  

New relationships and new realities
Over the past twenty or thirty years, the 
English language has had to develop 
new ways of describing how humans 
relate to each other: significant other, 
single parent, step family, co-parent, 
same-sex marriage, and surrogate 
mother. 

Our changing lifestyle has also 
required new language: condo, 
designated driver, designer jeans 
(and designer genes), extended care, 
gentrification, gridlock, mall rat, and 
zero-waste. 

How we entertain ourselves has 
changed so much over the past twenty 
or thirty years that today’s young 
people do not know a world without 
bungee jumping, zip lines, infotainment, 
laser shows, CDs, PVRs, 3D, 
Playstations, and the ubiquitous Wii. 

Communication no longer happens 
face to face but on Facebook, Skype, 
Twitter, and on other programs that are 
introduced monthly, it seems! 

Marshall McLuhan predicted that 
technology would make the earth into 
a global village. This has happened. 
As knowledge has spread around 
the globe, even the food we eat 
has changed and has brought new 
vocabulary to our awareness—and 
to our dining tables. New terms such 
as bagel chips, blush wine, dim sum, 
frozen yogourt, wine coolers, the 100 
mile diet, vegan, and raw diet are all 
now part of our eating experiences.

But the birth of new words and the 
death of obsolete words are not the 
only changes happening to the English 
language. 

Even in our own lifetimes, we have 
seen the meanings of words change 
to fit new realities. How many of you 
have to think twice to remember the 
“old” meanings for these words: hunk, 
channelling, crack, ice, rap, Teflon, 
and spin? Similarly, words such as 
backup, boot, bit, crash, disk, hacker, 
memory, menu, mouse, scroll, virus, 
and window have all taken on new 
meanings since they were first coined.  

So ... instead of fretting about the lack 
of an effective resource for these new 

words and this pop-culture vocabulary, 
editors should think of themselves as 
official “tasters” of language. Just as 
the job of the official taster is to tell the 
chef if her new dish is over-spiced, the 
job of the editor is to help the writer 
achieve a balance between lively, 
figurative language and down-to-earth 
language that communicates clearly. 

[ Notes ]
1. Dennis Baron, as quoted in The Miracle 
of Language, Richard Lederer, 1991

2. H. L. Mencken, as quoted in The Miracle 
of Language, Richard Lederer, 1991

3. Ernest Weekley, as quoted in The 
Miracle of Language, Richard Lederer, 
1991

“Dennis Baron, a professor of English and 
linguistics at the University of Illinois, says that 
‘language, like the weather, is a popular topic: 
everybody’s got something to say about it. And 

like the weather, where there is language, there is 
also change.’” — Richard Lederer 

“
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West Coast Editor knows how to stir up controversy. Or, perhaps, more simply put, WCE staffers know how 
to evoke a rant from a writer! To be fair, they do know that certain of us will always take the bait. I confess 
to being of that ilk.

I quote from their most recent list of story ideas: “The English language is being destroyed by all things 
Internet and smart-phone related.” I almost jumped out of my chair in response to reading these words. 
Surely, they had been reading my mind!  

The phenomenon of e-speak is one that 
I find especially irksome because I do 
believe that it is changing the manner in 
which people speak. There are those of us 
who are too old to change our manner of 
speaking to any serious degree, based on 
the world of electronic communications. 
However, I have a 19-year-old daughter 
who has grown up with all of the 
e-gadgets and can work her way around 
them faster than I can turn one on. To 
unscramble one of her emails or Facebook 
entries is akin to decoding hieroglyphics. 
Which brings me to emoticons …

It was at one of the many edifying 
meetings put on by EAC-BC that I first 
heard the word. Emoticon. And, it came 
from the mouth of a professor in the 
writing program at UBC. I was agog. 
Not only had I no idea as to what she 
was speaking about, I was horrified to 
hear such a word from the mouth of a 
learned one.

feature rant

smart phones are

the english language: the e-speak phenomenon
by Shelly Windover

destroying

PHOTO: CHERYL HANNAH, 2010
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Naturally, I turned to my close companion, the Canadian Oxford Dictionary, to see 
what it might say about an “emoticon.” I should mention that a certain amount of 
arrogance on my part had me convinced that it would not appear there. Imagine my 
shock upon finding it there, on page 490, right beneath “emote.” Any lingering traces 
of smugness that may have been playing across my face very quickly disappeared. 
How could this be? Well, I guess the reality is that new words make it into 
dictionaries on a fairly regular basis, and no one feels compelled to let me know!

So, not only do we have to deal with “LOLs” and “CUL8Rs,” but we also have 
to live with emoticons! If you happen never to have heard the term, please let me 
enlighten you. In fact, let me quote from the Canadian Oxford:

emoticon / n. a (usu. sideways) representation of a facial expression 
constructed out of keyboard characters, added to an esp. email message 
to help establish the tone, e.g. ;-) representing a winking face or :-( 
representing a sad face. [blend of EMOTION + ICON]

And, just so you know, when I type in the little punctuation marks, my Mac 
automatically changes them into winking face or sad face symbols for me. Who 
knew life could be so damned easy? If you happen to be a BlackBerry user, you will 
know that when you send messages to another BlackBerry user, you are given a 
whole selection of emoticons that you can attach to your message. I must admit that I 
have sunk to a new low—I have actually used the little smiley face that is a likeness 
of the Devil. Not to worry though, my son set up my BlackBerry so that we can 
message each other. I don’t know how to do it, so I haven’t added anyone else to my 
list! It is, after all, a smart phone, and I probably have no business owning one.

I was about to say, “I digress,” when I realized that I always digress and I always 
say that, so, I won’t bother saying it again. What it comes down to now is whether I 
despise e-speak more than I despise emoticons. Methinks the former. It is language 
that reminds me of vanity licence plates, which, it may not surprise you to know, I do 
not like either. Admittedly, some of them r clever. In fact, some of them r so clever 
that one cannot decipher them. What’s the point? Those who drive, say, a T-bird, 
and feel compelled to tell the world that it’s a T-bird on their vanity plate especially 
impress me. Thank you so much! How very, very clever!

In my mind, e-speak does nothing good at all for the English language. When people 
start saying “LOL” to one’s face, it is most distressing. Language becomes cryptic, 
and if you’re not in the know, you don’t get the joke, or the message. Which brings 
me to my next point. Why do you have to tell me when to laugh? Either you think 
that I’m not clever enough to get the joke, or the joke is so lame that you’re worried I 
might not laugh without some prodding. LOL

And yes, I am quite well aware of the fact that language must evolve in order to stay 
alive. But, I must tell you that some of my favourite words are now considered to be 
archaic and are seldom ever spoken. I would love to start a movement to get some 
of my treasured words back into circulation. What’s wrong with saying “beauteous” 
instead of “beautiful”? Why should I have to give up “beauteous” for the likes of 
“LOL” and “emoticon”? 

What’s wrong with just plain old English? And yes, I LOVE the serial comma! 
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While the English language is always 
changing, this is the first time in living 
history that it has been seen to evolve 
so rapidly. So precariously. So … 
noticeably.

As we began research for “Hands off 
my language!” we noticed something 
curious about the materials we were 
reading. The authors seemed to be 
suffering from a collective case of 
angst: some were distressed about the 
rapid changes happening to the English 
language; others were concerned that 
our ever-decreasing attention spans 
are leading to a global attention deficit 
disorder. A round of smelling salts for 
all.

While we had started our research 
hoping to learn what the pundits had to 
say about current trends in grammar, 
usage, and style, we finished our 
research surrounded by reams of paper, 
stacks of books, and bulging files all 
related, for the most part, to one topic: 
how the Internet (as proxy for all 
digital technology) is impacting not 
only the English language, but the very 
way we think. 

So this month, we share with you what 
the pundits are saying about the impact 
the Internet is having on the English 
language; we also showcase a selection 
of passionate opinions about English 
spelling. Next month, we will let you 
in on what the pundits are saying about 
the impact the Internet is having on our 
brains.

hands offMY LANGUAGE!
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“Ever since the send button clicked on 
that first sloppy email, digital technology 
has been accused of ruining the quality of 
writing. Describing the fate that awaited 
prose in a world overrun by texting, John 
Sutherland, emeritus professor of modern 
English literature at University College 
London, made a dire pronouncement: 
Texters, he wrote in a column in the 
Daily Mail, are the ‘Genghis Khans’ 
of the written word, ‘pillaging our 
punctuation; savaging our sentences; 
raping our vocabulary. And they must be 
stopped.’

“Clearly, Prof. Sutherland is no fan of the 
shorthand texters use—GOYHH, they 
might snipe back at the language scholar 
(as in, Get Off Your High Horse)—but 

more than a few worried academics share 
his gloomy prognosis, suggesting that 
literature, as we know it, is doomed by 
pulpy Web-based [prose] and careless 
punctuation.

“Naomi Baron, a linguist at American 
University in Washington, D.C., credited 
with the term ‘linguistic whateverism,’ 
warned that the more we write online, 
‘the worse writers we become’ … 
Thanks to the Internet (and its mashed-
up URLs), the apostrophe is ‘probably 
dead,’ says Prof. Baron, the author of 
Always On: Language in an Online and 
Mobile World.

“Meanwhile, the hyphen appears and 
disappears at whim. ‘People ask, “Does 

it matter?”’ she says. Her answer: 
Sometimes. ‘We lose certain amounts of 
clarity if we don’t use conventions. The 
goal is to be clear.’”

Erin Anderssen, 2009

“Little or no grammar teaching, 
cellphone texting, social networking sites 
like Facebook and Twitter, all are being 
blamed for an increasingly unacceptable 
number of post-secondary students who 
can’t write properly …

“At Simon Fraser University, one in ten 
new students are not qualified to take the 
mandatory writing courses required for 
graduation …

“‘There has been this general sense in the 
last two or three years that we are finding 
more students are struggling in terms of 
language proficiency,’ says Rummana 
Khan Hemani, the university’s director 
of academic advising. ‘Little happy faces 
… or a sad face … little abbreviations,’ 
show up even in letters of academic 
appeal …

“Professors are seeing their share of bad 
grammar in essays as well.

“[According to Paul Budra, associate 
dean of arts and science at Simon Fraser 
University,] ‘punctuation errors are 
huge, and apostrophe errors. Students 
seem to have absolutely no idea what 
an apostrophe is for. None. Absolutely 
none.’ He is floored by some of what he 
sees. ‘I get their essays and I go “You 
obviously don’t know what a sentence 
fragment is. You think commas are sort 
of like parmesan cheese that you sprinkle 
on your words”’ …

“He says this has been going on now 
for the 20 years he’s taught college and 
university in B.C. and Ontario—only the 
mistakes have changed.”

Susanna Kelley, 2010

The Internet is 
destroying the English 
language
[ agree ] Excerpts reflect the 
   grammar, style, and punctuation of 
   source materials. Sources on page 25.

“John Sutherland, emeritus 
professor of modern English 
literature at University College 
London, made a dire pronounce-
ment: Texters, he wrote in a 
column in the Daily Mail, are the 
‘Genghis Khans’ of the written 
word, ‘pillaging our punctuation; 
savaging our sentences; raping 
our vocabulary. And they must 
be stopped.’”

Erin Anderssen, 2009
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“My iPhone is out to get me … 
According to today’s groupthink, if 
a message goes out saying ‘proper 
punctuation has outlived it’s usefulness,’ 
so what? Everyone knows what you 
mean, right? Drives me nuts—both the 
error and the cavalier indifference to the 
error’s existence. 

“I think it’s part of … the conspiracy 
to abuse language, publicly and 
collectively.”

Janice Kennedy, 2010

“I’ve taught college writing classes for a 
long time, and after computers came in, I 
began to see peculiar stuff on papers that 
I hadn’t seen before: obvious missing 
commas and apostrophes, when I was 
sure most of those students knew better. 
It dawned on me that they were doing 
all their work on-screen, where it’s hard 
to see punctuation. I began to lecture 
them about proofing on paper, although, 
at first, I didn’t make much headway. 
They were unused to dealing with paper 
until the final draft, and they’d been 
taught never to make hand corrections 

on the printout. They edited on-screen 
and handed in the hard copy without a 
glance.

“Handwriting is OK! I proclaimed. I love 
to see hand corrections! Then I noticed 
glitches in student writing that also 
resulted from editing on-screen: glaring 
word and phrase redundancies, forgetting 
to delete revised phrases, strangely 
awkward passages. I commenced an 
ongoing sermon: You see differently and 
in some ways better on paper than on 
computer. Your best editing is on paper. 
Try it and see if I’m right. You’ll get a 
better grade. The last got their attention.”

Jan Swafford, 2010

“Let’s face it, proper written English is 
dead. With teens using social networking 
tools such as Twitter, Facebook and 
texting, their use of grammar, spelling 
and even capitalization has been largely 
degraded. It must be every English 
teachers [sic] nightmare to grade papers 
punctuated with ‘lol,’ ‘b4’ and ‘I h8 u’ 
from kids who think these references are 
now part of the normal written lexicon.

“No one seems to start sentences with 
capital letters, no one cares if you are 
using commas or if you’ve used an 
exclamation point six times in a row 
(!!!!!!). The name of the game for teens 
is to get their thoughts and words out 
as quickly as someone else can read 
them, so the idea is to write clipped and 
condensed words that are shortened to 
the point of barely being recognizable.”

Lisa Freeman, undated

“My iPhone is out to get me … 
According to today’s groupthink, 
if a message goes out saying 
‘proper punctuation has outlived 
it’s usefulness,’ so what? 
Everyone knows what you mean, 
right? Drives me nuts—both the 
error and the cavalier indiffer-
ence to the error’s existence.”

Janice Kennedy, 2010
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“So here’s [David] Crystal, honorary 
professor of linguistics at the University 
of Wales, Bangor, and prolific writer 
of books on the subject, to answer the 
charges [that texting is destroying the 
English language]. He says that all the 
popular beliefs about texting are wrong, 
or at least debatable. Its playful way 
with language isn’t new. Most of the 
hated abbreviations have been around 
for years. ‘They are part of the European 
ludic linguistic tradition, and doubtless 
analogues can be found in all languages 
that have been written down.’

“As it is, most of the dafter emoticons 
and abbreviations aren’t actually used 
by most people: they turn up only 
in the text-messaging dictionaries, 

which seem to have been designed 
specifically to exclude everyone not 
taking part. ‘Faced with a new kind of 
communication problem … people all 
over the world have set about solving it 
... not by inventing a new language but 
by adapting old language to suit the new 
medium.’ Texting doesn’t erode literacy: 
it actually challenges literacy skills. ‘I do 
not see how texting could be a significant 
factor when discussing children who 
have real problems with literacy. If you 
have difficulty with reading and writing, 
you are hardly going to be predisposed 
to use a technology which demands 
sophisticated abilities in reading and 
writing.’”

Marcus Berkmann, 2008

“Parents, stay calm. Just because a boy 
types ‘this is were u leave’ in his private 
life, it doesn’t mean he’s unaware of 
the proper spellings or incapable of 
using them in school. If recent British 
research holds true, children’s use of 
text-messaging abbreviations may 
actually enhance their literacy skills. 
(It does nothing, of course, for their 
handwriting; cursive writing may well 
become a casualty of the Internet.) 
Beverly Plester and Clare Wood, two 
psychologists at Coventry University, 
found that among the eleven-year-olds 
they studied, ‘there is no evidence to 
link a poor ability in standard English to 
those children who send text messages. 
In fact, the children who were the best 
at using “textisms” were also found 
to be the better spellers and writers.’ 
Likewise, a study by University of 
Toronto linguists concluded that instant 
messaging by young people was not 
a ‘ruinous devastation of English 
grammar’ so much as ‘an expansive new 
linguistic renaissance.’ It’s only fair to 
add that in 2007, the chief examiner for 
Ireland’s Department of Education came 
to the opposite conclusion: the examiner 
noted that ‘the emergence of the mobile 
phone and the rise of text messaging 
… would appear to have impacted on 
standards of writing,’ and suggested that 
text messaging ‘seems to pose a threat to 
traditional conventions in writing.’”

Mark Abley, 2008

“Texting is, partly, a game. It’s like 
writing a sonnet (well, sort of): the 
requirement is to adapt the message to 
immutable formal constraints. A sonnet 
can’t have more than fourteen lines, and 
a mobile-phone message can’t have more 
than a hundred and forty bytes, which 
is usually enough for a hundred and 
sixty characters. This is a challenge to 
ingenuity, not an invitation to anarchy.

“Most of the shortcuts used in texting are 
either self-evident (‘@’ for ‘at’ and ‘b’ 

The Internet is 
destroying the English 
language
[ disagree ] Excerpts reflect the 
   grammar, style, and punctuation of 
   source materials. Sources on page 25.

“I do not see the Internet being the 
death of language, but the reverse.”

David Crystal, 2006
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for ‘be’) or new initialisms on the model 
of the old ‘A.S.A.P.,’ ‘R.S.V.P.,’ and 
‘B.Y.O.B.’: ‘imho’ for ‘in my humble 
opinion,’ and so on … Even back in the 
days when the dinosaurs roamed the 
earth and men wrote with typewriters, the 
language of the office memo was studded 
with abbreviations: ‘re:,’ ‘cc.,’ ‘F.Y.I.’ 
‘Luv’ for ‘love’ dates from 1898; ‘thanx’ 
was first used in 1936.” 

Louis Menand, 2008

“Research [led by professor Andrea 
Lunsford, director of Stanford’s Program 
in Writing and Rhetoric] challenges the 
idea that modern students are getting 
more sloppy. Studying writing samples 
that date back a century, she found that 
the ratio of mistakes has not changed in 
100 years—sitting solidly between two 
and three mistakes for every 100 words.

“What has changed was the nature of the 
mistakes: Twenty-five years ago, spelling 
was the main trouble spot by a wide 
margin, but now it accounts for only 6 
per cent of errors. The No. 1 mistake
today is using the wrong word—

‘necrotic,’ for example, instead of 
‘neurotic’—faults attributed partly to 
the vagaries of spell-check. (The same 
technology could also be masking a 
nation of bad spellers, but, as Prof. 
Lunsford points out, every writer avails 
themselves [sic] of the tools of their 
time.)

“‘It’s not a question of students being 
worse or better,’ she says. ‘Our research 
shows that writers always made mistakes 
of some kind, so what’s interesting is the 
kind they are making now.’ (Commas, 
for instance, have been giving writers 
trouble for 100 years.)”

Erin Anderssen, 2009

“The idea that our dependence on 
technology is ruining the English 
language is not a new one. Members of 
the media, linguists and grammar gurus 
are on both sides, pushing and pulling 
over the implications associated with 
texting, blogging and e-mailing. Many 
who think language is being flushed 
down the toilet put the blame squarely 
on younger generations. Is this criticism 
accurate or even relevant? …

“Arnold Zwicky, a Stanford linguistics 
professor, attributes unfair criticisms 
to the ‘recency illusion,’ (if you notice 
something happening recently, you 
conclude the thing must have originated 
recently) and the ‘frequency illusion,’ 
(if you’ve noticed a phenomenon, you 
will identify it again and again). These 
illusions certainly apply to texting and 

blogging, considering these are relatively 
new forms of writing we see daily …

“The language and technology debate 
precedes text messaging—similar 
reactions were seen with spell check, 
word processing and the typewriter. 
Conrad Swackhamer, a writer for the 
Democratic Review in 1848, said the 
telegraph would have a drastic effect 
on writing, that the technology would 
inevitably lead to people writing in a 
form that communicated as much as 
possible using the fewest words possible. 
Sound familiar?

“So, considering how little research there 
is to back up the claim that technology 
is destroying language, why does this 
hell-in-a-handbasket opinion persist? 
Prof. Zwicky talks about the ‘adolescent 
illusion,’ where adults pay selective 
attention to the language and writing of 
adolescents, and see the mistakes they 
make as the source of this ‘trend.’ In fact, 
adults are responsible for as much as 80 
to 90 per cent of text messaging, so if it’s 
hurting the language, why should young 
people be held responsible?”

Dan Smiley, 2010 

“Up to now, concerns about the influence 
of digital media on language have 
been centered on the abbreviations 
and emoticons that kids use in instant 
messaging and texting. But such 
affectations will probably prove benign, 
just the latest twist in the long history 
of slang. Adults would be wiser to pay 
attention to how their own facility with 
writing is changing. Is their vocabulary 
shrinking or becoming more hackneyed? 
Is their syntax becoming less flexible 
and more formulaic? Those are the types 
of questions that matter in judging the 
Net’s long-run effects on the range and 
expressiveness of language.”

Nicholas Carr, 2010

“Instant messaging by young people 
was not a ‘ruinous devastation of 
English grammar’ so much as ‘an 
expansive new linguistic renaissance.’”

Mark Abley, 2008



20   WEST COAST EDITOR  SEPTEMBER 2010

The Internet is 
destroying the English 
language
[ final thoughts ] Excerpts reflect 
    the grammar, style, and punctuation of 
    source materials. Sources on page 25.

“There is no question but that the 
transition from the culture of the book to 
the culture of electronic communication 
will radically alter the ways in which we 
use language on every societal level …

“No one can really predict how we will 
adapt to the transformations taking place 
all around us. We may discover, too, that 
language is a hardier thing than I have 
allowed. It may flourish among the beep 
and the click and the monitor as readily 
as it ever did on the printed page. I hope 
so, for language is the soul’s ozone layer 
and we thin it at our peril.”

Sven Birkerts, 1994

“The Internet is not just a technological 
fact; it is a social fact … and its chief 
stock-in-trade is language.”

David Crystal, 2006

“Today the evidence of linguistic change, 
like that of climate change, is all around 
us. But I suspect that with both words 
and weather, we don’t always ask the 
right questions. ‘Is language declining?’ 
may not be the smartest inquiry to make. 
It might be more rewarding to ask: ‘Why 
does language change provoke such 
anxiety? What kinds of change can we 
expect to see in the future? And how 
should we try to cope?’”

Mark Abley, 2008

“Words seem unusually volatile now. 
‘We are living at the beginning of a 
new linguistic era,’ the eminent linguist 
David Crystal wrote in 2004. ‘I do 
not believe that “revolution” is too 
strong a word for what has been taking 
place.’ He based his assertion on three 
interrelated phenomena: the planetwide 
spread of English in the late twentieth 
century, the disappearance of hundreds 
of other languages, and the sudden 
dominance of the Internet as a means of 
communication. When these topics are 
looked at together, Crystal argued, ‘we 
encounter a vision of a linguistic future 
which is radically different from what 
has existed in the past.’”

Mark Abley, 2008

“Language enables us to feel at home 
in everyday life. But of late, language 
seems to have packed up its bags, 
slammed the door behind it, and taken 
to the open road. That’s where we find 

ourselves: on the move. Every few days, 
if not every few hours, we become aware 
of a new word or phrase speeding past 
us. There’s no going back either—no 
retreat into the grammar and lexicon 
of the past. Our only home is this: the 
verbal space in which we’re already 
traveling. The expressions in that space 
are often amazing—a generation or two 
ago, before our use of language went 
digital, no one would have believed some 
of what we routinely see, hear and type.”

Mark Abley, 2008

“The extraordinary IT revolution of 
the new millennium has accelerated 
time, globalised information, dissolved 
traditional frontiers and liberated the 
workplace. It has also begun to influence 
textual language, as much written as oral 
communication.”

Robert McCrum, 2010

they witness, the opportunities 
they create, exploit or implore … 
Languages blossom in ways that 
the speakers of a single language, 
however worldly, cannot fully grasp. 
Cultures are subtly interrelated. The 
empires of language may rupture, 
but they can also intertwine.”

Henry Hitchings, 2008

“Language is always changing. 
No living language can stand still; 
rather, each moves in a current of 
its own making. It is this vitality that 
ensures language is so sustaining 
a subject. As long as there are 
groups on the move, languages will 
change. Such groups at present 
include migrant labourers, students, 
troops and aid workers, refugees, 
tourists and businesspeople. 
Think, for a moment, of their 
influence: the ideas they 
propagate, the pleasures 
they share, the dramas 
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English spelling: the 
controversy continues
[ what one pundit had to   
  say in 1490 ] Excerpts reflect 
    the grammar, style, and punctuation of 
    source materials. Sources on page 25.

“And certaynly our langage now 

vsed varyeth ferre from that 

whiche was vsed and spoken 

whan I was borne / For we 

englysshe men / ben borne vnder 

the domynacyon of the mone, 

whiche is neuer stedfaste / but 

euer wauerynge / wexynge one 

season / and waneth & 

dyscreaseth another season / 

And that comyn englysshe that 

is spoken in one shyre varyeth 

from a nother ...

“Loo, what sholde a man in 

thyse dayse now wryte, egges 

or eyren / certaynly it is harde 

to playse euery man / by cause 

of dyuersite & chaunge of 

langage.” 

William Caxton, 1490

“For in these dayes 
euery man that is 
in ony reputacyon 
in his countre, 
wyll vtter his 
commynycacyon 
and maters in 
suche maners 
& termes / that 
fewe men shall 
vnderstonde 
theym / And som 
hoijnest and grete 
clerkes haue ben 
wyth me, and 
desired me to 
wryte the moste 
curyous termes that 
I coude fynde / ”

William Caxton, 1490

Englishmen are 
always changing.

One shire’s 
speech differs 
from another.

All men of 
consequence 

use words that 
few others can 

understand.
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“The [Chicago Sunday] Tribune 
this week adds twenty-four words 
to a list of words which it long has 
spelled in a manner harmonizing 
with sane trends toward simpler 
spelling of the English language … 

“Among the reformed spellings 
recommended by the American 
Philological association and the 
Philological Society of England 
is ‘filosofy,’ but readers will not 
tolerate it as yet. The same readers 
accept ‘fantastic’ without a pang. 
They forget that so recently as in 
the reign of Charles I—which in the 
annals of the building of the English 
language is, relatively speaking, not 
a long time ago—Jeremy Taylor, 
master of correct and beautiful 
English, spelled ‘fantastic’ with ‘ph’ 

The Tribune’s 24 words
advertisment for advertisement; analog for analogue; canceled for cancelled; catalog for catalogue; controled for 
controlled; controler for controller; cotilion for cotillion; decalog for decalogue; definitly for definitely; demagog for 
demagogue; dialog for dialogue; drouth for drought; extoled for extolled; fantom for phantom; fulfilment for fulfillment; 
harken for hearken; hocky for hockey; indefinitly for indefinitely; monolog for monologue; patroled for patrolled; 
pedagog for pedagogue; prolog for prologue; skilful for skillful; tranquility for tranquillity

instead of ‘f.’ But no responsible 
publication is willing as yet to 
demand that its readers accept 
‘filosofy,’ although there are as good 
linguistic reasons for that change 
as there were for the change from 
‘phantastick’ to ‘fantastic.’ In short, 
in the matter of simpler spelling 
readers will not be hurried. Such 
sensible changes as ‘tho,’ ‘altho,’ 
and ‘thru’ have not been generally 
accepted, and when they are used 
they exasperate many persons to 
the point of profanity …

“Both ‘fantom,’ which is preferred 
by the ‘Standard Dictionary,’ and 
‘fantasy’ can be traced back to 
the Greek word ‘phaos,’ meaning 
light, and might today as properly 
retain the ‘ph’ as ‘philosophy’ does. 

English spelling: the 
controversy continues 
[ what newspaper editors 
  had to say in 1934 ] Excerpts  
   reflect the grammar, style, and punctuation of  
   source materials. Sources on page 25.

But the English speaking world, 
which thinks ‘filosofy’ looks funny, 
sees nothing funny in the spelling 
‘fantasy.’ To that spelling it has 
become accustomed. To ‘fancies,’ 
which also can be traced back to 
the same Greek root as ‘fantasy,’ we 
are so thoroughly accustomed that 
we can hardly believe there was a 
time when English writers spelled it 
‘phancies.’ ‘Fantom’ is therefore no 
grotesquerie—for that word, by the 
way, Webster prefers the simpler 
spelling ‘grotesquery’—but is a 
rational following of the trends of 
English spelling.

“And now let the Voice of the 
People rage.”

James O’Donnell Bennett, 1934
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“For seven hundred years English 
spelling has been an unspeakable offense 
against common sense. No one who is 
really fond of children can approve it. 
From time to time humanitarians have 
attempted to do something about it, but 
without success. Five years ago this 
February we turned [perhaps we should 
say we definitly and genuinly turned] 
humanitarian only to discover, as so many 
reformers have in the past, that the rifraf 
does not appreciate efforts put forward in 
its behalf. Even the staf was agast.

“We gave our simplified spelling the 
best kind of a start. The task of choosing 
the words was entrusted to the greatly 
beloved and scholarly James O’Donnell 
Bennett. He chose his words wisely and 
well. He presented them in small and, 

as we thought, palatable doses. Every 
one of his improved spellings had its 
etymological justification. There was 
rime and reason for every alteration. 

“And yet we were deluged with protests. 
We stood our ground. We defended our 
course in the columns of this journal. 
We wrote letters to Indignant Subscriber, 
carefully explaining why herse was 
an improvement on hearse and hefer 
on heifer. We demonstrated beyond 
possibility of doubt that spelling is 
arbitrary and we argued that it might 
be better intelligently arbitrary than 
unintelligently so. We showed, as, 
indeed, Mr. Bennett had done, that 
spelling has undergone vast changes over 
the centuries and that our innovations 
were therefore not without their sound 
precedent.

“A few of our readers, to be sure, wrote, 
as one of them said, to thanc us, and he 
didn’t mean to be funny. After a while 
the uproar died down, but from time to 
time it has flared anew. We were not 
distraut and stood pat except on iland 
and we dropped that because we couldn’t 
convince ourselves that it was something 

surrounded by water; it always looked like 
something bounding across the veldt …

“We have stood for a good deal of lether 
lunged laughter in our bailiwic, but 
we’ve got an intern in the house and we 
can take it. What’s more, we can take it 
with tranquility.”

Chicago Sunday Tribune editorial, 1939

“Attempts to improve English spelling 
have been by no means lacking. As early 
as the thirteenth century the writer, Orm, 
attempted through the use of double 
consonants to give an exact indication of 
pronunciation. In the sixteenth century 
many English words of Latin derivation 
were brought into conformity with Latin 
originals, a process, however, attended 
with many mistakes which have been 
perpetuated in later English. In the 
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth 
centuries plans were brought forward for 
bringing conformity between spelling 
and pronunciation …

“The need for improved English spelling 
still exists. Any movement, however, 
to bring it about should be guided by 
light derived from the earlier history 
of the language. It should be held in 
mind that English spelling in the past 
was in large measure determined by 
the practice of printers. The spelling in 
Milton’s first editions, for example, was 
not that of Milton but that of Milton’s 
printers. Shakespeare’s own spelling it is 
impossible to determine with certainty, 
but his works are now read in editions the 
spelling of which may be seen in gradual 
evolution in the four Folio editions of 
the seventeenth century. To the printer, 
therefore, one should turn in modern 
times if one will find the force able 
to disaccustom people to the illogical 
forms now in use and to accustom them 
to forms more near the ideal in giving 
visible form to the language.” 

George H. McKnight, 1968

“For seven hundred years English 
spelling has been an unspeakable offense 
against common sense. No one who is 
really fond of children can approve it.”

Chicago Sunday Tribune editorial, 1939

English spelling: the 
controversy continues 
[ what other pundits
  have to say ] Excerpts reflect 
    the grammar, style, and punctuation of
    source materials. Sources on page 25.
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“Innumerable suggestions have been 
made, often by people untrained in 
linguistics and George Bernard Shaw is 
but one of many who have sponsored—
in life or from the grave—a ‘rational’ 
spelling scheme for English …

“Should we leave well alone? On 
the whole, yes. Sort out a few minor 
irrationalities but leave the great horrible 
bulk of our spelling untouched: much of 
it is a link with Europe, all of it is a link 
with our past. To understand how our 
spelling comes about is to forgive it.”

Anthony Burgess, 1978

“My defense of English spelling will be 
halfhearted. For although language is an 
instinct, written language is not. Writing 
was invented a small number of times 
in history, and alphabetic writing, where 
one character corresponds to one sound, 
seems to have been invented only once …

“Indeed, for about eighty-four percent 
of English words, spelling is completely 
predictable from regular rules … The 
words with truly weird spellings (like 
of, people, women, have, said, do, done, 
and give) generally are the commonest 
ones in the language, so there is ample 
opportunity for everyone to memorize 
them …

“Of course, English spelling could be 
better than it is. But it is already much 
better than people think it is. That is 
because writing systems do not aim to 
represent the actual sounds of talking, 
which we do not hear, but the abstract 
units of language underlying them, which 
we do hear.”

Steven Pinker, 1994

“For most of the history of language, 
English speakers took a lackadaisical 
approach to spelling: the notion that a 
word should always be the same way 

is a much more recent invention than 
the language itself. The standardization 
of English spelling began in the 16th 
century, and although it is unclear at 
exactly what point our spelling became 
set, what is certain is that ever since it 
happened, people have complained that 
the rules of spelling, such as they are, 
just don’t make sense.”

Ammon Shea, 2010

“The nation’s capital always draws its 
share of protesters, picketing for causes 
ranging from health care reform to 
immigration policy. But spelling bee 
protesters? They’re out here, too. 

“Four peaceful protesters, some dressed 
in full-length black and yellow bee 
costumes, represented the American 
Literacy Council and the London-based 
Spelling Society and stood outside the 
Grand Hyatt on Thursday, where the 
Scripps National Spelling Bee is being 
held. Their message was short: Simplify 
the way we spell words.

“Roberta Mahoney, 81, a former 
Fairfax County, Va., elementary school 
principal, said the current language 
obstructs 40 percent of the population 
from learning how to read, write and 
spell. ‘Our alphabet has 425-plus ways of 
putting words together in illogical ways,’ 
Mahoney said. 

“The protesting cohort distributed pins to 
willing passers-by with their logo, ‘Enuf 
is enuf. Enough is too much.’ 

“According to literature distributed by 
the group, it makes more sense for ‘fruit’ 
to be spelled as ‘froot,’ ‘slow’ should 
be ‘slo,’ and ‘heifer’—a word spelled 
correctly during the first oral round of 
the bee Thursday by Texas competitor 
Ramesh Ghanta—should be ‘hefer.’ 

Lauren Sausser, 2010

“English contains one serious design 
flaw: its apparently irrational spelling 
conventions. Homonyms like ‘bare’ and 
‘bear’ are all very well, but why should 
a word that sounds like ‘nite’ appear in 
print as ‘night’, or ‘threw’ as ‘through’? 
It’s a problem that turns out to have 
medieval antecedents.”

Robert McCrum, 2010

“Caxton was a man of his time, speaking 
London English, and situated in the 
heart of the political establishment. His 
rendering of the vernacular echoes the 
sound of the words he would have heard 
around his office in Westminster … 
Elsewhere, the new clarity and directness 
of the written word derives from a 
bureaucratic house style developed 
at court for administrative purposes 
known as Chancery English. This, too, 
was transformed by Caxton into a new 
literary standard. In other words, he 
fixed the language on the printed page 
before its writers and teachers had fully 
reconciled the divergences between 
the written and the spoken. Hence the 
baffling inheritance of English spelling 
conventions.”

Robert McCrum, 2010

“… the baffling 
inheritance of 
English spelling 
conventions.”

Robert McCrum, 
2010
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Hands off my
language!
[ sources ] Excerpts reflect the 
   grammar, style, and punctuation of 
   source materials.

The Internet is destroying the English language: agree [ 16–17 ]
“GR8 news: we’re entering a new era of literacy,” Erin Anderssen, 
The Globe and Mail, December 12, 2009

“Students failing because of Twitter, texting and no grammar 
teaching,” Susanna Kelley, The Canadian Press, January 31, 2010, 
www.680news.com/news/national/article/22482--students-failing
-because-of-twitter-texting-and-no-grammar-teaching, accessed 
August 23, 2010

“The iPhone’s assault on the English language,” Janice Kennedy, 
Vancouver Sun, April 13, 2010

“Why e-books will never replace real books,” Jan Swafford, Slate, 
June 29, 2010, www.slate.com/toolbar.aspx?action=print&id=2258054, 
accessed August 8, 2010

“Tweeting, texting and facebook—how they affect how our kids will 
grow up to communicate,” Lisa Freeman, Ezine @rticles, publication 
date unknown, http://ezinearticles.com/?expert=Lisa_Freeman, accessed 
August 15, 2010

The Internet is destroying the English language: disagree [ 18–19 ]
Language and the Internet, 2nd ed., David Crystal, 2006

“Txtng: the gr8 db8 by David Crystal,” Marcus Berkmann, 
The Sunday Times, July 20, 2008, http://entertainment.timesonline.co
.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/books/non-fiction/article4356448.ece, 
accessed August 15, 2010

The Prodigal Tongue, Mark Abley, 2008

“Thumbspeak,” Louis Menand, The New Yorker, October 20, 2008

“GR8 news: we’re entering a new era of literacy,” Erin Anderssen, 
The Globe and Mail, December 12, 2009

“Dictionary thumpers, a word, pls,” Dan Smiley, The Globe and Mail, 
August 11, 2010, www.theglobeandmail.com/news/opinions/dictionary
-thumpers-a-word-pls/article1668467/, accessed August 14, 2010

The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to our Brains, 
Nicholas Carr, 2010

The Internet is destroying the English language: final thoughts [ 20 ]
The Gutenberg Elegies, Sven Birkerts, 1994, 
http://archives.obs-us.com/obs/english/books/nn/bdbirk.htm, 
accessed August 15, 2010

Language and the Internet, 2nd ed., David Crystal, 2006

The Prodigal Tongue, Mark Abley, 2008

The Secret Life of Words, Henry Hitchings, 2008

Globish, Robert McCrum, 2010

English spelling: the controversy continues [ 21–24 ]
Eneydos, William Caxton, 1490, www.archive.org/details
/caxtonseneydose00gravgoog, accessed August 15, 2010

“Tribune adopts saner spelling of many words: applies system to list 
of 2 dozen,” James O’Donnell Bennett, Chicago Sunday Tribune, 
January 28, 1934, www.spellingsociety.org/news/media/chicago1.php, 
accessed August 14, 2010

“Not yet the hemloc,” editorial, Chicago Sunday Tribune, 
March 26, 1939, www.spellingsociety.org/news/media/chicago1.php, 
accessed August 14, 2010

The Evolution of the English Language, George H. McKnight, 1968
Evolution was first published in 1928, then republished by the 
author’s granddaughter in 1956. The 1968 edition we have 
quoted from, is, according to its publisher, “an unabridged 
and unaltered republication of the work originally published 
by D. Appleton and Company in 1928 under the title Modern 
English in the Making.”

Language Made Plain, Anthony Burgess, 1978

The Language Instinct, Steven Pinker, 1994

“The keypad solution,” Ammon Shea, The New York Times, 
January 22, 2010, www.nytimes.com/2010/01/24/magazine/24FOB
-onlanguage-t.html?ref=magazine, accessed August 23, 2010

“Spelling bee protest,” Lauren Sausser, Associated Press, 
June 3, 2010, www.basic-english.org/21/beetest.html, accessed 
August 14, 2010

Globish, Robert McCrum, 2010



26   WEST COAST EDITOR  SEPTEMBER 2010

etcetera

UPCOMING EVENTS
EAC-BC SPEAKER SESSION: 
KEEPING UP WITH THE CHANGING 
STYLES OF ONLINE EDITING
September 15, 2010

Guest speaker: Terence Little, Manager of 
Corporate Internet Services, WorkSafeBC

Writing and editing for an online audience is 
challenging when you consider the landscape 
of technology and how we interact with new 
devices like iPhones and iPads. Sites like 
Twitter and Facebook are becoming business 
tools, not just social sites. Editors are often 
challenged to try and fit existing corporate 
styles and structures into an online world that 
seems designed to work against us. But what 
should we do? Should we throw out our style 
manuals, or write them as we go?

Terence Little oversees electronic 
communications for WorkSafeBC, focusing 
on the organization’s internal and external 
websites. 

We will draw for a door prize at the end of 
the evening. The winner will receive free 
admission to one EAC-BC seminar.

Time: 7:30 pm

Cost: Free for members; $10 for non-
members; $5 for students with valid ID

Place: YWCA Health & Wellness Centre
535 Hornby Street 
Welch Room, 4th floor
Vancouver

YWCA is located on the west side of Hornby 
Street, between Dunsmuir and Pender, one 
block northeast of the Burrard SkyTrain 
Station. Parking is available across the street 

for $5.00 after 6:00 pm. Street parking is also 
available.

Information: www.editors.ca/node/904 or 
bcprograms@editors.ca

EAC-BC SEMINAR: CREATING AND 
EDITING SOCIAL CONTENT
September 25, 2010

Instructors: Angela Crocker, Kim Plumley, 
Peggy Richardson, “The Book Broads”

Shifts in media can mean fewer opportunities 
for editors. Today, traditional book publishers 
are printing fewer books, newspapers are 
publishing less content, and magazines are 
going online. So, where can street-smart 
editors turn to for new opportunities? 

The answer is technology. According to The 
Book Broads, “Now that content creators 
have a major love affair with WordPress, 
Facebook, Twitter, and other social tools, it 
appears that everyone can become a publisher. 
Yes, it’s easy with a computer, an Internet 
connection, and a little bit of know-how. The 
challenge is no longer getting the word out 
there. The trick is getting these people to get a 
grip on what to say and how to say it: content, 
as they say, is KING! This brave new world 
is where the talents, insight, and patience of 
editors are certainly needed.”

This full-day seminar will be taught by all 
three of The Book Broads: Angela Crocker 
(“Marketing Mamma”), Kim Plumley 
(“Publicity Chick”), and Peggy Richardson 
(“Grammar Geek”). Special guest instructor 
George Plumley, a WordPress developer, will 
also help with teaching duties. Together, they 
will introduce some common tech options 
that can present opportunities for editors, 

including Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, 
WordPress, e-books, and article marketing. 
With a basic understanding of these tools, 
editors can embrace today’s new media 
market.

Don’t forget to bring your laptop. 

The Book Broads (www.thebookbroads.com) 
write, speak, and consult on publishing, 
marketing, social media, and publicity in the 
world of books. 

George Plumley has taught numerous 
workshops and courses on WordPress. He 
is the author of WordPress 24-Hour Trainer 
(Wiley, 2009) and 100 Questions to Ask 
Before Building a Website (Wiley 2010). 

Time: 10:00 am–4:00 pm

Cost: $100 for EAC members who register 
by September 14 (after September 14: $120); 
$160 for non-members who register by 
September 14 (after September 14: $180)

Place: SFU Harbour Centre Campus
515 West Hastings Street, Room 2260
Vancouver

Registration: www.gifttool.com/registrar
/ShowEventDetails?ID=1262&EID=7759

WORD ON THE STREET NATIONAL 
BOOK & MAGAZINE FESTIVAL
September 26, 2010

Word on the Street will be back on the streets 
of downtown Vancouver for the sixteenth 
year in a row. Organizers promise “a day 
jam-packed with author readings, exhibits, 
performances, and all-round literary mayhem.” 
(Don’t forget to take your umbrella.)

Time: 11:00 am–5:00 pm

Place: Library Square and CBC Plaza
Vancouver

VANCOUVER INTERNATIONAL 
WRITERS & READERS FESTIVAL
October 19–24, 2010

Each year, the Vancouver International 
Writers & Readers Festival attracts 
internationally acclaimed and yet-to-be 
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Answers to page 5 quiz:
“The Simpsons vocabulary quiz”

  1. d’oh
  2. meh
  3. craptacular
  4. yoink
  5. eat my shorts
  6. kwyjibo
  7. lupper
  8. cheese-eating surrender monkeys
  9. embiggen
10. cromulent

Source: The Last Word, 
Ben Macintyre, 2009

discovered writers to Granville Island. 
However, the festival could not happen 
without the help of volunteers. 

Can you help? Go to the festival’s website 
and fill out an online registration form.

Where: Granville Island 
Vancouver

Volunteer Registration: www.writersfest.bc.ca
/volunteers/volunteers_needed.htm

SURREY INTERNATIONAL 
WRITERS’ CONFERENCE
October 22–24, 2010; master classes 
on October 21

The Surrey International Writers’ Conference 
attracts authors, editors, and agents from 
across North America. 

Once again, several EAC-BC members will 
be providing editorial advice to writers at the 
popular editor/agent/producer interviews.

Where: Sheraton Guildford Hotel
Surrey

Information: www.siwc.ca

NOW YOU KNOW
12TH ANNUAL WRITERS FESTIVAL 
POETRY & SHORT STORY CONTEST

Calling all poets and short story writers! The 
Vancouver International Writers Festival is 
holding its 12th annual poetry and short story 
contest, and you are invited to submit your 
“finest prose and poetry.” Entries are still 
being accepted for unpublished work in the 
following two categories: poetry (500-word 
limit); creative short fiction (1,500-word 
limit).

Prizes will be awarded (first prize: $500; 
second prize: $350) to the top two entries in 
both categories. First place winners in each 
category will be published in subTERRAIN 
magazine, and all winners will be published 
on the Vancouver International Writers 
Festival website, www.writersfest.bc.ca. 

Entry fee: $15 for each story or poem 
submitted

Deadline: October 24, 2010 at 5:00 pm

Rules and regulations: www.writersfest.bc.ca
/get-involved/writingcontest

GRAMMAR VIGILANTES ARE 
ON THE RISE
“A small but vocal subculture has emerged 
on Twitter of grammar and taste vigilantes 
who spend their time policing other people’s 
tweets—celebrities and nobodies alike. These 
are people who build their own algorithms to 
sniff out Twitter messages that are distasteful 
to them—tweets with typos or flawed 
grammar, or written in ALLCAPS—and then 
send scolding notes to the offenders. They see 
themselves as the guardians of an emerging 
behaviour code: twetiquette.

“‘It would be kind of nice if people cleaned 
up their grammar a little bit and typed in 
lower case, and made the Internet a little bit 
smarter,’ said one of them, Nate Fanaro, a 
28-year-old computer programmer in Buffalo, 
whose Twitter handle is CapsCop.”

Source: “Grammar vigilantes smack down 
tweeters,” John Metcalfe, The Globe and 
Mail, April 30, 2010

SMART PHONES AREN’T 
FOR EVERYONE
“British retailer Sir Philip Green has a 
Mercedes S500, a Gulfstream jet, a 206-foot 
yacht and a combined net worth of more than 
$6 billion with his wife, Tina.

“But the Topshop owner doesn’t use a 
BlackBerry or an iPhone—instead, [he] talks 
on a 9-year-old Nokia 6130, a model long 
since discontinued.” 

Apparently Sir Philip loves the unit’s simple 
design so much (no camera, monochrome 
screen) that “he bought the entire back stock 
of the obsolete 6130 in case one breaks.”

Source: “Loyal to the past,” May 18, 2010, 
www.nypost.com/p/pagesix/loyal_to
_the_past_H1V9JdAoVRjvlnxhW9AmsN, 
accessed August 11, 2010

NEW EAC-BC MEMBERS
Micheline Brodeur, West Vancouver
Susan Chambers, North Vancouver
Jamie Frezell, Kelowna
Gregory Gibson, Vancouver
Kate Hunt, West Vancouver
Jay Istavanffy, Vancouver
Jo-Anne McDonald, Gibsons
Candra Marr, Port Coquitlam
Chantal Moore, Vancouver
Ria Kim Nishikawara, Vancouver
Erin Potter, New Westminster
Jill St. Louis, Richmond
Brian Scrivener, Kamloops
Mehnaz Thawer, Burnaby
Barbara Wolfe, Victoria

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS
West Coast Editor is accepting submissions 
for the following issues. Please contact Cheryl 
Hannah at westcoasteditor@editors.ca to 
discuss your ideas.

Winter 2010: 4th Annual Holiday Gift Guide
Copy deadline: October 6, 2010
Word count: 400–800
Wanted: gift ideas, written as “gift 
featurettes”

January 2010: Drive-by Editing
Photo deadline: November 10, 2010
Wanted: photos of public signage containing 
grammar mistakes, usage mistakes, and/or 
typos



photos.
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West Coast Editor is gathering photos for its annual 
Drive-by Editing edition.

Please send your Drive-by Editing photos to 
westcoasteditor@editors.ca by 12 noon on 
November 10, 2010. The EAC-BC member who submits 
the most photos will win a limited edition “I love serial 
commas” coffee mug.

 you have them.   we want them.

PHOTO: JAMES HANNAH, 2010


