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Dear students, 

if you are reading this, you are probably planning to study English 
Language A Level here with us at One! To help you prepare, we have set 
you a task to complete over the summer. 

It is really important to read around the subject when you study at A 
Level. For English Language, it is also important to read articles that 
express opinions on linguistic issues and discussion and debate is an 
important part of the course.  

Here are a selection of articles about the English Language that we think 
you will enjoy. Hopefully, they give you a flavour of what the course is 
about and how different it is to GCSE! 

Please also complete the task on the back page ready to hand in during 
your first lesson. 

 

Happy reading! 

 

The English Team ����  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Language Discourses 1 - Debates and 
discussions about language 
Language discourses form an important part of different A 
Level English Language specifications. Dan Clayton takes a 
look at a range of linguistic battlefields and surveys the 
different opinions offered. 

According to the writer and Radio 4 broadcaster, John Humphrys: 

texters are destroying our language: pillaging our punctuation; savaging our sentences; 
raping our vocabulary. And they must be stopped. 

Meanwhile, Yale Professor of Computer Science, David Gelernter reckons that: 

in the 1970s and 1980s, arrogant ideologues began recasting English into heavy artillery 
to defend the borders of the New Feminist state. 

TV comedian and Observer columnist, David Mitchell is dismayed: 

...when language changes, slang becomes correct, mispunctuation is overlooked and 
American spellings adopted, I feel that I'm a mug for having learnt all the old rules to 
start with. 

And if that's not bad enough, 'Mick' from Scunthorpe opines on the Daily Mail's message 
board that young people's slang is a disgrace: 

keep talking like that and see were it get's you, muppets no wonder some kids are as 
thick as to short planks. 

Well yes, exactly. 

Why the fuss? 
What's got their knickers in a twist? Words, that's what. But not just any words: words to 
do with texting, political correctness and slang. And these words are a battlefield. 



 

 

Debates about language use and abuse have been around for centuries, but the rapid 
pace of language change in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries has 
unsettled many people, and when people feel threatened by change they often cling to 
the values they were brought up with: slang is broken English; abbreviation is lazy; 'they' 
should never be used to refer to a singular subject; infinitives are never to be split. To 
(boldly) go on, change really upsets lots of people, and as our language use is so tightly 
bound to our own individual sense of identity, it's not hard to see why. If you've been 
taught that there's a right way and a wrong way to use certain forms of punctuation, to 
see others 'misusing 'an apostrophe or getting away with a non-standard 'we was' may 
well lead you to share David Mitchell's despair, slap your forehead and ask: 

Why did I waste so much time listening in class? 

So what are the main linguistic battlegrounds at the moment and what kinds of opinions 
are being expressed? For the sake of simplicity - and, I hope, to help A2 students 
organise their revision of key areas - I'll look at what I think are two main topics in this 
article: new words and the impact of computer-mediated communication on young 
people's literacy. In the next issue I'll look at the topics of political correctness and slang. 

New words 
Often the debate about language change is reduced to a simple prescriptivist (anti-
change) versus descriptivist (accepting of change) argument, and while this is quite a 
helpful distinction, it's not the full story. Few commentators rail against new words these 
days like they used to, as most people accept that as new products appear and new 
concepts and lifestyles emerge, they need naming. And new words are often witty and 
inventive: language change is fun. The American Dialect Society runs a word of the year 
poll; in Australia the Macquarie Dictionary does something very similar, and our very 
own Oxford English Dictionary is adept at getting column inches for its latest lists of new 
additions to the language. 

Some people celebrate new words and the newspapers love to print articles about them. 
Over the past five years we've probably covered 50 news stories about new words on 
the SFX Language blog (englishlangsfx.blogspot.com). And while English has always 
been a language of lexical innovation, adding thousands of words to its lexicon for 
centuries (and sparking debates about such innovation), many linguists would probably 
agree that the last 30-40 years have seen an unprecedented outpouring of new words 
and phrases. To mention a few that have been in the news towards the end of the 
noughties, we could include twihard, avatard, tweet-up, pwned and unfriend. While the 
first is clearly linked to a longer tradition of naming decades, the others are related to 
more recent popular culture (the James Cameron box office smash, Avatar and the 
Twilight series of books and films) and technology (online gaming, social networking 
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter). 



 

 

Will they last? 
But it's the ephemerality of new words that worries some commentators. Are these 
genuinely lasting words? Will they be around in five years, let alone 10 or 50? So, are 
they in fact 'proper words' that should enter the dictionary? Daily Telegraph columnist 
Christopher Howse says no. He argues that many of these 'vogue words' shine brightly 
for a few, brief months and then disappear: 
What I am hinting at is that it is very easy to concentrate on neologisms that reflect the 
wilder shores of modern life. It's harder to spot defining markers of the way we live now. 
At the moment the temptation is to identify too many trends from new media - web-
surfing, blogging, twittering and unfriending. 

Instead, he argues, we should look with the benefit of hindsight at slightly more 
established words and he proposes farmers' market and chav as terms which offer a 
clearer sense of the decade just gone: perhaps a reflection of social class differences 
where middle class urbanites sample oak-smoked tomatoes and rosemary focaccia at 
authentic, rustic markets that have come to their city streets, while 100 metres away a 
fake Burberry-clad chav nicks the stereo from their 4x4. Is that a fairer reflection of the 
last decade than sitting at a computer 'unfriending' unfortunate people from your 
Facebook list? 

David Mitchell in The Observer makes a similar argument: 

I get uncomfortable around these heartwarming celebrations of words. It smacks of the 
view that some words, almost in isolation from their meaning, are fun and interesting 
because they roll round the tongue or have lots of syllables. 'Ooh, 'perforation', that's a 
good word, isn't it?' 'I do love the word 'drizzle' it really makes you think of drizzle!' Does 
it? That may be because you speak English. 

Recording language in use 
An interesting counter-argument comes from an article in The Sydney Morning Herald 
which quotes Susan Butler of the Macquarie Dictionary. Traditionalists may lament the 
passage of text-speak like LOL and OMG and verbs such as google into the mainstream 
lexicon, but Butler says these people misunderstand the purpose of a dictionary. First, 
she says, it is a reference tool to help us spell and understand the meaning of words. Its 
other function is to be a true record of a language in the society as it is used. 

Elsewhere, linguists believe that far from being disposable, throwaway ephemera, the 
new words created in the last decade can tell us a lot about society's preoccupations 
during that time. Quoted in the same article, linguist Geoffrey Nunberg says: 



 

 

Some groups of words formed miniature narratives... WMDs, cakewalk, shock and awe, 
mission accomplished, backdoor draft, hillbilly armour, stay the course, redeployment. 
That's basically the story, in 10 words or less. 

That may be the case if you're from the USA and the Iraq War is a major part of your 
country's recent history, but equally OMG, celebutard, boyf and Brangelina may be your 
words of choice if you prefer celebrity-spotting to current affairs. 

Others love new words and can't contain their joy. The writer and broadcaster Stephen 
Fry is one of them and as he wrote on his blog in 2009: 

There are all kinds of pedants around with more time to read and imitate Lynne Truss 
and John Humphrys than to write poems, love-letters, novels and stories it seems. They 
whip out their Sharpies and take away and add apostrophes from public signs, shake 
their heads at prepositions which end sentences and mutter at split infinitives and 
misspellings, but do they bubble and froth and slobber and cream with joy at language? 
Do they ever let the tripping of the tips of their tongues against the tops of their teeth 
transport them to giddy euphoric bliss? Do they ever yoke impossible words together for 
the sound-sex of it? Do they use language to seduce, charm, excite, please, affirm and 
tickle those they talk to? Do they? I doubt it. 

He concludes his celebration of language by saying: 

There is no right language or wrong language any more than there are right or wrong 
clothes. 

Computer-mediated communication & literacy 
The combination of modern technology and young people these days is enough to get 
some commentators into a state of extreme discombobulation. Social networking in its 
broadest sense - Facebook, MySpace and Twitter being the current big three - has been 
criticised for its perceived negative impact on English. However, it is text messaging that 
has borne the brunt of the media's moral panic, with the UK a good few years ahead of 
the USA where angry editorials about texting are also becoming increasingly 
commonplace. Michael Deacon of The Daily Telegraph states that: 

If everyone in the world keeps texting, we'll all become as mentally stunted as each 
other, and so nobody will even notice that there's been a narrowing of the human 
attention span. 

According to English Professor, John Sutherland in a 2002 Guardian article, texting is 
'penmanship for illiterates', while John Humphrys in a Daily Mail article from 2007 refers 
to texters as: 



 

 

the SMS vandals who are doing to our language what Genghis Khan did to his 
neighbours eight hundred years ago. 

Mostly it's the abbreviations and apparent lack of grammatical structure that appal these 
prescriptivists, but like many other language debates it's often not so much to do with 
language as it is to do with age and culture. As David Crystal points out in his response 
to Humphrys (from a Guardian article in 2008): 

People think that the written language seen on mobile phone screens is new and alien, 
but all the popular beliefs about texting are wrong. Its graphic distinctiveness is not a 
new phenomenon, nor is its use restricted to the young. There is increasing evidence 
that it helps rather than hinders literacy. And only a very tiny part of it uses a distinctive 
orthography. A trillion text messages might seem a lot, but when we set these alongside 
the multi-trillion instances of standard orthography in everyday life, they appear as no 
more than a few ripples on the surface of the sea of language. Texting has added a new 
dimension to language use, but its long-term impact is negligible. It is not a disaster. 

Some of the research referred to by Crystal is that carried out at Coventry University by 
Emma Jackson, Lucy Hart, Clare Wood and Bev Plester which suggests a link between 
children with high literacy skills and the use of 'textisms' in their messages. So, while it's 
easy to generalise about texting leading to poor spelling, those who have studied it 
properly don't see that happening at all and even suggest the reverse is true. 

An old story 
The fear of new technology's impact on literacy is not new, and Steven Poole (writing for 
The Guardian and reviewing Dennis Baron's A Better Pencil) tells us: 

Writing was going to destroy people's memories; printed books were more superficial 
than inscribed parchment; pencils with rubbers on the end were going to rot 
schoolchildren's minds because they would no longer need to think before scribbling; 
typewriters were going to leach all the humanity from letters. 

And this is very much the main pattern apparent in all prescriptive concerns about 
language change: what is new is dangerous because it will change what we already do. 
For those who have grown up with the new technologies themselves, such worries seem 
bizarre. So, are the two positions completely irreconcilable? David Mitchell makes an 
excellent point in his Observer article that it's actually the debate and conflict between 
the two camps that keeps our language evolving: 

In the end, though, the rules do matter - it's just that obeying them doesn't. They need to 
be there to create a tension between conservatism and innovation. If the innovation 
continued unchecked... then the language would fragment into thousands of mutually 
incomprehensible dialects. The stickler-advocated rules of spelling, grammar and 



 

 

punctuation slow the speed of change and allow the language to remain united. They're 
as important to the continued strength of English as the internet's power to coin new 
usages. 

Source: https://www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-magazine/articles/15179  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Men talking - investigating the 
stereotypes 

https://www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-magazine/articles/15179


 

 

Linguist Jennifer Coates writes about her research into the 
way men talk to each other, exposing the truth behind the 
stereotypes. 

What is men's talk like? The stereotypes are contradictory: on the one hand, men are 
meant to be strong and silent in the John Wayne manner; on the other hand, men are 
seen as holding forth about sport, cars and drinking exploits. Are these stereotypes 
accurate? Do they apply to men's talk in all contexts or just to all-male talk? Does all-
male talk differ from all-female talk? These are some of the questions that I have 
explored over the last five years or so in my research, and which I have written about in 
my book Men Talk. 

Everyone will have their own views on men's talk, but we can only find out what men's 
talk is really like by examining examples of real conversation. Here is an extract from a 
conversation involving four men, Dave, Chaz, Ewan and George, who have gathered at 
Ewan's flat in Manchester one evening for a drink: 

One 
George: we was playing naked football the other night, like it was only about half eleven, 
er- 
Chaz: play that often, do you? 
George: well I was- in our pants like, we were only kicking it about back I live off 
Chaz: what, in your duds or wi' fuck all? 
George: duds, and boots like [...] fucking next-door neighbour comes out like that fucking 
Gareth or whatever he's called from- 
Dave: is that what he's called? 
George: 'I'm from Wales' <MOCK WELSH ACCENT> fucking 
Dave: 'hello I'm from Wales' <MOCK WELSH ACCENT> <LAUGHTER> 
George: and he comes out and says- 
Dave: fucking opening line 
George: 'don't you think you're being a bit unreasonable playing football at this time on a 
Monday night?' I says 'Fuck off' <LAUGHTER> yer bunch of knobheads, go on fuck off 
back inside <LAUGHTER> full of beer, funny. 

We have no problems recognising this as authentic men's talk. Even if the transcript did 
not give the names of the speakers, we would be in no doubt about their gender, and 
could also guess that they are younger rather than older men. What is it about this talk 
that we recognise as masculine? Is it the fact that the extract starts with a boast (we was 
playing naked football the other night)? Is it the topic (football)? Is it the swearing 
(fucking, fuck off, knobheads)? 

 



 

 

 
Recording the evidence 
This was the kind of talk I wanted to record - relaxed conversation between friends. But 
the extract above was recorded by a male researcher who was one of the participants in 
the conversation. He asked his friends over to his flat for a take-away and some beers 
and then turned his tape-recorder on. I had used this strategy myself when I was doing 
research on all-female talk, but obviously as a woman I could not participate in all-male 
talk! So I had to find men who were prepared to record themselves talking with their 
friends. My contact with groups was often via an intermediary: for example, a female 
student of mine persuaded her brother and his friends to record themselves; another 
student persuaded the mechanics at a local garage to record themselves in their lunch 
break; a teacher in a boys' public school persuaded some of the boys to take part in the 
research. I ended up with a great many audio-tapes of all-male talk, and for my research 
I transcribed and analysed thirty-two of these. 

I asked people involved simply to record themselves when they were with their friends. 
This produced some interesting gender differences. The female speakers who took part 
almost invariably recorded themselves in the home. The male speakers, by contrast, 
recorded themselves in a wide range of settings: in their homes, in pubs, in a restaurant, 
in a university office after hours, in a youth club, even in a garden shed in the case of 
one group of dope-smoking adolescent boys. Male participants in my study seemed to 
be more sophisticated than female in their use of gadgets like lapel microphones - this 
meant that they also recorded themselves in unexpected places like men's toilets and 
walking along the street to the chip shop! The pub was, however, by far the most 
popular setting for all-male talk. 

The groups were chosen to provide as wide a social sample as possible. Speakers 
ranged in age from 15 to 60, they came from all different social classes, and from many 
different regions of the UK, including Birmingham, Belfast, South London and Cornwall. 

What men talk about 
So what are the main characteristics of all-male talk? The first notable characteristic is 
topic choice. To my great surprise, the conversations I analysed tended to fit the 
stereotypes: male speakers prefer to talk about impersonal topics such as modern 
technology, drinking, cars or sport. Here's an example: 

Two 
Max: can't believe my car [...] now the fucker won't start 
Rick: oh no [...] 
Max: I mean last time I just banged the bonnet 
Rick: yeah 
Max: and I mean it started up straight away 



 

 

Rick: yeah 
Max: and this time I was banging it and kicking it and shouting at it ((xxx)) 
Rick: oh my god 
Max: so then I- .hh I had a look at the fuses and the fuses were all right, so I pulled the 
wires off and cleaned them all up and put them back again 
Rick: fuck it <softly> 
Max: did that three or four times, it still wouldn't start so- 
Rick: what a bastard 
Max: ((xxx)) ((hope it)) starts first time tomorrow <Rick laughs quietly> 

This contrasts with the topics found in conversations involving women. One group of 
women talked in turn about mothers' funerals; child abuse; loyalty to husbands; a murder 
case; fear of men. Not only do women's topics relate far more to sensitive aspects of 
human life, their topics follow on from each other in a smooth way whereas men are 
more likely to jump from career plans to computers or from homemade beer-making to 
audio equipment, to take two actual examples. When talk in all-male conversation does 
become more personal, it deals with matters such as drinking habits or personal 
achievements rather than feelings. 

Holding the floor 
A second characteristic of all-male talk is that men will sometimes hold the floor for a 
long time, taking turns to give a monologue. These monologues seem to be associated 
with 'playing the expert'. This is a kind of conversational game where participants take it 
in turns to talk about a subject which they are an expert on. Let's take as an example a 
conversation involving two men friends having lunch together. The conversation ranges 
over a wide variety of topics, including the merits of Burger King vs McDonald's, mobile 
phones, work and plans for the future, computers. These topics tend to correlate with 
areas of expertise of the two friends, and means that they both get a turn at being the 
expert, and a turn at 'doing' a monologue. A brief extract from this conversation is given 
in the next example. Chris introduces the topic of mobile phones and proceeds to hold 
forth about mobile phone technology (minimal responses from Geoff in italics): 

Three 
Cos you know we've got BT internet at home (mhm) and I've set it up so that . um 
through the BT internet WAP portal so that Kate can read . her email that she gets . um 
her phone (oh right) which is qui- which is quite useful if you're kinda not behind a 
computer but I was musing the other day on . on how funny it is that the sort of graphics 
you get on WAP phones now . is like you used to get on the ZX81 (yeah) and every- 
everything's having to adapt to that kind of LCSD based stuff (that's right) um computers 
have got to the point they've got to . and now they've gone all the way back with WAP 
technology ... 



 

 

This example illustrates very well how male speakers are happy to hold the floor for a 
considerable time, and how their fellow speakers are happy to cooperate (note Geoff's 
minimal responses). 

Rapid-fire talk 
But all-male talk does not always consist of monologues, or of a series of long turns. 
Often, it takes the form of an exchange of rapid-fire turns, as in the following example, 
where Sam and Ray disagree over whether apples are kept in cases or crates. 

Four 
Ray: crate! 
Sam: case! 
Ray: what? 
Sam: they come in cases Ray not crates 
Ray: oh same thing if you must be picky over every one thing 
Sam: just shut your fucking head Ray! 
Ray: don't tell me to fuck off (...) 

The participants here and in other similar exchanges seem to be enjoying themselves 
and their talk contains much laughter. It is friendly sparring, not a quarrel. Exchanges of 
insults are a common part of male sub-culture, particularly in sporting contexts. Young 
British males often engage in rituals of verbal duelling, known as 'cussing' or 'blowing'. 
Many of the insults involve obscenity and a large proportion insult the addressee's 
mother, for example, 'Your mother's a sweaty armpit'. It seems that all-male groups 
sometimes organise talk in a stylised way which seems to relish conflict and where 
speakers normally limit themselves to a single utterance per turn. The evidence from 
paralinguistic features such as laughter is that verbal sparring is construed as fun. 

No overlapping 
Another feature of all-male talk is the scarcity of overlapping talk. Men seem to prefer to 
talk one at a time: overlap is interpreted as an interruption and an (illegitimate) attempt to 
grab the floor. This means that, in mixed conversation, women and men may come into 
conflict over overlapping talk because women's friendly talk involves lots of overlap. But 
both monologues and verbal sparring involve very careful turn-taking, with only one 
speaker speaking at any one time. There are exceptions, though, when friends become 
excited about a topic, or are gossiping. The following example comes from a 
conversation involving a group of American college students talking about others who 
they identify as 'gay': 

Five 
Ed: he's I mean he's like a real artsy fartsy fag (...) and he sits 
Ed: next to the ugliest-ass bitch in the history of the world 
Ed: [and 



 

 

Bryan: [and they're all hitting on her too 
Ed: [I know it's like four homos hitting on her 
Bryan: like four guys [hitting on her 

This brief extract shows two of the men overlapping each other as they jointly construct 
an account of these 'gay' men, and this occurs at other points during this discussion, 
where they become noticeably excited. But although men's talk sometimes draws on 
these more collaborative features, note how the content of the talk displays a relatively 
aggressive masculinity (in this example an aggressively heterosexual and anti-gay 
masculinity). 

So men in all-male groups enjoy talking about cars and sport and new technology. They 
enjoy going into detail about these topics, and will often hold the floor for a considerable 
time if they are an expert on the subject. At other times, men have great fun sparring 
with each other, taking short turns and vying for the floor. They avoid sensitive topics 
and overlapping talk. All of these different strategies function to bond speakers, to 
construct and maintain group solidarity. They also contribute to men's performance of 
masculinity. Gender is not just something we are - it is something we do. Talking is an 
important aspect of doing gender. The male speakers whose talk I have analysed are 
not only talking to their friends and having fun: they are also constructing themselves as 
contemporary men. 

Source: https://www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-magazine/articles/14445  

 

Male and female language - the Houses of 
Parliament 
'Men are combatative. Women are co-operative.' Sylvia 
Shaw questions the longstanding assumption that when 
women enter a profession they bring with them a new way 
of working and a new way with language. 

Adversarial men and consensual women? 
It is a commonly held opinion that women bring consensual styles to professions that 
have previously been dominated by men. Professions such as politics or law are often 
described as having adversarial or confrontational communicative styles, and it is 
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thought that women entering these professions will bring a consensual or more co-
operative style, and this will be an improvement. However, what is the evidence for this? 
Do women really have a less adversarial communicative style than men? Did Harriet 
Harman bring a consensual style to Prime Minister's Question Time when she stood in 
for Gordon Brown in June? Here I examine some linguistic data from Question Times in 
the House of Commons in order to establish whether women politicians are 'too polite to 
fight', and I consider some reasons for, and consequences of, the continued 
stereotypical assumption that women are not as adversarial as men. 

Women MPs making a difference 
Over the last ten years MPs at Westminster have provided an interesting test case for 
looking at the effects that an influx of women can have in historically male-dominated 
professions. In 1997 Blair's Labour government brought with it 120 women MPs, 
doubling the representation of women to an all time high of 18%. It may come as a 
surprise to learn that in 2008, still only 20% of our MPs at Westminster are women. It is 
claimed that they suffer the problems inherent in being a minority such as high visibility 
(not being able to blend in), tokenism, stereotyping, and exclusion from fraternal 'old 
boys' networks. They are also expected to 'make a difference'. This leads to a 'double 
bind' or 'damned if you do, damned if you don't' scenario where on the one hand women 
politicians must prove that they are just like (just as able as) male politicians, who in 
general have longer seniority and whose sex occupied the political arena long before 
women were allowed to participate. On the other hand they must prove that it makes a 
difference when more women are elected. These expectations conflict because under 
the first, women are under pressure to accommodate to the male norms of the institution 
which may include downplaying their identification as women politicians, whilst under the 
second it is their identification as women politicians which is expected to produce 
significant improvements to the institution. 

The attitudes of women MPs 
Women MPs themselves believe that they make a difference to the political arena. When 
I interviewed some of them, many claimed that they didn't take part in the 'ya-boo' 
politics of the 'bear-pit' of the House of Commons debating chamber, that they didn't like 
'shouting out' and the 'push and shove' typical of this forum. This therefore suggests that 
it is at least ideologically salient to women MPs that they are more co-operative and 
consensual than their male colleagues. However, how we say we behave is not an 
accurate representation of how we actually behave. Women MPs might well report that 
they are consensual because that is how they think they behave, how they think they 
should behave, or how they think the interviewer thinks they should behave! It is also 
worth considering the consequences of such attitudes: if women do not participate fully 
in all elements of political discourse (including the adversarial ones) it could be claimed 
that women are not 'suited' to politics as they are unable to fight it out with their male 
colleagues. There is also a risk that, in adopting a consensual style in an adversarial 



 

 

forum, these women will lose out: what place in the 'bear pit' for co-operation, consensus 
and negotiation? 

Analysing adversarial language 
In order to establish whether men and women actually do have different styles in 
parliament I examined live House of Commons video recordings. I investigated 
parliamentary 'Question Times' where MPs have a chance to question either the Prime 
Minister or the Ministers responsible for different government departments. I chose these 
particular events because they are often described as being the most adversarial type of 
interaction in the House of Commons. I found that adversarial questions and responses 
tend to be based on contrasts such as 'under your government...' compared with 'under 
our government...', or on hyperbolic or exaggerated descriptions of opponent's actions or 
policies (for example describing the government as 'dragooning GPs into new 
bureaucracies'). Many exchanges are made adversarial by questioning the truth of 
claims (for example 'aren't the government just spinning the figures?'), and others by 
launching more personal attacks on opponents (such as David Cameron accusing 
Gordon Brown of 'drift, dithering and incompetence'). 

I found that in Question Times both men and women used adversarial language in an 
adversarial way. Some women used extremely adversarial language, for example 
Harriet Harman accused William Hague of crying 'crocodile tears' for low income 
families, and personally attacked him for having 'great jokes and poor judgment'. When I 
compared a sample of Question Times from 1998 and from ten years later in 2008, I 
found more complicated results. Overall, the questions and responses were half as 
adversarial in 2008 as they were in 1998. It would therefore be possible to claim that the 
debating chamber has become more consensual and less adversarial over time. Is this 
because of the increased numbers of women and the women's style of speech? Or 
could there be other explanations? Looking at the results more carefully I found 
contradictory evidence. For example, when responding to questions, male Ministers 
were less adversarial in 2008 than they were in 1998, but women Ministers were more 
adversarial. This, together with evidence of adversarial language from women MPs like 
Harriet Harman, indicates that being adversarial is not an exclusively masculine trait. 

Gendered stereotypes 
Although the House of Commons data shows that it is not the case that all women MPs 
share a consensual style of speech and all men MPs share an adversarial style, 
stereotypical beliefs about gendered communicative styles continue to be widely held 
and to have much popular influence. Women and men in all professions continue to be 
evaluated according to these stereotypes, and women are often negatively evaluated 
when they speak in a stereotypically 'masculine' way. After her first Prime Minister's 
Question Time, Harriet Harman was evaluated in a newspaper as: 



 

 

Terrible: Plodding does not do justice to her tin-eared awfulness, her lame attempts at 
wit, her tongue-tied pedestrianism. 

While the stance this newspaper article takes is undoubtedly based on party political 
allegiances, the criticism of Harman is exceptionally harsh and this could be because 
she is stepping outside of the bounds of what is stereotypically considered to be a 
'women's style' of speech. Another comment about Harman's adversarial language was 
that she was 'catty in the way only a woman can be', which shows exactly how women 
can be constrained by these stereotypes. This type of negative appraisal of their 
behaviour may also mean that they may avoid adversarial language altogether. 

Is there a place for adversarial discourse? 
A number of other assumptions underlie the idea that women will bring 'consensual 
styles' and improve professions like politics and the law. One of these is the assumption 
that adversarial discourse is somehow wrong or undesirable. While it is clear that in 
many contexts the most constructive course is not one of a 'fight' between two 
participants, it could be argued that there is a place for adversarial discourse in a 
parliament whose function is to scrutinize the government. Maybe it is a good thing that 
the Prime Minister should be slightly apprehensive about facing his/her political 
opponent at the dispatch box? Another assumption that underlies these ideas is that 
being adversarial or consensual relates in a straightforward way to being respectively 
either antagonistic or co-operative. In fact, there is no reason why an ostensibly 
adversarial exchange between two politicians does not have other functions as well as 
being adversarial, such as rapport building through banter and humour. In a similar way, 
a politician might be conducting an extremely competitive exchange, but actually do so 
in the guise of consensual language. 

The future 
This analysis of MPs' adversarial language shows that the complex combination of 
factors that contribute to an MPs linguistic style is not best addressed through the 
opposing terms of 'adversarial' and 'consensual'. Some women are adversarial, some 
men are consensual, and some exchanges are adversarial and consensual at the same 
time. The finding that Ministerial responses are becoming more consensual for male 
MPs and more adversarial for female MPs might point to the convergence of these 
gendered styles in politics. There is some evidence from Scandinavian parliaments that 
this can happen once the sex representation of politicians becomes more balanced. It 
could be that once this is achieved it may not be perceived as impolite for women to fight 
out their arguments in professional settings and women MPs could be viewed primarily 
as politicians, rather than 'Ladies'. 

Source: https://www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-magazine/articles/15054  
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Cliches – the best thing to happen to 
English since sliced bread 
A Level student Stu Duggal stands up for a much maligned 
linguistic feature and argues that it serves a very useful 
purpose in our lives. 

Cast your mind back to your Year 11 English class. You have to write a piece of creative 
writing. Your protagonist has just failed in an endeavour. You search your brain for those 
elusive words that so appropriately describe the situation. Minutes pass, then suddenly 
they leap into your mind. 'Back to square one', you begin to write. However before your 
pen can finish scribbling the phrase the teacher gives you a sharp crack on the knuckles 
with their ruler. 

OK so maybe this isn't the 1930s. Perhaps the teacher simply warns you to avoid 
expressions that are overused. They accuse you of being lazy and unable to express 
yourself in an independent way. This is exactly how clichés are seen today. They are the 
lepers of the linguistic world, the simple rubber mallet in your language toolbox; an 
uncomplicated, blunt - but, I would argue, effective - instrument. The Oxford English 
Dictionary defines a cliché as 'a phrase or opinion that is overused and betrays a lack of 
original thought'. Yet to me this seems wrong. I like my mallet. It gets the job done, 
requires little brain power and can be used in many situations. 

What is the point of language? To me that seems one of the easiest questions to 
answer: to communicate. The aim of speaking a language is to convey the idea in your 
head, no matter how small or insignificant, to another person (sometimes whether they 
want to hear it or not). Therefore common sense would say that anything that enables, 
encourages or enhances the ability to convey a concept, must not to be frowned upon. 
And clichés do the task pretty darn well. 

A Useful Bridge? 



 

 

Clichés have a use - a more pertinent use than most English teachers and creative 
writers - dare to recognise. They play an instrumental role in communication and provide 
a sort of 'bridge' between two speakers. Clichés should be thought of as preset 
'formulae' that can be relied on to convey a point efficiently whenever original words 
escape you, or when they simply would not be appreciated, an ace up your sleeve if you 
like. Many linguists shun the use of cliché on account of their displaying laziness. 
However if they allow the user to communicate, can they really be ostracised as tools for 
the linguistically challenged? Of course not. No more than escalators should be for 
showing one's reluctance to walk up stairs, or seats for allowing us to relieve ourselves 
from the weight of our bodies. 

 
 
A Great Way of Saying Something 
But why these particular phrases I hear you say? Why do we 'bark up the wrong tree' 
and end up with the 'ball in your court'? Solomon Short, a character in David Gerrold's 
War against the Chtorr said 'Any great truth can, and eventually will, be expressed as a 
cliché'. I couldn't have said it better myself. The reason these phrases take off and 
become 'overused' is most likely that they are the best way of expressing an idea or 
concept. This is why you don't hear people expressing probabilities in terms of 'when 
birds fly'; it simply does not work. Furthermore, the beautiful thing with clichés is that 
they can be used in a range of situations without losing their essential meaning. Each 
one can be applied to a variety of situations and yet still be valid. Your 'Achilles heel' for 
example, could be your unstable shoulder joint, or your love of foods containing 
saturated fats; it could even extend as far as your inability to refuse DVDs that cost less 
than £3. Each one of these scenarios could be described as your Achilles heel, and 
neither one would be less appropriate than the next. Thus the cliché is omnipotent. 

Pitch Black Will Stay the Course 
So how do these 'great truths' magically transform into a cliché? Houdini is long dead, so 
there must be the work of some other intangible force going on here. Take for example 
the phrase 'pitch black'. We know it to mean absolute darkness, or perhaps just the very 
darkest of blacks, but what does 'pitch' actually mean. Well after some thorough 
Googling I discovered that the original phrase was 'as black as pitch', and that 'pitch' is a 
substance consisting of the residue made from the sap or trees, coal tar or petroleum, 
which is similar to tar and has been used for waterproofing, roofing and paving for 
centuries; and yes, you guessed it, it's black. Therefore it appears that the phrase that is 
now such an integral part of the English language user's arsenal actually started off as 
your run-of-the-mill simile, like 'as red as a rose' or 'as white as snow'. However, in the 
end it was just shortened to those two words that we so religiously 'overuse' today. But 
why do we use them so much? Kurt Spellmeyer described clichés as 'substratums' that 
'enable participants to recognise what they hold in common' and says that they hold a 



 

 

'recognisable cultural substratum'. So in English I think that roughly translates to 'clichés 
provide a common ground so other people know what you're trying to say ... innit'. All 
mockery aside, Spellmeyer highlights the lack of intrinsic value that a lot of words have 
these days, while clichés are, in fact, rare phrases that, over time, don't change 
semantically, in contrast with words such as 'cool'. In 10 years time I'm almost certain 
that 'pitch black' will have a very similar meaning to today; there aren't many things you 
can count on being that constant, such as the state of the economy, or even the state of 
your 32 inch waist. 

Of course when clichés are used wrongly and inappropriately, then they should be 
banished far away. However, although we should never stop thinking of new and 
innovative ways of communicating ideas, clichés - like most linguistic features - have a 
time and place. Of course, if you manage to stumble upon a great expression, if it is truly 
that great, before long it will inevitably become labelled as a cliché. And there is not 
much that can be done to resist that. 

Source: https://www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-magazine/articles/15545  

 

Punctuation - what’s the point? 
Ever wanted to know why punctuation marks are there, how 
many there are and what they do? Richard Hudson lets you 
in on the secret. 

How many punctuation marks does our writing system have? Most of us have no idea, 
though we know precisely how many letters the alphabet has. We've often seen the 
alphabet laid out systematically, but punctuation is different, so we don't even know how 
many punctuation marks there are, let alone what the overall point of the whole system 
is. 

The most obvious difference between spelling and punctuation is the speed of learning. 
It took us under a year to learn the 26 letters of the alphabet, whereas punctuation 
marks hit us much more slowly. In case you haven't yet worked out how many there are, 
the answer is roughly 13 (more on this figure below), so on average we learn just under 
one mark per year during our school years. The end of schooling is a good time for 
taking stock. 

Let's start with ICT - the punctuation symbols available on an ordinary English word 
processor: 

https://www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-magazine/articles/15545


 

 

• the symbols that have dedicated keys on an English keyboard: 
! " ( ) - : ; ' , . ? 
• the word space, which is the most common (and important) punctuation mark of all; 
sometimes it's useful to name it using the proof-reading symbol # 
• bullets - a new but important addition to the repertoire 
• upper case, whose use is determined (in part) by the rules of punctuation. 

The keyboard offers plenty of other non-alpha-numeric symbols (£, %, |, / and so on) but 
these aren't part of the punctuation system. At least, not yet - who knows how the 
system will evolve under the influence of ICT? 

That's a start, but it's not even a complete list of punctuation marks, let alone an analysis 
of the list. For example, it doesn't distinguish hyphens and dashes, nor does it separate 
apostrophes from single quotes. The aim of this article is to show that the punctuation 
system is more than a loose collection of typographic symbols. 

The form of punctuation 
Like the rest of language, punctuation marks can be studied from two different points of 
view: form and function. A competent writer knows how to write each mark (its form) and 
how to use it (its function). Let's start with forms. These are matters of pure convention 
rather than choice, so they are an essential part of any writer's tool kit. 
Questions of form have become much more important since the advent of ICT - a mark 
is either present or absent, without any of the possibilities for fudging and compromise 
we all exploited in the good old days of handwriting. Either a mark or space is there, or 
it's not, so writer ignorance is revealed in an unforgiving way. 

For example, word-processed essays by undergraduates often include sentences that 
end in a full stop after a space - like this . - which suggests that school leavers either 
don't know where to put word spaces, or don't care. This apparently trivial matter 
actually leads to deeper questions. As any competent writer knows, most punctuation 
marks don't need a space; in other words, they don't need an extra space for themselves 
in addition to whatever spaces are already needed for neighbouring words. Moreover, if 
a space is needed, the mark comes before the space, rather than after it. We don't 
punctuate like this: 

Moreover ,if a space is needed ,the mark comes before the space ,rather than after it . 

On the other hand, some marks are exceptional( as you can see from this example -- 
which I'm sure you will hate). 

Why do these marks behave differently? 
To answer this question we need to turn our attention to functions - how the marks are 



 

 

used. There are two fundamentally different types, one of which can be further 
subdivided: 

• grammar-sensitive marks, which are sensitive to grammatical structure: 
o word-level (3) # - ' 
o sentence-level (7) . , ; : ? ! - 

• grammar-neutral marks, which aren't (3) ( " • 
It's important to stress that this classification only shows the basic patterns of use; for 
example, although full stops are used in word-level abbreviations like etc., their primary 
role is at sentence-level. Given the distinctions in this list, there are a total of 3 + 7 + 3 = 
13 marks, but these distinctions could easily be disputed. 

The grammar-neutral marks are different from the others because they have nothing to 
do with sentence structure. Brackets and speech marks occur in pairs which mark off the 
material between them, and bullets mark items in a list, but there's no grammatical upper 
or lower limit to the material marked off in this way. For example, a pair of brackets can 
contain anything from a word (part) to a whole paragraph. The distinction between 
grammar-sensitive and grammar-neutral punctuation will be helpful in explaining some of 
the formal facts about punctuation. 

 

The rules of punctuation 
What, then, are the rules for using word spaces with other punctuation marks? 
Remember # means 'word space'. 

Rule 1. 
A punctuation mark does not need an extra word space. 

Exception: a dash needs # before it, and a bullet needs # after it. 

Rule 2. 
If a punctuation mark combines with a word space, the punctuation mark comes first. 

Exception: the first of two paired grammar-neutral marks (for example brackets or 
speech marks) follows #. 

These two rules apply across the entire system of punctuation marks, but few writers 
could put them into words. 



 

 

Another nice generalisation explains why punctuation marks tend not to occur in 
clusters. For example, it is easy to imagine punctuation like this: 

Have you seen John,? who was here just now,. 

Each mark in this sentence would deserve its place: 

• The two commas are paired before and after the relative clause, as in: 
John, who was here just now, seems to have left. 

• The question mark is appropriately positioned at the end of the question proper 
- notice that the relative clause actually states that he has left, so it is not part 
of the question. 

• The full stop marks the end of the sentence. 
How simple punctuation would be if this was possible! But this isn't how English works. 
Instead, we have rule 3. 

Rule 3. 
Grammar-sensitive marks must not combine with each other. 

In contrast, grammar-neutral marks combine freely with each other and with grammar-
sensitive marks: 

I just saw John (who said, "Are you ready?"). 

If only one mark is allowed, how do we decide between two competing marks? Here too 
we have little choice in the matter because the outcome is fixed by rule: 

Rule 4. 
If a stronger mark is in competition with a weaker one, the stronger always wins. 

Strength is laid down by a fixed hierarchy: 

. > ; > -- > , > # 

(i.e. full stop is stronger than semi-colon, which is stronger than dash, and so on). 

 

Rule 5. 



 

 

Question marks and exclamation marks should only be used at the end of a sentence. 

These five rules are examples of the general patterns that underlie the whole system of 
punctuation. So long as we focus on one mark at a time, we shall inevitably miss these 
generalisations. This may not matter much for those of us who managed to work out all 
the details for ourselves; but they have some interest in themselves, and for some 
people they may lead to better writing (or reading). It's true that they only deal with 
matters of form, but understanding form is a good basis for thinking about functional 
questions such as 'What is the point of punctuation?'. 

The function of punctuation 
Well, what is the point? The simple answer is that the point of punctuation is to guide the 
reader, and it's easy to see that punctuation does indeed have this effect by trying to 
read a passage from which all the punctuation has been removed. (True, text messages 
generally dispense with punctuation, but they're also too simple for the lack of 
punctuation to matter.) But the simple answer leads to a much more challenging 
question: How does punctuation help? We know a lot about how individual marks help, 
but is there anything to say about the entire system? We can certainly say that every 
marker indicates a boundary between two units, and that this boundary is important for 
the grammatical structure; but it's not obvious that there's anything more to say about 
punctuation in general. 

Finally, I should like to mention a completely different approach to the whole question of 
punctuation, which complements the 'descriptive' approach taken above. Our 
punctuation system has evolved over the last few centuries in a fairly haphazard way, 
and there is no reason to believe that it is the best of all possible systems. Schools 
should devote some time to assessing its merits and considering possible 
improvements. 

For example, the whole system is already changing rapidly with the advent of bullet 
points, like this: 

• This is a sentence. 
• This is another sentence. 

But these two sentences followed a mere colon, which is not a recognised sentence 
boundary. Where did that sentence end? The flexibility of bullets is welcome but its 
implications for the whole system remain to be worked through and the next generation 
of writers and editors should be aware of the issues at stake. 

In fact why not consider more radical changes?; because the system could be a lot! 
simpler, as I showed above,;. Anyone for the Punctuation Reform Society? 

• the symbols that have dedicated keys on an English keyboard: ! " ( ) - : ; ' , . ? 



 

 

• the word space, which is the most common (and important) punctuation mark 
of all; sometimes it's useful to name it using the proof-reading symbol # 

• bullets - a new but important addition to the repertoire 
• upper case, whose use is determined (in part) by the rules of punctuation. 
• Moreover ,if a space is needed ,the mark comes before the space ,rather than 

after it . 
Have you seen John,? who was here just now,. 

John, who was here just now, seems to have left. 

Source: https://www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-magazine/articles/14490  
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Language under the microscope 

Read the text below and answer the following question. 

Giving careful consideration to the context of the text, identify and analyse 
patterns of lexical and semantic use (choices of words and their meanings). 

 

You could consider the following: 

Nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, pronouns 

Denotations and connotations 

Register (formality) 

Colloquialisms / slang 

Abbreviations – initialisms / acronyms 

Mono / polysyllabic words 

Lexical / semantic fields 

Latinate / loan words 

High / low frequency words 

             

 



 

 

 



 

 

Write your response here. Aim for three paragraphs. 
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