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The transliterate scribe: the role of professional editors in a 

post-literate, wired society 
 

Judy Knighton is a Plain English specialist from New Zealand. This is a version of the paper she gave at Style 
Council 2011. 

 
“You don't have to burn books to destroy a culture. Just get people to 
stop reading them.” —Ray Bradbury 
 
“The fact is that people don’t read anymore.” —Steve Jobs  
 
For the most part, our work depends on readers—whether of print or 
on some kind of screen. Some of us, it is true, work with sound. But 
for the most part, we depend on widespread prose literacy. 
 
Prose literacy refers to the knowledge and skills needed to understand and 
use information from text, such as news stories, editorials, poems and fiction. 
It is the most-commonly understood definition of literacy. Adult literacy is 
often measured on a prose literacy scale of 1 to 5. Level 3 is widely 
considered to be the minimum threshold for coping with the demands of the 
global knowledge-based economy. 

Canadian Council of Learning 
 
However, prose literacy above the minimum threshold—even in a 
Western democracy with universal education, like Australia and New 
Zealand—is not as widespread as you might think.  
 
More than 40% of the adult population don’t read 

In the graph below, based on OECD research, each bar shows the total 
adult population of the sample country/year, divided into literacy 
levels. In New Zealand, Australia, and Canada, more than 40 per cent 
of the population is at level 1 or level 2; that is, unable to use and 
understand anything more than the simplest of prose. In the US, this 
proportion is over 50 percent.  
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New technologies aim to remove the need to read 

This enormous potential market—for product, for services, for government polices—has 
not gone unnoticed. New technologies aim directly as people for whom reading is not 
easy. And technology gurus promise more to come, in a future they specifically define as 
the Post-Literate Age, where written language is obsolete. (See Patrick Tucker, The 
Futurist Magazine) 
 
Such technologies as image, voice, touch, and even thought-based input and output 
devices may be a great boon to those who are currently excluded because they cannot 
read.  
 
While advancement in cybernetics and the decline in literary culture appear, at first glance, 
completely unrelated, research into cyber-telepathy has direct ramifications for the written word 
and its survivability. Electronic circuits mapped out in the same pattern as human neurons could, 
in decades ahead, reproduce the electrical activity that occurs when our natural transmitters 
activate. Theoretically, such circuits could allow parts of our brain to communicate with one 
another at greater levels of efficiency, possibly allowing humans to access data from the Web 
without looking it up or reading it. 
(Patrick Tucker, The Futurist Magazine) 

 
Well used, such technologies could open the benefits of the knowledge economy to all. 
 
Fluent reading is hard to learn 

Yet the very success of these technologies could spell the end of widespread prose 
literacy. We see some signs of this already in the graph above. In New Zealand between 
1996 and 2006, the Level 3 group has expanded in both directions. More people can 
read at a level of basic competence; fewer people can make the higher-level inferences 
and connections needed for Level 4 reading.  
 
There is a direct relationship between time spent reading and competence in reading. 
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Those who read more, learn to read more easily. Those who read more easily choose to 
read more. (See Bernice Cullinan, Bernice Independent Reading Achievement.  
 
Reading is (so far) still needed in social media  

In today’s busy world, with multiple information sources competing for our attention, 
young people in formal education are choosing to spend less time in reading print-based 
prose. At the moment, reading is still important to use electronic media, which still 
depend largely on text that must be read.  
 
A Kaiser Foundation study of 8 to 18 year olds found that they average one and a half 
hours a day on text messages. In a recent school research project (see Otto) , students at 
an Auckland school reported that year 10 students average 107 texts per day; one sent 
an average of 650 texts per day!  
 
Social networking is also largely text-based.  
 
So young people are still practising text-reading skills. However, what will happen to 
reading competence when the current average two and a half hours a day spent on text 
and social media, plus other reading practice, is instead spent interpreting images, 
listening to prose, or directly absorbing messages in the neural cortex? 
 
Schools are focusing on skills other than reading 

Meanwhile, schools are focusing not just on literacy in the printed word, but on 
competence in other media. This broader competency is called ‘transliteracy’. 
Transliteracy is “The ability to read, write and interact across a range of platforms, tools 
and media from signing and orality through handwriting, print, TV, radio and film, to 
digital social networks”(Sue Thomas, Transliteracy Research Group). The educational 
strategy of increasing exposure to these other types of literacy reduces time spent in 
school gain reading fluency. 
 
Crisis or opportunity? 

For professional editors, this is either a crisis or an opportunity, depending on how we 
define our profession. For an insight to the future, we can look at how scribes served 
communication in the past.  
 
Before printing, scribes recorded the deeds of kings and gods. They helped keep the 
wheels of commerce turning. They sat in the marketplace and wrote letters and 
contracts for ordinary householders. The scribe’s role was to mediate the message; to 
help the people who wanted to communicate—kings, generals, teachers, merchants, 
lovers and all— to reach their audiences.  
 
In many places in the world, things haven’t changed much. A core group of prose-
literate people select, interpret, and deliver words for the remainder of the population. 
And the remainder of the population uses other forms of communication—in this sense, 
today’s transliteracy can be compared to yesterday’s stained glass windows or orthodox 
icons. (See Icons explained)  
 
Editors turn data into information and information into knowledge 

This model of the scribe—yesterday’s editor—can be our guide in a future where prose 
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literacy is again the preserve of the minority, and where information is available to 
people in a dizzying range of formats including, but not limited, to words.  
 
What modern and proposed technologies offer is wider access to data, not wider access 
to knowledge. For data to be useful, it must be organised, for it is organisation that turns 
data into information. Organisation alone is still not enough; information is not 
knowledge. To become knowledge, information must be understood.  
 
Our key attribute is the ability to sort through information, make selections with 
precision and discretion, and interpret the selected information for the intended 
audience. We specialise in creating a space—a document or online environment—that is 
circumscribed so that it provides sufficient information and context for good decision-
making, but doesn’t provide more information than is needed, and that is structured so 
that it communicates effectively. 
 
To be effective in our role as interpreters, we must be literate in a variety of 
communication formats. In the post-literate world that is forming around us as I speak, 
editors will need to be transliterate. 
 
Editors have a future in the post-literate, wired world 

I began this article with two quotes. Steve Jobs said that people don’t read anymore. I 
don’t think he’s right yet. But I do think that his vision of the future is highly possible. 
Ray Bradbury warned that stopping people from reading books could destroy our 
culture. As editors—as transliterate scribes— we can play our part in preventing the loss 
of reading from destroying our culture. We can continue to select, interpret, structure 
and deliver to audiences who choose not to, or who cannot, read words. We can deliver 
to the audiences of the future the art, philosophy, science—the knowledge—that makes 
us who we are.  
 
www.write.co.nz 
write-clearly.blogspot.com 
judy@write.co.nz 
 
References 
 
Otto, Michael. “Students flood airwaves with texts, young students find”, NZ Catholic, 
No. 371, 2011 
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Doing things with words: one community’s initial 
response to a dictionary project 

Deborah Hill, of the University of Canberra, reports on a dictionary project in the 
Solomon Islands. This is a version of her paper, presented at the Australex 2011 

conference.. 

 

 
Self-esteem and survival 

In discussing the value and usefulness of dictionaries for small communities whose 
members have low literacy levels, the emphasis can naturally fall on the final product – 
the completed dictionary and its use by speakers of the language. However, the process 
of planning and writing a dictionary may also have the potential to help a community 
manage social change and improve its economic position by combining lexicography 
with the revitalization of traditional crafts.  
 
In the case of the Longgu community (Guadalcanal, Solomon Islands) it is the process 
itself that is important to the community and is contributing not to prestige, but to self-
esteem, a factor essential in the survival of small languages (Ostler 2003) and one that, 
for political and economic reasons, has been missing in the community for some time. 
Beginning a dictionary based on an existing 2000 word word-list is one way in which the 
community felt it could ‘do’ something: they have been able to make decisions about 
the content, the method of working, and ultimately the purpose of the dictionary. 
 
The loss of the local  

Like other Melanesian communities, the Longgu community has become concerned 
about language shift and changes in cultural practices in the recent past. Longgu is faced 
with significant pressures as a result of its demographic profile. A growing population 
and the presence of a youth bulge in the Solomon Islands (the mean age in 2007 was 
19.6 years), has led to greater urbanization. Population growth has created pressures on 
land. This has resulted in many young men leaving the villages to stay in town. 
Increasing intermarriage between people from different language groups, greater 
movement of people between Honiara and the village, and education in English has led 
to an increase in the use of Pijin in the villages in the past 20 years.  
 
However, the introduction of a new Solomon Islands’ National Languages policy (2010) – 
not yet implemented – has provided an incentive to take action. The new languages 
policy will mean that local languages will soon be used as the medium of instruction in 
the first years of school. School readers, curriculum materials and dictionaries will all be 
needed as part of the implementation of the policy. For the Longgu people, this change 
in government policy fits in well with their desire to maintain their language and culture 
and provide more opportunities for young people to stay in the villages rather than to 
move to Honiara.  
 
Revitalizing traditional crafts  

Longgu people have decided to develop three thematic dictionaries – two of which will 
be linked to the revitalization of traditional crafts (i.e. weaving and carving). The third 
dictionary is based on fishing – a domain that incorporates traditional skills and 
traditional knowledge. Revitalizing these crafts and skills will provide training and work 
for people; the products can be sold to earn income; and the dictionaries will be used in 
schools as the new national languages policy (Ministry of Education and Human 
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Resources Development, 2010), is implemented over the next few years.  
 
Old photographs of a variety of daily objects and events, including woven baskets and 
the process of carving, provided the impetus for the community to consider linking the 
revitalization of crafts with lexicography. The photographs taken by the anthropologist 
Ian Hogbin, who spent 4 months in the Longgu area in 1933, provided a concrete 
reminder of how life had been, what had been lost and what had stayed the same in the 
past 70 or more years (Hogbin 1964). An excellent photographer, Hogbin’s photographs 
are in collections at the Fisher Archives, Sydney University, Sydney University’s Macleay 
Museum, and at the Australian Museum, Sydney. As part of a project linking the 
community with his collection, some of these photographs were shown and discussed in 
Nangali village, the most traditional village of the Longgu area, in 2011.  
 
Involving the community  

The community’s decision to link the revitalization of skills to a dictionary project moved 
the project firmly into the community’s hands and allowed them to see a future that 
includes maintenance of language and culture, as well as a chance at greater economic 
prosperity. Harbart (2011) has argued, that the connections between economics and 
language maintainance has ‘tended to be overlooked or underemphasized both by those 
who work toward preserving endangered languages and those concerned with 
alleviating poverty or developing economies.’ (2011:413) This projects highlights the 
significance of economics in the community’s decision-making.  
 
Discussions about how, and whether, to undertake the project followed traditional 
practices: chiefs of each tribe, together with other village elders, first discussed their 
ideas with one another, and then with the linguist. At a later stage, younger people were 
included and listened to. Following traditional decision-making procedures was an 
important step in ensuring that the project had full community support. While there is 
no certainty about the success of the community’s plans to revitalize crafts, the energy 
and optimism evident in the initial stages of the project reflects the general point that 
dictionaries can play a role in increasing the self-esteem of a language community. 
Within the context of a new languages policy, it should also play a concrete role in 
language, and cultural, maintenance. 
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Judy Dunn, Australian Style’s regular illustrator, reviews Modern Manglish - 

Gobbledygook Made Plain by Neil James and Harold Scruby. Scribe Publications 2011. 
A$24.95. ISBN: 9781921844508. 

 
Modern Manglish is an up-dated version of Harold Scruby’s earlier Manglish (1989) – an 
instant best-seller, if the back-cover blurb is to be believed. Here we have more 
reportage from the linguistic battlefields of the English language, ably assisted by the 
addition of the charming cartoons of Alan Moir. 
 
Doublespeak, tautologies, mixed metaphors, sports-, law-, business- and politicalspeak 
are just some of the areas covered. Though these can produce mild amusement or the 
odd groan of recognition, I can’t help feeling that Messrs Scruby and James do not have 
this field to themselves anymore. Indeed, such has been the publishing interest in 
language indiscretions of late, I feel I have heard many of these references and gripes 
before. I worry this will only fuel the fervour of the rather tiresome language police in 
our midst. 
 
Reference is made to the ever-changing nature of language (“languages grow or die”) 
and yet the fine line between “abuse” of language and new usage is never really 
delineated or accepted. “Verbing”, as they refer to it – “taking a perfectly good noun 
and turning it unnecessarily into a verb” (e.g. “she’ll podium tonight”) may sometimes 
jar our ears for now, but may easily be a change in progress. Their exoneration of “to 
text” as once a verb, then a noun and now a verb again – so therefore acceptable – 
seems to be clutching at linguistic straws. 
 
The ubiquity of electronic media today has meant that politicians, sportspeople and 
broadcasters produce hours of spontaneous speech which gets recorded every day. It 
almost seems unfair to pick up their mistakes. Likewise, I squirm a bit as the English 
mistakes of people from non-English-speaking backgrounds are paraded before us for 
our amusement. 
 
The richness of some of the jargon is also overlooked. “blue-skies thinking” is a lovely 
term in my opinion - certainly more so than the much-diminished literal equivalent of 
“original/creative thinking” the authors suggest. Likewise with the impoverishing 
reduction of “it’s not rocket science” to “it’s not difficult”. The phrase “drink the Kool-
Aid” taps a much richer vein of shared human experience than “take the company line”, 
and “open the kimono” and “reinvent the flat tyre” are witty and imaginative,whereas 
“be transparent” and “make the same mistake twice” are not. Surely this is language at 
its playful, inventive best. It seems the subtitle’s promise to make such language “plain” 
is itself all too literal. Overuse, of course, can negate the delight of such phrases, but like 
fashions they come into favour and then are gone again. 
 
The book’s excursions into American and New Zealand idioms and pronunciations seem 
quixotic, if the authors believe that their writing will help to negate the American 
influence on our vernacular or erase its effects. In fact, the whole tone of this book feels 
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wrong. Descriptions of aberrant English usage with a bit more humour, a few less lists 
and a bit more context, would be more engaging for this reader. Other publications such 
as Ben Macintyre’s The Last Word (Bloomsbury, 2009) come to mind. 
 
Perhaps, in the interim between publications of Manglish editions, we English speakers 
have come to marvel at the dynamism of our language, rather than want to set it in 
stone 

 
 
 

STYLE COUNCIL 2011 
 

Pam Peters, founder and convenor of Style Council, reviews last year's conference. 
 
The seventeenth in the long tradition of Style Council conferences was held in Sydney on 
September 10, back to back with the National Editors conference. It drew the largest 
crowd ever for a Style Council with 115 participants. The program featured two panel 
discussions and a variety of individual presentations on issues of language and 
communication.  
 
The opening panel of the morning focused on the Australian Government Style Manual, 
with inputs from three people who worked on the 6th edition (2002): Loma Snooks (the 
project manager), who saw the project through challenging times; David Whitbread 
(director of art and design), who demonstrated how the Manual’s design anticipated the 
multimodality and interactivity of documents designed for the web; and Pam Peters 
(researcher on language usage), who showed how changes to the style 
recommendations in successive editions of the Manual reflected Australia’s changing 
culture and society over the last five decades. In the discussion that followed, members 
of the audience affirmed their keenness to see the updated (7th) edition of the Style 
Manual to appear, and their readiness to contribute to it. 
 
A bracket of papers followed on diverse aspects of C21 communication, with Judy 
Knighton (from NZ) speaking on the “transliterate scribe” and inviting editors to consider 
working in and between the many new media; Jennifer Blunden (of UTS) who 
demonstrated graphically how passionate people can be about matters of punctuation; 
and William Laing (presenting a joint paper with Juliet Richters), on the demands of 
writing and editing telephone survey questionnaires on sensitive questions of public 
health. 
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The afternoon session began with two papers on plain English: by Susan McKerihan 
(Price Waterhouse Coopers) on structural approaches to designing more accessible 
corporate documents, and Howard Warner (from NZ) on “smart sentences”.  
 
The climax of Style Council 2011 was the afternoon forum on changing English usage 
and the impacts of the different media on it. The discussion was sponsored by the CAL 
Cultural Fund, and supported by the ABC “Big Ideas” programs on radio and TV, on 
which it was subsequently broadcast (follow links to download the programs). Three 
distinguished panelists spoke on the importance of one of three mass media: Julian 
Burnside QC on newspapers, David Astle (of Rubicon fame) on television, and Professor 
Kate Burridge on the social media. Alan Sunderland of the ABC’s Standing Committee on 
Spoken English (SCOSE) provided lively chairmanship, ensuring that all references to 
broadcasting and the ABC itself were laudatory. The discussion that followed took in 
burning issues raised by the public – when do alternative and new usages begin to be 
standard English? How do we reconcile the demands of different registers that impinge 
on the news, e.g. econospeak? policespeak? In the people’s choice vote at the end, it 
was David Astle who won out with his eloquent advocacy of the power of television talk 
on people’s lives, with all those odd words from sitcoms, game shows and cartoons 
which somehow become common parlance (like D’oh) – at least for a while. 
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Language researcher Irene Poinkin summarises recent discussions at SCOSE, the ABC 
Standing Committee on Spoken English. 

 
I had an opportunity, or rather, a need, to ponder the meaning of the term black hole 
when a listener sent us a letter in which he asserted that statements about ‘getting out 
of a black hole’ or ‘trying to fill a black hole’ reflected ‘the growing ignorance of good 
English’ among the ABC’s broadcasters. His rationale for objecting to such usages was 
simply that ‘the nature of black holes is that the more you try to fill them the bigger they 
get’. In other words, he takes black hole to have exclusively literal meaning. 
 
This ignores a normal and inevitable process in the development of language. New 
phrases or expressions may begin having a precise meaning in some specialised 
technical field, but if their imagery is vivid enough they then come to be used in 
metaphorical ways in the wider common language. 
 
Black hole is a classic example of this. It originally represented an abstruse concept in 
theoretical cosmology which few non-mathematicians could fully understand. At that 
time financiers and politicians would use the term bottomless pit. Physically there is no 
such thing as a bottomless pit, but there are countless real black holes in the universe. 
When people like Hawking and Penrose, among others, popularised the imagery of black 
holes the expression quickly replaced ‘bottomless pit’ in most contexts in popular 
language – including the language of ABC journalists. This use of the term is now well 
established, as is recognised by its entry into the Macquarie Dictionary, among others. 
 
Shell-shocked 

Another listener made a very similar objection to the use of shell-shocked in reference 
to persons or communities after some major setback or disaster. He said: ‘This is a mis-
use [sic] of a First World War term created to describe what later would be called battle 
fatigue. In the recent news items, no shells were fired and no battle took place and the 
term "shell-shocked" ought not have been used. It is not now used psychiatrically or 
psychologically. ABC usage simply reveals ignorance.’ 
 
But again, although the expression shell-shocked does have the literal meaning that he 
refers to, by extension it is also now used metaphorically. This is a standard and 
unremarkable way for words to acquire new senses. 
 
Perverse stress patterns 

Listeners have noted a habit among newsreaders and reporters of stressing function 
words (like of or for) and leaving the content words – the nouns, verbs and adjectives – 
unstressed. For clear communication it should be the other way around. In a typical 
example a broadcaster said ‘... widens the gap between the two countries’. How odd. 
We normally stress the new information in a sentence, and depending on the context 
the issue here would surely be the gap, or whether that gap is widening or not. The 
word that the speaker should emphasize is gap (or perhaps widens), not between. 
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Not only can a badly chosen stress placement be distracting, it can alter the meaning. 
Consider this actual example: ‘... stop people smuggling’. This means prevent all forms of 
smuggling (by people). Here smuggling is the present participle of the verb (to) smuggle. 
 
But in the current news relating to our region we’re more likely to have reports about 
the smuggling of people (as a commodity), so the right stress pattern is ‘... stop people 
smuggling’, where people smuggling is now a noun phrase describing an activity. 
 
Advice from Confucius  

... who said ‘the beginning of wisdom is to call things by their right name’. 
 
A listener objected to the use of (to) cull to refer to Japanese whaling activity, saying the 
correct word to use is (to) harvest. He’s right. The distinction between the two is that a 
cull is for the benefit of the species or population being culled (for example to relieve 
starvation due to overcrowding) while harvest is for the benefit of humans – in this case, 
the Japanese suppliers and consumers of whale meat. We should not uncritically 
transmit other people’s biased wording. 
 
Dangling participle of the year 

With ancestry dating back to the Jurassic period, Brad Norman hopes to study the 
movements of whale sharks…  
 
Let’s celebrate our common Jurassic heritage! 
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While we were unable to provide you with something to read over the Christmas break, the 
delay to the December issue has allowed time for extra material to arrive, that I hope will add 
to your enjoyment of this Australian Style.  

There are tasters from the conferences advertised in the last edition, Style Council and 
Australex 2011, offering very different but equally intriguing discussions of language. Judy 
Knighton addresses the future of the editor's role in The transliterate scribe, while Deborah Hill 
describes a dictionary project that aims to preserve the tradition, language and culture of a 
Solomon Islands community. For those of you who were unable to attend Style Council, you 
can still watch or listen to the public forum which featured Julian Burnside, Kate Burridge and 
David Astle.  

Regular features include Word focus, this time featuring the development of the sense of black 
swan, SCOSE notes by Irene Poinkin, a review of Neil James and Harold Scruby's Modern 
Manglish by our illustrator, Judy Dunn, to add to her witty drawings, and David Astle's Rubicon. 
In addition, there are some poetic musings by Geoffrey Marnell on the word youse, and a 
report from Julia Miller on the results of her survey on idioms — a project described in a 
previous edition of Australian Style.  

Feedback 35 is on capitalisation, and a report on the previous Feedback, on the use of stops, 
hyphens and apostrophes is available here.   

Contact: mailto:adam.smith@mq.edu.au 
 

Word Focus 
 
A version of this article was first published in Campus Review on 20.9.11. 
 
Black Swan 

The term black swan, to describe a rare or unexpected event that has significant consequences, 
was coined by market analyst and academic Nassim Taleb in his book Fooled by Randomness 
(2001). This was a refinement of the proverbially rare black swan, first described by Roman 
poet Juvenal in his 6th Satire (l. 165) as the original rara avis (rare bird). In Juvenal’s day, the 
existence of black swans as a breed was unknown – they are native to Australia, and first 
discovered by Europeans in 1697. Juvenal was therefore saying that the rara avis – in his satire, 
a wife possessing every virtue – was impossible to find. English usage has improved the odds. 
The Oxford English Dictionary cites one example, from 1694, that goes some way in redressing 
the sexual imbalance: “Husbands without faults (if such black Swans there be)”. While still 
mainly found in financial contexts, Taleb’s term has been used to refer to a wide variety of 
disasters. The meltdown of the Japanese reactors, the BP oil spill and 9/11 have all recently 
been labelled black swans. One wonders if Juvenal’s bird had been a different colour whether it 
might have hatched a less doom-laden view of world events. 
 
Adam Smith 
 

 

http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no1/australian_style.htm
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no2/transliterate.html
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no2/hill.html
http://www.abc.net.au/tv/bigideas/
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/bigideas/are-the-mass-media-the-clearing-houses-of-english/3592934
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no1/word_column.htm
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v17_no1/scose_notes.htm
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no2/book_notes_1.htm
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no2/book_notes_1.htm
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no2/rubicon_puzzle2.pdf
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no2/verse.html
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no2/Idioms%20survey%20results%20from%20Julia%20Miller.pdf
https://macquariehs.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_3VIDgQs4fMURzIE
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no2/Feedback%2034%20Report.pdf
mailto:adam.smith@mq.edu.au
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Feedback 34 Report 

Many thanks to all the respondents who gave their feedback on punctuation practices online, and to Irene 

Warfe, coordinator the Diploma of Professional Writing & Editing at the University of Ballarat, mailed us 22 

responses. 

Feedback 34 was replicated from Feedback 8 (Australian Style 4:2), to assess whether digital media have 

changed punctuation practices over the past 15 years. Our own move to digital publication has limited the 

number of responses we receive for Feedbacks – 133 for this questionnaire as opposed to 733 for the 

original. This makes close comparison of results difficult, but some general trends can still be observed. 

Section A focussed on the use of stops. The sixth edition of the Australian Style manual for authors editors 

and printers (2002: 152-9) recommends stops for abbreviations (except when they are pluralised with an s), 

but not for contractions, initialisms or initials. The original questionnaire found that stopped items were 

preferred in 5 items, and unstopped in 4 (the initialism ACTU, plural abbreviations and contractions with or 

without an initial capital (Pty or mgr). Feedback 34 found that the unstopped form is now preferred in all 

but three items: abbreviations (Rev. and cont.), and Latin abbreviations (e.g.), confirming a trend towards 

reduced punctuation. 

Stops in a person’s initials 

This category showed a shift towards the Style manual’s recommendations. While the majority preferred 

the form D.H. Lawrence both in lists (75%) and mid-text (71%) in Feedback 8, Feedback 34 found the 

majority going  for the unstopped form, particularly in lists, but also mid-text (54% and 51% respectively). A 

breakdown of these results shows a clear age divide here (see the Table below), with the 65+ bracket 

preferring the stopped form, and the other age groups the unstopped (although the preference is more 

strongly supported by the 45-64 group than the 10-44). This indicates that the oldest group is maintaining 

the previous standard practice of punctuating the initials, the younger groups are undecided, while the 

middle group have moved away from punctuation, their choice perhaps cemented by professional practice. 

 

Total 
(133) % 

Age 10-44 
(36) % 

Age 45-64 
(55) % 

Age 65+ 
(41) % 

1a DH Lawrence 72 54% 20 56% 37 67% 14 34% 

1b D.H.Lawrence 61 46% 16 44% 18 33% 27 66% 

2a DH Lawrence 68 51% 18 50% 34 62% 15 37% 

2b D.H.Lawrence 65 49% 18 50% 21 38% 26 63% 

 

Initialisms, Contractions, Abbreviations, 

The unstopped initialism ACTU was strongly endorsed in Feedback 8 (63% overall), and even more strongly 

by Feedback 34 (88%). This majority was consistent over the age groups, suggesting the convention is now 

entrenched. Unstopped contractions are also gaining ground, with 80% support for Pty (previously 61%), 

and 71% for mgr (previously 53%). The 65+ age group showed a relative reluctance to choose the stopless 

form, but still had healthy majorities of 68% and 61%. There was strong support for stops with 

abbreviations (86% for cont. and 68% for Rev.), although the latter figure was lower than in Feedback 8 

(73%). This apparent weakening of the convention was not driven by the younger age groups, who gave 

http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/archives/australian%20style%204.2.pdf
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Rev. 77% support – again it was the 45-64 group that showed the most inclination for moving away from 

the stopped form , with the lowest percentage support (64%).  For the plural abbreviation, the stopless 

form paras is gaining strength since the original Feedback (70% support now, 57% then). One area where 

stops appear to be holding their ground is in the Latin abbreviation e.g. which had 49% support in this 

survey, and 48% in the previous one. The single stop version eg., however, appears to be losing out to the 

stopless form (16% to 35%) whereas they were previously even on 28%. 

 

Hyphens 

The trend away from use of punctuation is not so clearly evident in the case of hyphens. The advice of the 

Style manual (2002: 92) is not to use hyphens for both of the examples of compound adjectives given: with 

a -ly adverb (brightly lit), and a comparative adverb (lesser known). Feedback 8 gave a consensus that the 

hyphen wasn’t needed, strongly so in the case of brightly lit (75%), and less clearly for lesser known (53%). 

Feedback 34 gave more ambivalent results, with the support for brightly lit decreasing to 65%,  and lesser 

known to just 34% overall. The age groups don’t help us explain this inconsistency. The 65+ are the most 

supportive of the hyphenated brightly-lit (44%), but the least supportive of lesser-known (59%), and 

therefore fluctuate less radically than the younger age groups in their use of the hyphen. 

Apostrophes 

The positioning of the apostrophe after a personal name when it ends in s has in the past had different 

rules according to the length of the name. The Style manual (2002:86)suggests always using the apostrophe 

s, to avoid confusion. Feedback 8 respondents disagreed, consistently choosing the apostrophe on its own. 

The results from Feedback 34 confirm this preference,  with 56% for James’, 60% for Papadopoulos’ and 

67% for Irons’ – although the majority has reduced slightly in each case. 

The report on Feedback 8 (Australian Style 5:1) asked whether “the computer is mightier than the pen”, 

and whether this would have and effect on the increasing preference for reduced punctuation. Few people 

would doubt the growing dominance of the computer over the last decade and more, and this is reflected 

in most of the punctuation practices tested here, but there are still some outposts of resistance and, in the 

case of the hyphen, perhaps even a resurgence. 

 

 

  

http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/archives/australian%20style%205.1.pdf
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Would you capitalise the following words. If 'sometimes', please comment on when/where/why you 

might do so: 

1a) alsatian   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

b) anglicise   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

c) bible   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

d) brussels sprouts  ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

e) chardonnay   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

f) cheddar cheese  ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

g) federal   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

h) french fries   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

i) koran   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

j) left-wing   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

k) royal   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

l) state school   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

m) the west  ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

 

n) westernise   ƺ never ƺ always ƺ sometimes 

Would you maintain the capital letter in a follow-up, abbreviated reference to an institution? 

2a) the Art Gallery of New South Wales... 

 ƺ éthe gallery has bought ƺ éthe Gallery has bought 

b) the Bank of America...  

 ƺ éthe bank yesterday announced a rise in  ƺ é the Bank yesterday announced a rise in 

 

c) the University of Queensland...  

 ƺ é the university has appointed ƺ é the University has appointed 
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Would you capitalise the titular word in any of the following constructions?  

3a)   ƺ premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen     ƺ Premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen 

b)     ƺ Joh Bjelke-Petersen, premier of Queensland   ƺ Joh Bjelke-Petersen, Premier of Queensland 

c)     ƺ The Queensland and NSW premiers agreed   ƺ The Queensland and NSW Premiers agreed 

 

Would you capitalise the titular word in any of the following constructions?  

4a)  ƺ the river Murray    ƺ the River Murray 

b)  ƺ the Murray river    ƺ the Murray River 

c)  ƺ the Murray and Murrumbidgee rivers ƺ the Murray and Murrumbidgee Rivers 

 
 

Age group  

10-24  

25-44  

45-64  

65+  

Sex  

Male  

Female  
 

Place of residence 

ACT 

NSW 

NT 

QLD 

SA 

TAS 

VIC 

WA 

outside Australia 
 

Place of education (all or most of it) 

ACT 

NSW 

NT 

QLD 

SA 

TAS 

VIC 

WA 

outside Australia 
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RUBICON, devised by David Astle, is a 

hybrid of crossword, jigsaw and acrostic. 

First, solve as many clues as you can, and 

then begin to fit the answers inside the 

grid. (The scattered letters of RUBICON 

will give you a toehold.) When the grid is 

completed, arrange the clues from the 

first Across to the last Down ï their 34 

initial letters will label a category that 

includes six of your solution words. 

 

Bad habit; tense (4-6) 

Impossibly quixotic (10) 

Nude scene locum (4,6) 

Super dreadful; super-sized; super (10) 

E-prefix diminished (3-3-3) 

Necessity for the underwater perm- 

  owner? (6,3) 

A man with one wife too many? (8) 

Hale and lithe (8) 

How motormouths wonôt allow a word 

in? (8) 

Morbid fear among triskaidekaphobics 

  (8) 

Aristocratic attitude (7) 

Deriving from Myanmar (7) 

Designer stubble barb (7) 

Employee backstage (7) 

Entertainer sans companions (7) 

Il Duce or da Vinci ï but not La 

  Stupenda (7) 

Lot (7) 

Make use of (7) 

Openly acclaims (7) 

Rules of language (7) 

Shakespeare hero (7) 

 

 

 

 

 

  U             

               

               

               

               

              R 

              C 

      O  I       

               

               

               

B               

              N 

               

               

 

 

What breakfast snack the actress may  

  offer the bishop? (7) 

Awaken (6) 

Dear fruit post-Yasi (6) 

Eyed item at greengrocery (6) 

Patchy; odd (6) 

Enrico Caruso, eg (5) 

One-time measure known to Noah (5) 

Deeply exaggerated pitch (4) 

Grieve (4) 

Kicks the bucket (4) 

Wage slave of the hacienda (4) 

Neatness paragon? (3) 

Regret (3) 

 

 

Click here for the solution to Rubicon in the last issue (18.1, September 2011) 

 

  

http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no1/rubicon_solution.pdf
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ANAGRAMS OF NOTABLE 

AUSSIE NOVELISTS:  

Actors (Castro), revelling 

(Grenville), forest (Foster), 

Hydra (Hardy), sated (Stead), 

ranger (Garner)s 

 

 

 

 

 

Rubicon Solution 18.1 

F A T A L  P I N O C C H I O 

O  E  I  A  I  L  Y  B 

R O C K M U S I C  A I D E D 

E  H  P  T  E  M  R  U 

S U N R O O M S  M O H A I R 

T  I  P  A  B  U    A 

 A C T O R S  A C R O B A T 

O  A    T  R    A  E 

V U L P I N E  M E T A L S  

E    N  R  I  R  L  R 

R E S I S T  E T H I O P I A 

F  A  U  I  Z  F  O  N 

O C T A L  R E V E L L I N G 

N  E  A  O  A  E  N  E 

D U D E R A N C H  S A T Y R 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Click here for the clues to this puzzle (18.1, September  2011)  
 

http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/news/australian_style/v18_no1/rubicon_puzzle.pdf

