Language

Beyond plain-English myths

In Editing Matters, Sep/Oct 2011, Mike
Unwalla (of the Institute of Scientific and
Technical Communicators) targeted a
number of criticisms at plain English.
Sarah Carr believes that these apparent
shortcomings of plain English derive from
common misunderstandings about its
nature. In response to Mike's points, she explains how she
and other plain-language practitioners worldwide see plain
language and (she hopes) abolishes a few plain-English myths
along the way.

Myth 1: English is plain so long as its structure
and words are simple

Mike asserts that ‘plain English is good [I agree!], but not
always sufficient to make text clear to all readers’. He
illustrates this with the following sentence: ‘The cost of each
component is significant.” Mike goes on to claim that most
people would say the sentence is plain English (in that the
structure and words are simple). In fact, any plain-English
editor worth their salt would say this is far from plain
English, for the very reason that — as Mike points out — three
interpretations are possible:

e The cost of each component is large.
e The cost of each component is important.
e The cost of each component is both large and important.

“olain language is useful for any readership:
it's about clarity, not simplicity”’

Faced with a sentence such as Mike’s original, I would
rewrite it to one of the three sentences above (checking with
the author if [ was unsure which meaning was intended) — all
of which are still simple in structure and vocabulary but now
clear in meaning.
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The truth is that English is plain only if your readers
understand the intended meaning quickly and easily the
first time they read it. That’s why usability testing (checking
the clarity of a text with people who are representative of
the target readership) and readability testing (checking the
clarity of a text using computer software and expert editorial
judgement) are important parts of plain-language work.

Myth 2: plain English is only for native-speaker
members of the public

Mike claims that plain English ‘does not give guidelines
about how to write for people who read English as a second
language’. But it does! For example, Martin Cutts’s book,
Oxford Guide to Plain English (Oxford University Press,
2009), contains a whole chapter on writing low-literacy
plain English, including for ‘those whose first language isn’t
English’.

Mike gives the specific example that phrasal verbs (such
as ‘carry out’, ‘put up with’ and ‘work out’) are unclear to this
group. Dead right: that’s why plain English avoids them in
texts for such readers.

Myth 3: plain English is not suited to technical
writing
Mike notes that editors look for inconsistent technical terms,
then asks: ‘But what do editors do about non-technical words
and phrases?’ He gives the example of phrases such as ‘from
time to time’, ‘in some cases’, ‘on occasion’ and ‘sometimes’.
The answer is: if precision is important for an understanding
the message, editors change them to more technical terms.
Indeed, it's OK - and often even good - to use necessary
technical terms, so long as you explain any that may
be unfamiliar to readers. Although it's most commonly
associated with texts for the public, plain language is useful
for any readership: it's about clarity, not simplicity. Controlled
languages (such as ASD Simplified Technical English) — which
Mike mentions as being used in some industries to make text
as clear as possible — are, in this sense, an extreme form of
plain language.

Myth 4: plain English does not minimise the cost of
translation

Mike concludes his article by noting that using different
words and phrases for the same thing increases the cost of
translating. Yes! And elegant variation — as Fowler called it
(‘elegant’ then suggesting over-refinement — Bryan Garner
has since updated the term to ‘inelegant variation’) — can
confuse native-speaker readers too. It often uses synonyms
that aren’t plain, and can even make the reader wonder
whether you’re still talking about the same thing. Here’s my
favourite (real) example:








