Class-based waffle, The Australian, 13/6/08

Kevin Donnelly ends one of his regular sneers at the teaching profession with a reference thus:

In The Literacy Wars, Monash University academic Ilana Snyder condemns me and The Australian for promoting a “manufactured crisis” in English teaching. One wonders what she will make of the latest incident.

(We’re sure he probably meant to say “manufacturing a crisis” or “promoting and manufacturing a crisis” because we’re sure Dr Snyder was fairly direct about whose “manufacturing” it is - but we’ll forgive that). The extract is from an opinion piece in his regularly occupied spot in The Australian condemning some errors in a grammar guide issued by ETAQ. We can disabuse him of any doubt as to what Dr Snyder might think because it’s quite clear: the evidence of the manufactured crisis is in that day’s paper – including Donnelly’s own piece. 

ETAQ had already:

• admitted the errors

• explained them quite reasonably as proofing errors and

• corrected them on its website. 

Hence, what was the problem? Given this series of events, the problem only continues to exist if someone sets out to manufacture it. Interestingly, three different pieces used exactly the same extracts to describe the “problem”:

	Ferrari, “Grammar Guide for English teachers…”
	Donnelly, “Class-based waffle”
	(Anon) Editorial, “Silencing grammar”

	“the worst published material on English grammar” he has seen
	“the worst published material on English grammar by a native speaker that I have come across”
	the worst material on English grammar by a native speaker he had seen

	“a huge amount of error, inconsistency and confusion”
	“a huge amount of error, inconsistency and confusion”
	“a huge amount of error, inconsistency and confusion”

	“Anyone who analyses ‘won’t’ and ‘capable of’ as adverbs, ‘a pair’ and ‘set of’ as adjectives, or ‘Sam’s’ as a possessive pronoun has no business…”

Similarly, in “a set of bowls”, Dr Ferguson calls “set of” an adjective when it consists of the noun “set” and preposition “of”
	
	“Set of” in a set of bowls” was classified wrongly as an adjective, instead of a noun and a preposition…And (sic) Sam’s, in Sam’s folder, was labelled a possessive pronoun instead of a possessive noun

	Rodney Huddleston, a retired professor of linguistics
	An internationally respected linguistics professor…Rodney Huddleston, one of the principal authors of the Cambridge Grammar of the English Language
	Rodney Huddleston, one of the two principal authors of the Cambridge Grammar of the English Language


Fortunately, Professor Huddleston supplied most of the copy, otherwise we might have had more of the following grammatical errors:

“A series of articles in the ETAQ’s journal intended as a teaching resource is striking for its confusion of the parts of speech….” (Ferrari) (What’s intended as a teaching resource? The series? The articles? The journal? We’re guessing it’s the “articles” – pity, then, about the drift into the singular “is” and “its”)

Regrettably, what is “silenced” in the ETAQ material is the lifelong importance, for their wellbeing and career advancement, of students from all backgrounds learning to write and speak correctly (Anonymous) (The rule of proximity is lost on Anon: 

Presumably what he means is: ‘Regrettably, what is “silenced” in the ETAQ material is the importance of students from all backgrounds learning to write and speak correctly for their lifelong wellbeing and career advancement’…
What’s wrong with this sentence? “Next came a mother with a very small baby who was pushing a pram.”?)

 And  Sam’s, in Sam’s folder, was labelled a possessive pronoun instead of a possessive noun. (Anon)

Pathetic. (Anon)

(In both cases, Anon could look up “sentence fragments”)

The debacle surrounding the resources developed by the English Teachers Association of Queensland, designed to “help teachers to defend and explain the place of grammar in the school curriculum and in our classrooms”, underscores our dumbed-down education system. (Donnelly) (Congratulations on getting the book title into the first sentence, but we wonder what “designed” refers to here – the debacle? the resources? the English Teachers Association of Queensland? See above on the rule of proximity).

Best of all, though, was Donnelly’s labelling “functional linguistics” (it’s actually labelled “functional systemic linguistics”, but accuracy is clearly not an issue here) part of a “progressive, cultural-left approach to English” and “imbued with the view that language has to be analysed in terms of power relations”. There’s another reasonably famous linguist who might be surprised at that. He invented it. His name is Michael Halliday. 

So - The Australian ran essentially the same piece three times condemning explained errors that had already been corrected. With the party for whom Donnelly worked now out of power, is all of this an attempt to catch the ear of a new national education minister? Why is Donnelly wondering what Dr Snyder would think? It looks perfectly obvious to us.

