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Ltteer odrer in wrods an
itnreetsing Inigiusitc toipc

Paul Warren
WATCH YOUR LANGUAGE

RECENTLY re-encountered this
passage, circulating by email: Aoc-
cdrnig to rscheearch at Cmabrigde
Uinervtisy, it deosn’t mttaer in
waht oredr the Itteers in a wrod are,
the olny iprmoatnt tihng is taht the frist
and lsat ltteer be at the rghit pclae. The
rset can be a toatl mses and you can sitll
raed it wouthit porbelm. Tihs is bcuseae
the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey
lteter by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe.
According to Cambridge researchers,
this passage is misleading, not least be-
cause ho research proving this claim has
been done there. Also, some arguments in
the passage are simply wrong. Take the
claim that “it doesn’t matter in what or-
der the letters in a word are”, as long as
“the first and last letter” are in the right
place. It is simple to demonstrate that this
is not true - the following sentences, con-
structed from random samples in The
Dominion Post, are not equally easy to
understand, even though the words have
been reordered following the general
principle of keeping the first and last
letters in their original positions.
The exceutvie siad the dveleopemnt
wuold rgeiure buliding conesnt.
The gnnemverot is bieng werand it
rksis Inoisg serect inamrofoitn.
The difference is that the words in the
first sentence have had their letters
reordered at a more local level, within

each half of the word, while in the second
the reordering is more dramatic. So the
order of the letters does matter.

Indeed, reordering the letters of short
words, while keeping the first and last in
place, results in little difficulty. Two-letter
and three-letter words (31 of the 63 words
in the passage) will not change; in four-
letter words jsut the middle two letters
are swapped (13 more words). Local
reordering often remains unnoticed dur-
ing proofreading — did you spot “jsut” for
“just”? Since most short words contribute
to the grammatical structure of sentences,
the fact they are not changed much will
help the reader. If the reordering of longer
words also remains local, as in the first of
my example sentences and in most of the
long words in the passage, then this will
also reduce the impact of reordering. An-
other suggested reason why keeping the
letters in the correct half of the word
could be less disruptive is the claim that
longer words may be processed in two
halves, with the retinal image split be-
tween the two hemispheres of the brain.

It is also true that none of the reorder-
ings in the passage produced a different
word. Changing “carp” to “crap” would
be potentially more disruptive than
changing “word” to “wrod”. Further,
changes like “toatl” for “total” keep the
sound of the word (think about how you
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might pronounce “toatl”), and there is
good research evidence that even during
silent reading we are influenced by the
likely sound of the words we see. In ad-
dition, there is a lot of predictability in
the passage as a whole - some words
(“wrod”, “raed”) occur more than once,
and the second time you see the same
scrambled word it is likely to be easier.
The topic of the passage quickly becomes
obvious, and readers regularly use con-
textual knowledge to help overcome prob-
lems recognising words.

The disrupted text above also claims
that we do not “read every letter by itself,
but the word as a whole”. There is some
truth in this - skilled readers certainly do
not read every letter in a word. MiXIng
thE CaSEs in words disrupts reading, in a
way that relates to overall word shape,

rather than to the recognition of each let-
ter. The importance of overall word shape
is also reflected in the fact that lower case
words are responded to more quickly
than upper case words in speeded recog-
nition tasks. Lower-case words have more
distinctive shapes, with letters that have
ascenders (as in “b”, “d”, etc) and descen-
ders (as in “p”, “g”, etc).

So though there is an element of truth
behind some of the arguments made in
the passage, local reordering has made
reading it easier than it might have been,
and even so, few would pretend they read
it totally “wouthit porbelm”.

W Paul Warren is at the school of linguistics and
applied language studies at Victoria University.
B Send your questions about language to
words@dompost.co.nz
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