ENGLISH: LANGUAGE ANALYSIS

VCAA 2004: Metro High School

In Metro High School, the issue of students bringing mobile phones into school has become a
prevalent problem. In his newsletter, Principal John Black addresses this problem. Self-righteously
putting forward his authoritative status as school principal, he outlines the reasons why the school
council has come to this decision, doing so without hesitance. In stark contrast and in response to
the message is May Brown’s letter (21/05/04), where she calmly refutes the claims put forward by
Black, under the premise that his claims are not fair. Both pieces of prose strive to sway Metro High
School parents reading to accept their respective arguments.

Immediately the newsletter format that dominates Black’'s message captures the audience’s
attention. Prominently, the school emblem of a wreath has the phrase “MHS excellence” embedded
in the middle. This adds to the authenticity of the newsletter, and creates a formal atmosphere. In
addition, the school’s motto has undertones of academic superiority, which is accentuated with the
silhouette of a scholar that succeeds the “message to the principal”. This logo likewise reinforces
the school's credibility as prestigious, and insinuates that its integrity is worth upholding.
Cumulatively, the logos in conjunction with the newsletter format create a sense of formality,
befitting of a high ranking school.

This notion of MHS being a school of “excellence” is supported by Black’s opening argument.
Indeed, his formal language juxtaposed to the emboldened “no student will be allowed to bring a
mobile phone onto school property” makes it very clear of his convictions. As stated, the adamancy
in “no student” makes it seem absolute that his word is final, and any who disobey will suffer dire
consequences. He follows with his authoritative tone when he declares that “naturally”, any students
who are caught with a mobile phone will “receive an automatic detention”. Both “naturally” and
“automatically” is Black hinting that the thought processes behind this decision is simple. Since the
aforementioned words are somewhat dismissive and nonchalant, it suggests that this sort of
behavior is never tolerated at an institution of high regard such as Metro High. Black exchanges the
forthright tone for a more controlled one when he admits that his “decision will not be popular”. By
announcing that he acknowledges both sides to this issue, he demonstrates himself to be an
individual who upholds the utmost fairness and is evenhanded- this in combination with his previous
righteous tone is befitting of a school principal. Further, he even goes so far as to say that he is
cognizant of those who feel as if their “rights are being taken”, adding to his unbiased status.
Nevertheless, he emphasizes that “every sensible person” will agree with him in opposing
individuals who bring mobile phones for their own “selfish desires”. Here, he alludes to the fact that
anyone who disagrees is not “sensible”, and is therefore foolish enough not to accept his
denigration of these “selfish” students. Black is consistent in portraying himself as the figurehead of
an esteemed high school through his didacticism.

Likewise, he lists the problems associated with mobile phones, so that his thought processes are
clearly outlined which is designed to make parents more susceptible to his arguments. He contends
that these phones “severely disrupt students”, which is likely to evoke outrage in parents, since they
are lead to believe that it could be their child who is being “disrupted”. Likewise, the negative
connotation in “obsessive text messaging” conjures up an image of a student addicted to perusing
his mobile device, therefore “distract[ing]” him/herself and other students around him. Indeed, he
paints the phones as a malign influence on the students. Since MHS is cast as a prestigious school,
parents may be duly horrified to know that the mobile phones could be distracting their children from
achieving their true potential. In addition, “emergencies, lost and accidently” are all embedded in
inverted quotations. This is Black leaving his sarcasm as an implication, since he does not believe
the students’ excuses. By scape goating the mobile phones as the primary reason which distracts
students from their learning, Black attempts to encourage the parental audience to embrace his
outlawing of mobile phones.
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Black calls for all parents to fathom the gravitas of the problem, when he rounds off his arguments
by urging that “the values of the educational institution must be upheld”, and “preserved”. He dons
his authoritative voice once again, to remind parents that he only has Metro High’s best interests in
his heart. Hence, the parents reading are inclined to accept the claims he presents, since they want
their child to have the best education possible.

In response to, and quite scathing in her words, concerned parent May Brown rejects Principal
Black’s proposal to ban mobile phones. At the onset, she is not reluctant to show her address,
which implies that she is not cowardly enough to hide under a pseudonym, and is open to criticism.
By portraying herself as an honest person with no ulterior motives, she continues to emphasize her
feelings of being “upset” at Black’s “blanket ban”. She opinionates that Black is unreceptive to a
“simpler and safer” life, since she asserts that mobile phones (which Black “denies” students)
provide said simplicity and safety. Brown subtlety undermines Black for not considering the positive
attributes of mobile phones.

She advances her argument by giving her own personal anecdote, which could appeal to the
parental audience on a more personal chord. Prominently, she repeats “as you know”, which is
Brown insisting that Black is aware of the “notoriously unreliable” “public transport” system, or her
daughter’s “medical condition”, but instead chooses to ignore it. Hence, she tries to elicit feelings of
outrage from the audience, and arouse hostile feelings towards Black. This is because Brown casts
Black as somewhat evil for denying her daughter this “safe[ty]”.

Likewise, Brown further downplays the significance of Principal Black when she puts forward her
views on how to better “educate children”. Her adamancy in announcing that Black’s proposal “is not
good educational practice” is supported by her next line when she states that “all students are
penalized” due to the misconduct of one student. Indeed, parents are inclined to side with Brown
and as a result oppose Black, for treating his students so unfairly. The exclamation mark following
“penalized” adds to her hysteria, and suggests that Black’s argument is flawed. Brown reverts back
to a composed tone when she argues that “responsible, mature citizens” act “considerately” to
achieve a “harmonious community”. Endorsing that “self-discipline” helps achieve this has the
underlying message that principal Black is better off punishing the single perpetrator, rather than the
collective group.

The paradigm of “responsibility” and fair play is built upon when she highlights that students should
participate in “setting the rules” so that they can “build true individual responsibility”. Hence, the
parental audience is maneuvered to accept Brown’s views as acceptable, since she puts forward a
clearly thought out proposition, based on sound logic. Indeed, her proposal of individual participation
rather than conformity is likely to be embraced by readers. In a final bid to solidify consensus from
the audience, she portrays principal Black’s “irritation” as irrational, and therefore not befitting of a
principal of an esteemed high school. She calmly recommends Black “reconsider [his] decision”,
which could be read as a thorough reprimand on Brown’s behalf.

Whilst Black utilizes his status as school principal to authoritatively issue his ban on mobile phones,
Brown employs a more measured and implicit approach to demonize Black and his proposal as
gratuitous. Black outlines his arguments in a clear, concise manner; Brown tends to bury her
frustration beneath a composed veneer. Ultimately, both articles end sternly to remind the audience
of their respective contentions: in Black’s case he is forthright, and in Brown’s case she is slightly
disapproving.
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