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Language is a system of signs 

and symbols comprising sounds, words, 
sentences and meaning as well as 
various skills for learning it. The skills 
are listening, speaking, reading and 
writing. Writing is a representation of 
symbols on a surface following an 
ascribed convention. The convention of 
writing English words is contained in its 
orthography which is its spellings 
system and this system consists of 
symbols written in specific ways.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
According to Williamson (1984) 
orthography is a system of the ‘’symbols  
and the rules that are followed in writing 
a language.’’  
 
 As a result of the fact that 
theoretical linguists focus on the study 
of phonology, morphology, syntax and 
semantics and their rules, the rules of 
language skill like writing have been 
ignored. Writing belongs to pragmatics, 
if we go by the meaning of pragmatics, 
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Abstract 

This paper set out to investigate the bad writing habits exhibited by 
university students and the sources of their errors. Knowing that the 
primary school level of education is the foundational level of education 
where learners are taught basic language skills starting from the 
identification of objects, writing of the letters of the alphabet as well as  
basic reading and writing skills, I decided to study primary school 
pupils’ exercise books  as my source of data to determine precisely 
where the bad writing habits exhibited by the students in the use of  
punctuation marks, particularly the end marks - full stop and the 
question sign and the failure to cross t’s and dot i’s among other errors 
come from. The study revealed that learners cultivate these habits 
because of the failure of classroom teachers to pay close attention to 
the rudiments of writing as observed in pupils’ exercise books. Most 
teachers rather focus attention on the marking of answers because they 
do not consider the physical property of writing such as the character of 
alphabet, capitalization and the use of punctuation marks as crucial 
areas of language study. This study observes that these presumed 
outcasts of writing are significant in language learning and has direct 
bearing on educational goals and should be effectively transferred to 
the learners for the overall benefit of their   life.    
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which is the practical use of language. 
Language is used in speech and in 
writing. Language is, therefore, 
represented in the spoken words and in 
written words. What we consider as 
written words are symbols of spoken 
sounds. These spoken sounds are 
captured with the use of characters and 
systematically codified in the form of 
orthography for the language. In an 
orthography, there is an agreement in a 
common consent that a particular word 
is ascribed a particular spelling pattern 
just as it is that words are ascribed 
certain meanings by common consent 
too.  
 
 Some words are symbols of our 
thought according to Aristotle; they have 
to be represented according to 
convention, that is, according to ascribed 
spelling patterns. The spelling patterns 
of words in language like English are 
clearly spelt out in her orthography. 
Though writing is a superficial property 
of language, it is basic to defining 
correctness in a written language like 
English and not just correctness in its 
sounds, words, sentence, meaning 
structures and   rules. All the rules of 
language in spoken or written situations 
are agreement which both the native 
speaker and the second language learner 
of that particular language must abide 
by. Writing as one of the basic skills of 
language has a functional importance so 
the learners should be taught    how to 
make effective use of it. This research 
was prompted by the observation that 
university students do not observe 

simple writing conventions and the 
researcher wanted to trace the source of 
the problem hence the need to go to the 
foundational level of education, the 
primary school. From my observation 
many pupils in primary schools in Akwa 
Ibom State, Nigeria break with levity the 
written convention of English language 
with particular reference to letter and 
punctuation marks. These bad habits 
have extended to the tertiary level of 
education. This paper investigates these 
problems and recommends remedial 
measures in order to groom literate 
members of the Nigerian society.  
 
 The Nature of Orthography  
 One of the principles of a good 
orthography is consistency. Other 
principles include accuracy, 
convenience, harmonization and 
familiarity (Williamson, 1984). 
Consistency is characterized by 
phoneme-grapheme correspondence. 
Any orthography which does not satisfy 
this criterion is criticized and 
condemned. For instance, English is 
criticized for the notoriety of its spelling 
system principally due to the 
inconsistency between its sounds and the 
letters. A typical example is the 
variations, that is lack of correspondence 
in the representation of the sounds and 
the letter f such that it is represented by 
ph- in photo, -gh in graph and f in face. 
However, there is a fixed pattern of 
writing of graphemes, that is, letters of 
the alphabet which every user conforms 
to, especially in hand written situations 
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as observed in the use of capital and 
small letters.  
  The ascribed pattern of English 
orthography consists of: 
(1) Spellings 
(2) Alphabet 
(3) Punctuations  
 
They habour the indices of writing for 
first and second language learners and 
serve as signpost for the preparation of 
learners in the world of literacy. 
 
 Our study of exercise books of 
primaries 5 and 6 pupils revealed that 
many pupils in public primary schools in 
the state have difficulties with these 
areas, problems that need urgent 
attention in order to rescue  Nigeria’s 
educational system from its downward 
drift.  
 
Alphabet and Spellings  
 In western education which 
Nigeria adopts an educated person is 
characterised by the ability to read and 
write. The adage “Reading maketh a full 
man; speaking, a ready man; writing, an 
exact man” vividly captures and 
summarises the importance of writing 
skills to the making of an educated 
person. 
  In the study of the notebooks of 
pupils in primaries 5 and 6 in Uyo Local 
Government area it was observed that 
the pupils do not respect the written 
conventions of English Language.  
 English has 26 letters of the 
alphabet. Alphabet refers to   the total 
set of letters specified by a particular 

language for use in writing it. The 
English alphabet has a pattern of 
representation written according to 
ascribed outline. The twenty-six letters 
of the alphabet are written in capital and 
small letters. Words may be wholly 
capitalized in certain cases for 
highlighting, foregrounding effect and 
emphasis but they are conventionally 
capitalised at the beginning of a 
sentence. It was observed that the pupils 
mixed both capital and small letters in a 
single word while most of them started 
sentences with small letters. 
  

In addition, letters of the 
alphabet are characters which are either 
written in capital or small letters. All 
capital letters are written on the line 
while others vary in their mode of 
representation depending on the 
character involved. Small letters like t, 
d, k, v, e, n, I, r, a, u etc are written on 
the line while g, q, f, p, y etc step below 
the line. It was, however, observed that 
some of the pupils wrote on the line 
most of the characters ( q, f, p, y) etc 
which should step below the line while 
some do so in free variation.  

 
 One of the patterns of the 
representation of English alphabet is to 
dot I’s and cross t’s and cross 
appropriately too. However, from 
observations most of the learners did not 
dot their I’s nor cross their t’s while 
some of them dot the personal pronoun I 
whereas, by convention, the personal 
pronoun I which marks the first person 
in singular form is always in capital 
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letter and is never written in small but 
the teachers failed to bring this crucial 
information to the learners by ignoring 
these errors.  
 
Punctuation  
 One of the writing indices of 
English is the use of punctuation marks. 
The English orthography ascribes a 
system of punctuation marks with about 
14 active ones. The commonest and the 
simplest is the end mark called full stop 
used to signal the end of a sentence. The 
sentence in English  syntactically  
consists of  constituents or divisible 
parts which are traditionally classified 
into subject and predicate; semantically 
a sentence expresses a complete thought 
while graghologically, a sentence starts 
with a capital letter and ends with a full 
stop (Eka, 1990). These shows that 
besides syntax and semantics, the 
graphological structure, as superficial as 
it is, is critical to the English language. 
Punctuation mark which belongs to the 
graphological structure contributes to 
the determination of the meaning given 
that one of the determinants of the 
grammaticality of an utterance is 
meaning. However, it has been observed 
that many pupils do not affix a full stop 
at the end of a sentence including the 
use of other punctuation marks yet their 
teachers fail to correct this wrong 
written behavior.  
 
 English has about fourteen 
punctuation marks while twelve of them 
are very actively used in everyday 
writing.  An examination of punctuation 

marks in English shows that three of 
them: full stop (.), question sign (?) and 
exclamation mark (!) are end stops while 
the others: apostrophe, quotation marks, 
dash, parenthesis, colon, semi-colon, 
hyphen, comma, ellipsis and 
capitalisation perform several other 
functions. Some of these marks perform 
functions within the words as in comma 
(Mary’s book, the man’s house) while 
others perform functions within the 
larger units (Babalola, 2005). Quirk et al 
(1985) classify punctuation marks 
according to the purpose they serve and 
these are separation and specification. 
Separation marks include comma, dash 
and colon while specification units 
include full stop, parenthesis, question 
marks, ellipsis, apostrophe etc. 
However, specification marks may both 
separate and specify a function  as 
observed in the use of apostrophe to 
specify a genitive case as in teacher’s 
and teachers whereby the apostrophe (‘)  
shows ownership or possession while 
the later without apostrophe marks 
plural (Babalola, 2005).  
 
Discussion   
 In any situation of learning, 
there must be a change in entry behavior 
for learning to take place and  change is 
observed when the uninformed child in 
the classroom becomes informed, knows 
what he did not know and can 
demonstrate some abilities that he 
imbibed as a result or consequence or 
outcome of some teaching/learning.  We 
do not learn a language in one day   
instead language skills are learned 

Journal of Teacher Perspective, Volume 8 No. 1 July, 2014, ISSN: 2006 - 0173 

Issues in Writing Literacy. - Dr. Maria-Helen Ekah 
 



 
 

5 
 

gradually over a period of time. 
Language skills are classified into oral 
behavior and written behavior. Oral 
language behavior is encoded in reading 
and writing. Whereas speaking and 
writing are language production skills, 
reading and listening are language 
comprehension skills all of which are 
complex processes mastered over a 
period of intensive training.  
 In acquiring language skills, a 
child must develop  
(i) the ability to be attentive 
(ii) the ability to express himself as a 

reaction to what he has heard or 
listened to  

(iii) the ability to decode written 
symbols on a surface. 

(iv) the ability to represent written 
symbols on a surface.       
 
However, the investigation has 

revealed that the teachers involved in 
teaching the pupils under study are not 
conscious of the importance of basic 
writing rules and this has a very serious 
implication on the learning abilities and 
skills of the learners. The basis of the 
conclusion is drawn from the teacher’s 
inscription on the book of the pupils 
understudied. It is observed that teachers 
do not check pupil’s notes in subjects 
like Christian Religious Studies, Social 
Studies etc and our discovery in pupils’ 
exercise books in English language are 
quiet revealing. It was observed that 
most teachers focus their attention 
mostly on marking answers right or 
wrong without paying attention to the 
pattern of writing of letters of the 

alphabet, and the use of punctuation 
marks. When a pupil does not start a 
sentence with a capital letter, affix a full 
stop at the end of a sentence, cross t’s 
and dot I’s and mixes capital and small 
letters haphazardly in a single word and 
dots the personal pronoun I and       the 
teacher ignores it, then the child is 
forming a wrong habit that is transferred 
to all the other levels of education which 
informs why some university students 
still indulge in this outrageous written 
language behavior. The teachers’ 
attitude is attributed to lack of planning 
of learning goals, ignorance or lack of 
commitment. Uguru (2007) emphasize 
the importance of careful planning 
approach to the teaching of English 
which these teachers lack. 

 
 Teachers have several 
interactional strategies to use in teaching 
some of which includes gaze, eye-
contact, facial expressions, talk, giving 
commands, praise, invitation and 
response. Response may be verbal or 
non verbal. Verbal response may be in 
form of talking to the pupils by drawing 
their attention to certain writing errors 
and the consequence of non-compliance. 
Another form may be through invitation 
of the pupils individually to talk to them 
which develops a bond of friendship 
between the teacher and the individual 
pupils. Such a strategy may impose on 
the learners the need to abide by the 
teachers’ instructions and advice. 
Another verbal response is through 
praise whereby a teacher praises the 
child when the child has it right then 
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uses the opportunity to draw the child’s 
attention to what the child has not done 
well. Teachers may use non-verbal 
response in classroom interaction which 
comes in several ways, one of which is 
the use of marks and inscriptions on a 
child’s written works to communicate 
information or teach. Response may be 
in the form of gesture which is a very 
familiar way which people use to covey 
meanings without using words (D. 
Graddol, J. Cheshire, & J. Swann 1987). 
In a situation the teacher fails to respond 
to the leaner’s errors by ignoring them 
he is inculcating bad learning (writing) 
habit in them.  
 
 Stubbs (1980) observed that “all 
alphabetic system … involves 
compromise between phoneme-
grapheme correspondence and the 
correspondence of graphemes to higher 
morphological and syntactic level.’’ 
English writing system does not only 
involve phonemes but English 
phonemes also have a relationship with 
graphemes. Graphemes are the smallest 
unit of meaning in a writing system and 
the way the letters are written are only 
observed in a child’s writing which 
emphasizes the importance of 
handwriting. Bad handwriting; in the 
sense of wrong representation of letters 
may distort the meaning of the word.  
 
  The English alphabetic system 
builds up morphological and syntactic 
information. Babalola (2005) observed 
that the use of punctuation marks is 
determined by grammar and clearly 

specifies a grammatical relationship 
between and among words. King (2000) 
gave a grammatical distinction between 
and among sentences as well as 
emphasizes the syntactic and semantic 
importance of punctuation marks. He 
uses the following examples in his 
analysis:   
(a) I hate habitual liars: like you, I find 

them detestable. 
(b) I hate habitual liars like you:  I find 

them detestable.    
 

The two sentences are 
structurally similar but are semantically 
different because of the use of internal 
punctuation marks - colon and comma. 
In sentence (a) the two participants 
detest liars whereas in (b) the first 
interlocutor detests the second for being 
a lair. The semantic difference is 
achieved through the use of comma and 
colon.  

 
 In another example, king tells 
the story of an ancient Greek warrior 
who consulted an oracle before leaving 
for war and the oracle said “Thou shalt 
go thou shall return never by war thou 
shall perish”. On hearing this ambiguous 
statement the warrior wrongly assumed 
that the oracle meant “Thou shalt go, 
thou shalt return, never by war shalt 
thou perish” whereas the oracle meant 
“Thou shalt go, thou shalt never return, 
by war shalt thou perish”. King 
concludes that even though punctuation 
is that system that makes utterances 
consistent and leads to the clarification 
of meaning, it can convey force, 
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intonation, urgency, tension, doubt, 
rhythm and passion. In addition 
punctuation can as well disambiguate 
ambiguity.  
 
 Punctuation mark is a very 
important skill which performs 
innovative and creative functions and 
can lead to a better understanding of 
literary works because, quite often the 
meaning of a work of art may be 
enclosed in the creative/innovative use 
of punctuation marks. The skillful use of 
punctuation marks adds esthetics to a 
work of art as well as determines 
meaning the very reason learners must 
be led into the great value of 
punctuation.     
  
Conclusion  
 English alphabet have a pattern 
of writing and written English follows 
an ascribed convention in which words 
are written following a meaningful 
combination of letters and the letters are 
written in specified ways too. Any 
violation of the rules of the letter may 
make the words un-English and failing 
to apply punctuation mark at the 
appropriate place do have a serious 
semantic implication just in the same 
way that it bastardizes the orthographic 
system of the language.  
 
 Since writing is language in 
practice, what a second language learner 
of English at any stage writes must be a 
replica of what is allowed in the written 
convention of letters, words and 
sentences of English. Proficiency in 

second language is achieved through a 
gradual process of habit formation. 
When the correct habit is formed the 
correct principles of writing are 
internalized but when the wrong habit is 
formed the learner also internalizes 
wrong writing habit. Given the fact that 
habits die hard the teachers must ensure 
that the basic skills in writing such as 
the representation of letters, the correct 
use of punctuation etc are transferred to 
the learners. As Odo (2007) observes 
language must be used accurately and 
appropriately too by the learners because 
without words, communication cannot 
take place.  
 
Recommendation  

Teachers should note that the 
writing of alphabet is rule-governed 
because of the involvement of characters 
(letters) and symbols and, they are fixed 
in certain ways like the writing of capital 
and small letters as well as the different 
ways of representing small letters. 
Consequently, they are not open to 
uncontrolled distortions. Although, no 
two handwritings are the same certain 
conventions like initial capitalization, 
affixing a full at the end of a sentence, 
dotting of I’s and the crossing of t’s are 
acceptable while mixture of capital and 
small letters in one single word and 
wrong use of punctuation marks or 
outright omission of these marks in 
significant places   are unacceptable 
breaches which the learner must master 
for him to write like an educated person.  
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