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Abstract
This article develops a pragmatic theory of interpretation by examining the inferential mechanisms through which cooperative readers construct meaning in high-stakes communicative environments. The same mechanisms also enable strategic manipulation. Drawing on statutory notices, forensic linguistic analyses, and micropsychometric investigations of post-exam survey comments, the analysis shows how cooperative pragmatic reasoning of the kind described by Paul Grice (1975) ordinarily supports successful communication while inadvertently permitting misleading interpretations in certain circumstances. The framework is grounded in communicative health, conceived as the degree to which a discourse environment promotes clarity of intention, supports a single legitimate interpretation for its intended audience, and appropriately allocates epistemic responsibility.
Micropsychometric analyses integrating candidates’ scores, interpretive reflections, response choices, response times, and linguistic analysis provide converging evidence that cooperative readers repair textual defects, sometimes consciously and sometimes unconsciously. These findings motivate a distinction between interpretive difficulty pertinent to the knowledge and skills being assessed and avoidable burdens that impose unrelated interpretive work.
The article proposes a diagnostic vocabulary for identifying structural cues that open competing interpretive pathways. It distinguishes legitimate alternative interpretations from erroneous, cynical, and strategically manipulated ones. By situating benevolent and adversarial communicative systems within a common pragmatic framework, the analysis shows how the same interpretive mechanisms support successful communication and can be recruited for strategic purposes. Disinformation exploits mechanisms that ordinarily facilitate successful communication; consequently, a theory of disinformation presupposes a more general theory of interpretation.
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1. Introduction
High-stakes communicative environments sometimes require readers to construct meaning from texts that are linguistically incomplete, pragmatically underspecified, or structurally misframed. In legal and forensic settings, these processes can be deliberately exploited to favor misleading conclusions while preserving a surface of methodological rigor.
This article draws on survey comments submitted by candidates immediately after completing the Uniform CPA Examination, my experience developing and evaluating high-stakes examinations, and forensic linguistic analyses conducted in legal settings.
Most candidates provide no survey comments. In one recent administration week, 2,355 of 2,503 candidates (94.1%) left the comment field blank. Of the 148 who commented, only 66 mentioned language or content; others addressed testing conditions, technical challenges, or hopes for a passing score. Silence does not necessarily indicate satisfaction. Although self-selecting, the corpus provides instructive evidence of interpretation.
The cases examined here were selected for diagnostic value, not because they are typical of the CPA Exam. Most comments reporting concerns do not identify textual defects, but some reveal ambiguities requiring revision. The emphasis on potential defects is methodological: positive reports are reassuring; apparent deficiencies warrant investigation.
Professional assessment provides a useful empirical setting because intended interpretations are tightly specified and items undergo expert review and statistical analysis. The CPA Exam serves as a benevolent baseline for examining inadvertent pragmatic defects. Accounting terminology supplies empirical material; the analysis concerns the interpretive mechanisms it reveals.
Central to this account is coherence-preserving repair: the ordinary pragmatic processes that enable successful communication despite imperfect linguistic input. I argue that the same mechanisms sustain communicative success in benevolent environments and create vulnerabilities that can be exploited in adversarial ones.
1.1 Survivable Defects 
Not all communicative distortions arise from deceptive intent. Many emerge from ordinary limitations of language production and comprehension. Professionals routinely commit one-step or one-feature performance errors: losing track of the focus from one part of a discourse to another, retrieving a word that reverses the intended meaning, or creating instructions that appear inconsistent when read together. 
Most such lapses are corrected during reviews. This article examines the small residue of communicative defects that survive in high-stakes environments. The defects range from lexical substitutions to discourse-level pragmatic miscues. They share an ability to evade detection while remaining interpretable. Survivable defects provide natural observations of interpretive mechanisms that ordinarily remain concealed by successful communication. 
In everyday usage, a typo is a visible surface error. The cases of interest here are categories of survivable miscues, not typing errors. A text substituting employee-sponsored 401(k) plan for the intended employer-sponsored 401(k) plan survived two reviews because experts process familiar terms of art holistically rather than by auditing each component. Similarly, gong-concern issue briefly escaped notice because it occupied the structural position of the term going-concern issue. In another item, at least four reviewers failed to perceive an error in the phrase five-year useful live, and one even wrote a comment suggesting the need for more information about the “five-year useful life”—a term absent from the text. The reviewer’s comment reflected an internalized representation of the text that had already been silently repaired. The review proceeded with the repaired representation rather than the literal wording.
These examples illustrate stealth typos: lexical defects embedded within familiar professional expressions whose intended meaning is reconstructed automatically. Few such defects survive repeated expert scrutiny, so each long-surviving specimen provides evidence about the interpretive processes that ordinarily conceal it.
Expert reviewers sometimes miss certain errors because they read professional materials fluently, constructing coherent interpretations rather than exhaustively inspecting every lexical component. Professional expertise encourages rapid, meaning-driven processing, allowing isolated defects to remain invisible when they are compatible with an otherwise coherent discourse representation.
For experts, the implausibility of a typo can be suppressed when misspellings occur within professional terminology. Reviewers without training in accounting can be less susceptible to such term-of-art camouflage.
Term-of-art camouflage can also be reinforced by list structure. Monet Market Fund survived two expert reviews within a table of familiar financial account names, alongside Checking Account and Certificate of Deposit. Psycholinguistic research on reading suggests that comprehension depends not on exhaustive inspection of textual details but on active, meaning-driven interactions between reader and text (Paulson & Goodman, 2008).
Those examples are primarily lexical defects. Pragmatic typos, by contrast, disrupt interpretive relations while often remaining locally well-formed and coherent.
1.2 Cooperative Repair Mechanisms
Pragmatic typos survive because readers routinely resolve local tensions while preserving a coherent interpretation of the text. Small but consequential deviations can occur at many levels of linguistic form: word choice, morphology, syntax, reference, temporal anchoring, and discourse organization. These defects are often embedded among redundant cues, reassuring readers that the intended meaning remains recoverable even if a discrepancy exists.
As readers construct an interpretation, they efficiently prioritize cues consistent with a coherent reading while discounting cues divergent from the active frame. In other words, good-faith readers cooperate with the text: they select an interpretation that makes the discourse intelligible, sometimes to the extent that a discordant cue is not consciously recognized.
This article develops a typology of pragmatic mechanisms of interpretation, including those deployed for deceptive purposes. Typos are theoretically informative because they reveal inferential machinery that ordinarily remains invisible. Survivable defects reveal these mechanisms by making the repair process observable.
Adversarial communicators exploit the same inferential machinery deliberately. They marshal redundancy, fluency, and cues of professional rigor so that defective elements are dismissed as incidental noise rather than recognized as communicatively significant. 
1.3 Communicative Health
Grounded in Gricean pragmatics, communicative health refers to the degree to which a discourse environment promotes clarity, supports a single legitimate interpretation for its intended audience, and appropriately allocates epistemic responsibility. A communicatively healthy system provides clear references and temporal and conditional anchors while avoiding unnecessary inferential burdens and ambiguity unjustified by the task.
Communicative health is not merely the absence of pathological behaviors like deception but the positive organization of an environment that supports legitimate objectives.
In many high-stakes genres, communicative health requires clear distinctions between authoritative sources and interpretive commentary. When these distinctions are compromised, meaning can shift across paraphrase, commentary, citation, and linguistic form. Some professional environments even require linguistic certainty: competing interpretations are permitted only if the task requires them.
Discourse design follows function. A linguistic structure can function appropriately under one set of local conditions yet become misaligned as the context changes. Design misalignment occurs when a structure persists or is deployed under conditions for which it is no longer appropriate.
For example, the existing building can be an accurate description of its referent as long as the building remains standing. Discussion of the building might need to continue after it has been demolished, however, and writers can easily overextend a formerly appropriate expression from one temporal context to another. Carrying the same expression forward leaves the linguistic form locally well-formed but pragmatically misaligned with an altered discourse state. Once an expression has been established as appropriate, many readers notice no discrepancy: they continue to accept it even after the conditions that made it appropriate have changed. An expression that was accurate moments earlier can continue to function as an imprecise discourse label after its descriptive content has become stale.
Such examples illustrate how pragmatic inference can preserve successful communication despite the presence of locally unsuitable linguistic forms. Communicative health implies an appropriate allocation of interpretive work among writers, institutions, reviewers, and readers. Benevolent systems explicitly provide logical connections that readers cannot be assumed to supply. At the same time, a professional discourse environment appropriately assumes certain background knowledge. 
1.4 Epistemic Pragmatics and Professional Discourse
A scenario described an individual taxpayer as “the sole owner of Orange, LLC, a cash-basis sole proprietorship....” To some readers, that wording conflated distinct legal categories. A single-member limited liability company (LLC) is generally treated as a sole proprietorship for federal income tax purposes, but the two are not legally equivalent. Tax specialists, however, routinely collapse the categories for operational purposes: an LLC is equivalent to a sole proprietorship for the purpose of selecting tax forms and procedures. Only a few candidates out of thousands commented on the apparent contradiction.
Domain-specific assumptions can make surface-level contradictions disappear. Readers immersed in the tax discourse community fluently accommodate literal contradictions that seem blatant to outsiders. As a benevolent communicative system, the CPA Exam never intentionally creates gratuitous distractions. Though common in professional tax discourse, that casual shorthand serves no legitimate purpose in assessment and has since been revised. Sometimes it takes readers not fully conversant with the professional communicative environment to notice an apparently unwarranted logical leap.
Not every omitted connection constitutes a communicative defect, however. Some omissions are licensed by the shared epistemic resources of the intended audience. Determining whether an omission is licensed or gratuitous is an empirical question about the communicative environment rather than a purely semantic property of the text.
Some communicative defects do not present like errors at all. They survive expert review because cooperative readers supply relations, resolve references, and construct coherent interpretations during processing. Their invisibility reflects placement, not triviality: they occur in framing, reference, modality, and category membership where readers are actively constructing coherence. In such environments, ordinary interpretive competence can supply legitimately omitted information or permit a defect to survive.
1.5 Strategic Exploitation 
What matters is not whether imperfections exist, but how they interact with interpretive processes. Readers preserve coherence by resolving local inconsistencies, supplying implicit assumptions, and discounting cues that seem incompatible with an otherwise coherent discourse representation. These mechanisms ordinarily support successful communication.
The same mechanisms create opportunities for strategic exploitation. Linguistic structures that would ordinarily be repaired or dismissed as inconsequential can instead be arranged so that readers’ cooperative reasoning favors one interpretation over alternatives. The difference lies in the communicative environment. Benevolent systems seek to minimize unnecessary repair; adversarial systems often exploit readers’ efforts to preserve coherence.
I treat disinformation as a class of volitional pragmatic disorders: recurrent, strategic dispositions to interfere with the cognitive and inferential operations supporting cooperative interpretation through intentional misuse of pragmatic norms and rules. These behaviors present as disorders of social communication[footnoteRef:1] but arise from strategic communicative choices rather than impairments. [1:  ASHA (2026)] 

Contemporary discussions of information disorder often emphasize agents, platforms, and dissemination. The Council of Europe report by Wardle and Derakhshan (2017), for example, distinguishes among mis-, dis-, and mal-information, focusing on the relationships among communicative actors, messages, and audiences. In Disinformative Linguistics,[footnoteRef:2] I examined examples of logical fallacies and related forms of communicative distortion in documents presented to courts of law. The present analysis examines the micro-level inferential mechanisms through which readers construct, repair, and sometimes misconstruct meaning. [2:  Habick (2026)] 

Lakoff (2016) argued that reasoning does not proceed through formal logic alone but through linguistically mediated frames that organize relevance, expectation, and evaluative stance. Words activate interpretive structures that shape what is salient, plausible, or even thinkable. 
This analysis extends that insight beyond framing to examine how ordinary interpretive mechanisms sustain, repair, and occasionally distort coherent discourse. Framing therefore becomes one manifestation of a broader theory of pragmatic interpretation.
1.6 Research Questions, Data, and Analytic Approach
I address three research questions: 
1. How do ordinary pragmatic mechanisms support communicative health in high-stakes communicative environments?
2. Under which conditions do these mechanisms produce or permit competing interpretations?
3. How can survey comments about perceived errors be analyzed to identify the interpretive mechanisms involved and distinguish actionable textual defects from construct-relevant difficulty, professionally licensed discourse compression, and reader error?
The analysis is qualitative and focused on mechanisms. Data sources comprise (i) high-stakes assessment materials (item text, review artifacts, and post-exam survey feedback), used as a benevolent, high-control baseline; (ii) statutory or administrative notices and forms; and (iii) expert witness reports and rebuttals. 
Examples were selected to instantiate each interpretive mechanism and the maneuvers that exploit it. Boundary cases include apparent defects resolved by explicit text or by construct-relevant inference.
For each case, the analysis identifies the local miscue, specifies the cooperative repair route, maps the case to the relevant interpretive mechanisms and associated maneuvers, and considers alternative readings and counterarguments. Where survey feedback is available, the analysis treats commentary as an escalation measure (what readers chose to report), not a direct measure of noticing.
The article makes no claims about the frequency of these mechanisms. It describes survivorship channels and their observable consequences in high-stakes genres, providing diagnostic vocabulary for mapping them to pragmatic and source-ecological structures.
The analyses employ micropsychometric methods: qualitative investigation of interpretive events using converging sources of evidence: survey comments, response choices, response latencies, psychometric performance, and linguistic analysis. Rather than inferring communicative success from aggregate statistics alone, this approach examines how individual readers negotiate interpretive difficulties within controlled assessment environments.
The framework distinguishes three complementary categories:
Interpretive mechanisms: ordinary inferential processes by which cooperative readers construct coherent interpretations. 
Pragmatic typos: inadvertent communicative defects exposing these ordinarily invisible mechanisms when readers silently repair or explicitly report interpretive challenges. 
Disinformative maneuvers: intentional communicative strategies that exploit interpretive mechanisms to guide readers toward strategically advantageous conclusions. 
Pragmatic typos and disinformative maneuvers differ in communicative intent, not in the inferential processes on which they depend.
2. Theoretical Framework
The framework integrates perspectives from pragmatics, discourse analysis, psychometrics, speech-language pathology, logic, corpus linguistics, and forensic linguistics. These fields address different aspects of communicative success and failure.
Test developers investigate construct-irrelevant variance and sources of candidate misunderstanding. Speech-language pathologists study conversational breakdowns and treat the disorders underlying them. Pragmaticians investigate inferential processes and contextual interpretation. Forensic linguists examine disputed meanings and competing interpretations in real-world texts. The present framework integrates these concerns, taking interpretive survivorship as an object of analysis.
The examples below come from professional activities involving examination development, language review, and forensic analysis. Details pertaining to some were masked to protect confidentiality while maintaining the essential mechanisms under analysis.
2.1 Benevolent and Adversarial Communicative Systems
Disinformative texts can appear plausible, grammatically correct, and technically accurate within their local boundaries while guiding audiences toward distorted conclusions.
Ambiguity, underspecification,[footnoteRef:3] and inferential drift[footnoteRef:4] can interfere with successful communication, even in the absence of deceptive intent. In high-stakes situations, communicative success depends on appropriately constraining interpretation so that only construct-relevant pathways remain. Redundant signals ordinarily constrain interpretation, such that the intended interpretation remains the only legitimate reading for the intended audience.[footnoteRef:5] Disinformative systems, however, intentionally introduce subtle miscues and reinforce them with converging cues that guide readers toward a strategically preferred but distorted interpretation. [3:  Turner and Horn (2018), Atlas (2005)]  [4:  Leffel et al. (2016)]  [5:  Borg (2004)] 

Readers do not passively decode linguistic forms. They actively infer intentions, resolve underspecification, and preserve coherence.[footnoteRef:6] The repair mechanisms described throughout this article depend on these inferential capacities.  [6:  Cummings (2017)] 

Benevolent systems are designed to promote communicative health. Professionally governed environments for assessment, regulation, and education generally seek forthright communication appropriate for the intended audience. They clarify unstable references, appropriately allocate epistemic responsibility, and minimize construct-irrelevant effort.
2.2 Cooperative Contract and Interpretive Entitlement
In standardized testing protocols, writers and readers engage in a cooperative enterprise to convey ideas and respond. Both sides must communicate “correctly” and responsibly while facing a structural predicament: they cannot communicate synchronously. Writers construct linguistic artifacts for absent future readers; readers encounter the artifacts without timely access to the writers for clarification. Each must operate with a conception of what the other can reasonably be expected to assume, supply, infer, and understand.
This arrangement operates under an interpretive contract. Writers are expected to provide sufficient linguistic evidence to support the intended interpretation; readers are expected to interpret in good faith, relying on textual cues rather than unjustified assumptions.
The contract is consistent with the cooperative principle (Grice 1975): communication succeeds when participants contribute meaningfully and rationally to the shared task of understanding. Within this contract, readers are entitled to linguistic and contextual cues sufficient to support a single legitimate interpretation without requiring speculative reconstruction or extraordinary inferential effort.
This cooperative expectation extends beyond individual sentences to include structural features of the discourse environment—especially the marking of authority, source status, and interpretive responsibility. When these structural cues are incomplete or manipulable, cooperative readers ordinarily preserve coherence by supplying missing relationships rather than interrupting interpretation to audit the integrity of the discourse itself. Whether such repair is appropriate depends on the communicative contract. Professional discourse can legitimately license certain working assumptions; gratuitous (construct-irrelevant) burdens violate the reader’s entitlement to adequate support. 
Interpretive entitlement concerns what communicators are justified in expecting readers to infer, not what readers are capable of inferring. It establishes the normative boundary between professionally reasonable discourse compression and unnecessary interpretive burden.
Elder (2024) distinguishes cognitive, normative, and interactional achievement accounts of pragmatic inference, showing why speaker intentions alone cannot settle every dispute over communicated meaning. Her discussion (pp. 48-53) of normative commitment likewise distinguishes inferences licensed by an utterance from meanings privately intended by its speaker or actually recovered by its hearer. In the interactional account, “achievement” refers to meaning established through successive conversational turns: participants display, confirm, refine, or contest understandings and can arrive at an accepted meaning different from the one initially intended. What a writer intended, what the language and context license, and what a reader inferred do not necessarily coincide. This distinction is particularly consequential in asynchronous assessment environments, where writers and readers cannot immediately negotiate their understandings through such exchanges. 
For high-stakes purposes, institutions must therefore provide textual cues and review procedures that make interpretive expectations accountable. The fact that some readers successfully recover the intended meaning does not establish that the document is sufficiently transparent for its intended audience.
2.3 Textual Hierarchy and Source Ecology
Interpretive entitlement extends beyond sentence-level linguistic form to the organization of textual authority within a communicative environment. Communicative environments differ in what they state and how they signal the relative authority of sources. 
A communicatively healthy system maintains an explicit textual hierarchy enabling readers to distinguish authoritative texts from interpretive commentary:
1. Primary texts: statutes, contracts, regulations
2. Secondary texts: judicial opinions, agency commentary, doctrinal treatises
3. Tertiary texts: training materials, FAQs, summaries
When textual hierarchies become obscured, readers can misattribute authority even when individual statements remain linguistically accurate. In benevolent systems, this loss of hierarchical clarity is typically inadvertent; in adversarial systems, it can become a deliberate strategy. Adversarial communication can manipulate textual hierarchy by presenting commentary as binding authority, displacing primary sources with more malleable glosses, or allowing nonauthoritative commentary to dominate the reader’s mental model. Such maneuvers are characteristic of disinformative practice yet are not intrinsic to adversarial communication.
Readers are entitled to know which propositions they are supposed to accept as authoritative and which are merely interpretive. When hierarchical distinctions are blurred, cooperative readers preserve coherence by compressing distinctions among sources in working memory. Under pressure to construct a coherent interpretation, the most accessible formulation can assume the apparent authority of the underlying source, illustrating discourse-level repair.
2.4 The Benevolent Baseline: High-Control Assessment
High-stakes examinations are often perceived as adversarial by test takers, who might be surprised to learn that professionally governed assessment programs are designed to be cooperative. Their objective is to measure construct-relevant knowledge and reasoning. Tricking candidates through ambiguity or other construct-irrelevant obstacles would frustrate that objective: performance would partly reflect the ability to navigate difficulties the Exam is not designed to measure.
Assessment language is part of the measurement instrument itself, but its purpose is to communicate and otherwise be unremarkable. This principle has been formalized as a language policy (Habick, 2025), specifying communicative effectiveness and efficiency as essential design principles. The approach is consistent with Levshina’s (2023) treatment of communicative efficiency.
Those charged with language governance attempt to reduce avoidable interpretive burdens, including unstable references, misleading implicatures, unnecessary linguistic ornamentation, and complexity unrelated to the construct being measured.
Intended construct → Linguistic/pragmatic artifact → Candidate interpretation → Task response → Psychometric outcome
The interpretive stage is not external to measurement. Test items are conceived as psychometric instruments, not pragmatic artifacts. They remain psychometric instruments, but their measurement properties are mediated by the pragmatic conditions under which candidates interpret them. This mediation becomes increasingly consequential as communicative complexity increases through scenarios, exhibits, professional conventions, referential dependencies, temporal relations, and response rules.
The CPA Exam provides an example of this model. Through extensive iterative reviews, pretesting, psychometric analysis, post-exam feedback, and editorial oversight, it functions as a benevolent baseline: a communicative system designed to promote fairness, clarity, and a single legitimate interpretation for the intended audience. Its pretesting procedures can be understood as a form of naturally embedded experimental pragmatics. They are not designed as laboratory experiments in pragmatic interpretation, of course, and relevant variables are not isolated in the conventional experimental sense. Nevertheless, controlled linguistic artifacts are presented to large populations of candidates, responses are measured, and anomalous patterns are investigated. In post-exam surveys, candidates report their working conceptions of the interpretive contract—what they felt entitled to infer, what they believed writers were obliged to specify, and where they located the boundary between legitimate professional inference and unwarranted burden.
Because writers and future readers cannot negotiate interpretation synchronously, the institution governs the contract prospectively. A language policy formalizes and operationalizes principles operative in the professional environment, governing what writers must provide and what they can reasonably expect readers to supply.
Pretesting and candidate feedback provide evidence concerning how discourse structures survive contact with readers. Statistical performance does not independently establish communicative validity: psychometric quality and communicative health are related but distinct. Response choices, performance patterns, latencies, candidate comments, and linguistic analysis provide complementary evidence of pragmatic success, repair, and failure.
Some defects nevertheless survive review, pretesting, and even long operational use without attracting attention from candidates or reviewers. The important question is not merely whether an error exists, but how it survived. 
2.5 Pragmatic Typos and Coherence-Preserving Repair
A pragmatic typo is a performance error at the level of pragmatics or discourse that survives because readers and reviewers routinely repair it. Unlike visible typographical errors, pragmatic typos occur within otherwise fluent discourse and remain locally compatible with readers’ expectations about what the text is intended to communicate. Pragmatic typos are defined functionally rather than formally: what unites them is not a particular linguistic structure but a shared survivorship mechanism.
Good-faith interpretation ordinarily proceeds by constructing the most coherent available representation of a writer’s likely intent rather than systematically auditing premises. Readers resolve underspecified references, discount minor inconsistencies, supply bridging inferences, and normalize unexpected forms to preserve an intelligible interpretation. The more fluent the surrounding context, the less salient the defect and the more confident the repair.
Elder (2024: 29), drawing on Terkourafi (2021), distinguishes inferential products—the meanings derived—from the processes through which readers derive them. Different processes can yield the same product. In professional discourse, one reader might recognize a convention that legitimately supplies an unstated relationship, while another reconstructs the same meaning by repairing defective wording. Agreement on the resulting interpretation does not establish that the text adequately supported either route. The diagnostic task is to identify what readers supplied and whether the communicative contract justified expecting them to supply it.
Coherence-preserving repair is amplified in assessment settings, where readers are motivated to recover the single legitimate interpretation supported by the communicative contract; the testing genre itself presupposes the existence of a legitimate interpretation. Accordingly, pragmatic defects often survive by occupying structurally inconspicuous positions: they are repairable without global reanalysis, non-catastrophic for task completion, and supported by sufficient contextual redundancy to permit reconstruction of the intended meaning.
The survival of pragmatic defects in heavily reviewed environments demonstrates the robustness of repair as an ordinary feature of cooperative interpretation rather than careless inattention by writers and reviewers.
2.6 Referential Shifts and Cooperative Repair
The following example illustrates how subtle referential mismatches can persist undetected in high-stakes communication. The surface content is generic, but the referential structure exactly matches an actual test item. 
Gary sold 500 cartons of historical material at auction for a gross sales price of $800,000, from which a 35% seller’s premium was deducted as well as promotional fees of $10,000. Gary received 800 cartons of this material as a gift from a friend two years ago. The friend purchased this material for $48,000. What amount must Gary report as …?
On first reading, the sequence appears referentially coherent. The story is orderly, the numbers plausible, the tone professional. But a fundamental ambiguity appears upon close inspection: this material was introduced after the mention of 500 cartons sold but was then used to retroactively designate a group of material supposedly received earlier. An 800-carton gift cannot be referred to as this material if this material has just been used to refer to a 500-carton subset. Cooperative readers under time pressure readily repair the mismatch—filling in what the writer must have meant rather than scrutinizing the literal logic of the referent chain. Readers supply the omitted referential relationship without explicit textual support. This silent repair is both a cognitive efficiency and a potential vulnerability. 
This case illustrates a key diagnostic principle: fluent incoherence can be unexpectedly durable. Smooth narrative structure, plausible numbers, and authoritative tone encourage expert readers to repair referential imprecision rather than notice it.
Over many years, the real-world counterpart of this example was exposed to thousands of candidates. It consistently performed well psychometrically, and nobody flagged the referential mismatch—until one high-scoring candidate finally did. Notably, that candidate answered the question correctly, consciously applying the same cooperative repair that many other readers apparently did unconsciously.
The single flag documents conscious repair of a referential defect that survived extensive use. Other readers’ successful performance is consistent with repair but does not establish how they interpreted the wording. Cooperative readers reconstructed the intended meaning, but the interpretive burden shifted unnecessarily from writer to reader. The defect illustrates a disconnect between the communicative contract and the linguistic evidence provided to support it. Psychometric survival does not imply optimal communicative design.
A more consequential referential failure appeared in two pretest items describing an employer-to-employee loan. Both parties were introduced by role, but the questions subsequently asked about consequences for “the taxpayer” without specifying which party was intended. Expert reviewers familiar with the assigned item topic fluently resolved the reference to the intended party, but several candidates identified the ambiguity. One explicitly noted the unexplained shift from employer and employee to taxpayer. A candidate scoring 97 spent time calculating under both interpretations but selected the credited answer choice. These cases demonstrate how cooperative repair can conceal a defect during expert review while imposing construct-irrelevant analysis on readers. Pretest items do not contribute to the calculation of scores; their purpose is precisely to identify such suboptimal features before operational use.

These examples illustrate pragmatic typos. All structures are locally well formed; globally, however, their referential relations are misaligned with the larger discourse representation.

2.7 Mechanisms of Interpretive Survivorship
Across genres, survivorship depends on recurring mechanisms that encourage readers to repair, stabilize, and rationalize local imperfections rather than scrutinize them. The mechanisms identified in the cases examined here include:
A) Coherence-Preserving Repair
Defects survive because readers reconstruct the intended meaning, supply missing premises, and smooth inconsistencies to maintain a coherent interpretation. When redundancy and contextual fit are high, the repaired reading can feel more obvious than the literal defect. 
B) Schema Lock-in (Frame Priming)
Once a frame is activated (this is authoritative law; this is a standardized test item; this is a professional survey), readers interpret subsequent material to fit the frame rather than “audit” the frame itself.
C) Hierarchy Compression (Source-Ecology Collapse)
Readers collapse distinctions among primary authority, interpretive commentary, paraphrase, and tertiary summaries. When textual strata are blurred in working memory, interpretive responsibility becomes hard to track, and secondary material can function as if it were primary.
D) Rigor Halo (Genre-Based Trust)
Professional form—citations, quantitative outputs, corpora, psychometric procedures, legal register—functions as a credibility amplifier. Readers treat technical polish as evidence not only of competence, but also of relevance, construct alignment, and inference warrant.
E) Reference Anchoring Defaults 
Ambiguous time periods, deictics (this, that), and category labels are resolved by default heuristics even when multiple anchors are plausible. The text remains understandable, but stability is achieved through default attachment rather than explicit linguistic cues.
F) Scope Inheritance
Once a scope has been established by a heading, instruction, or preceding discourse, readers tend to apply it to subsequent material unless a shift is explicitly marked. An unmarked change in scope can therefore remain unnoticed because readers continue interpreting later material within the previously established domain.
G)  Role Anchoring
Once a discourse participant has been assigned a salient role, readers tend to preserve that role when interpreting later references. An underspecified expression can therefore appear unambiguous when readers automatically resolve it in favor of the previously established participant role.
2.8 Survivorship Cases
2.8.1 Competing Cues and the Parentheses Convention
Reviewers have difficulty detecting pragmatic typos because the structures involved are individually flawless. Read together, however, they can create tension whose resolution depends on background knowledge and assumptions that remain unstated.
Consider these apparently conflicting instructions (presented here in simplified form):
1) In column C, enter all amounts shown on Form 1065 that are included in ordinary business income (loss) items.
2) Enter all amounts as positive, whole values.
In accounting, parentheses around an amount indicate a negative value, so “($100)” is equivalent to “-$100”: a $100 loss. At the same time, experienced accountants process “income (loss)” automatically as an account title. A conflict becomes salient, however, when both the account label and the numerical convention are activated.
Nonetheless, some candidates find the instructions confusing. The account label introduces “(loss),” but the instruction asks for all amounts to be entered as positive values. Repetition of “ordinary business income (loss)” in the column header provides another surface cue that negative amounts can be represented within parentheses. Why, then, do only a few candidates report confusion? No expert reviewer flagged a contradiction, and the vast majority of candidates apparently have no difficulty. 
“Ordinary business income (loss)” is an account name used in official regulations and tax forms. Expert reviewers apparently processed it as such without perceiving the competing numerical signal. One candidate (score 95), however, did report experiencing the instructions as “slightly confusing” but then “deferred to what the instructions said to do, not what was in the [account name].” That demonstrates appropriate repair by prioritizing the explicit instruction.
Some readers experience a contradiction; others do not. The difference depends on whether “income (loss)” is understood solely as an account title or misinterpreted as a data-entry instruction.
This feature thus functioned as a pragmatic typo. “Income (loss)” was locally impeccable as an account label, yet its placement in the column header created a global misalignment. Occasional candidate feedback that “opine is not an English word,” however, betrays unfamiliarity with professional auditing jargon and illustrates a phantom typo, not a textual defect.
High-stakes testing programs proactively remove unintended interpretive pathways (garden paths[footnoteRef:7]), even those that can be readily repaired. For prospective CPAs, the ability to reconcile standard accounting conventions with explicit task instructions is considered a foundational professional skill. Competing cues in a text are at best suboptimal, however. Candidates owe a duty of preparation and attention to explicit instructions; the testing program owes a duty of candor, requiring avoidance of unnecessary conflicts among its signals. [7:  Patson et al. (2009)] 

This example illustrates a broader principle: communicative difficulties depend on textual form and the interpretive resources of the professional discourse environment. Shared professional assumptions can make global misalignments effectively invisible, even to expert reviewers.
2.8.2 Contrast Case: When Repair is Not Available
The distinction between repairable and nonrepairable defects is illustrated by an administrative notice analyzed in Lites v. Amazon.com Services, Inc.[footnoteRef:8] An insurance election form presented recently terminated employees with three related warning statements about providing false or incomplete information. The first two statements limited potential liability to the presentation of information that is “knowingly false” or “materially misleading.” The third statement omitted those qualifications, asserting categorically that “the filing of any application for insurance benefits based on false, misleading, or incomplete information is a fraudulent act and may result in criminal or civil penalties.” [8:  Case No. 1:22-cv-20587 (S.D. Fla.)] 

Unlike the “income (loss)” example, the text supplied no stable basis for determining whether the qualifications in the first two statements remained operative. No semantic, syntactic, or logical mechanism extended those limitations to the third statement. Though the three warnings were thematically related, each appeared as an independent assertion. The third warning functioned as a denial of the qualifications established by the first two.
The document presented readers with an interpretive dilemma it failed to resolve. Should the legal consequences be understood as conditional and fact-dependent, as suggested by the first two statements, or categorical and automatic, as asserted by the third? Nothing in the text established a hierarchy among the competing formulations. No statement was marked as controlling, illustrative, or merely cautionary. Readers were left to construct their own resolution using default cooperative strategies.
Unlike pragmatic typos that survive because readers usually identify a principled repair route, the inconsistency here cannot be reliably resolved from the linguistic evidence provided. Different readers could assign priority to different statements. The resulting uncertainty was not a by-product of interpretation but became part of the operative meaning of the document itself.
There was no incontrovertible evidence of malign intent. The form appears more consistent with negligent administrative drafting than with deliberate deception—an accumulation of legally cautious warnings followed by an overconfident simplification. Still, the drafting defect had substantial interpretive consequences. At least some respondents treated the categorical formulation as controlling and made decisions favoring Amazon’s financial interest over their own. Having just lost their jobs and operating in the resulting low-trust environment, they declined to apply for the proposed benefits rather than risk criminal penalties, including imprisonment. The resulting harm did not arise from an unreasonable reading; it arose because the document forced readers to choose among incompatible statements without supplying a principled basis.
This contrast highlights the distinction developed here. The mere existence of competing cues is not evidence of communicative failure. The critical question is whether the text supplies sufficient semantic, pragmatic, and structural support for selecting among them. When such support exists, readers typically converge on a stable interpretation despite local defects. When it does not, interpretive instability becomes an inherent property of the text itself.
2.8.3 Temporal Deictic Ambiguity Masked by Default Anchoring
In another item, a scenario referred to two distinct but closely related time periods: 
1) Events occurring during year 1 and 
2) Events occurring subsequent to the end of year 1 but before the financial statements were available for issuance. 
Later in the scenario, the phrase “Also in this time period” was introduced without explicitly identifying which interval was intended.
The ambiguity attracted little attention because most readers automatically attached “this time period” to the most accessible salient interval, typically the one introduced most recently. Rather than treating the phrase as a referential decision point, they interpreted it as a routine cohesion marker and proceeded with the task.
The issue survived extensive operational use and was only once identified in post-exam feedback. The wording remained functional because readers supplied a stable interpretation through ordinary anchoring heuristics. The near-universal success of this repair, however, does not establish that the referential underspecification is optimal.
This example illustrates a different survivorship mechanism from the “income (loss)” case. There, readers resolved an apparent conflict between competing cues. Here, readers resolved an underspecified reference by attaching it to the most accessible antecedent. In both cases cooperative interpretation prevented the issue from attracting substantial attention during operational use.
These examples are modest, local, and non-catastrophic. They involve ambiguities, competing cues, and underspecified references within otherwise well-governed communicative systems. Yet the same interpretive processes operate at larger scales. When these mechanisms become attached to entire arguments, reports, or analytical frameworks, they can sustain more consequential forms of interpretive misalignment.
2.8.4 Macro-Level Analogues: When the Typo is the Frame Itself
Macro-level defects do not necessarily involve local ambiguity or even defective wording. In one item under review (and promptly corrected), the answer-choice calculations treated an employee’s 401(k) contribution as an increase in net worth. Transferring existing compensation into a retirement account, however, does not itself create additional wealth. Any increase in the employee’s net worth comes from the employer’s matching contribution and the tax benefits. The item remained locally coherent because the defect was embedded in the assumptions governing answer-choice calculations rather than in the wording itself.
The same mechanism operates at larger scales in professional reports, surveys, and computational analyses. Readers prioritize coherent interpretations, rely on established professional schemas, and treat technically polished analyses as presumptively well founded. Methodological sophistication can stabilize a misframed analysis rather than expose it.
One macro-level manifestation is construct-frame misalignment, in which an analysis invites evaluation under one construct while operationalizing another or sampling an incomplete reference class. Here the “typo” is no longer a local wording defect but a disconnect between the interpretive frame established by the discourse and the evidential structure supporting it.
3. A Typology of Disinformative Maneuvers
Section 2 identified the mechanisms by which interpretations become stable. This section examines how the same mechanisms are strategically recruited to produce misleading interpretations without explicit falsehoods. Picornell (2026) similarly emphasizes context, audience expectations, and genre in shaping interpretations of deceptive communication. These maneuvers differ in surface form—statutory paraphrase, selective citation, corpus inference, survey design—but derive their effectiveness from the same mechanisms of interpretive survivorship described in Section 2.7. 
3.1 Hierarchy Distortions
(primarily schema lock-in and hierarchy compression)
Hierarchy distortions exploit the fact that readers rarely maintain a full source ecology in working memory. When a system’s strata are blurred—primary text, interpretive commentary, and tertiary summary—readers default to the most fluent formulation and grant it the authority of the underlying source.
Common diagnostics include identifying the controlling source, distinguishing primary authority from commentary, tracing inferential responsibility, and testing whether the conclusion still follows if the surrogate formulation is removed.
a) Proxy-Rule Substitution
Definition. A rule is paraphrased in a way that changes its scope, threshold, or conditions. In subsequent retellings, the paraphrase becomes the operative rule although the modified formulation does not appear in the controlling text.
Manifestations.
1. A statutory or contractual condition is restated with a stronger modal verb (“must” where the source allows discretion) or a narrower trigger (“only if” where the source is permissive).
2. A multipart test is condensed into a single decisive factor.
3. A procedural standard is treated as a substantive prohibition.

b) Authority Laundering via Commentary

Definition. Interpretive material is presented in a way that obscures its interpretive status, causing commentary to be processed as if it were binding authority.

Manifestations.
1. Agency guidance, practice manuals, and treatises are cited with the rhetorical posture of statutory command.
2. Citation formats visually mimic primary-source authority.
3. Arguments move from “this source says” to “the law requires” without an explicit bridge.

c) Textual Displacement
Definition. The primary text is acknowledged but then operationally replaced by extended analysis drawn from a surrogate source. The surrogate becomes the reader’s operative model even when it is not controlling.
Manifestations.
1. A statute or contract is quoted briefly, followed by pages of discussion from a manual, press release, internal memo, or FAQ.
2. The discussion treats the surrogate’s framing as the real object of interpretation.
3. The conclusion is justified by the surrogate’s logic rather than by the primary language.
d)	Selective Literalism and Elasticity
Definition. The interpreter shifts between rigid literalism and flexible interpretation as needed to preserve a preferred conclusion, without acknowledging the shift in interpretive standard.
Manifestations. 
1. A term is treated as strictly defined when strictness supports one step of the argument, then is treated as context-dependent when strictness would constrain the conclusion.
2. Ambiguity is declared fatal only when it harms the other side; otherwise, it is treated as harmless or obvious.

3.2 Evidentiary and Technical Distortions
(schema lock-in; rigor halo)
These maneuvers rely on the stabilizing effect of technical form. Apparent methodological rigor encourages readers to preserve coherence by repairing apparent deficiencies in relevance or evidential support rather than questioning whether the text establishes what it sets out to do. Consequently, a document can be internally coherent while failing to justify the conclusions it purports to support.
a) Construct-Frame Misalignment (Validity Laundering)
Definition. An analysis is presented as evidence of one construct while actually measuring or operationalizing another.
Manifestations.
1. A method produces reliable estimates for one construct while the dispute concerns another.
2. A study answers a nearby question and treats that answer as dispositive.
3. Dimensions necessary to establish the claimed construct are omitted, minimized, or left unstated.

b) Reference-Class Distortion 
Definition. Evidence is drawn from a reference class that fails to match the population relevant to the inference, distorting the resulting comparison or conclusion.
Manifestations. 
1. “Representative” corpora that do not represent the relevant community.
2. Control sets differing on known confounds (region, register, medium, proficiency, task).
3. Survey respondents who are not professionally situated to answer the relevant question, with their responses nevertheless treated as evidence bearing on it.

c) Non-Attestation Escalation
Definition. Non-attestation in search results is treated as evidence that a feature is absent from the relevant community, and coincidence is upgraded into uniquely identifying evidence.
Manifestations. 
1. “No hits” becomes “this does not occur,” rather than “this method did not find it.”
2. Search limitations (coverage, indexing, query selection) are converted into ontological claims.
3. A rare feature is treated as uniquely attributable without base-rate analysis.

d) Rigor Halo Exploitation (Methodological Camouflage)
Definition. Technical form—numbers, corpora, statistical outputs, dense citation—functions as camouflage that suppresses premise-auditing.
Manifestations. 
1. Precision without relevance: quantified results that answer the wrong question.
2. Citation density without authority tracking: sources stacked without clear status.
3. Method description presented as validation without establishing the validity warrant.
4. Applications
This section applies the typology to representative administrative and forensic materials. Each case identifies the structural misalignment, the interpretive pathway, and the maneuvers and survivorship mechanisms. 
4.1 Reframing Cooperation in a Defamation Rebuttal
In a defamation matter[footnoteRef:9] involving anonymous online employer reviews, the questioned statements were structured as assertions of fact warning job seekers about a law firm. The assertions attributed injurious conduct to the plaintiff, a co-owner of the firm. The initial linguistic analysis evaluated these statements solely on pragmatic and semantic grounds (assertiveness, attribution, publication, and injurious content), explicitly bracketing the factual truth of the allegations as a separate question for the trier of fact. [9:  Layfield & Barrett, APC v. Does 1–25, No. BC618139 (Cal. Super. Ct. Los Angeles County, April 26, 2016).] 

The rebuttal did not directly contest those linguistic findings. It simply ignored them, invoking Grice’s cooperative principle to disrupt the analytic frame. The rebuttal asserted that cooperation requires reviewers to be cooperative with the targets of their comments, recasting cooperation as interpersonal benevolence. On that basis, it argued that the defendants’ statements were pragmatically appropriate in a forum for opinion and were thus nondefamatory. This substitution bears little resemblance to Grice’s original account, which concerns interlocutors’ expectations of truthfulness, relevance, clarity, and proportionality—not moral leniency toward discourse targets. The maneuver replaced epistemic cooperation with a caricature of kindness, converting a theory of inferential responsibility into a shield against scrutiny.
What makes this episode instructive is not primarily that the characterization of Grice was fundamentally mistaken, but how it stuck. The misframing was introduced early, treated as settled, and used as a load-bearing premise for reasoning. No corrective constraints were supplied; the reader was led to commit prematurely and proceed, como si nada, comme si de rien n’était. The rebuttal’s argumentative force depended on preserving that misframing.
Ordinary cooperative interpretation was recruited to establish the substituted frame rather than recover Grice’s intended meaning. The result was not accidental survivorship, but interpretive capture: a pragmatic distortion was transformed into an authoritative lens through which subsequent evidence was filtered. Grice’s formulation contains no communicative defect. The defect was in the reinterpretation, which lacks legitimate linguistic basis. Unlike survivorship in benevolent systems, the representation provided no internal repair route.
4.2 Selective Pruning with Implied Exhaustiveness
A related distortion arises when a legally defensible carve-out is treated as exhaustive of the relevant universe.
A forensic linguist’s rebuttal[footnoteRef:10] invoked California law, asserting that defamation requires a “testable and provable factual falsehood” and that “satirical, hyperbolic, imaginative, or figurative statements are categorically protected by the First Amendment, (U.S.C.A. Const. Amend. 1; West’s Ann. Cal. Civ. Code §45).” The citation format presented this formulation as a faithful representation of Code §45 (as represented in West) and First Amendment doctrine. These propositions, taken individually, are doctrinally familiar and not factually incorrect. Statements lacking truth-conditional content are not actionable as defamation. [10:  Layfield & Barrett (2016)] 

This scope compression led readers to treat a salient subset as the whole set, particularly when the presentation signaled doctrinal completeness. The implied exhaustiveness arose from what was emphasized and left unaddressed. The reasoning retained the appearance of professional coherence; no local contradiction forced reconsideration. The burden of noticing the unaddressed factual claims was shifted entirely to the court.
In cooperative institutional systems, selective pruning is constrained by task structure and downstream review; residual cases are explicitly ruled out or rendered irrelevant. In adversarial forensic contexts, selective pruning can become a persuasive endpoint, allowing evidentiary residue to disappear without being contested. Readers can be led toward unwarranted conclusions from individually defensible premises.
4.3 Construct-Frame Misalignment under Rigor Halo
In Zimmer, Inc. v. Zimmer MedizinSystems et al.,[footnoteRef:11] an extensive consumer survey was presented as empirical evidence establishing trademark confusion. The execution was methodologically polished and internally consistent, but construct alignment was weak. The survey defined its respondent universe as healthcare professionals who were actual or prospective consumers of the allegedly infringing products, yet the respondents demonstrated negligible familiarity with Zimmer MedizinSystems’ noninvasive medical devices—the entirety of its product line. The survey measured predictable recognition of products the respondents already knew, not marketplace confusion. [11:  No. 3:19-cv-00405 (N.D. Ind. Apr. 18, 2022)] 

In effect, the study failed to measure respondents’ exposure to noninvasive medical technologies, making the principal finding predictable: respondents identified the brand associated with their own clinical environment. Statistical rigor confirmed a tautology embedded in the sampling assumptions. 
The persuasive force of the report derived primarily from the rigorous professional form of the study, not from any demonstrated connection between the measured behavior and the legally disputed construct. It can be difficult to distinguish genuine construct misunderstanding from convenient frame distortion. When such distortions systematically favor a forensic position and recur across analyses, they could be evidence of disinformative intent.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  See Shuy 2010, 36 on inferring intentions from patterned behavior.] 

4.4 Reference-Class Distortion and Non-Attestation Escalation
In an authorship dispute involving Singaporean-Malaysian English,[footnoteRef:13] an expert witness report relied on corpus and computational techniques, treating Asian English varieties as deficient approximations of British and American English.  [13:  Binary Group Ltd v. Karen Yap Chew Ling (Malaysia Civil Suit No: MA-22NCVC-10-02/2020).] 

The analysis drew on sociolinguistically inappropriate corpora (e.g., the Enron corpus—informative for U.S., not Asian, business correspondence) and repeatedly upgraded the absence of attestations (in corpus searches and web retrievals) into claims of nonexistence and uniqueness. Unretrieved phrases were treated as if they could not be shared dialectal features, and coincidences across documents were presented as strong evidence of authorship.
The technical forms—corpus sizes, search procedures, and quantitative outputs—created the appearance of exhaustiveness while masking reference-class mismatch. The argument became easy to accept: if the corpus is treated as the universe, then ‘not found’ is repaired into ‘does not occur,’ and rarity is repaired into uniqueness.
4.5 Scope Inheritance in Administrative Forms
A case from administrative communication illustrates how routine linguistic structures can become consequential in rigid enforcement contexts. The title of a survey was “Renewal Questions for License 24-102” followed by several yes/no questions, including: “Has your license to practice been suspended, revoked, or otherwise disciplined, or is it under investigation or pending a disciplinary proceeding in any jurisdiction since your last renewal in State X?”
A CPA answered “No” to the question because License 24-102 had never met the listed criteria in any jurisdiction, although his license to practice in another state under a different license number was once investigated. The State investigated and accused the CPA of perjury, with potentially unfavorable professional consequences. 
The survey’s title established a specific scope that respondents could reasonably inherit across all the questions that followed.
The respondent answered in good faith, relying on the promise made by the heading. The institutional reader, however, later treated the answers as if they had been elicited under a broader scope than the heading specified. The State effectively asked respondents to follow one relevance boundary and then judged the answers against a different one. A pragmatic miscue became a load-bearing evidentiary premise, catching the respondent in an unintended trap.
Forensic linguistic analysis made the defect visible by reestablishing the interpretive contract implied by the form’s structure: headings constrain items; scope shifts require marking; unmarked shifts create false implicatures. The State withdrew its complaint after reports by two forensic linguists diagnosed the pragmatic mismatch.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  The CPA engaged both Larry Solan and the present author to write independent reports.] 

Headings are not merely organizational conveniences. In administrative forms, they create pragmatic commitments by delimiting scope, establishing relevance, and telling respondents what kind of answer is requested. Respondents are entitled to assume that items appearing under a heading instantiate, rather than silently revise, the announced category.
4.6 Ground-Truth Displacement 
Replacing an available primary linguistic artifact with a secondary representation can produce serious interpretive distortions. Summaries are often required in official documents such as arrest-warrant complaints, yet they introduce representational layers that can alter semantic and pragmatic relations in the original source. 
In high-stakes settings, a reformulation can be mistakenly treated as the institutional ground truth, with consequences attached to words the speaker or writer never used. Individuals can be accused of language crimes that their original words did not commit. When the original document or recording remains available, claims about what was communicated should be grounded in that artifact, not in recollection, characterization, or reformulation. 
If a transformed representation becomes the operative object of interpretation, the analysis can remain internally coherent while materially misrepresenting the original. Repair requires restoring the primary artifact as the object of interpretation.
5. Forensic Analysis and Document Governance
This article’s typology can be operationalized as an audit for structures that open unintended interpretive pathways:
a) Ask what frame a reasonable reader is likely to adopt.
b) Check for changes in authority, scope, or reference that are not clearly marked.
c) Identify what a cooperative reader must supply or overlook to keep the text coherent.
d) Return to the controlling source or relevant construct and ask whether the conclusion still follows without that repair.
This framework supports preventive document governance in assessment, regulatory, and administrative settings. Review attention can be directed toward known hiding places, including terms of art, dense noun phrases, deictic expressions, unmarked scope shifts, and polished assertions lacking explicit justification. 
Expert reviewers naturally process terms of art as invariant chunks; even complex and lengthy clauses from authoritative literature can pass smoothly as comprehensible units—despite failing to combine into a well-formed sentence. Readers might misjudge a complex sentence to be acceptably comprehensible, even if comprehensibility depends largely on already knowing what the words are supposed to mean. Readers of high-stakes documents cannot always be assumed to share the shorthand assumptions of expert writers; they might rely more heavily on literal wording. Readers are entitled to treat the literal wording as evidence of the intended meaning. 
The present framework highlights optimization processes applied in high-stakes communicative systems. Experienced reviewers routinely acknowledge their insider’s advantage, consciously taking it into account while processing dense prose. Successful processing by experts does not necessarily establish that the language is fit for assessment purposes. CPA Exam reviewers routinely address this problem, asking not only whether the intended interpretation can be recovered, but what cues, assumptions, and repairs are required to recover it. Application of these principles continues to develop across a large and complex production environment. The residual cases merit attention here because they reveal structures that survived repeated expert review, sometimes remaining unnoticed until candidates encountered them during pretesting. The system is increasingly attentive to feedback identifying unnecessary interpretive burdens. 
Elder (2024: 53) describes how listeners’ responses display their understandings and hold speakers accountable for meanings made available by their utterances. Candidate comments provide a delayed institutional counterpart: candidates report interpretations and challenge the adequacy of the wording that supported them. Review then determines whether those interpretations were justified and whether revision is warranted.
The diagnostic question is not simply whether readers can manage to understand a text, but whether the communicative system provides a principled route for resolving competing interpretations without imposing unnecessary interpretive work.
6. Understanding Misunderstandings
Misunderstanding cannot always be reduced to a reader’s failure to recover a writer’s intended meaning. Elder (2024) examines differences between intended and recovered meanings that do not necessarily prevent successful communication, including cases in which participants accept a meaning different from the one initially intended. Subsequent agreement therefore does not necessarily demonstrate accurate recovery of an original intention.
For document evaluation, three possibilities must be distinguished. A reader can recover the intended meaning without repairing defective wording; a reader can repair defective wording to recover that meaning; or participants can accept a different meaning and proceed successfully. These possibilities can overlap during an interaction, but they provide different evidence about the original communication. 
Not all textual defects cause misunderstandings because readers can repair them without noticing. Conversely, not all misunderstandings arise from textual defects: some reflect insufficient preparation or attention. Professional shorthand can appear defective to readers unfamiliar with its conventions. The diagnostic question concerns both the interpretation reached and the support the document provided for reaching it.
Underlying these varied outcomes are the same pragmatic mechanisms of interpretation. The proposed diagnostic vocabulary identifies where communicative misalignment arises and whether it is repaired, sustained, or induced. Across these cases, interpretive burdens vary in legitimacy, visibility, and processing cost. At the most extreme end, internal repair is unavailable or strategically defeated, requiring external restoration of the interpretive ground truth. The pragmatic mechanisms that facilitate healthy communication are not essentially different from the ones that enable communicative exploitation.
As Elder (2024: 39-40) emphasizes, communicated meanings and attributed commitments cannot always be settled by reference to speaker intentions. Here, intention helps distinguish inadvertent defects from deliberate exploitation, while the adequacy of an interpretation depends on the linguistic and contextual evidence supporting it. The present analysis also examines successful understanding achieved through repair: readers can recover the intended meaning and complete the task correctly while leaving a communicative defect unnoticed. Such cases make it possible to investigate not only why interpretation fails, but how successful interpretation can permit defective structures to survive.
The objective of benevolent systems is not to eliminate the need to make pragmatic inferences but to allocate inferential demands appropriately. Communicatively healthy systems attempt to make reasonable epistemic demands of their intended audiences while avoiding gratuitous interpretive burdens. When the construct requires linguistic certainty, the language can be designed to support it. 
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