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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the controversy over nonstandard
dialects as opposed to the standard language in the teaching of
English and makes a case for maintaining a commitment to Standard
English. The primary function of standard English is to provide a
means by which members of English-speaking society can communicate
with each other. It is essentially a complex set of rules, much like
the rules of baseball or chess and abandoning the rules or stretching
them too far can result in a total breakdown of the game. That the
rules of standard English are an arbitrary set of intrinsically no
better than those of nonstandard dialects in no way detracts from
their immeasurable value as the agreed-upon rules. To some extent,
the drive for social justice depends on certain kinds of education,
and teaching the facts about languages and dialects may help to
dispel one kind of prejudice. The school, however, must also continue
to teach students to read and write the standard language, not as the
language of the rich or povwerful, but as the language of educated
English speakers. (Author/HW)
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The Case for the Standard Language Fo st s e L

David E. Eskey
University of Pittsburgh

For years, even centuries, the knglish teaching prof_e_ssion has gore
along attempting to teach standard English without giving ruch thought tc
its réésons for doing so. For the most part we have taught it badly,
failing, for example, to distinguish between questions of conwention and
questiaons of moral value. Unconventional speakers from Huckleberry Finn
to the latest ghetto dropout have traditicnally been treated :as linquistic
pariahs up with whcm no standard speaker should have to put. Thus the |
average English teach& continues to regand the language advocated in
prescriptive grammars and employed in the dullest and most verbose of
textbooks as, simply, "good English" and the language of any nonstandard
speaker, no matter how imaginative, pungent, or apt, as, simply, "bad
English". This approach to dialect is cbviously absurd and the sooner

_ the profession discards it the better.

There are, however, 'good reasons for teaching the standard dialect.
Tre ¢ -1 of such teaching has been, roughly speaking, to turn our students
into fluent users of standard ‘English,-”vghich is just rough enocugh to have
‘allowed for all kinds of crazy interpretations by teachers who did (and
do) not know muech }about langquage. And yet if properly défined this goal

ia a good one: it should not be abandoned merely because so many Bﬂglish

Leachers have abused it in the past. We must rather distinguish mcre care- .

- fully amorig "students" and ascertain more precisely what it means to be

“Ffluent" in standard Fnglish.
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Students, for example, cbviously differ in their knowledge and control
of this particular dialect. Just as abviously then there is no point in
insisting that every student use it fram the mament he enters school.
Nothing good can came fram rejecting a student's language, or attempting
to impose an unfamiliar set of forms on a student in the midst of expressing
himself in what is for him the most natural manner. It makes ruch better
sense to teach such a student what a dialect is, what the standard dialect
is and why it might be worth learning, and then to help him make the
dialéctal adjustment. I should add "if he wants to." For same students in
this era of confrantaticn, the subject of dialect has unfortunately became
so emotionally charged that the students' self-respect is now inseparably
pound up with refusing to learn to speak or write standard Erglish. Every
teacher should attempt to prevent or d.l.spel this kind of sullen-peasant
thinking, but if his best attempts fail, so be it (as a friend cnce cbservad,
salvaticn is not campulsory): no student in our schools should ever be
failed for purely dialectal reasons. In assessing & student's language
performance, there are, as Ginevé Smithermman points o::lut,l far mare important
things to worry about — lJ.ke Clarity, coherence, organization, and using
evidence effectively. One can write well or badly 1n any dialect.

I would argue very strongly for this view of the problem. It seems
to me that in defining and isolating dialects we have largely obscured

. the natural humen ability to ad: ist to many varieties of language. A

dialect after all is only an abstraction, a particular set of features?
abstracted fram'the language of a whole group of speakers of one region

or ciass, no one of wham is likely to exhibit just that set of features
and no' other features. As Labov has noted, therc are no single-style
s{:eakers (or listeners, readers, and writers) and many of the features that

distinguish style fram s*yle similarly distinquish dialect from dialect. 3
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Given a little rational guidance and sufficient exposure to standard English,
any student who cares to can prabably master its forms, which are no more
caplex than those of any other dialect. He may still of course have trouble
expnessiné his thoughts, or have no thoughts worth expressing, but thebe

are altogether different problems.

. Students also differ in their linguistic needs. Any high school graduate
should perhaps be able to read the morning paper or New's;;’e-ek without a struggle,
but only a self-defined minority will want to do more sophisticated reading or
the kind of formal writing that, for example, a university student may have
to produce. )

As these remarks sugyest, the standard I have in mind is essentially

_a written standard. There is no standard pronunciation of English, not |

even for the U.S. let alane the whole world. Presidents Rennedy, Johnson,
and Nixon provide an cbvious example of {among other things) the range of
phonological variation emong speakers of standard American English: pro~
mmciation clearly differs fram ?egion to region. Although the electronic
media do exert a kind of standardizing influence, the essence of the
standard dialect is in its gramar and vocabulary. To say that someone
speaks standard; En'glish then is merely to say that he controls this syntax
and this vocabulary, t:.hathecan if he wants to (in making a formal presen-
tat.on, for example) talk like a book.‘

Properly defined, the goal of our teaching should thus be to help
esery student develop an understanding of what stamdard English is and
what it is used for, amd to help him became as fluent a reader and wiiter
of it as he wants and needs to be. Such a goal in no way implies pouncing
o every nonstandard form .or maving absurdiy inflated claims for the
beauf:ies and virtues of standard English.

For reasons cansidered in sane detail below, that gozl has, however,
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recently been questioned. Spokesmen far the profession like James Sledd
and Wayne O'Neil now argue against any special camitment to teaching
standard English at the expense, as they see it, of the nonstandard dialects.4
But to abandan that camitment would be, in my opinion, a greater blunder
than all of our previocus mistakes put together. There is a case to be made
for teaching the standard langi]s;ge far different from the one that is
currently in vogue, and the purpose of this paper is to ﬁﬁke that case,
_ The recent controversy over nonstardard dialects (and especially Black
English) has engendered two extreme antagonistic posiiions both of which
. seem to me to be dangerously wrongheaded. One, the bidialectalist (or
biloquialist) position, is that every nonstandard speaker should be given
a chance to learn the standard dialect without having to give up his own
kind of English. Since standard English is the language of those in
power, the nonstandard speaker, so the argument runs, must learn it if he -
wantstogetalwadinwrsocigty; he should not, however, be expected
to give up the dialect of his family and friends. 'I'heideaisfdrhimtol |
became bidialectal, that is to master a secornd dialect — standari English --
vwhich he can use in climbing the establishment ladder. According to my |
‘colleague Christina Bratt Paulston, bidialectalism "has as its goal camfortable
code~switching” betweén standard English and nonstandard English "according
to the appropriate situation.". She adds that "most of the literature" dealing
with the problem of nonstandard dialects "favors this approach, and “t is no
exaggeration to say that it is the one most camonly endorsed by sociolinguists
today."s
The counte_;: position is that nonstandard speakers should not be expected
to becare bidialectal, pa.r.‘tly because it pfobably cannot be done and patly
because the whole idea is based on what is essentially a racist premise --

EMC that minorities must learm to do things our way in cider to succeed in American
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society.

In general I accept the first part of this, not, however, because I
believe that people never change their dialects, but becuase in mixed
dialect situations they almost always do. My own experience (and the .
empirical evidence) suggests that there are no bidialectal speakers.® In
the process (formal or otherwise) of becaning educated, the nonstandard
speaker will inevitably modify his dialect, consciously a't-times, uncon-
sciously at others, so that his formal style {especially his formal written
syle} will gradually evolve into cne mere version of standard English. At
the opposite end of the scale, however; his intinate style dis likely to
retain much more of his original nonstandard English, although ro one who v
speaks that dialect anly will miss the intervening modifications. Such a
speaker will, in short, speak a mixed dialect like many, perhaps most, of
his fellow Americans. | A

It is the second part, however, which constitutes the heart of the
anti-bidialectalist position. The real battle is being fought not on
linguistic but on moral grovnds. Of bidialectalism's several published
critics the most eloquent is James Sledd, who, with a curious canbmat.lcm of
rhetorical brilliance and socmpolltlcal hysteria, has attacked this appreoach
with considerable heat: 7

The biloquiaglisi:, of course, makes a great fuss about giving the

child of the poor and ignorant, whether black or white, the choice

of using or not using standard English. "He should be allowed to

make that decision as he shapes his decisions in life." But the

biloguialist cbviously sees himself as the determiner of the deci-
sions which other people may decide, and the choice he deigns to

give is really not much choice after all. In the name of social

realism, he begins by imposing a false scheme of values, of which

"upward mobility" is the highest; and he then sets out to make the

child "upwardly mobile" by requiring hours of stultifying drill on

arbltrary matters of usage, so that in situations where standard

English is deemed appropriate the child may choose between "Rin't

nobody gon' love you" and "Nobody is going to love you." Appr

‘Eriate will be defined by the white world, which will also fix

punishment .f the llb&&ted doublespeaker prefers lus own de-—
finitian. Ain't nobody gon' love him if he does that. 7
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Thus the bidialectalists regard the standard language as essentially
a means for oa2tting on in the world, like wearing the right clothes or
getting to know the right pecple. Their opponents regaxrd it as essentially
a weapon the nain purpose of which is to keep the in-group in and the out=
group, especially the black out—group, out. The fact is that the social
issue here is crowding everything else out, including cammon sense. Ob-
vicusly the standard dialect has proved useful to both upward-bound blacks
and establishment racists in pursuing their mutually opposed social goals,
but the primary function of standard English is .to provide the basic means

" by which the educated members of English-speaking society can ct;nmm.cate,
as easily as possible, with each other. -

Like Sledd, I have always been irritated by Charles Fries' provincial
definition of standard English as the lanquage of those "who are responsible
for the important affalrs of our camumities."8 I would argue that standard
English is rather the language of the educated English-speaking peoples,
"educated" in the simplest sense of the word (not, needless to say, the

. sense of having eaJ:nedthJ.s or that degree, but the sensc of having actively

. enqaged in serious reading -- possibly same writing -- serious .listen:ing, and
informed conversation). That same of these people have made it big in New
York, London, and Ann Ark;or, Michigan, is , to put it as politely- as possible,

_not the defining characteristic of the group, a group which includes peovle
of many races and many sociceconuauic classes. What makes a camunity of all
thesc different kinds of people is the form (though not the conten*) of what
they read and write and what they listen to and say, a form which allows fof
widespread camunication. For a more to-the—pointl definition of standard
English, I- therefore turn to this recent camment by J. Mitchell Morse:

Standard English is the English in which most of the bocks, magazines,

and newspapers we read are written. The ability to read, write, and
speak it is a necessary key to the information and artistry books con-
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tain and the oconversation they make possible. . One of the ~liches

educatianists live by is that the spoken Emglish of the educated

classes is called "standard" as a matter of snchbery. But that

is a half-truth. Obviously there is snobbery; but the spoken Eng-

lish of the educated classes is called "standard" becuase in its

grammar and vocabulary it conforms to the world-wide wniformities

of written English: in a word, because it is standard.?

The real case toO be made for the standard language, then, has nothing
tc do with any group's conscious use or misuse of it. Its value, like the
value of language itself, is one we largely take for grante-d‘, but perhaps
the time has come to point out that the English-speaking world —— which
encampasses much of the physical world -- has ;;rofitted enomo:lsly fram the
simple existence of a general standard which has helped to keep the language,
despite its many dialects, universally 1‘.ntelligib1e.l0 =

In defending standard English and the teaching_of standard English, I
am certainly not, however, suggesting tt}at we shc_)uld just go on doing what
we have been doing. On the contrary, I wouldaréue that the teaching of
stadard English, thouwgh it must not be eébandoned, should be radically over-
haled. If American stuientshadgverbeenexposedtothefactsabmtlanguage
and varieties of language there might never, in my opinicn, have been any
problem. We should, as responsible professiocnals, thus insist that no English
teacher be umxedloose in the classroom until he has mastered at least
the fundamentals of soc1al and regional dialectology. Such a teacher will
kno. better than 'to try to sell his students a single brand of ZInglish as
the one and only English for all times and places. He will deal with the
rany dialects of the language, and the natural shifting of styles within
dialects, as the typical situation it is. and he will waste no time in class
running d_qwn nogzstandard forms or making transparently fratx@ulent claims for
the natural sup“,eriority of Ehe standard dialect. He will, however, continuc
to te;ch it and, given a rational description of the facts, his students

may in turn come to understand the true function and value of standard English

s
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in ocur society.

Standaxd English is essentially a camplex set of rules (albeit a loosely
structured set), much like the rules of football or chess and, just as in
these sports, abandoning the rules or stretching them too far can result in
e total breakdown of the game in which nobody wins and everybody loses. That
the rules of standard English are an arbitrary set intrinsically no better
than those of nonstandard dialects in no way detracts fra-n.thei.r immeasurable
value as the agreed upon rules of the game. To same extent the drive for
social justice deperds on certain kinds of education, and teaching the
. facts about languages and dialects may help to dispel one kind of prejudice.
mtthesdwoclsnustalsoaonti:metoteachmrsuﬁentstoreadandwrite
the standard language, mot as the language of the rich and powerful but as
the language of educated speskers evexywl_ae.re.
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FOOTNOTES

“'God Don't Never Changéa': Black English from a Black Perspective," College
English, March 1973, pp. 831-832.

More specifically a set of phonological, grammatical, and lexical features.
In my own Pittsburgh area English, for example, there is only one low or

central bacl: vowel (cot and caucht are hamonyms), many speéke.rs would accept

your hair needs cut and that's all you ever talk about any more as perfectly

gramnatical, and a soda is not a soft drink -- that's pop.

william Labov, The Study of Nonstandard English (Washington, D.C.: NCTE/CAL,

1970), pp. 19 and 22.

See, for example, Sledd's “Bi-dialectalism: the Linguistics of White Supre-
macy” (English Journal, December 1969, pp. 1307-1315); and “"Doublespeak:

Dialectology in the Service of Big Brother" (College English, Jamuary 1972,

pp. 439-456), which follows O'Neil's "The Politics of Bidialectalism® (pp. 433-
439). All three articles are attacks an bidialectal (or biloquial)isn ("double
speak”" in Sledd's contemptuous coinage), a movement devoted to teaching
standard English.‘:to rbnstardard .speakers (for more discussion, see below).

In an exchange with one: disgruntled critic, Sledd carefully points out that

he ras never exattly opposed the teaching of sﬁandazd English in the schools,
but he has certainly made it clear, as has O'Neil, that he sees no particular
value in it (George R. Beissel, "Cament on James Sledd" and James Sledd,

"Pesponse to George R. Beissel," College English, January 1973, pp. 582-585).

"Or the Moral Dilemma of the Sociolinguist," Language Learning, December 1971,

p. 176, Sledd provides an extensive list of bidialectalist publications in

his "Doublespeak," p. 440, text and footnote.
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Or very few: an occasional linguistic virtuoso hardly counts. For further
discussion of the virtual nonexistence of genuine bidialectal speakers, see
Sledd's "Doublespeak,” pp. 440-441 ("The Moneyed Bankrupt"). See also Labov,
p. 36. -

"Doublespeak,"” p. 450. For Sledd a positive camitment to teaching standard
English implies collusion with an utterly corrupt establishment. The conclu-
sion which follows fram this remarkable premise is, not surprisingly, apoc-

alyptically gloamy: “Because our ruling class.is unfit to rule, cur standard

language lacks authority; and because cur society has been corrupted by the

- profit-seeking of technology run wild, an honest teacher cannot exercise his

nomal function of transmitting to the young the knowledge and values of their
elders. In fact, the time may came, and soon came, when an honest teacher
can't keep his honesty and keep teaching” (p. 455).

American English Grammar (New York: Appletan-Century-Crofts, 1940), p. 13.

¢smuldpemapspomtmtthatmeswashereooncenedtoestabhshob-
jective criteria for classifying various kinds of writers, and was there-

- fore almost inevitably drawn to years of formal education, occupational

gtatus, and s:imiiar measures. The study itself, like so much of Fries' work,

is a masterpiece, but Ehe fact remains that this definitich of standard

English strikes'an extremely sour note today.

"The Shuffling Speech of Slavery: Black English," College English, March 1973,

p. 835. My only quarrel with this is in same of the phrasing: I would say
that -standard English "is a necessary key to the information and artistry” many
(not all) "books contain.',"_and I would substitute a simple "educated people" f{or
"the educated classes": I doubt that such people really constitute a class in

any of the usual senses of that word. About Morse s article as a whole, however,

_ and Snuthennan s contrasting "God Don't Never Change", I have more serious reser-
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In 1964 during the last in their series of BEC broadcasts, Albert Marckwardt,
in response to a question fram Randolph Quirk about the future of English,
observed "that in Shakespeare's time there were about five million persons
speaking English. At present, there are no less than 270 million speaké'r.s
of English who have Jearned it as their first language, that is to say, who
speak it natively. This, after all, is a more than fifty-fcld increase in
focur centuries. In additicon, there are many millions aIsb- v.«‘ho speak English

ac a foreign or as a second language; possibly 135 million" (A Carmon Languace,

Washington, D.C.: USIS, 1965, p. 74). To this he later added the observation
that the English language "is global already. People speak it natively in
virtually every cantinent of the world" (p. 75). "The sphere of English,"

Quirk concluded, "now is the world" (p. 79).



