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Black English Vernacular (BEV) is spoken in more or

less pure form by many, if not most, of the inner-city students

attending college under plans like open enrollment. In cities, nmost
blacks, Puerto Ricans, and many other non-native speakers speak or
can speak a form of BEV, The prevalence of BEV in elementary and

- secondary schools of the inner city Ls‘even'greater. BBV is a dialect .
~of English which is infinite in scope and fu I | |

‘of expressing anything which can be meant in any dialect in English., =~

However, most English teachers neither speak BEV nor kpow anything Lol

about it. To negativelgieValuate a paper written in BEV is to .

~contradict the humanis

c view ot the value of each individual and

~_ the goal of English teaching as maximizing personal human

~ pedagogically. All teachers of reading and writing must make alear to

s a position ve cannot hold either politically or

their students the differences between writton and spoken language -

- using situations and the concomitant differences between written and
spoken language conventions. This can and should be done for all
‘speakers, for written and spoken English are different for all.,

ly capable in principle
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I am going to assume several things: R y ﬁmgf“"mmwo"“,“mma"

,First, that there is a Black Bnglieh Vernacular ﬁhlch is spoken‘in

more oy less pure form by many, if not most, of the inner city Etudents B

attending college under plans like open enrollment. In our eities most :

p————

Blacks, Puerto«Ricans, and meny other Non~Native epeakers speak or can L

speak a form of BEV. The prevalence of BEY in elementary and eecondary .

JApa—

schools of the inner city is even greater.ki‘ryk'
Second, that BEV ie a dialect of Englieh whieh 19 1nflnite in scope
'and fully capahle in prinelple of expressing anything which can be meant
in any dialect 1n English. : It is perfeotly true. of course, that most ‘Lf‘;»f
r‘BBv Speakere don't use it in these ways, but that is another issue. | o
% Third, that most English teachers don't epeak BEV (and have never
»‘TSpoken it).' And many neither underatand it, nor know enough ebout')t.il?°fh

| All of those positlons oan be (and have been) fully documented. J;‘}
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The thesis I would liké to propose here is that a position liks;

"You can't give 2n A to a paper written in non-stdndard Bnglish," in
both a POLITICAL and A PEDAGOGICAL position and that if we believe in
gwhat ne say we bellsve - that is in the humanistic view of the value of
ieaoh individual and that the goal of English teaching iszto maximize
personal human ¢rowth - then it is a position we'ggnngg hcld either polit_
ically or pedojically.’ |

Before arguing my case I'd like to clear away a bit of underbrush
to make plain what I am not talking about. I am not talking about whether
or not to give grades, Whether we do or don‘t we are by virtue of our
role going to be viewed as and view ourselves as evaluators of student
writing in some fariuon. Nor am I pretending that I don't value or
speak (and write) standard American English (SAE). I do and I do, and: ,k
therefore, I am not arguing thatkanyone - black:or white,inatiVG orTnon~,
native speaker - should not learn to write SAE if and Whenkhe or'she”wantskk
to.. | |

What I am concerned to define and explicate are some positions that
we as English educators should take in helping our students to deal with

"ﬂone of the most orucial pedagogical problems they wi

T'Tf‘ or their high School and college students_who write papers i“;BEV‘; WHéﬁiﬁ illf;~¢75
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make you try to arrest m¢ any how my‘name Martin Roberts. Oh you
are the wrong guy. Next time Be right because 1'll shot the snot
out of you.

Whitey interviewing you for a job ==

Hi whats happening man do you have any job open, I am a very good
sales men had 7 years experiance in stores carlots and factories
anything you name I've had it, What you reasons for quiting all
these job, see when I get a man I won't one that is responsible

of being hear. If you salary is right, you have a’ responsible cat
working for you.today, tomorrow, and the next davs: . Well you is on.
Who my name is Martin Roberts, let go. back to ny office.

Your girl friend -

Heli-0 whats happening baby how are you feeling. Well X am feeling -

alright, just thingking of what was the mean of being with that girl ";

lest night. Man I dont no what you are talking about, youno I
wouldn't nothing like that baby.  But, Hell ‘you did, woman 1'11

_take you mine out, and pinch it and see if it will jump if vou don't

believe me well you: can best thing. Ok honej ' be right,

Your closest friend of same sex, late at night, as conversation gets»fj~
very serious - - o

‘ Hay man 1 mean brcther man T am in serious trouble man b ¢ got T

: steeling some potato chips, now I have to pay out 100 ‘dollars for

just one simple thing. Do you parents no about it yet, man I dont'Qi ‘
wont them to fine ou: about that they beat the mess ot of me. with' -

‘ my cloths. on.k Well we'll fine it out what we can. do.

V.

A child whom you have just met -—'lﬁ

,Hi, man, my name ig Martin what is your's 01d Blacks the ‘snot E

catcher 1. catches any thing you can lét loose Well thats go man'f;“'~'

 because I hava some Bugger in my nose that i ready to fly, Well I
‘ :ido other things ‘besides that I play spor*s, now hats uhats happen-;;jz,a;ﬂ
_ing 1ets See what goinq down in the park 0K man.,! ot

k ‘fuBefore considezing the paper and its pedogoqical implications I wwald
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have read George orwell at bedtime always knew they woxe.

The central point here is that whether one takes the viewpoint of
linguistio theoxy or the broader one of sooio—linguistics the significance
attached to the differences between spoken BEV and spoken SAE are based on
social, economic, ‘and political factors which stem from who speaks what,
when,~and to whorn rather ‘than anything baged in the‘language systems theme
selves. There axe, of’course, wide‘distinotions among speakers of both
dlalects but the between oroups differences are not as great as the within
groups differences. In fact, the street culture of the inner city may put
more stress on superior verbal performance than any other American sub=

culture. My point essentially is that the vilue attached to spoken BEV

stenms from the power possessed by thosekwho uge it, and if i{ were the

dialect of Wall Street and”Scarsdale, it would be thekprestige dialect in

our schools.

As a language, in fact, BEV has certain advantages of precision and

regularity lacking in,SAﬁ. To cite butktwo examples, the SAE present pro+m

gressive

o (1)p he 13 vorking

'iﬁr’is used to express both a present activity and an’ habitual activity or.

f‘stateyofpeffeirs,j~mhis distinction ie captured by the BEV which uSes (4) hf'x"

" to express the former and (3) for the latter.
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Such issues are irrelevant here, however, because the question of

- guperiority of one dialect or another must be asked in terms of theyoulture
_or culturee in which the dialects areyused. In'faot one nf pur,tasks'as
English educators muet be to help our Students see‘the politioal and
cultural implications here and to realize that the notione of a "standard"
dialect (and, by implication, of non-standard ones) are not those of
»‘f'absolute but relative value - and that those vaJues can vary at 1east on r
khietorical, regional, and sooial-olass grounds., , |

One of the diffioultiee in doing this, however, is the inoredibly :

v powerful gut—based linguistio snobbery that almost all of us have. Since k

I am sure that English teachers have thie disease more strongly than s
moet, it will not be enough to deal with such questions intellectually ‘
 and abstractly. We must 1earn~how it £22£§'§° speak,a etigmatized,dialeotw_
: and to recognize the emOtional impaotAoffbeingktold that we'spéékffunﬁy*
(or bad or stupidly)- Linguistio prejueioe is no more rational than _1:*7'
' kany other kind an3 rational explanations will not wholly eradioate it.,r:
 The political and pedagogical 'epeots of this iseue merge when we fff

oonsider the English teaoher partioularly in his or her role as a writ- fff*“.

= ;:ing teacher._ While the goals of human growth through language deve10p-

? ,ihment do not necessarily require that any student ohange the dialeot he or 'fff;g
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fiéable to WRITE in Standard Written English (SWE). The issues merge be~
cfcause whether one vlaws the nation 8 achoola as the great equalizer or

’the great sorter, it has consistently been aesumed that teaching SWE is

ﬁipart of the Bnglish teacher 8 task. " ‘

- By SWE 1 mean simplj - and 1 hope non—controversially - those con-feiF‘, .
ventions of punctuation and usage and spelling as well as certain facets . |
‘of vocabulary and grammar which ‘are characteristio of cOntemporary rhetorio.’:“ﬁi
I doa't mean to imply that I am unawareé of stylistic variationa or levels 5
of usage, only that most of that kind of variety can be encompassed in ;Trg '
| what I take o be SWE. A more precise definition would be desirable, but

1 don't have one a: hand.5 v ‘ _' s “i' fff:“; 1t'"‘i 'H?ifat,;“
|  One of tha important reasons why SWE is important to learn to lead

5kand to write is that many (but not all) of the fea*ures of dialect varia-

'”_7tion which (ox please) our ears disappear in the written form. People who'uifffi
speak Standard Atlanta American ox Standard Boston Amsrican or Standard ‘
o‘Cthago American may sound very different, but they don t write or spell

’ idifferently. The point is even clearsr when‘one‘considers5 T %differencesau
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_ We must be careful to’recognize, however, that our "Standards" for
written English must not become too inflexible, To say that all students
should acquire skill in SWE neither means that all student writing should be
,written in SWE nor that SWE 1s an unchanging system. Promoting language growth
may require many types of writing ~ Bome of whioh should be essentially speeoh
written down and emphatically NOT in sws - while some of which must be in swE.
iFurther we must not forget that Shakespears 8 SWE is not ours, and that the
future,conventions of SWE are hard to predict even with Fowler orVStrunk_and:
White at our elbow. | | -

’ Assuming for a moment that we all agree that one of our goals for the:v
: students of our students is the acquisition of skills in SWE, then how do we '
ihelp them get them there? And how do we help them help writers of papers:lli“
~ 1ike the one I distributed? Can they given an A to a paper written in NSWE?

Without presuming to give a complete answer to these questions, I think
it is safe to offer some suggestions and, perhaps most important, some caveat
1about things we would not have our future teaohers do. _(And that we should

, not do ourselves.)f

The first caveazis that acquiring skills in SWE need not mean any change o

h'f;ifin the way one speaks.3 Cnanges in pronunciati;, and in soms speots of

grammar are separable from changes in writing and reading‘abglity. Our ?j] f,~;5

ig‘spelling system is not phonetio and it is had“er to. learn it if one lives"‘
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Therefore, ny first suggestion is that all teachers of reading and
writing must make cleax to their students the differences betWeen written
and spoken language using situations and the rconcomitant differences be-,
Utween written and spoken language conventions. This can and should be donef'
for all speakers, for written and spoken English are different for all. The
degree of difference nay vary and will therefore require a different emphasis tsii
ihere, buz the basic process is similar across dialects. ’ ' . :
The paper I distributed is a olear example of this problem. i don't;
much care whose fault it is. The demands of written English require that
'ldifferent speakers be identified with quotation marks, by paragraphing and
with santence . final punctuation. The failure to do this in the paper
makes it hard to read but such questions do not, as far as I am aware, ha"e

.anything at all to do with Standard vs.;Non-Standard English. And 1earning/

‘teaching such conventions has nothing to do with politics er class in a

~i differentiated sense, because everyone has to learn them. You may acquire

{an upper-class accent at your mother's knee but there is nothing natural or ‘
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"tracks" those students who don't have the skills into classes, frequently

knon-credit, with others who also don't have them. wWhile this may have the

. virtue of isolating the "dummies" in hopes of preventing the infection of

‘ k,most will never see any value in reading books in swv or. in writing on sub-

the "real" students {is dumbness really catching?), it also guarantees that
virtually all of them will stay there until they get discouraged and quit.

Anyone who has looked even briefly at the literature on language conformity

to group norms knows that if one wants to bs part of the group one must talk
like them. (In Labov's terms only the "lames" ~ those kids who can't make k

it with their peer group - turn to the school as a source of value and -

therefore lose or never acquire a full command of the BEV ) Therefore putting )

kids with BEV language skills, habits and attitudes together assures us that

jccts and. for audiences who rcquire SWE. If they don't do either, they will
t certainly never master SWE themselves.

The secOnd suggestion, therefore, is that "remedial" reading and

»;writing classes should ba abolished and that heterogeneous grouping be em- f; e

iployed with as widely divergent students as possible. Only by doing this

\ i will all students become real students who can learn to value SWE not as a

:':fguf,replacement for their vernacular but as an addition to their linguistic .

('{repertoire.~ This is not to advocate either bi-dialectalism or eradication

| f "sub.standard" dialects, but rather to value linguisticdand cultural,
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The paper at hand also can show us the value of this epproach. I
don't know enything of the compos;tion of the class it wae written in, but
1 am sure that the paper could have been improved - again without reference
to dialect « 1f it had boen written to a diverse student audience. Any !
iwriter wants to communicate something Lo someone. (This is, of course, often"'*
not true of schodlwriting, which only demonstrates that most of it is. not
writing at a11 ) If the someones one is writing to are a diverse group who
don't all share the same background of experience, the pressures on the
kwriter to use - a 1anguage they have (or can have) in commOn‘(i.e.,fsomethingv

11

approaching SWE) - are ‘much greater. Immediate audience feéaback“from'A"““

valued audience as the class is likely to be or can become can he1p to bring o

clarity and impact in much more effective ways than any teacher judgment
fron the 01ympian heights of Aristotelian rhetorio., | k .

My final cavea;is a brief ones not al] student papers should be

writtenfin SWE. This was stated in passing earlier but it cannot be empha-,f7,ff*s

,sized too strongly. ’
If the writer of the paper we've been looking nt had been olear and
,‘used the conventions of ertten Engllsh his”comm“nicative purpose wouldf

o I;have“been badly served by using sws‘throughout If h"is-to really“
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We must give A's to some papers written in Non-Standard English be-
cause sometimes they are written in the best way they can be, If we want
our students to grow and develop as language users and as human beings they
must know who they are and not have to pretend to be someone else. Learning‘
to write SWE should help them become what they can be, but they do not have

to learn it at the cost 0% denying who they are.




