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ABSTRACT

The statement by the Executive Committee of the
Conference on College Composition and Communication affirming the
student's right to his own lanquage--his dialect--poses a challenge
deserving further research, especially as it concerns the classrcom
situation. Black English, a dialect with linquistic principles whose
roots can be traced to West Africa, has not been accepted by mcst
educators although it has been shown to bee z logical pgade of
eypression. The effect of focusing standard English onto students ;
accustomed to using black English has been negligible. Moreover, the
proposal that children be taught to read and write in their own
dialects and then be allowed to switch to standard English after they
have grasped the principle of correspondence between written letters
and spoken lanquage will not preserve our heritage of dialects.
Implicit in the right to language is the responsibility for
communicability, but until more is written and understood in black
¥nglish, many questions remain unanswered concerning its
communicability. (JM) ‘ ~
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VEST £opy AVAILABLE

Cn Mlarch 22, 1972, the Executive Committee of the Con-
ference on College Composition and Communication passed the

following resolution:

We aflfirm the student's rigsht to his own lan-
guage~-the dialect of his nurture in which he finds
his identity and style. Any claim that only one
dialect is acceptable sheuld be viewed as an
attempt of one social group to exert its dominance
over another, not as either true or sound advice to
speakers or writers, wor ss moral zdvice to hunans.
A nation which is proud of its diverse herituge and
of its culturzl and racial variety ought to pre-
serve its heritage of dialects. e uffirm strongly
the need for teachers to have sucl training as will
enable them to support this goual of diversity and
this right of the student to his own language.

I intend to exumine this statement in an effort to determine
to what extert it is based on sound linguistic principles
applicable to the actual classroom situation.

The staﬁement is in direct opposition to whut has been
‘the accepted‘view of dialects held by mos ¢ educotors--a view
based on the theory of "verbal deprlvatlon." mhis theory, as
put forth by Cdrl dereltnr states that "the language of cul-
turally»deprived children ;f. . 13 not merely an underda2veloped
version of standard wnglish, but ié a busiculiy non-logical

1

modc of expressive behavior.," If Mr. bBereiter is correct,

‘lCarl‘hereiter et al., "An Acuademically Oriented Pre-
ichool for Culturally Deprived Children," Pre-dchool
Bducation Toduy, edited by Fred Hechinger (hew York Double~
day, 1906), p. 113. ‘
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it must be the duty of teachers to instruct their students in
standard English, thus denying these students the very right
which the Bxecutive Committee of the CCCC has affirmed.

In examining the differences between these two points of
view, one must first specify what is meant by the word

‘dialect.' J. L. Dillard, in Black English, defines dialect

as "a collection of idiolects; that is, the speech pattern
of a number of individuals whose language is similar in some

0
e

significant way. Tdiolect is the chuructaristic speech
pattern of an individual. This definition is perhaps quite
general;, but T feel that any other one would lead to further
semantic difficulty, and perhaps to a faulty conclusion.

The first und most obvious problem raised by Dillard's
definition is thst, if dislect is no more than the common
ground of certuin idiolects, trnen we might ac well say that
every studeﬁt has a right to his own idiolect. 1In thié case,
there would be no necd to teach standurd Znglish at all,
since every individﬁal wotld be an‘experf‘in his own idiolect.
But I do not think that this objection will really bear huch
scrutiny. The imagined situation is in fact an impossibiiity,
How many Englishvteuchers, grammar book in hand, havekstood up
before their clusses and declared; “That language is just fine
on the street corncr, but it simply wiil not de in the classe

room." The point is that idiolects do not have to be

€. L. billurd, Bluck inslish  (Kew York: Random House,
1972), p. 20C.
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standardized in the classroom; they are standardized on the
street corner. Any speaker of any language must learn the
rules of his own dialect, else he will be unable to communi-
cate with any other speukers. It is these rules which make
idiolects "similar in some significunt way." Yroof of the
existence of uany dialect is contingent upon the existence of
a repgular set of such rules,

The majority of Mr. Bereiter's "culturully deprived chil-
dren" probably speak 4 diuslect which is referred to either as
Black #£nglish or ss Negro non-stendard bn.;lish. TIn this paper
I will concentrate on this dialect.

The existence of blsck anglish as a diaslect with its own
coaplicated system of rules zand workable forms is not accepted
by most cducators; rather, it is seen as an inferior version
of stundard knglish. Certuinly Mr, Eereiter does not acknowl-
edge i¥s existence. 1 will not try here tc prove the existence

of Eluck Znglish; for, to prove something which has already

been prdven is pointlgss. Dillsrd's Black English traces

the ‘disnlect back ﬁo its roots in the Pbrtuguese settlements
of:West Africa' examines the differenées Vetween Black ing-~
lish snd Southern English in the United tates, and identifies
a number of the linguistic principles by which Black English
functioné. 1 would, however, like to borrow an exsmple from
‘Dillard, not simply to show how one of these rules functions,

but to point out hew it reflects upon teaching und the
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statement of the CCCC.3

Dillard refers to a colleague at Columbia who, when
testing teachers of disadvantaged children, employed the same
type of drills that the teachers had been using with their
classes--only he tested them on the structure of the language
which tne children spoke, Black &nzlish. The linguist would
say, "He sick," then ask the teacher to give the negative
form, which is, "He ain' sick." OCn the other hund, the nega-
tive form of the sentence, "He be sick," is "He don't be
sick." Here the word "be" stands for hubitual action; there-
fore one could séy, "HHe be sick all the time" or "He sick
right now," but nct "He sick all the time" or "He be sick
rir-ht now." ince they were unfamniliar with what goes on at
the street cormer und had not been listening to their stu-
dents, . the teachers were unable to give the correct responses.
It is not-difficult to see that this is exzctly what happens

in reverse ‘in the classroom with a white teacher and black

- Zven when the existence of Black English is acknowi—
edged. there are those who cohtend that tﬁe‘language is non-
logicsl. William Labov, in his study of non-standard English,
has attacked this contention, and 1 use his data in answering
the contention. (me of the youny black students with whom

Labov worked in New York City gave the following explanation

5‘I‘hé exanple is found in Dillurd, Black English, p. 271.
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of why, if there were a God, he would be a white God:

Why% I'11 tell you why. 'Cause the average
whitey out here got everything, you digt And the
nigger ain't got shit, y'know: Y'understan'? So--
um--for--in order for that to hapgen, you know it

ain't no black God that's doin' that bullshit,

"The choice of words may not be precise, but the logic is
indisputable. In contrast, Labov cites the answer of a
college-educated bluack man to a question about dreams:

I do believe that there is such a thing that a per-

son can put himself in a state of mind (Mhu), or

that--er--something could be given them to intoxi-

cate them in a certain--to a certain frame of mind--
that--that could actually be considered witchcraft.

This sentence was the sixth and last one in the man's answer;
but he rambled on to this point on his own. The sentence by
itself says practically nothing and is reflective of the
unswer as a whole. Learning standard English has hardly made
this man more logical; indeed, he sounds much less logical
than the younger spesker of Black inglish.

The assunmption that Black knglish is a non-logical mode
of expression should not be attribusted to bigoted educators;
rather, it stems from some busic misunderstundings about the
nature of Eluck bnglish. These same misuncerstandings lead

to failure in the classroom, which in turn leads educators

b yion e : L ‘ s
@illiam labov, "The Logic of Non-standard English,™
The Florida il Rejorter, Spring/lummer 1969, p. 66.
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to assume that black urbun children aire culturally deprived,
hence suffering from "verbal deprivation" when they ehter
school. The process is circular and offers no hope to the
black student. Lubov reports that in one of his repetition
%ests‘black students were asked to repeat the sentence, "Ask
Albert if he knows how to piay basketball.” They repeated,
"axe itlbert do he know liow to play basketball." But when the
sentence was changed to "isk Albert whether he knows how to
play buasketball," they were incapable c¢f coming up with any-
thing except sentences like “Axe Albert . . . whether do he
know how to play busketball." The word "whether" does not
signal an embedded question in Black snglish, whereas "if"
could serve this x’tmction.5 such structures are basic to the
teaching of stundard knglish. For the black child entering
school the switch to standard English is not simply a matter
of learning new wordé, but a matter of completely changing
the structure, both surface ahd underlying, of his own lan-
guage. and when the child leuves the school grounds, the
hew structure learned in the classroom does not apply. What
is the effect of forcing standard English onto these students?
Labov concludes:
Cne cun force the issue by demznding full and
explicit statements from children und repressing

their own vernuculasr forms. But it seems certain
that one does so0 only at the cost of sharpening the

‘- ‘ ‘ [
?.illism Labov, The Jtudy of Nonstundsrd cnt*]. sh (Wash-
ington, b.C.: <Center for applied Lingnistics, 1 ,UZS pe 46,
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cultural conrlict which already exists. The
r2sistunce to the school situation cn the part cf
the vernzcular speaker csn be repressed in the
early grades, but it is very likely that it will
return with renewed vigor in the fourth und fifth
grades, with dumaging results to the educational
precess.®

Of course, we do not need the evidence uand conclusions of
a few linguists to convince us that the use of standard Zng-
lish in black schools has not worked. The system has already
failed the test of time. It has not worked. The Federal
"Headstart" program, which attempted to impose standard Eng-
lish on black urban preschool children, has not been productive.
In fact, the lurge outpouring of Federal funds to help minor-
iﬁy education in general has met with only minimal success.
The time is here to look for another solution.

Apparently, then, each student does huve a "right to his
own luanguage," and insistence upon the use of standard English
in the public schools is "an attempt of one social group to
exert its dominsnce over another." So far, the statement of
the CCCC‘seemé valid. Yet, what does it really mean to say
that a student has a "right to his own language"? Does this
mean that he should be allowed to write in his own‘dialect
and at the scme time learn to speuk and read stahdard English?
Does it mean thut all schocl textbooks should be written in

dialects other thun stundard znglisht 1t is easy to say that

6Lul)ov, study of Nonstsndard lnglish, p. 50.
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what others have done is wrong, but difficult to say what we
could do that might be right,

What would happen if all public school textbooks were
written in dialects other than standard English? First, we
must assume that such a project could be accomplished, which
is doubtful. Nevertheless, I will muake this assumption. We
shall rewrite the textbooks. Black people will retain their
language both in speech and in writing. Black English will
become the languuge of the lower clusg--even to a larger
extent than now prevails. is a result, micunderstanding and
segregation among the races will undoubtedly increase. The
prospects for such a project do not appear to be sound.

Equally absurd is the idea that children can be taught
to read one giaulect while learning to write another. The
confusion that such a system would cause within the mind of
any child would be incredible. What is more, the social
problems incidental to the language difference would persist.
"It's 211 right for you to write in Black kEnglish, but‘ahy-
thing worth reading is written in oﬁr language.ﬁ

Dillard proposes a solution to our linguistic dilemma
based on the work of William Stewart at the BEducation study
Center in Washingt6n; D.C. The idea is thut children be
taught to read and write in their own dialects, then switch
to standard Knglish after they have grasped the fundamentals:

In principle, once the bepinnings reader has learned
the principle of correspondence between written
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letters und spoken language, transition to the read-

ing of Stundard snglish should be much easier.

(¥ractically speaking, the main reason for the transi-

tion to Stundard ¥nzlish is that there is little sp

nothing written in Elack kinglish.) It is obvicus that

a person who is literate in kEnglish does not have as

far to go in learning to read French as does a person

who not only does not speak Fresch but does not know

how to read his nutive English.
Yerhaps Dillard is right, if we want to teach black children
to read and write standard'EnglisH;' Such an approach, how-
ever, will noc'prese&vé our "heritage of dialects." Dillard
may be working with the same sort of circular logic that has so
long hindewred the efforts of educators. For, if little or
nothing is being written in Black Znglish now, certainly there
will be less if black children are taught to write standard
English. Dillard does see some possibility for the future of
Black English in print, pointing to such persons as Ameer
Baraka and Langstoen Hughes who have written in the dia-
lect for many years. bBut most of this work has been done in
the creative fields, and specifically‘with dialogue, in drama
and poetry. What would happen if someone tried to write an
‘essay sbout Fluto's Meno in black dialect? Could it be done?
I1f so, could it be understood apart from the black community
and a few linguists?

The truth is that nobody really seems to know. Labov

ignores the question when he reuaches it; Dillard postulates on -

7

Ditlard, bBlack English, p. 284.
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some possibilities; Eereiter does not even seem to recognize
that there is any question. Educated guesses can be madde. -
There is a good chunce, for instancé, that with minimal
effort bBluck English could be understood by non-speakers.
No doubt anyone with a B.A. in English could read and under-
stuand these lines:

And in hymself he lough right at the wo

Cf hem thut wepten for his deth so faste;

snd dunpned al oure werk that foloweth so0

The blynde lust, the which that may nat laste,

And sholden al oure herte on heven caste.

and forth he wente, shortly for to telée,

There as vlercury sorted hym to dwelle.
Yet, when a group of wngzlish teachers in New York City were
given the following pussage,

Lawd, we ain't what we wanna be; we ain't what

we oughta bej; we sho' nuff ain't what we lak to be;
but tharnk the Lawd, we ain't what we was,

not one of them recognized ﬁhe fact that he was reading a
prayer.9 |

kducated guesses are one thing; proof is quxte another.
The only way to detcrmine whether someone can write an essay

in Black 'English on PFlato's Meno is to have someone do it.

rerhaps the tusk is actually impossible. We shall never know

8Chaucer's Troilus 3snd Criseyde, Bock V, lines 1821-27.

G, . .

fieil Fostman ond Charles UClU’dPtn“P, Linguistics, a
devoluticn in Teaching (New York: [Lell Fublishking Co., 1@66),
T p. 189.
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until we experiment. Such experiments should reveal quite a
bit. For instance, if a conversation were to be taped while
a speaker of Black Znglish was discussing Plato, znd the speaker
used the word "ask" (pronounced "axe"), would that same speaker
transcribe his word to paper as "ask" or "axe"? Since the
letters sre only symbols, very likely he would write "ask."
Such a pronunciation is no harder to understand than standard
zZnglish "island," Black English may be much easier to read’
when written by a vernacular speaker than when written by a
linguist or as dialogue in a play. Would someone writing in
Black English drop‘the final "t" from "ain't"? We might
assume he would--perhaps because we assume that writing in
‘Black English would be more phonetically logical than writing in
standard English.

Many areas need to be explored. Can people write in
Black English at any level? If so, could othér scholars read
what’is.written without too much difficﬁlty?“if ve affirm:
the student's “pight‘tb hiS‘own language," shall we‘stiil
‘teach standard Eﬁglish in thé classroom? - Béginning‘at what
1eveiﬁ‘ If‘childben's‘books are to be published in Elack Eng-
1ish, what symbols should be used for thoéé”sounds which theu
children know as: their vocabulary? |

Hopefully, 1ingﬁistic researcil in the area of diélect
‘will shed light on these trouéling matters. William Stewart's
work with black qhiidren in the nation's capital should be

~helpful when his results are evaluated. it tauis time I believe
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it is impossible to say what we really mean by 2 student's
"right to his own language." In this country, can our
“heritage of dialects" be perpetuated without obstructing that
comnunication which is so vival among racial groups in a
pluralistic society? The affirmation by the Confergnce of
nicee.
College Composition u«nd Comaunication sounds very s¥ow; yet
it really sugiests very little that can be implemented within
our prevailing situation and given the limits of our knowl-
edge at this time.

In order to answer some of the questions that the CCCC
statement ruises, [ propose that appropriate research be
undertoken--for example, that a person fluent in Black Eng-
lish write an essay in his own dialect on rluto's leno.
implicit in the ripght to language is the responsibility to
demonstriute its communicability. If this criterion of a

dislect cannot be met, the right is hardly Jjustifiable.

ERIC

” QA rui70x provided by ERic:
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