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ABSTRACT

There are probleas in the field of English teaching
on at least three levels: research, teacher training, and the
students. Research in the teaching of English must be preceded by
research in English, language variation, and native language
acquisition and by further work in descriptive linguistics. A
significant problem in current language research is that the
different disciplines engaging in it begin with different assuaptions
concertiing the nature of language variation. Anthropologists and
linguists consider variation norsal manifestation of difference,
vhile psychologists and educators view variation as a deviation from
a norm. dore emphasis should be placed on training teachers to hear,
distinguish, and analyze the language of their stndents. Teachers
must learn about the systematic nature of language, hov languages
differ froa each other, how they change, the difference betwveen oral
and vritten symbolization, and the structure of communication.
Technigues used today for evaluating a child's language ability
frequently discrisinate against nonstaadard BEnglishespeaking
children. It must be remembered that every child comes to the first
grade with a relatively well developed and systematic language which
cannot be characterized as random or illogical. More research into
the problem of stigmatized speech is also needed. (PMP)
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A question which requires one to assess the current status
of a given art cr movement ie usually subject to ssvere criticism
for it is slmost always sasier to see whsra‘wa are after we have
bean there then whils we ars going through it. Of this problem,
philosopher William 1. Thompson recently obéervadl “If you went
around in England in the 1790s asking how it felt to be living
in @n age of industrial revolution, most people would not know
what you were talking about". ("Planatery Vistas," Herpurs,
Daecember, 1971, p. 72)s The situation is analogous for the
teaching of English, where the edges of varioue movaments or
pFeriods have been predictably difficult tc measure. It ie only
infrequently that a man sess clearly enuugh the core of the
cultural transformations under way in his own times. William
Blake was such a person, gesing at the end of the eightesnth century
8 glimpss of the future shock to be caused by industrializaticn
and a machinery-dominatsd society.

The current stats of theory and knowledgs in the teaching
of English is, at bast, confusing. On the ore hand,-we have
artifacts of an orthodoxy which ssems to be well established and
operxational., This orthodoxy is cbssrvabls jin the apparent unity
of approach taksn by most English teachers. To learn to read,

children are given basal iesaders that approach the task either
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from the view of latter-sound decoding or from the whole~-word
approach. To learn to write, students are given writing tasks

and are graded on thsir control of mechanica. To learn to speak
Standard English, children are drilled in irregular verbs and
various other demons or, if théir probléms are severs snough,

they are given drills based on the second language learning
approach. Textbooks in the English lenguage are usually of two
types. Either they blatantly continue the long history of
plagiarism from eijhteenth century grammarians, or they masquerade
8s linguistic by adapting Noam Chomsky's 1957 model of generative

grammar to a composition paradigm. Other sub=-components of the

English curriculum, such as spelling, along pretty much N
"

as thuy always have, and if {he teacher of sleven year olds ) #gﬁ“

plays her cards right, she may find it possible to kill as many » . '331

as four class periods a week by giving pretests and tests or by
having her students first write the words in santences and then

mark them diacritically.

On the other hand, the teaching of English may take a totally
non-orthodox approach. Teachers who have been influsnced by
Marshall McLuhan may decide that it is no longex necaessary to
either read or write since slectronics have taken over the communi-
caticne in socisty as we now know it. Reading teachers, altsrnatively,
may be influenced by Sylvia Ashton Warner's urganic approach to
reading, which sesms to allow reading skills to grow out of contextual
relevance rath;r than from regimented teachers' manuals. In America,
it is becoming fashionable to state that it is no longer necessary
to spaachtandard Engiish for, it is slleged, it may be crippling

%o a child's sense of dignity to change his speech patterna;;

One of %he curious things about both the orthodax 'and the
revolutionary epproachas to the teaching of English is that the
problem is assumed tw be the child's. It is almost inavitable that .

the child is concsived of as lacking something or other, else he *
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would surely have learned otherwise. In tha United States,

the current mania for accountability through standardized

tests has contributed to this dsficisncy model of the Amc~ican
child. Educators, as might be sxpected, were quick to ass ‘ss
the importance of a child's language. It is only natural

that problems would be noticed first in the frustrations of
teaching. As is often the cass when there is a sudden. awakesning
to a social or psdagogicel problem, the devalopment of theory,
materials and the treining of personnel relatiﬁg to the general
area of the English language was dictated by expediency more
than by any careful, well developed plan. As absurd as it

may ssem to produce classroom materials before astablishing

a theoretical bass for their development, that is exactly wh=t
happenad in this fislde. To complicate matiters even more,
sensitive teachers, resalizing that their training had not besn
adaquate for their nseds, began asking for that training,
prefarably in condensed and intensive packages. And healthy as
this situetion appearasd to be, it only triggersd still another
problem-~that of finding adequately prepared professionals to
provide this training, Thus today's problems in the teaching
of English cannot be said to have their locus only in the child,
There are severasl places to ssarch for solutions: in research,

in teecher prsparation, and in the students themselves.

PROBLEMS OF RESEARCH

Reseaxch in the teaching of English must be precesded by
ressarch in English, for it would be indeed fruitless to develop
ways of teaching erronsous or useless information. To use the terms

of statisticians, it might produce high reliability but low validitye

A decade or so ago, linguists were talking about having a
gremmar of English written within 50 years or so'if productivity
proceeded at the then current pace. Five years ago, tha target

date was changed by a few hundred years. Today, with all we know
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about how language seems to work, the completion date ssems mors

like light=-years away.

One problem in current ressarch in langueage is tha% the
different disciplines which sngage in it do so from somewhat
different research assumntions, Psychoiogists' early word in this
area quite naturally followed the framework of experimental
psycholegy, including pre- and post-testing, experimental and control
groups and other research techniques which ~re perfectly appropriate
when the experimental variables are pure. In ;ase of the language
of disadvantaged children, howsver, the variables nad not yet been
isolated and most of the sarly work of the six-.iss %reated the
speech of disadvantaged children as a deviation from a non-disadvant-
aged norm rather than as a culiurally patterned differsnce. Ona surely
cannot blame psychologists for approaching the language problems of
disadvantuged children from the research assumptions with which they
were most familiar, but it has become increasingly clear that the
psychologists' preference for comparetive and correlational research
methodologies tends to overlook the need for a preceaeding ethnological

and linguistic description,

The field of speach, like psychology aﬁd aducation, has held
to the w»ssumption that the normal or the cnrroct are definable
primarily in light of Standard English language production. The
common measures of speech beliaviour in this fisld, the Goldman-
Fristoe Articulation Test, The Peabody Picturs Vocabulary Test and
the Illinois Test of Peyehoiinguistic Ability, are sll based on
Standard English. Although speech clinicians are continucusly
engaged in descziptive 1oeearch in 8 diagnostic mode, little or no
significant research on the forxm and function of various social
dielects is being undertaken by speech specialists. Thers is &
growing swareness, howsver, that extant training programs for speech
clinicians Jdo not preparc theso.specisliets adequately im the
Jifferences betwuen socially induced language variasion and

actual pathologies. The literasture now
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abounds with horror stories of black chiidren who were given
spesch therapy when their spwsch was quite acceptable in the

black community.

Anthropologists und linguists share many of the same rasearch
agsumptions and the history of these fislds in relationship to the
language pxroblems cf the disadvantaged ars so intertwined that
it is more profitable to view them togsther. Amexrican anthropologists
such as Boas, Krosber and Herskovitz viswed cultures descriptively
rather than againat some norm from which deviation takes place.
Councepts such as "primitive language", "underdsveloped spesch’
or "subestandard grammar" were denounced, in ‘the anthropological
tradition, ss pure ethnocentrism. Linguists adopted this tradition,
rujecting the language nomms of a femiliar society as measures of
those of an unfamiliar ons. Thus, when linguists examine the
speach nf disadvantaged children they tend not to view it as devient
but rsther, simply as different. Thus when paychologists such as
Carl Bereiter and Sigfried Engslmann observe that certain bleck
children suffer cognitive deficits becauss of their inability to
produce Standard English, linguists are quick to be suspiciocus
of these claims,

Anthropologists and linguists slso-assume the edequacy of
all behaviour and languags systems as communication systems for
mambers of the social groups which use them. Thus, when none-
linguists labsl disadventaged children as verbally destituts or
linguistically deficient, linguists ceriously question their labels,
Linguists tend to account for the same child=languags behaviour
as a sign of the child's unfamiliarity with the particular langusge
productiqn contexi in which the labsl was originally attached or as
‘an indication that the language elicitor or monitor is interfering

in some way with the normal language flow. .

Anthropologists end linguists further agres that behaviour and
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language aru systematic and ordersd. Linguists therefore reject the
interpretations of many educators and speech therapists that specific

social dialects are irregular and faulty.

Finally, linguists affirm that language is learned in the
context of the community. To bs surs, relatively little’ vesearch
will support exactly how the community affacts this learning.

We know that parents are influcntial and that if parents speak

8 particular soci~l dialect, the child is apt to be influenced

to a certain exter . by it. We also know that once the child's peer
group ’s established, it somehow takes preceaesnce cver the parents
as an influence on his speechs Again, it is not clear exactly

what the parameters of these influences are. It is small wonder
then, that linguists take a dim view of education programs which

are built around the assumption that the parent is the effective
speech model or, even less convincing, programs that assume that the
surrogate parent or teacher is an active model or influence on

child spesch.,

With such differences in beginning research assumptions it
is no sinall eccident that continuous conflict seemd to exist
between th= various fields, The general polarity seems to concsrn
the nature of languags variation, Anthropologists and linguists tend
to think of variation as healthy and rormal, a menifestation of
different but equal groups of speakers. Psychologists and educators,
on the other hand, tend to view such varistion as more threatening

svidences of some sort of deviation from a norm,

As might be expected, different disciplines have approached
the study when internal and sxternal pressured sesmed to require it,
with surface sruptions preceeding in the fislds more immediate to
the action, Educators and psychologists, whu rirst felt the
pressures, answersed the call spplying the strategies and assumptions

of their own disciplines, Once linguists, social scientists =nd

30
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and sp3ech specialists entered the discussion, they also tended

to follow their own comfortable techniques. Even among linguists,
however, access to the study of linguistic variation has been
variede The current renswal of interast in language variability
has coma about as a result of a number of coalescing factors

from the study of dialect, Trom sthnogrsphic studies, from
stylistics, fr :agsarch in pidginization and creolization and
from linguistic theorye. {or over a decade, the focus in linguistics
was On code alone and not on the behaviouz through which the

code was transwicted, More ré?entfy, it has become increasingly

| respectable to try to account for vuriability within linguistics
pér ses More specifically thers are those who think it is
paseible to incorporate non~linguistic information which explains
variability into the grammatical rules. These linguists arguc
that tradifional genecrative grammar is too static to account for
such veriability and that linguists will nsed to ree-structure
their long cherishod analyticel modes for newer ones which contain
layers of vsriability based on clearly marked constraints.

There are cthsrs wwo feel that a kind of implicational scaling
exists in language xnd thet the presencs of one marked featurs

in & sequence clearly prudicts which variables wiil fallow

in a domino-like, lincar order. Still other apprtachues are
currontly being daveloped, evidence of a drastic shift in focus
in a current linguistics which has taken code-only analysis as

far as it can be taken without a satisfying sense of completonsss.

Recent research in native language acquisiticn hes been
helpful to the teaching of English in a number of ways. For
ons thing, if we can specify the nature of the direction in
native language acquisition, ws might be able to make predictions
for a logical sequencing of instruction, Recent research in the
acquisition of a first language has specified when we might expect

children to be able to distinguish between sentences liks:
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1+ . John tells Mary to jump up and down.,

2. Jonn promises Mary to jump up and down.

In sentences like number one, the object of the verb tells will

do the sction, in keeping with the minimal distance principle

that the noun closar to the infinitive serves as its subject.

In sentence number two, ths subject, John, also serves :s the subject
of the infinitive, violating this principle of minimal distance.
Carol Chomsky hss pointed out that as children mature in their
understending of English syntax, they will gradually learn to
distinguish between these two othorwise identical classes of verbs,.
Some children at age eix are boginning to make this distinction,
Others do not make it until many months later. Likowise, Ray

Rackley has discovered that the acquisition of indirect question
syntex seems to be generally acquired at about age ten. The following

sgntences are illustrative:

3. Mary said, "I will go home."
4. Mary said that she would go homa.

The complexities incolved in such syntacticsl embedding invoive
edding the relativizer that and changing the pronoun and tense
markarse Such an operatiorn is not to be expected of children in

the eaxrly grades.

“eatures of Janguage acjuisition such as the preceeding may
seem reletively unimporiont in the training of teachers unless one
considers the fact that many nublished reading programs have not
taken such matters into consideration. Occesionally, children are

asked to reed sentences likes

S Jerry swung his bat. Over the fence
went the ball.
6. Round is a kitten,

The second sentencs in number five begins with a prepositicnal phrase
followsd by & predicate even though few, if any, children (or adults)
speak sentences like this. Sentence number six is syntactically

32

9



BEST COPY AVAILABLE

unpredictable. It is metapharical (by definition, unpredictable)
and the association of roundness with a kitten is implied rather
than stated. The problem af when a child is ready to handle
mataphor in reading romaoins open for debate but if it is
important to preserve predictability in beginning reading,

the effect of metaphor should be assessad.

In any case, it is important that English teachers have
base=line knowledge of how children acquire language so thet they
can determine what to expect of children and how to determine
when the difficulty is the child's and when it is a result of
ineffectiveness of the teaching., An analogous situation exists
today in the field of speech therapy. The msjor sttsntion of speech
clinicians is said to be on spsoch pathologies such as stuttering,
lata acquisition of development, and thsrapy resulting from cleft
palete or injuries of some sort. Unless speech therapists are
given sperific training into the nature of socially induced
language variation, however, it will be difficult for tham to
dntermine with certainty whether r-lessness or some other linguistic
phenomenon is a result of a pathology or & social environment,
Children who speak the regional and social dislects of their home
communities cannot be considered pethological. They are not ill
or injured; the problem is not physical or emotional. A child
arsaks the language that he hears end reveres. That is sll we

can gxpect him to do, \ *

Thae English teacher should know what %o expect of a child'e
acquisition of language along a time line but alsc in ths various
social and situational dimensions. She should know something about
the various types of language variation .that exist in his language,
especially in terms of region and society. It moy seem paxadoxical
that children ars urgsd to vary the vocabulary and grammar patterns

of their written compositions but are Jown~graded when their

33
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pronunciation and grammar vary from the accepted norm of the
clagsxoom, but this situation most assuredly exists. The current
rasearch of educeters concexning the language problems of the
disadvantaged suffers greatly by being out of ssquence.

The aducator's job is primarily to interpret for the classroom

the analysus of some pruceeding descriptive studivs. Tha problem

is obvious. If the preceeding duscription has not been meade,
analysis will not have baen complete and sensitive interpretation
will be impossihle. It has bsen pointed out already that psychologists
have facad tho same kind of probler. An accurate ethnographic

and linguistic description has to precede languayo analysis and
prescriptinne. In the United States, euch descriptions are only
beginning to be mado. At this time we have usaful rosearch on

the social dimensions of language from urban areas such as New York
by Labov, Detroit by Shuy, Wolfram and Riley and Washington, D.C)

by Fasolds Many nore such studies are underway and they have been
showing very vividly thet social stratification clearly exists

in language parformance and that, in the United States, thure is

8 distinct pattern of the speech of Negroes in widely agparated
Northern urban areas which is not essentially different from that

of their ancestois in the rural South. Even more broadly, varietion
in the use of certain grammetical and phorological featurss has

been shown to correlate neatly with sex, age, socio-esconomic

status, race and style, leading us to a clearer picture of ihe tato

of language variation than we have sver had befoxro,

Ressarch in teaching standard English to speakers of non-standard
varietiss in the United Status has been beset with smotional
~overtones in recent years,

Ressarch in teaching standard English to speakers of non-atandard
verieties in the United Statos has been beset with emotional overtones

in recent years. Desepite these problems, several programs for

34
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tesching standarc English to disadvantaged, especially black children,
wore developed during the sixties. Such programs can ba
characterized as isolative, genorally based on little o no
doscriptive data of the way their populations actually talk,

and pedagogically gensrelized from foreigr: lsnguage teaching

methodology.

In a recent study fcr the U.S. Office of Education, staff
members at The Canter for Applied Linguistics surveyed extant
materials intended “o teaech oral standard Enélish to native spaeskers
of Erglish. An intensive survey over 8 period cf a year's time
turned up 31 full or partisl sets of such materials. The
difficulties encounterad in loceting such programs and in extracting
copies of the materials from the authors indicates the uncartainty
of the fiold today. The fsct that few materials developers could
give sccurate "lsads" about competing programs supported the
survey staff's informel evidence that materisl dsvelopers in this
fiuld have worked in slmost total isclation from each other.

These materials can be divided into three levels: primary (14 sets),
secondazy (10 sets) and adult (7 sets). Most were produced by
special materials development groups werking in or closely with a
schoal gyetom, About half of them consist only of a teacher's manual,
8ix programs include tapass and four heve student books ss part of the-
instructional package. In almast every casse, the materials lsan
heavily on foreign language teeching techniques while student tests
end general program evaluation were conapicucusly wesk throughout,

The general lack of fnput from linguistic research in most
of thesa programs is svident in a number of ways. " Over helf of them
fail to mention how the specific festurss dealt with were solacted
for inclusion. Those which deal primarily with pronuncistion
reveal that the authors ere not familier with the research which
demonstxates that grammatical festures are mors socislly stigmatizing
than varigus . pronunciations. ‘

35
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Of the thres commonly held approaches to teachingy standard
English to speakers of various nan-gtendards, i.s. srudication,
bi-dialectalism and a difficult to labsl approach in which it is
advocated that standard English speakers be taught to know and/or
apprec;ate non-gtandard varieties of the language, most programs
purport to be bi-dialsctal, Still, one primary program refers
to the dialect of a disadvantaged child as "an inadequate verbal
aystem®, Two of ths adult programs call dialect incorrsct and
standard English gorgect. Even among the supposedly bi—dialectal
materiels, howsver, ong frequently gets ths clear ;mpresszon that the

approach is really remedial.,

In temms of paedagogical strategies, about half of the programs
restrict their activities to audio-lingual methodology; that is,
pattern practice drills with ropetition., This is perticularly
characteristic of Sscondary and adult programs but not sc much
on the elementary level, whers this mathadology is more apt to be
combined with group gamas and other activities. Onmly 7ive of the
programs meke any overt use of the students' diaisct, despite the
long-held educetional principle of "gtarting with ties child where
he is", All fzva used nonwgtandard cisl ct to compare it with
standard cnglxsh, opening the door to learning by contrast. Sincs
these programs admit the possibility that non-standard varisties ars
porfactly appropriate 1n certain language contexts (such as in the
football huddle), the emphasis is not on eradicating the non-gtandard,
but rather on tsaching the studsnt to recognize the appropriate
contexts in which to switch from one system to snother.

In addition to the teaching of stendard English to native
English speakars, cons;darabla discussion has taken place among
educators .concerning the role of non-gtandard spsech in the. child's
acquia;t;on of reading skills, Concern for the poasible interferencs
of the apaech of black working class children on their learning to
read was man;faatad in the Chicago Public Schools! Psycholinguigtics

36
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Rpading Program (Loaverton, Gludney and Davis, 1968), in a
collection of articles on the subject callsd Teachin Black
Children to Reed (Haratz an” Shuy, 1969) and in ths materisls

currantly being deveioped by Joan Baratz and William A. Stewaxt,

Thers ars currently a: laast four models of reading
ingtruction which attsmpt % relate in somse way to the child's
non-standard larauages

1. First, teath the child standaxd
Englisk.

2+ Accept the child's oral rendering.
in his own dialect of material
written in standard English.-

3. Develop materiale -in standard English
which minimize dialect and cul...ral
differences.

4. Develop materials which incorporate

the gremmar of disadvantaged black

children.
At the moment, it is difficult to prove or disprove any of these
models. Unlike the hard scisnces, where a clear srientific bass
makgs research more controllable, sducational ressarch suffers
from galloping variables that make experimental control difficult,
if not impossible, What we are left with is a series of hypotheses
tc ‘'be tested, then affirmed or rejectad. Since we know relativaly
little asbout how numans learn how thqy process language input or
control its oulput and how their knowledge and usse pof language:
relates to all this, we are probably doing.well to operate sven
at the level of hypatheaea. Vha;‘ue a:a‘finally beginning to know
something about, hbuaver.-ie the broad outline of the linguistic -
system of tﬁe_target'populatiun. It would sesm ressonable to try
to utilize this aﬁali eégmant of what may be called a scisntific
base in connsction wiin ressonable hypotheses about the acquisition
of reading skills. All four models should be thoroyghly tested.

3y
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PROBLEMS OF TEACHER PREPARATION

Ons of the more incredible things about the education system
in the Unitsd Statss is that the training of English tgaqhq;s has
proceeded, to date, with practically no emphasis on training future
teachers to heer, distinguish and analyze the language that the child
brings with him to school and to which most of his reading will
ralates How much less incredible is it that certain unfounded
language stereotypes ars preserved, even nourished, in the
training program of future teachers who are often told that certain
childxen have few expesriences, that they do not use language in their
homes, that they must be taught their language, that school will
provide a language model and that language mistakes are to be
avoided and corrsctsd. Such training, usually offered in only
one or twu courses at the undergraduate level, managss to instill
most of thess stersotypes before the teacher even sees her first
live pupil,

The most important focus in the child's early education canters
eround lasnguage. It is his only tool foxr communicating w;th the
adult world, thersby enabling teachers to evaluate him and teach him,
One of the most logical subjects for tsachsrs to study, therefors, is
the language of children, In order to study the language of children,
it is important for tsachers (o study languags in a broad sense,
8spacislly as ling.ists ses it. Teschers need to know about the
systematic naturs of language, how languages differ from .each other,
how they change, the difference bstwsen oral and written symbolazat;on,
and the structurs of communication. They shouild be made at leaat
minimally awars of current itheoretical views of linguistics.
No extant college linguistics courses are likely to naet this need
exactly, Courses called "I.~troduction to linguistics"® as they are now
conceivad by linguistics uspartments are probably not what future
tesschers need. Nor ars the collsge courses in the structurs of ihe
history of the English language immediately applicable. If linguists
have not developed a course which 8suits ths need of futurs elementary
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15




BEST COPY AVAILABLE

teachers, it is high time they were made to develop such a

course along with knowledgoable specisliete in sducetion. Students
with speciel abilities in this course should, upon completion,’

bs encouraged to take further work in gensral linguistics courses.
Perhaps the best way to get into the intricacies of child language
is to coms imto close contact with children. On all sides, '
education is being critized these days for its drametic isclation
of training from the real world.  Perhaps some things in the
establishment of both school systems and universities have
prevented this placement of teachers in the schools until the

last quarter of their senior year but it has become apparent

that there is no time to tolerates the situation any longer.’

A language emphasis in the training progrsm provides an easy
rationale for early entry of future teachers into the real-school
situation. Nothing could be more ‘useful in the training of
English teachers than giving them assignments in field work

on child languaga, in speech, reading and writing. After

the teacher has been trained in phonetic skills, grammatical
analysis and language acquisition, she should bs given s taps
recorder, some field technique training (especislly in
question-asking strategies) and turned loose to get spesch

samples of real children. Certain techniquas can be borrowed

from sxisting materials (word games, narration, oral reading,
sentence imitation and other communicative routines) but the major

value of such work lies in the individual.futurs teachsr-pupil

_ contact as much as in the ultimate analysis of the language data;

It is . difficult to justify.keeping future teechers away from

~real children, at least:on the basis of anything we have taught

tham in the paste . Much of whet wo teach them about the history
and structure of American education could be happily elimated
or deferred and most of the neceesary content in math, social

studies and scienca could be condesnsed and focused. If the
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general education lock-step could be subverted, it would bs

posgsible to place fu#ura,tgacharguin_ﬁha classroom by the end of two
or,_ét moaf,.t;; ;ﬁ&T;;;;h;i;.gééfé at college. As those of us

.who have rsiurned to college courses after some teaching expaerisnce
will attest, it takes some renlity for the abstractions of collage
to becoms meaningful. The point of these suggestions, though
limited primarily to the sffect which the study of language can

have on the training of toachers, is that special methods and
techniques of instruction are fairly meaningless until the student
has some notion of what in the world they might mean. The rest.

of the students' courses, whether they focus on methods, history,
visual a2ids, philosophy, psychology or children's literature

couid be defarred until after the studsnt has spent a school-year
in the cia2ssroom. But if the student gets into the classroom first
for a reasonable length of time, he will have reason to .suspact that
these courses may bs in some way useful. If not, he may reject
them with no loss of confidence ceusad by the insecurity of never
having taught,

One further benefit will surely accrue to the teacher who has
developed competencies in the language aspects of his task.
That is that he will be able to keep his tasks separatsd.
One important aspect of teaching reading, for example, is that
the teacher knows that learning to read is not the same as
learning standerd Englishe These tasks have heen strangely confused
in the past to the extsnt that @ child who rsads "Hs go to the
stors® for "He goes to the stors"™ is said tc hawe a reading problem,
In most casss, this resding can bs construcd as evidence that the
child hae indsed read vexry welle-so well, in fact, that he did what
good zreaders presumably are expscted to .03 to put the informatioh
found on the printed page into his own .anguage system.

One of the most important aspecte involved in the language

problems of children, therefore, focuses on teachers' imprecise
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descriptions of the problem, their ignorance of how to make guch
descriptions and on their imperfect knowledge about ths group of
human beings they are prasumsbly teaching. It is not inappropriate
to observe that the linguistic sophistication of teachers is

.

currently quite limited.

It seems very clear, thap. that teachsexs nesed to learn
about the current reesarch in language, why the research ig being
doney how it is carried out, what is known at the momont and,
every bit as important, whet is not known. Further, teachers need
to take cognizance of their own landuage in ralation.to that of
their pupils. Thay need to understand language variation--the rsasons
underlying it and the attitudes of various subcultures toward it.
Teachers should learn to listen to the language of their students.
They should find out how eystematic the language of children can be
and they should develop a sensitivity to the editing procaaaea that
take place as one perean listens to another.

In short, the preparation of Engliah teachers must be overhsuled
to put language at the céntar of the program, accompesnied wherever
posaiﬁle by courses in administration, techniquas and evaluation,

It is an indisputable fact that the most important tool for
survival, for communicating and for obtaining knowladga and ekills
is language. This is as true for middle clasa children as for
disadvantaged socio-sconomic ‘groups. But if the circumstances under
which d;sadvantaqed children acquirs this tool mzlitata in some

way against their acquiring middls class language patterne, some
kind of special attention must be gzven to them. This special
attention requiree the teechar to dava10p an ab;l;ty to learn how

to deal with a child's language, how to listen and reepond to it, j
how to diagnose what is needecd. how to best teach alternate linguistic
syatemn and how to treat it as a posztzva and haalthy entity.

THE 'PROBLEM OF STUDENTS | C

What is the real world, linguistically; that surrounds the
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child when he enters the first grade? He hears language all around
him--from peers, from parents, from tsachers and from television,
Some hser more than others but there is no evidence to support the
claims of some researchers the:i certezin disadvantaged children live
in somé sort of verbal isolation. In fact, it is difficult even to
imagine how data supporting such 2 thesis hight be accumulated.

The presence of the researcher normally kas » negative effect on the
quantitetive production of speech and the child soon learns that the

eafest way to svoid being wrong is to kesp his mouth shut.

It is this fear of erroremeking which is at the very heact of
ong of the serious problems in English teaching today. It is
difficult to imagine a forsign language «lasn in which a child is
not allowed certain leeway in mistake=-making, There is practicelly
ho way to learn to speak a forsign language without being allowed
to make errors of some sorte To try is to admit the possibility
of error. To err is to be vulnerabla.and, to & certain extent,
insecure. For some reason, thess obvious facts have bsen obscure
to teachers of English of native speakers, who have operated on the
erronsous assumption that error-making is always a bad thing.

To show that error-meking can be taken as an example of the
positive acquisition of native language proficiency is not
difficult, Black children in urban northern communities af Amarica
are coneistently said to produce dggges as the plural form of desk.
To the teacher this seems to be an error aqﬁal to any other possible
error. The frequent preacfiption for such bahavior.ie to provide

f//’//)the children with a lesson on noun plurals, Closer axamination of
this situation will reveal, howsver, that the black child who saye
dessgs is following perfectly logicsl rules of pluralization.
Like othar English speakers, he has learned that thers are three
ways of making plurals in English, depending on what consonant ends
the bade of the word. Words ending in voiceless stops auch as /p.t k/
(sip, cat, kick) tske /s/for their plural. Words ending in voiced
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stops guch és /by dy g/(xub, bed, bag) take /z/ for plurelization.
Words ending in the sounds /&, Y, s¢ 8y 2, ¥/(church, judge, bus,
dbdsﬁ, bdzz, garage) take/8z/as .their plural. The child who says
.Qggggg is not in nead of trﬁining in grammar,  He .produced gdeas
as the singular form and then proceeds to follow the regular.
mbrphophonemic rule for pluralization, If he is to be taught
anything, it is that the singular form of desk ands with a /k/,
not an /e/. The point here is that dosces is not just a run-of-the-mill
error. It is, quite the conirary. cleer evidencs that the child
has mastered the reguler rules of pluralization. On the other hand,
children who produce deskez as ths plural may indicate that they
ars scmewhers aloung the continuum of learning the standard fozrm,
for they are now Producing the entirs consonant cyustar /8k/ sven
though they continue to use the plurslizetion rule formerly used
with bases ending in /s/. To a certain extent, this could be
considered an error, yet it seems to show progress of the child in
the acquisition of the standard form,

It is relatively clesr that learning often costs the lsarner
sumathing. Recently at a fish market I observed an eight or nine
year old girl crying in her mother's arms. I asksd what her problem
was and her mothsr told me that the girl had just coms to the
realization that ;n order for her to eat figh, ths fish had to have
its head chopped 6ff. Somehow this had never occurred to her before
and har new knowledge had caused her grezt.anguish, Along similar
lines, both of my sone went through the acquisition of -3n
participles with some cost to acceptability. Once they scquired the
notion of -gn participles, they . began uéing them in meny remsrkable
Ways, &s have plaven, have tellen and have Jumpegn. Both recpvered
from this malady rather quickly and now lead rathsy normal linguistic
lives,

The notion Lnat error-making cen be good is a difficult concept
for teschers to understend. An American child who spells bgsament

43
20




BEST COPY AVAILABLE
as baggmint may only be reflecting his wsll developed ability
to correlate symbols to'sounds, sSpecially if he happens to come
from that pert of the country that has a generalized / I / - &/
collapse bafore nasal consonants (pen and pin are homophones).
In any case, mint iz a considerably baetter mistake than
bgftlr or faw. But the greav temptation is to mark them all

esqually wrong and fail to differentiate thsir wrongnass.

In the teaching of composition skills, the notion thet all
wrongs are equal has long endured. The abshrdity to which this
dictum can be taken wes rscently seen in a large American university
which admitted a thousand inner-city bleck frashmen, then procesded
to fail most of them on the basis of their lack of writing skills,

" A study done of a sample of the composition of these students

showed that 42% of all errors marked by ths teachers were directly
related to the pronunciation of black vernacular English as
reflected in spelliing and to black vernacular moxphology which

wes frequently transmitted in the grammaticel constructione of

the writers. The errors, in these cases, were largely predictabls
on the basis :f the writers' oral language. This sort of error is
quite diffuvrent from the usual cluss given the composition teachsr.
In fact, if the teachers only knew it, their tmsék waes in some way
easier for the problems of writing in this case ars more easily
segmented than those of more typical students. Récent rasearch in
the estructure of black vernacular English is readily available

to Americen teachers, if only they were well enough trained in

language to be able to assimilate it.

We have said thet the domain of error-msking in English
is the root of many of the studsnts' clasarooﬁ problems,
Children must be allowsd to engage in a certain smount of
penalty-free error-making if they are to feel free and creative
enough to participate in their own search for knowledgs.
Their teechers should be perceptive enough to determine thﬁt

errcr-making can reveal stages in the acquisition of the desired
by
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or mature form and that the acquisition cf one layer.of
knowledge often causes the temporary imbalance of another

layer. Perhaps most important of all, however, is the kind

of error-making which penalizes the child whose wrong answer

is nus creetive, o1 more so, than the expected reSponae.

My younger son came home from school the other day with

a quiz on antonyms in which he had one exror. The atimulus

word was game, to which he responded that the antonym wes deft.
His teacher insisted that the corrsct answer was went, not
1eft. I asked Josl what he thought about it, to which ha
repliads "Daed, you just have to ramember that sometimes srhool
doesn't maks much sense.," The idea that a juestion could have
two or more right answers just dossn' accur to many teachers who
seem bound to the sterility of answer keys. The creative child
may be penalized, as was the ons who responded to the question,
"How do you msasure the height of a building using a barometer?"
with the answer, "You tell ths owner that you'll give him a
barometer if he tells you how tall his building is."

Another fasctor often overlooked in ths relationship of the
child tc the teaching of English has to do with masculinity. Among
many groups of boys today it is as trua-aa it was in my own youth
that being considered mggeyline was far more important than being
considered e good student. If you hapﬁened to be a gcod athlste
or if you were eingularly blessed with an early growth of tacial
hair and deepening voice, you did not have the problem quite as
acutely. But those of us whose bodies had unceremoniously failad <hem
soon discovered that magculinity could be expressed by choice of
vocabulary, grammar and pronuncistion--and also by avoiding the
appearance of intelligence--at lsast in public encounters when our
pesrs could hear it. In our recent studies of the most stigmatizing
aapecta of spesch, esvery gremmetical and phonologicel featurs

which we have axamined shows & clear male dominance, regardless
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of the age, race or socio-gconomic status of the speaker. Girls
are simply mors standard inglish-spsaking than boys. Since girls
are more agile with language, this suggests somasthing important
about how they are taught. Most teachers on sll levels will
observe that girls are mors linguistically telented thsn boys.

In many daaaa, this reflects only the female domination of the
clessroom and the whole question of linguistic correlates of

sex is 8 part of the larger matter of fomale values in the overall
tédching situation, ranging anywhers from deductive rather than
inductive learning to the great premium placad on quietness in the
schools. William Labov, in fact, has studisd one aspect of this
prcblem, observing that illiteracy in a teen-age New York gang member
is directly proporticnate to his acceptance by the pser-group. And
despits the post-Sputnik emphasis on sducation, many intelligent
boys who are mors concerned about peer=-group status than teacher
approval wiil clem up in the classroom sven though thsy may be
perfectly able tc respond to their teacher's questions.

This ssams toc bs the cass in at least some clementary reading
programs .ners hoys are consistently ranked lower than girls in
reading ability. Much to my surprise, I learned s few ysars ago
that one of the most time-honored methods of assessing reading
ability is through oral reading. Boy:s tended to read in a monotone
while girls tended to read, as the teachers put it, "with expression”,
One question we might ask of teachers who gvaluate on this basis
is whether or not ths perceived mesculing role is one of tough
monctones rathos than feminine range variation? I suspect that
it is.

With respect to the child then, one thing seems rather surs.
There is not very much he can do about how he was born or the
anyixonmant in which he has grown by the time we first eee him in
first grade. We also know now that hs comss to us with a relatively
well developed lenguasge which is systematic even when it differs
from school English and which cannot be characterized as random or
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illogical. In his racent article, "The Logic of Nen-Standaxrd
English", William Labov puts to rest for good the widely held,

but erroneous, notion that nonsisnderd speech is o signal

of mental inadequacy. For far too many years now the general
public and the schools have assumed ths position recently

sspoused by Larl Beroiteyr, who observest "...ths language of
culturally deprived children . . « is not merely an underdeveloped
version of standerd English, but is a basically non-logical mode

of expressive behavicur.". In order to overcoms this illogicality
and underdevelopment, this psychologist urgus teuchers to proceed
as though the children have no language at all and to train
children to speak in fully explicit formal laenguage. The absurdity
of these adnonitions becomes evident whan ws examine the solutions
to the illogicality and underdevelopment. Bereiter argues for
unellipticsl responses to questions (for exsmple, Ihg sguirzel is
40 tho trge ie preferred over jn thp tree) as though, somehow, the
full unelliptical form is the well developed and logical version
from which all other versions diverge. Current linguistics clearly
argues that the sementics of easch of thuse sentences is the same
and thet there are only superficial surtace structure differences
between them.

The student also faces & problem when he is svaluated for his
langusge ability in English. Ths rocent mania for sccountability
in America has sent school systems scurrying for nationally rormed
etandardized testa. The fruitlessnsss of this mania may be seen .
in the National Assessmant of Writing Skills in which the four age
groups (elementary, junior high, high school and adult ggoups) were
given the stimulus of a picture depicting a forest fire about which
they wers to write a composition, DOn the besis of these compositions
a nafiﬁnel standard is to be constructed even though the writers
wers not allowsd to proofread their papers and sven though they

were never told for whom thay were writing this description.
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A close look at standardized reading tests will reveal a host of
features which are diaslectelly or culturally bissed and an squal
numbor of questions end pictures are mystifyingly ambiguous.
Occasionally the question discrimanates against good readers,

88 in the case of the paragraph-reading question which asks the
student to remember certain insignificant details about the
paragraph despite the fact the the good roader will have learned
to submerge or ignore the unimportant details and remember only
the important ones. 0Oddly snough, such questions penalize the

good reader at ths expaonss of the weaker one..

The child who learns to cope with the world of standardized
tests will heave learned a skill which is highly useful in the
classroom but which mey be too specislizod to be of any uee
thereafters At a recent meesting of the American Educational Research
Assotiation one reading scholar pointed out that he had been doing
interesting ressarch on quastion-angwering behaviour of students'in
reading tests. He pointed cut that e had begun giving students the
angwere to select among without proviaing any semblence of a
question, There ssemed to be little difference in their scoras
one way or the other, suggssting to him that there is e kind of
language of right answers which gives away their correctness sven

in isolation from their question.

The languege problems of non-standard English-speaking childran
has been the facus of a groet deal of recent research in the Unites
States. What is spparently meant by the non-standard dialect
problem of the student is only that the child's spssch doss not
correlate, oné-to-ane, with the expected spsech'patterns of the
clessroom. Several yeers ago, lirguiets bagan to try to defermine
axsctly what this lack of exact correlation really meent. This is
not the place to catalogue the résearch involved or to go into detail
about ite But several important aspscts of this research can be
noted. -
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For one thing, nabody whose epeach was studied intansively
in certain Northern ghetto communities produced the non-gtandard
form in all places and under all circumstances. If we listen long
enough, if we talk about the right topics and if we do naot
intimidate him, he will produce a strsem of speech that, much
of the time, is standerd in its grammar and some of the time may
be stigmetized in its grammar and pronunciation. Hs mey accasionally
PIuduve & vocabulary item that is related to strest topics or some

- 8pecial jaryon, but ths listenar will find that the aspects of

his spesth which are most stigmatized are grammar items.

The following aspects of grammar and phonology have been
noted by Ralph Fesold end Walt Wolfram as major areas of stigmatization
in the non-stendard spesch uasd by urban Noxrthern blackss

PRONUNCIATION
1. Word final cﬁnaonant clusters such as the -st in ggst
and miggad or the -nd in find or garned.
2. The th sounds in all positions as in hink, nothing and tooth.
d. £ ond ) before consonants or at the ends of words as
in hglg'éhﬁ éig!g;.
4. The devoicing of deletion of word final by d and g as
in pig, salad and gogd. .
56 The collapae of /1/ and /€/ before nasal consonants -
" as in pen/pin.
6. Vowsl glides monophthongize as in dime.
7+ Simplification of 2~an distinctions as in 2 ggg.
8. First syllable stress in words that otherwise have second

syllable stress as in hotgl and police.

GRAMMAR
1¢ The ~ed influction as in mispod, started and geid is not

actualized.

bg
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2. The presence of certair perfaective constructions ss in

I dong forgot and I been had it.

3. No present tense verb third singular marker as in

He walk, Ha have a car and He don't co.
4. Future expressed as Hg gonna go, I'ma go or 8se_you

EMOEEN.

. The presence of a grammatical category, not fcund in

(%]

standard English, called invariant be as in Sometime

e usy.
6. Non-actualizad forms of the verb 1o be as in He a good man.,
T. The use of ain't in the sense of isnit as well as didn't

as in He ain't herg and He ain't do thet, -espectively.
8. The extensive use of multipls negation as in Nobody didn't

know _nothing.

9. Non-actualized possessive merkers as in the boy coat,
and different possassive marker actuslization as in
[hig be he book and It minss.

10, Non-actualized plural markers as in fjve book, and dual
actualizations as in two_ mens,

11. fha embedded question structurs, I _want o know can he
come out?.

12. The extensive use of p onominal apposition as in Ky
mother she wsnt shopping.

13. The use of existential it ss in If's a lot of people out
tront.

It must be noted, howsver, that most of the preceeding faatures
can be found.also in the spssch of many noneblacke who live in
economically depressed aresas. The differencee botween standard and
non-standard speech, then, are not always a matter of presence versus
absence of a given feature. instead, the difference is often a matter
of frequency of occurroncs., This may bs a aifficult concept to grasp
but it remains a fact that therc is a distinct cerrelation betwsen

the frequancy of occurrance of certain stigmatized grammatical and
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phonological featurss and socio-sconomic status, style, age,
race and sex. Thus black children ars said to use multiple
negatives beforse indefinites ("I don't have none."), aven

thaough white children also procduce such utterances. The
phenomsnan is stigﬁatizad in the school snvironment in hath .
cases and the grammatical feature cannot be considered black
vernacular English alons. The differsnce between its use by
blacks and by whites of ths same socio-sconomic status is
entirely quantitetive. 3Both use multiple negetives buy research

has pointed out that blacks uss them more frequently.

. The precueding distinction can be made of many of the
grammatical and phonological characteristics of black vernacular
English. Some characteristics, however, are almost categorically
black. Included among them are the iterative be, "Most of the

"%ime hs be here.", but not thu bg which results from will or wouyld

reduction, "He be here tomorrow." and "He be here if he could.",
respsctively, which can be found among many whites as well. Also
tn that list would be all thres =-s forms; noun plurals, verb thixd
eingular pressnt tense and posseseive nouns. After the basic
acquisition of the nativa‘languaga is completed, thers are few

documented cases of whites using these forms without -g.

Such a list as the one above, therefors, must bs used with
caution, t all non-standard speakars will use all of these forms.
Not 21l such speakers will use them to the same extents or in the
éaﬁe contoxts, Thess featuras do not represant pure black
vernacular English nor any kind of pure non-standard speech.

Ingtead they ropresent some of tha_things we now know about this

highly complex arsa.

Ressarch of this sort has led us one small step closar to
an angwer to the question of what it is that causes people'’s

speech to be stigmatized. A great meny things remain to be dons.
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We know little about correspunding aspects of intonation or voice
quality. e havalonly partial information about what happens
during style shifting and code switching and relatively little
information about the acquisition of social dialects during the

sarly ysars of childhood and many other things.

CONCLUSION

In this paper 1 have suggested some of the issues involved
in a description of the current theory and knowledge for the tsaching
of Englishe I have stressed that there are probleme on at lsast
thres levelss research, teacher training and students. The catalogue
of problems noted thersin is in no way exhaustive or adequats.
It is meant to suggest certain dimensions of the problem and provids

ways of thinking about solutions.

One thing should be kept clearly in focus throughout, howsver,
and that is that the study of the English larguags has the potential
for becoming the unifying factor in the entire curriculum. If teachers
are adsquately preparsd in language (to the extent that they can use
it as a viabla tool for accurats diagnosis and remedietion), thsy
have in their hands the tocl to do for each child what it takes
many years fur soms peopls to accomplish=~the relationship of the
many courses teken to each other. Personally, I wes a2 junior
in college before the interrelationship of my courses occurred o

me. This is a kind of tragedy which should he avoided.

The study of the English language has about it, first of all,
the ability to bs treated as a science. Handled properly, language
study can be seen to ue an active embodiment of the inductive method.
Children can be eaaily inducsd to gather data on the way their
parents and neighbors talk, the words they uss as well as their
pronurciations and gremmar, Then how naturel it can bscoms to study
adjectives, embedded sentences an. other mattsrs in ths context

of real life speech. Language study can also lead to a vivid
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relationship with geography and history, for the ssttlement
history of a given arsa can be roflected many years later

in residual regional dialscts, The study of the English
language can also rsveal interasting social and psycholegical
1ns;ghts, for much recent sociolinguistic work indicates

how language stratifies peopls socially. Last, it can

be demonstrated that the study of -the English languags

plays a crucial role in the analysis of literaturs, particularly
as characterizstion is revealsd through dialogue and ss: social

interaction networds are built through subtle uses of languags.

The English teacher would do well to capitalize on this
potential unifying force. It may well be that no other
discipline has as much to ‘offer,
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