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A Content Analysis

Abstract

This investigation analyzes features of nonstandard English spoken

on television during the hours when children are most likely to be
watching. A grammatical analysis - of  the speech of 150 TV
characters revealed that, in general, the relative frequency of
usage of nonstandard English was highest among males and blacks,
depending -on the role they portrayed. Although black characters

were found to have the highest incidence of variants per person on
television, their speech contained few features characteristic to
Black English, as described by Labov (1972 & 1975), Burling (1973)
and nthers. The. results suggest that nonstandard English may
essentially be a device used for stereotyping television characters
into categories of the power assertive, the comedian, and/or the
victim: - Continued study of the language on television may increase
our understanding of television's impact on viewer attention,
comprehension, perceptions and perhaps on viewer attitudes and
subsequent behaviors.
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Although interest in social portrayals on television has tmshroemed

roles; (e.g., Seggar, Hafen, & Hanmonen-Gladden, 1981), character
occupations, (e. g., DeFleur, 1964) and racial stereotypa:ng (e; g ;
Mendelson and Young, 1972; koberts, 1970-71),; for example, all rely on
the ways in which characters are presented visually Curiously,
relatively little attention has been directed to analyzing the language
spoken by characters on televismn

Only recent]:y have irrvest:tgators Begtm to examine the aw:htory
dimenision of televiewing. Several studies have analyzed the ccmplexity
of vccabulary and senterics structure heard on televismn Liberman
(1983 p. 601i) found that eh:;ldren encounter 2 more limited set of words
on te];ev1$1on than they would in live conversations. '"Very likely, the
lexicon of TV programm.ng is under 5,000 wotrds. Chlldrem enter sehool
with a lex1con about that large Fas:;ek (lélé) ccnparecl the ]:anguage
on three chlldren 8 te];eva;ston shows with that of five plcmre books and
fcmd that the telev:tsion shows generally offered less diverse and
cmplex language than did the books

More recently, RJ.ce (1984) ana]:yzed the d:l;alogue of six children's
televisien programs in terms of commmicative flow, language structures
and mean:mg/content She was interested in seelng how the dlalogue
characteristics compared to parental nndJ.flcatlons of speech wh:tch have
been shown to facilitate lmgua:stic ccmprehens:cm of preschool chlldren
such as the s‘nortening of sentences repetltlon and the use of smple

manb:.gmus vocabulary Rice found that many of the lmgu:tsta;c features

Jo g
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of the programs were strikingly similar to the adjustments made by
mothers when talking with their yowg children. The rate of speech
(words per minuts) of some shows, for instance, correspcnded to that
rate found to be prevalent with mothers telling stories to their
21-mnth—old ehildren

In amother study, McCorkle (1980) i-f&;ééfigafea the language
enviroment on selected Saturday morning cartoons. She d1d not analyze
the granmaf'lcal or linguistic structures of sentences: Instead she
analyzed speech acts; Using "Categories of Valued Iﬁter{:ersaﬁal
Rééﬁo?xéé;" a tool for classifying verbal utterances, PhCorkle
categorized responses heard on five hours of cartoons into categortes of
supportlveness (e.g., comments of encomaganents), &efensiverxess (e. g ;
comments Justifyhlg one's own opmions) and neutralltv Her findings
included observations that females used more supportive language than
did males and that black adults were annng those least likely to utter a
supportive comment . Overall the results suggested that language on
cartams may be presentmg predictable stereoty’pical patterns

The final studies that mvestlgated language on televa;sxon were
concerned w1th the role of blacks and Black Ehgl:tsh Two studies led by
Fine end Anderson (1979; 1980) performed syntactic analyses of the
1anguage of black characters on black situation comedies. 'D1alogue is
an essential Dart of telev1s:.on character:;zattons and therefore, some
attentlon to l:mguage is rot orrly JUStlflea but required in a
canprelm:s::ve &escription {of televised portrayals)" (1979, p. 22)
After studymg the language of six black canedy shows, the researehers
confirmed then' hypothesis that "televa.sxon presents a Hamgenlzed

version of Black English" (p. 25). They found that amomg black
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characters, wouzn were the keepers of the standard language; usi:ng Black
English half as often as men. ']';‘he Black characters who used Black
ﬁlg];ish most freqtmtly included those of low status occupations and
those with flanboyant personal styles and strong racial identity (e. g ;
Willom of "Good Times' ) The authors concluded that the frequent use
of Blaek Ehglish served to emphasi:ze a character's isolation from the
mainstream cu..ture

In a more recent study, Anderson, Fine and :.Tohnsm (1983) aYlalyie&
the effects of B];aek English on the appeal of the televised characters
of "Roots IL." "Ad;though the results are mixed subjects (33 middle to
prpei' class tfndergraduates 32 of whom were whlte and one of whem was
chicana) were generally more 11ke1y to both 1dentrfy with and admire
speakers of Standard ﬁ)glrsﬁ rather than of BEV (Black English
Vernacuhr)" (p- 190). However, these investigators also found that no
udgments were made exp11c1t1y on the basis of ];anguage It appeared

that most of the adm:l.rable roles were played By speakers of Standard

In sum, the research that analyzes the 1anguage on television
addresses the issue fran ch;verse perspectives The fmdmgs howaver,
ind:tcate tﬁat the 1anguage of television is not hlghly canplex or

lmgu:l.stically diverse and somat:umes approaches the level of parmt-BaEy
talk. The language on televa.sren has been found to foster stereotypes
and to present mode]:s of pred:Lctable verbal interaction. Variations
from the standard language, as evidenced by Black Engllsh liave not been
presented in their lingtnstlc richness but rather have been limited to a

few verbal exanp];es and used to stereotype The effects of these
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te]:ev:tsed language pattemns on young viewers are yet to be fully
understood.

The following study of the language of 150 television cﬁaracters
vas designed as an investlgation int'o the use of grammatical variants on
television: Motivated by a pi];ot study (Holland 1984) ; th1s research
was intended to address the following questions

1) What types of language are children exposed to on television?

?) Ib ‘males and females differ in their use of nonstandard
English?

3) Do black characters and white characters differ in thexr use
of nonstandard English?

4) Do black characters on telev1s1on speak Black Ehglwh"
5) Does the style of 1

Does 7 reflect, imply or help to create
particular stereotypes of individuals?

To the extent that several programs were selected specxf:;czl]:y in order
to address these questlons caution nust be taken when comparing program
categorres and the conclus:.ons may only be suggest:.ve Névertheless,
discernsble pattems were observed which raised additi;onal questions and
concerns for further nwestlgatlon Future repllcatlon and analysxs

w]:t]; be needed to determine the full extent to wh:Lch the findings are
slgm.hcant.

Sample:
'ﬂie study was designed as a content analys1s Thlrty shows were

selected from the following four categorxes 1) Saturday morning, 2)
Educatlonal prograns, 3) "Black Prograns and 4) Prime Time. The
rationale was to select a range of show genres from that which was
available during the hours when children are most likely to be watching.
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Eight Saturday morning programs were included. For data
consistency, selectmn was limited to those wa;th dialogue that continued
hout: an ent_ire ha]:f-ﬁour segnent These eight shows represented

all the available prograns in that category that met this requiremen._
The programs included: 'Mr. T," 'bﬁ.ghty Orbots," "Muppet Babies," and
"Dragon s Lair,' Four shsws were selected from educational progranm:mg
Since there are little data to indicate that children from all age
groups watch general educational programming with great consistency, I
selected those prograus tlmt have existed for the longest period of time
and have beceme stmdaras in the fiel& Tﬁey were "Electric Gonpenv
"Sesame Street;" "Mr. Rogers"' and ""3-2-1 Contact."

A substantial concern of this study was to analyze the nonstandard
E‘lgllsh used on telev151on in terms of B]:ack &1glxsh Given the
importance of tﬁe claim that 80% of the blacks in America have been
estimated tc speak Black English (Dillard, 1972), all Prime Time
programs with regular starrmg roles portrayed by blacks were mcluﬂe&
in the study. The 7 programs in tﬁ:ts category were: "Cosby Show,
"Jeffersons," m Vice," "Benson," "Different Strokes," "Webster,"
and "Gimme A Break.'

Reséarch has also shown that ehtldren watéﬁ a great &eal of adult
programning (Hiﬂmelwert Opperheim, & Vince, 1958; Moody 1980; Schranm,
Lyle, & Parker 1961; ). ’I‘herefore 11 additional shows were selected
at random from the avallable progranmmg on the three ﬂﬁJOf networks

s’mws :!:nclude& St Elsewhere,“ "Facts of LJ.fe," "A Team' and ''Cagney
and Lacey cey."

Qo
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Mzsis

All 30 shows were recorded on tape by means of a video cassette
recorder. A content analysis was done for each show. Five characters
from each program were selected on the Basis that tﬁey were the five
characters most central to the plot Their occupatimal portrayal, age,
seSi; and et}micity were class:LfJ.ed In aadition, thelr speech was

verbatim. The purpose of the anaiysrs was to identlfy any recurring
pattems of language usage in relatwnship to the variables of sex,
character role, occupational portrayal and ethnicity

'I‘he basic criteria were defined as foHows

1. Gccupaticnal portrayal - the job or main activity of the
chafaétér The occupations included profes sionals (e. g5 dbctbrs,
lawyers and state offmrals) managers (e. g., snaH business owners)
dotestic erpleyees (e:g.; housekeepers, namnies); homemakers, the
ﬂ];egal];y employe& royalty (e.g., kings, princesses, knights), law
enforcers (e. g , policemen detectives, and 1nte111gence agents) ; the
unemployed and students If no occupaticn was discernable then the
character was classi:fied unﬂei- "arploynent undefined, "

2. Age - classified as (a) under 18 years, (b) betweer 18 and 65
years and (c) over 65 years. The ages of the not n c‘haracters were
often undiscernable. Age, sex, and ethnicity are included with
occupatianal port:raya]; in Table 1.

3. Sex - defined by physical attributes for human belngc but by

be:;ngs
characters with hr@x voices were aeane& to be femle and those with

pitch of voice and St}’le of dress for nonhumen

voices that were low were consmered to be male.
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4. Ethmicity - categonzed as Caucasian, Black, Asian and
Hispanic and Native American. Faeh humen character could be identified
as belonging pri:mari]:y to one of these ethnic afflliatlons except for
t'ﬁe Native American. (There were no characters of Native American

ethru.city in this sanple of programs )

5. Character Role - defined as the theatrical role of the
mdiv:;dual as it related to the plot of the program The roles included
villains (those who dellberately caused problans for the irmocent) ;

victims (those who were irmocently hurt tlxrougit crime or circumstance);
heroes (those who came to the aid of others even when their own well
Being was endangered) and comedians, (those who inspired more thar the
average mutber of laughs per character on a shew with a laugh track or a
live audience) Along with these ro]:es one character trait, individual
power assertiveness, proved to be of particular interest, In order to

define this tra:Lt Martin Hoffmn s defmltion of power assertion was

ptmshment depriiiétiéﬁ of material obJects or pr1v11e es , the direct
application of force or the threat of any of these" towards others
(Hoffman, 1970, 285).

Nonstandard Ehglish was defmed as any sentence or use of words
excludmg sla:ng that did not conform to either the standard rules of
prescrrptlve gramnar as discussed in Warriner s series of grammar hand-
books or else the rules of usage as etted in the Webster's Ninth New
Collegmte D:Lctionary (1986) Also included was 1anguage that adnblted

such as "she be world.ng and "he don't know nothmg Dev::ant
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nonstandard Ehgi i;sh Sources for nonstandard features included works by
Labov (1975) Burhng (1973) Dillard (1972) Dale (1972) and a consul—
tation with Carol Chouﬁky (May 1985) In add..tim, s]:ang was defmed

as any werd or phrase cited as being slang in the Di
and Unconventional &xghsh (Partrldge, 1984) or in consultation with

lmguists and/or other native speakers.

Many incanplet'e sentences were ccnsz;dered to Be conversational and

therefore were not counted amng the variants: This was especmlly
i)i‘evéleit when the omitted portlons of the sentences were clearly
contained within the statements by someone else either f:eiiowmg or
preced.mg the mcanplete sentence. In addxtion; fragmnts vhich were
answers, wéi?ﬂiiéé; ééi‘i‘ééfiéﬁé; elaborafions, social greetings and
evclamations were not included among the gratrmatical variants. Fo’i:
e:arple, one answer to a questlon was the word; 1%:Lg‘nt" 'ﬁiié was not
considered to be an a:anple of nonstandard t usage

Each program was reviewed twice and 257 of the programs were
watched by an independént co-viewer, All instances of nmstandard
}ﬁ)gllsh were transcribed in thea;r entirety w:tth notes as to their
context. In cheé‘:cmg relrabillty; the percentage agreement between
viewers was 89%. Dlscrepencies resulted from the omission of exauples
rather than the class1flcatlon of the devmtions The main problem was
the dxfftculty of focussmg on syntax to the exclusion of meamng
However, an additional review of the tapes, followed by a dJ.scussmn,
resolved these discrépanciés and agreement was reached on é];];

Hm
ek |
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Actual scripts of the program wott]:d have perinitted a ccmpar:.son
betwcen the total mnBer of variants and total words spoken by each

character. This would also have allowed a compansrm between the
lén.guagé that was actually heard on the air and that witch was
scripted. 1 é::nce scripts were not avarlable, the fmdmgs may be used
to characterize only the aired material without refereuce to scripts
and/or script writers,

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Basically, the language on televis1on was found to be Standard
f:hglish However, durmg 15 hours of v1ew1ng time, :3? grmttcal
variants were recorded, averagmg nea—rly 40 per hour: These were
class::fred into nineteen categorles which included the deletlon and
nonstandard use of awdllary verbs the deletlon of nouns, main verbs,
art:Lcles and conditionals, the use of ain't; and dorﬂ:le negatlves he
complete h;st of categories is iji‘és&itéd in Figtire 1.

In total, three of the 19 categorles accounted for 677 of al1
variants. The most frequently used category was the deletten or
nonstandard use of the auxiliary verb e.g;; "y got a nght to be
protected." This category was favored by white characters and black
characters alike and accounted for 347 of all variants spo‘ken on
televis:.on W:.th the addlt ion of two more categcra:es, the dele*‘ion of
subJects and ob_]ects and tﬁe deletwn of main verbs, 67Z of all the

variants could be classified. This meant that three categories of

1Fine and Andex.on (19865 cméuc;teﬁd suc;‘h a comparison and found that
black actors -did interject "a significant percentage" (59%Z) of non-
scripted Black English vuriants especially in moments of emphasis and

emotion.

12
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nonstandard Engllsh accmmted for more than two-th:trds of all variants
heard on te];eviswn, 1eavmg the other one-third widely dlstrlbuted
anrmg 16 different classifications. (See F:Lgure 2 and Tables 2 3 and
4).

Nén used more nonstandard features than women. Men accounted for

7BZ of the total variants (N=587) and women, 227. The same sex
Ehfferences in variant nsage held for the black characters as wéii On
the basis of show genre, famales eonsa;stently accoumnted for fewer than
282 of the variants However an exception to this pattermn of
fema]:e]ma];e d:tfference appeared on educational programmng where females
accomnted for almost two-thirds of the van;mts reversmg the otherwise
uni form trend Nonetheless, in generail: women  were portrayed as the
keepers of the standard form, This supports fmdmgs by Kramarae (1982)
in her studies of female discourse in real- llfe and by Fme and Anderson
(1980) in their analys1s of telev:.sa;on d:;a]:ogue

'I‘hree-fourths of a]:l the speakers in this sample used at least one

feature of nonstandard English within one-half hour of prograntnmg
When the data were analyzed in terus of the average incidence of
vanants per person, "Black Programs demonstrated the hlghest average
w1th 5.6 variants per person (See Table 5) Prlme 'hme and Saturday
Morm:ng averaged approxmately ii varlants per person, and educatronal
television 1 8. Therefore, "B];ack Progra:ils demonstrated the hlghest
per person fi:he:;:derce of variant usage’

A pomt not to be over'looked however, is that alt}wugli "B]:ack
Programs" accounted for more than half of the b]:acks in this sample more

whites (51z> appeared on "Black Programs" than did blacks. This was
true even though the blacks held regular leading roles. ﬁevertheie'SS,

i3
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of the 587 total variants, black charac-ters, as a group, una;forml:y
averaged more variants per person than any other ethnic group as
indicated in Table 6
In sumnry almost every main character' on telev1s1on used at least
one feature of nonstandard English during th=1r spev'zkrng opportun:tties
Males however, generally used more than thre: *imes as many variants as
females, leava:ng famles regardless of their ethnicity, the keepers of
the standard form In addition, the data revealed that black characters
used more variants per person than any other etlm:tc group
Analysis of vanantufmmndari&igliskpm terms of Black Ehglish
Bill:ard (1972) and others have suggested that BOZ of American

blacks use Black Ehglish On televis1on, 847 of the black characters
used at least one feature of nonstandard English Whether these
variants spoken by black characters, however, were those of Black
I'hghsﬁ is the next question to be addressed

In general black characters used few examples of Black Ehglish
As c1ted earlier, the category of nonstandard }mglish most frequently
spoken by black characters was the deletion or nonstandard use of the

the omission of "have" wa;th "got." 'ﬂirs fmding supported a similar
report by Fine and Anderson (1980) that this omission accounted for 467
of the examples of auxiliary verb deletion in their study of language
used by blacks on television It shou:ld be noted; however that this
omiss1on was not considered an example of Black English, (See Figure
3) Fif"y-three percent of the J.nstances of auxlliary verb deletion
could be classified as Black Ehglish This classification included

examples such as anitting the aux:tliary verb in the case of the present

i4
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perfect (Dale, 1972), for example, "I never been in this kind of
trouble."

The categories of Black Engllsh with the next hig'xest frequenc1es
of usage were those of of nnltxple negatlves (e’g’; "He don't need no
water:") and the use of "ain't." Regarding the rest of the categorles
relating to Black Engllsh each had lmn.ted representatton There were
seven exanples of alternatz:ve form of tense agreenent two samples of
rt;’there substitution and two instances of the deletion of the

ijosséssiiié ngt (e g., "Well Woody eyes1ght was gettlng pretty bad ")

distinctive feature of Black Ehgllsh was spoken by 3 times as m'any
vhites as blacks 'Ihere was no other evrdence of Black P}-xgllsh except
for pronmcmtron and J;dloms which were not a part of thJ.S study
l'}:gllsh was rarely used.

In sumary 25 percent of tﬁe variants spoken by blacks could be
cl:assxfxe& as acﬂmering to the rules of Black Ehgl 1sh Most variants

is consrdere& a distinctive feature of Elack Ehgllsh was spoken by more
whites than blacks. In total, 10 categorles of Black English were
represented in the sample. 'I‘nis is a larger representation than the
three main categories of Black English (deletion of aipsiliary verb

deletion of copula and negative concord) found by Fine and Anderson

-t
.



Holland -13-

(1980) Nonetheless mos" of the categories were represented by fewer

than five variants and most of the exarq)les were spoken by non-blacks.
_of nonstandard Ehgllsh among occupational

portrayals and character roles:

The results generated by thiS study nﬁy lead one to questron the
role of nonstardard &glrsﬁ on television. Does the language reflect
1mply or create any stereotypes of individuals? If so, what stereotypes
are being created? In order to deal with these issues, the frequency of
was analvzed

As indicated in Table 7, the occupational categories that accounted
for the most frequent use of nonstandard B‘nglish were the meuployed

aking 182 of the vanants) professionals, such as doctors and
entertainers, (speakmg 167 of the variants)and law enforcers (speakmg
157). Aindng the professionals blacks accounted for more than one-balf

of the variants. On the average white professionals spoke 3 variants

per person while black professionals averaged 7 variants each. Since

all but one black professional appeared on "Black Programs,” the high
percentage of variamts represented by the category of professmnals may
have been a:nflated by the comprehensz_ve inclusion of all the "Black

Pf'ogra?ns"

By analyzing the average use of variants per person, however, new
1nsrghts came to light Once more; the unenployed anerged as the
heaviest users of nonstandard Eiglish with an average of 26 variants per
person. Managers averaged 12 variants per person, law enforcers 6 and
domestics «veraged 4. The groups vrrth the lowest average mmber of

variants per person were assistants (é;g;; assistant to the Lieutenant

16
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Governor) and those whose exploymnt was undefined: Most of the latter
group appeared o educational television and one-quarter of them lived
in apparent affluence

a}though few in mmber (N=21), accounted for the highest percentage
(3112) of all variants. Sevent:y-flve percent of the domestics were ‘cast
in the role of comed:.ans and on the average, eomedrans used lB variants
per person. 4As presented in TaBle 8, victims accounted for the second
hlghest per person usage of varlants with an average of 9 per person.

portrayed as v1ct1ms Heroes on the other hand averaged 5 variants
per person; wi:th vr]:]:ams accounting for the lowest per person average
of 3 variants each. Overall comedians and victims ranked among those
w1th the hlghest average mc1denee of variants per person Noteably,
these two character roles appeare& in close relatlonsh..p with the
occupational portrayals that exhibited the highest frequency of variants
per person.

Another character trait related to the frequent use of nonstandard
English was power assertiveness. Power assertive characters accounted
for 297 of the total mmber of variants. Forty—one percent of the law
enforcers and 877 the heroes were portrayed as berng power assertive.
Of the fem];es, ha];f of a];l variants spoken by women were spoken by four
females: Two were assertive pollcewotrien and two were comedians.
'I\venty-seven per.,ent of the variants spoken by males were spoken by
power assertive males. 'iherefore power assertiveness also appeared to
be associated with a high frequency usage of nonstandard forms.

17
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In smmary most of the characters e.xh:Lblting a hlgh per person
mcidence of nonstandard English were not only represented by a few of
oeeupatims bttt also were portrayed in a limited mmber of rharacter

roles; In total three character roles, the power assertlve, the comic

this study Théi-éfore, the results mply that although certain
nonstandard E‘igllsh (e.g., the uneuployed) ; character roles may well be
the main operant character designation that is predlcttve of the use of
nonstandard Ehgli;sh

Brscussim

ized version of nonstandard

Television appeared to present a homogen
Engllsh 0nly 3 granmattcal cl:asstficati:ons of variants accounted for
67% of the 587 examples of Nonstandard usage Nonstandard English was
used in predlctable patterns anphasizmg spec1f1c characterizatlons,
pr:Lmarily ht.mor, power assertiveness and wctmzati:on, through a heavy
reliance on a few nonstandard forms: Fine, Anderson and Eckles (1979,
p 27) arrived at a similar conclusion after stuiying black situation
comedies. '"The language heard on these situation comedies seems to be a
limited d1a1ect one that does not correspond to Black Phgllsh in
naturalisti:c settings but glves the mpress:.on of difference".

The nonstandard }hgllsh heard on the programs in this sample could
not be classified as Blaek Engltsh O:tly a few instances of each of the
19 exanples of hladt Eﬁglxsh occurred in the speech of 150 characters.
In addition, I fomnd the same evidence as Fine, Anderson and Eckles
(1979) regarding the use of 'be" to mean habituation. This
distinguishing feature of Black Engh;sh was never used by any character.

i8
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Finally, the few exanples of the rules of Blaek Enghsh were not
exclusively used by black characters. By rarely mtroducmg the
features of Black Ehgh;sh and often havmg these few exanples spoken by
peep];e of other ethnic groups besides blacks, Black Ehgllsh was not
presented as a 1anguage form w1th ethi'iié integrlty Iiiétéad it
appeared as a hlgh density version of otﬁermse w1de1y occurring and
often st'lgnattzed forms. The nonstandard English heard on televismn
did not seem to reflect any partlcular dialect accurately Instead it
had the more generic effect of dlfferenti:atmg among those of varying
ocm:pational backgrounds and character roles.

With further irrvestigatlm, some additional pecullarlt:;es became
evident: Fifty-four percent of all black characters were represented by
two characterizations. These were students and professionals. One
tm.ght have eacpected tﬁat young black teens would be t:he highest
frequency users of nonstapdard English as has been feund in previous
real-life studies (Labov, 1972) But this was not the case. Young
black students averaged 4.4 variants per person. This was hlgher than
the same average for white students (2.1 variants per person), but it
was not the highest category cf variation for b];ack characters. Profes-
sionals on the other hand, possibly due to a reflection of their years
in school, migxt }‘ave been expected to use a low percentage of variants.
Black professimals (e.g., doctors, government 6ffiéia1é and
entertainers) hovever, averaged 7 variants per person. This was a very
high per persor --rcentage, ésPecially when compared to the white
average of 3 for |  -ssionals in the same Fields of work,

Therefore, onc  ht conclude that nonstandard English on tele-
vision was also being used to differentrate subtley individuals from the

13
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usually pair(.él with visual evidence resultlng in the obvious isolation
or differentiation of the character. For exanple, Gary on "'I‘rapper
Johni, M.D.," was vhite and a heavy user of nonstanoar& Eﬁghsh
However h:l.s ]:anguage was not the only indication of how %e differed
from the medical staff that suwrrounded him. He and his wife lived in an
old car and they runmaged through garbage cans for food. His

For black c?nara"ters, however the isolation seems to be more subtle,
Although George Jefferson, for example, was portrayed as 'tmvmg on up,"
and being comfortably settled in a plush apartment; the message was
clear; he was not a ful]:-fledged member of the white middle class
society because of poor business decisiors and his frequent use of
nonstandard language features. He was portrayed as a buffoon, makmg
constant verbal faux pas.

Black &mracters were unique in their situation of being visually
assimilated while at the same time being differentiated through
nondistinct or inappropriate langusge. No matter what their endeavor,
black characters, as a grow, neither spoke a dialect that was
etfmcally strong nor were they fully assimilated mto the standard
language of the day. Of course, there were exceptrons such as C];ai_re

of the ''Cosby Show’ but these tended to appear itly or to be

b];adc women who had a record of a low frequency usage of variants.
Perhaps here is yet another message about language and soc1a1
mainstreaming By rarely using varrants and often using none, women in
general and bbadc women in partlcular are differentiated from the norm
on the other end of the scale.
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The stereotypes set forth by television reinforced those held by
the children in the studies of language attitudes (e:g.; Day, 1982 Limn
and Prehe 1982 Mitdxe]:l -Kernan; 1972; and Rosenthal; 1974). The chil-
dren of those studies freely ascribed personality and other character
traits to speakers dependmg on their use of lrmgtmge The examples
provided by television could eas::];y serve to strengthen the stereotypes

If youth, especially boys, thirk it is "cool" to be tough and power
assertive, what mlght television portrayals suggest regarding langusge?
Many students already have a d:x:ff:cu.lt time in school; if they percelve
that nonstandard Engllsh is a s1gn of phys:.cal prowess and alter their
language patterns accordmgly, then they may coupom'ld their academic
problem Telev1s1on may be presentmg standards that may contradict

Tmplications for future research abound. Content analyses need to
be closely allgled with studles of viewer perception;s, attit‘udes and
behav10rs We have yet to understand the Jmpact of language spoken on
télé\&sioﬁ" Future studies might investigate differential effects of
language heard on television among young viewers and may define the
lines along which these d:Lfferenees may be fotii& Questions regardmg
the effects of ];anguage differences heard on television in relation to
appeal 11stem.ng attention and caxprehensmn may be of mterest
Conversely, studies may investigate language differences among viewers
in their attenta;on to and conprehensi:on of ordinary televised speech;
Additional research 1s needed to discover how stereotypes are learned,
why they are held, and what role is being played by the media i;n en-
hancing and stinulating their existence. Future research may extend
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this study by asking if the language on television pramotes or
ericoutages Social stereotypes, and research might address the issuss of
vwhether stereotypes are being accepted and transferred to real-life
social settings. In addition, research is needed to discover in what
ways person perceptlons may be altered by the media and whether
medm-generated changes in percept:ton lead to changes in behavior.
Television ié aaf: éaiéig; a ifis’uai mediun, The relationship and
icance to our eventual understandi:ng of what children are il:ez‘ni:ng frcm
television and how they are iirbcéssﬁié and éﬁﬁlﬁﬁg that which they
learn. Questions regarding the type of language heard on television and
the potential for language styles to create or reflect stereotypes of

the dimensions of languag"’”""*é as i’.ﬁéorpomffréted on television, we may be
denied a full understand:mg of televismn s 1mpact on viewer attentlon,

quent behaviors.

In conclusion, the young impressionsble viewer may receive many
messages from television. This study has shown that the use of nonstan-
dard Ehglish on televismn is lxmited to a few prechctable patterns

1)  Nomstandard Ehgllsh is used more frequently by males than by
females,

2)  Nonstandard Ehgl:.sh is used more frequently by black
characters than by any other ethmic group.

3) Nonstmdara Engllsh is most widely used by people in a few
occupational categories, most noteable by the unemployed.

4) Nonstandard English is frequently used by those who are power
assertive or fumy

5) Nonsﬁandard I'Egli:sh is ffequently used By those who have been
immocently victimized by crime or circumstance.

22
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T£ children app];y these associarions beyond the medium; to the comrami.-
ty, school or home; one can on];y conjecture as to the potential effects
on their mterperscnal relationshlps. T;anguage on telev1510n is more
than a compilation of spoken words. It is an auctttory feature Jux-
taposed with vxsuals which glve words new dimension through visual
context. The tmderstand.mg of this complex relationshlp invites future
study and suggests a promise for new msights not only into the content

of medium but also into che interpretation of its presentatlons
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Holland
TABLE 1

- : Percentage Representatlon of
Sex, Ethn1c1ty, Age, and Occupatlon on Each Type of Show*

Category **N=20_ *4N=40  **N=55 **¥N=35  **N=150
Educational Saturday Prime Time "Black Total
Programs Morning  Shows Shows'"  Programs
Sex
Males. 50 80 69 66 69
Females 50 20 31 34 31
Ethnicitz
Whites 50 52 89 52 65
Blacks - 25 15 9 49 22
Hispagics 10 3 2 --= 3
Asians --- 3 === --- ]
Nonhuman 15 27 --- --- 9
Age: *Hx
Under 18 25 35 K 20 20
18-65 60 55 95 74 71
Over 65 - 3 --- 6 2
Oééupatlons
Professionals =--- --- 29 26 17
Managers 5 3 3 3 3
Narrators 10 3 -== === 2
Domestics - --- -==< 2 -9 3
Homemakers --- === 4 14 5
Students 20 38 5 20 19
Royalty 10 10 --- --- 5
Law Breakers --- 10 11 6 8
Law Enforcers 5 3 24 6 11
Assistants --- -—- 5 3 3
Service . 5 === 9 --- 4
Employment - - _ B g
Undefined 25 5 4 11 8
Unemployed --- 3 4 3 3
* Percentages may not add to 166 due to roundivg

*N = Total number of characters in each type of program.
*** Age was rarely discernable among Nonhumans.
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Figure 1

Categories of Nonstandard English

*1. Deletion or nonstandard use auxiliary verb: Typified
by three examples (a) the deletion of "have" or "had"

when using "got" (b) the omission of 'do," and (c) the
omission of the helping verb "will." - R
ex. (a) '"Anybody got change for the _phone?
 (Bill, the Scarecrow and Mrs. King).
(b) "Rondu, _you know this guy?"  (Rob,
Mighty Orbots).

(¢) '"Tomorrow, I get job." (Pappé,
Webster).
2. Deletion of subject/object: A -sentence having no
subject or containing a transitive verb without an
ex. "Looks like she has." (Brett, Turbo Teen).
*3., Deletion of verb: A sentence that had no verb, copula
or Otb,er’ I _ A I - _ i ZZ T
ex. ''Me clean." (Animal, The Muppet Babies).

"Bad news for you." (€annon; Street Hawk).

*4. Verb agreement: A sentence with verbs not consistent

in tense or verb(s) not agreeing with the subject(s) in

number. were categorized by this heading. The lack of

subject/verb. agreement  is - listed __-among the

characteristics of Black English (e.g., Burling, 1973).

ex. "Already in ten months, I pay you back
$20,000." (Gino, A Team).

"That's what they calls me, Smooth Sam.'
(Sam, Pryor's Place).

5. Deletion of article: Most - frequently delected by
foreign speakers; the omission of the article was
counted when glaring. - o

ex. ''Thank you for giving me job, Moussake."

(Pappa, Webster),.
*6. Use of "ain't:" o . . S
ex. '"You ain't lying there pal." (Sunny, Miami
Vice).

*Categories cortaining examples of variant usage which
conform to the rules of Black English as cited by Burling,
1973; Dale, 1972; Dillard, 1972; Fine, Anderson & Eckles,
1979; and/or Labov, 1972.
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Figuré,i ] :

Categories of Nonstandard English

7. Omission or nonstandard use of pronoun: Typified by

the use of the _objective form rather than the
subjective form of the pronoun. ] ] o
ex. "Hey Louise, what do you say you and me take
in the game?" (George, Jeffersons).

*8. Multiple negatives: Sentences that used two or more
consecutive negatives: in . the _auxiliary and/or

indefinite positions.. Often cited as being included in
Black English (e.g., Burling, 1973; Labov, 1975). -
ex: '"You don't need no water, you need a priest.
(Florence, Jeffersons).

9. Nonstandard . use - of adjectives and/or adverbs: Nost

often an adjective was used in an instance where an
adverb was demanded. = .
ex. "You don't give up easy, do you?" (Mayor,
Benson) .
10. Word order: Sentences with words in unusual ordexr. ~
ex. '"You forget that one time three o'clock in
the morning, in that very bed I war, and a
woman called." (Cliff, Cosby Show).
11. Replacement or omission of ﬁféposition; A preposition

that was used either in a nonstandard manner or was
left out entirely. . L
ex. "sut you know, (for) a man in your position,
a body guard acts as a deterrent.'" (Colt,
Fall Guy).

*12. Deletion of the conditional: Often occurred in the
beginning of a sentence. Cited as occurring in
particular - situations - in . Black_- - English. (e:g:,;
Dillard, 1972, pp. 63-65; Labov, 1975, p. 46). . ..

ex. "T1'm not up on every case, Craig will have my

butt.'" (Erlick, St. Elsewhere).

*13. Pleonastic pronouns: Black English often useés a

redundant subject construction (Fine; Anderson and
ECklES—, 1979, P. 25). oo e il
ex. "Me and you, we'll go dribbling that thing to

the store ourselves, together." (Bummer,
Pryor's Place).
*14. Extra words: Words that are grammatically unnecessary
and could have been left out. - ) S
ex. "Somebody went and tied me up." (Damsel,
Electric Co:):

*Categories containing examples of variant usage which
conform to the rules of Black English as cited by- Burling,

1973; Dale, 1972; Dillard, 1972; Fine, Anderson & Eckles,
1979; and/or Labov,; 1972.
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*17.

oIl ;Fiéé,ié,,i;;;,,, o
Categories of Nonstandard English

Run-on sentence: Consisted of two or more sentences
separated by no pause cr indication of punctuation. - -
ex. "They were 10 minutes from the hospital and I

jumped up; showered, shaved, put my three

piece suit on, was standing in the admitting
room having read a book that I bought in the

gift shop." (CLiff, Cosby Show).

It/there substitution: A variant particular to Black

English where the word "it" is-used instead-of -the word

"there." (Burling, 1973, p. 53 and Labov, 1975, p. 27)

ex. ?IE,:wés nothing 1like it." (Art, Facts of
Life).

Deletion of the rpossessive '"s'": - A variant that is
cited as belonging to Black English (e.g., Burling,
1973; Labov, 1975;-p. 41). - - B - o
ex. ''Well, Woody eyesight was getting pretty
bad." (Mr. T., Mr. T.).

Deletion of tag: Although extremely rare, once the

question formation called for a tag, due to the lack
inversion of the subject and verb, and it was omitted.-
ex. "Why;; you - don't think Shﬁ'S . gO ing with

another c.r?"” (Alex, Turbo Teen).

Deletion of the conjunstion: A rare occurrence, spoken

by ~a foreigner. (Classified according to Webster's
Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, p. 1221). o -
ex. ~Nobody cares Papp can fix anything, any
time.'" (Pappa, Webster).

*Categories containing examples of variant _usage which
conform to the rules of Black English as cited by Burling,

1973;
1979;

Dale, 1972; Dillard, 1972; Fine, Anderson & Eckles,
and/or Labov, 1972.
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Figure 2

GRAMMAR VARIATION
Coding System :
(applles to all variation tables)

(N = total number of uses)

1= deleticn,cr 2 = ééiéf;éﬁ of 3= ﬁé;éélon of 4 = verb agreement
nonstandard. subject/object verb verb/verb
use of aux1liary (N=133) (N=64) subject/verb
verb (N=199) (N=43)

5 = deletion of 6 = use of ain't 7 = omission or 8 = ﬁpigxp}e
article (N=21) nonstandard use negatives
(N=28) of pronoun (N=19)

(N=20)

9 = a&jéctivei 10 = word order 1= rébiacemént __ 12 = plecnastic
adverd - (N=10) or_amission of pronouns
usage (N=11) preposition N=7)

(N=10)

13= deletion of 14 = extra words 15 = run-on 16 = it/there
conditional (N=5) sentence substitution
(N=6) (N=3) (N=2)

17— aeletlon Qf - 18 = éél tion of 19 = déiéfidh;of
possessive ''s" tag conjunction
(N=2) (N=2) (N=2)
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TABLE 4
Frequemcy of Grammar Variations b; Television Show
SATURDAY MORNING AND EDUCATIOI\AL S‘KMS

;,;:::,Z; :, [ i
Mc. T 8 7 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 i 0 0 0 1 0 0
Orbots 3 7 1.1 6 6 0 © 6 6 06 6 06 0 0 C 0 0 O
ji%

2 4 3 1 3 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 6 0 0 0 0 0

andDragoi 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
KidVikeo 2 3 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 & 0
TwboTeen 6 8 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0

ryor's -

Place 1 4 0 2 0 5 3 6 1 0 1 2 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
Educational:
Electric .

Co. 1 3 6 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 6 0 0
3-2-1

o
O
o
—

Contact 2 7 5 0 0 6
SésamStéiébéé

) gy

<o [an ]

- [ar]

(=] (@]
(=] D Ol
. [ 8 i

(@]

o

o

o

o

o

o

MrRogerséSﬁOGO

VARIATIONS 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

;M

15
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Average Incident of Variants Per Person

by Show Type

Number 5

6f, R

Variants - 4.1
per
Person

J

1.8

4.3

5.6

Ed. — Sat.
Shows Morning
*N=20 *N=40

*N = Total number of characters in each show category.

Prime
Time
*N=55




TABLE 6

Hoiian&

Percent of Nonstandard English Usage by Ethnicity and Sex*

BLACK

CAUCASION

HISPANIC
ASIAN

*Ne=150
Percent
of Total
Characters

NATIVE AMERICAN 0

*Nv=587
Percent
of Total
Variants

78
22

31

[an) S W

AVérégé,,
Number of
Variants
Per Person

(&% I

[= H -} £ £ O

* Péiééﬁﬁééeé may not add up to 100 due to féﬁﬁaiﬁé
and the exclusion of nonhumans,

*Nc = Total number of charscters .

*Nv = Total number of variants of Nonstandard English

**Averages were rounded to the nearest whole number.
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Figure 3
Most Common,Syntactic Features
. of-Black English
(Fine, Anderson and Fckles
1979; p. 25)
. 1. "Deletion of the past tense marker of the verb,
e.g., 'passes' = 'pass.'
2. Deletion of the -s suffix for the third person

present tense; e.g.; 'he run home' = 'he runs home.'

- 3. - Deletion of the auxiliary verb, e.g., 'you hear' =
'do you hear: '
4, Deletion of the copula, e.g., 'you tired' = you
are tired.’
5, Use of 'be' to mean habituation, e.g., 'he be
workin'.
6. Negative concord, e.g., ‘'don't nobody know' =
'nobody knows. *
7. Plural subjects with singular form of 'be', e.g:,
'they is.'
. 8. Deletion of the -s suffix marking the possessive,
e.g., ''John book' = "John's book.'
9. Deletion of the -s suffix marking the plural,
e.g., 'whole lotta song.'
10, Use of a pleonastic noun, e.g., 'John, ke live in
New York:'"
Labov (1975) had discussed all the above but also had

included the following:

., "Ths Negro vernacular uses dumy it for there, saying

ifié:&:ﬁifféfence;;itiéfﬁﬁNnne;tﬁeré;fifié;é,poIIcemanwat
the-door; but despite their long contact with Negro speakers
in person and in dialect literature, the neighboring white
speakers know nothing of this pattern." (Labov; 1975, p.
27).

 "We find in nonstandard Negro English such forms as

Didn't nobody see it, Didn't nobody hear it. These appear
to be question forms used as declaratives, which would be a
radical ditference from standard English. But closer
investigation shows that this is merely an extension of the
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- _ Figure 3
Features of Black English

standard rule of literary English which gives us Never did
he see it, Nor did anybody see it: the negative Is placec
at the beginning of the sentence along with the first member
of the verb phrase which contains the tense marker. This

inversion of the tense marker and the subject shows the same
order as in questions, but it does not indicate a question
with Never did he see it anymore than with Didn't nobody see
it." (Labov, 1975, p. 40).

| "Nonstandard Negro English uses the system for embedded
questions - which prevail in the casual speech of wmost
southern dialects: the subject and auxiliary preserve the
inverted order of the direct question and no complementizer
is used. Thus northern I asked him if he could go
corresponds to southern I asked him could he go." (Labov,

1975, p. 46).
.. "...For many nonstandard: speakers, both black and
white; contractions with.  'not' frequently result in the
famous 'ain't.'... It is more often black speakers who also
contract 'did not' to 'ain't:' I ain't get but a little
bit." (Burling, 1973, p. 70).
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TABLE 7
Occupational Categories

Distribution of Characters and their

Use of Nonstandard English

*Ne=150 #Ny=587 Average -
Percent - Percent - Number of
of Total of Total Variants

Category Characters Variants Per Person

HVE
o

Unemployed 3 18

W W &N &y N N

Managers 3 8
Law Enforcers i1 15
Law ﬁréaﬁérs e 9
Professionals 17 16
Domestics 3 3
Homemakers 5 :
Students 19 13

Narrators

W N

ﬁéyaity
Service

Ass.istants

Q. W u.
N - (9% N
- =N N Ui

Undefined

*Nc = Total number of characters. - -

*Nv = Total number of variants of Nonstandard English

* Percentages do not add up to 100 due to rounding
and the exclusion of nonhumans.
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TABLE 8
Character Roles
Distribution of Characters and their
Use of Nonstandard English

*Nc=150 *Nv=587 Average

Percent . Percent - Number of
SO of Total of Total Variants
Category Characters Variants Per Person
Comedians* 14 34 10
Vietims* 10 22 9
Heroes 10 14 5
Villains 11 8 3

*N¢ = Total number of characters.

*Nv = Total number of variants of Nonstandard English

* = One character, Pappa on "Webster," functioned as both a

comedian and a vietim according to the working definitions
used in: this study. Therefore, he is included in both
categories.

zig




