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1. What is Standard English?

•
The idea of Standard English seems at first so obvious and straightforward that it is hardly necessary to write about it.

•
However there are divergent views on the topic.

•
Our view of Standard English has always been determined by attitudes and prejudices.

•
‘Standard’ has been linked with several meanings - ‘correct’ ‘accurate’ ‘good’ ‘proper’.

•
Stubbs (1988) suggests that it is almost a circular argument: Standard English is the language used in education - education must use standard English.

•
Standard English can be defined as a dialect of English, with the understanding that dialect refers to grammar and vocabulary, but not to accent.

•
If Standard English is the language of wider communication, its teaching becomes an issue of access. 

2. A History of Standard English:

•
From the 11th to the 14th centuries the languages of Church and State in England were Latin and Norman French; it was not until 1362 that English was officially used in parliament.

•
At the close of the 14th century, Chaucer wrote his Canterbury Tales in English, using his own East Midlands dialect. These books were among the first books to be printed in English.

•
The advent of printing made it necessary to have a form of English that was widely understood throughout England. As many of the official documents of administration were produced in London, it is not surprising that it was from the dialects of this midland eastern region that modern Standard English grew. As this form, closely associated with the educated and the powerful, gained currency, other coexisting varieties came increasingly to be downgraded in status.

•
Points to consider:

1.
It was an accident of geography that selected the East Midlands dialect as the forerunner of standard English, not any superiority over other 15th century dialects.

2.
A number of non-standard forms of modern English are direct descendants of early English dialects, rather than careless corruptions of the standard.

3.
There is a very close relationship between written language and the development of standard English.

4.
The standard language has come to serve a wide variety of public, formal functions. Standard English is a much more fully elaborated variety of English than any non-standard variety.

3. The nature and function of Standard English

1.
Standard English does not necessarily mean good English. The label is a technical term used to identify a particular variety of English that has characteristic forms and functions.

The following sentence may be taken as an example:

The rise in unemployment has become an avalanche.

A positive characterisation of Standard English can begin with three statements which relate to its forms, speakers and functions. Standard English is:

(i) relatively uniform throughout the English speaking world;

(ii) used by educated native speakers;

(iii) used in public, formal contexts, e.g. Parliament, law courts, churches radio, television and particularly in education and published writing.

4. Standard English and Pronunciation

•
Standard English refers to the structure of the language, i.e. its grammar and vocabulary, not its pronunciation.

•
Standard English may be spoken in an accent that does not reveal the speaker’s geographical origins - such an accent is called Received Pronunciation (RP)

•
The following sentence would sound different in the local accents of Liverpool, London and Newcastle:


They go by bus, train or boat every week.


Whatever its pronunciation, though, it is still a standard English sentence.


In contrast, the next sentence is non-standard, because in standard English, the verb form goes  occurs only after third person singular subjects:


They goes by bus, train or boat every week.

Such a sentence is never pronounced in RP but always in a regional accent, in this case probably one from Oxfordshire, Hampshire or Dorset.


These examples make the point that non-standard English is always evident in writing, whereas a regional accent is not, unless the writer uses unconventional spelling to try to convey the sound of speech.


When the National Curriculum stipulates that pupils should be using standard English to fulfil statements of attainment in Speaking and Listening, this does not mean that they are required to change their accents. 


The Cox Report was emphatic on that point:


‘We do not see it as the school’s place to enforce the accent known as Received Pronunciation’ (Cox 1991:26)


5. Spoken Standard English and The National Curriculum


The National Curriculum requires that pupils are assessed on their ability to speak Standard English.


It is therefore essential to have some agreement about a definition.


First it is essential to list ways in which speech differs from writing, since spoken standard English has all these characteristics.

1.
Speech contains false starts, hesitations, incomplete sentences. These features are quite unlike writing. We have an unrealistic view of what the naturally occurring speech of educated speakers sounds like.

2.
Speech contains discourse markers e.g. well, you know, sort of, I mean, which serve to help speakers relate to each other within a ‘participation framework.’

3.
Speech depends heavily on the context in which it occurs. Face to face spoken language does not need to be as full as written language:


(i) Leave it there


(ii) Please leave the ironing board in the porch, in the corner behind the umbrella stand.

4.
Speech contains characteristic constructions which do not normally occur in writing and which look strange written down.


All the people in my office can’t speak English properly, they can’t write English properly.

(Prince Charles) ‘they’ used instead of subject noun phrase ‘all the people in my office.’

5.
Speech is less formal than writing. When we speak we know who we are speaking to and , most often, we speak to people we know well, with whom its appropriate to be informal. Assessment of spoken English needs to take account of the context.


If we don’t allow an interpersonal function into a description of spoken standard English, but require an oral version of written English, then we are failing to understand the nature of spontaneous speech.

(see Hughes and Trudgill 1979)

Self study question: What are the arguments for and against making it a requirement that children should use standard English?

(See article : ‘English War of Words’ - John Honey and Anne Barnes.)

6. Conclusion:


The Cox report recognises some of the social and emotional problems involved in adding the forms of standard English to pupils’ linguistic repertoires:


Teachers should never treat non-standard dialect as sub-standard language but should recognise the intimate links between dialect and identity and the damage to self-esteem and motivation which can be caused by indiscriminate ‘correction’ of dialect forms. All children should be supported in valuing their own dialects ... but they should also be able to use standard English when necessary and helpful to do so in speaking as well as in writing. (Cox 1991:128)
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