STANDARD ENGLISH & that kind of stuff
Vivian Cook, Inside Language

Gotta be a bit careful with this one: she’s inclined to blur the distinction between dialect and accent


Language varies in 4 main ways:

Individual variation: older v younger people / women v men

Regional variation: dialect and accent

Social group: social class

Function: language used for different purposes (ie register)

1 Gender

Absolutely gorgeous, isn’t it?

Is the speaker male or female? How can you tell?

Pitch:

Voice breaking is partly a convention (and cultural – men’s voices deeper in USA than Poland)

Deepness associated with authority

Lexis:

Modifiers, more emotional lexical items, tag-questions

2 Age

lots of stereotypical responses: ‘egocentric, living in the past” (older speaker*) v “arrogant” (younger speaker*) * = both played by same actor.

Generational vocab shifts – eg: wireless – tranny – radio

Regional speech is more common in older speakers

Certain pronunciations go with different ages – eg Estuary

3 Region

rhotic /r/: English English is a non-rhotic dialect. Scottish and American varieties are rhotic.

Dialect words by region: granny, granma (London, midlands), gran, granmam (north Shropshire), nan (norfolk), baba (south), gammy (north), grammy (E midlands)

Standard English:

Most educated people speak with regional version of RP = modified RP

Continuum in England between standard English spoken with RP (= high prestige) to non-standard English spoken with regional accent (low prestige).

James Buchanan 1757: “it ought to be indisputably the care of every teacher of English not to suffer children to pronounce according to the dialect of that place or country where they were born or reside, if it happens to be vicious” 

Prestige accents often reflect economic factors (eg prosperity of 

London)

Status & accents

Australia:

Who is most competent/attractive?

Least






most

Broad


general

cultivated

Who has most confident/integrity?

Least






most

cultivated


general

broad

UK

Which accents are highest lowest status?

least






highest status

urban (eg Birmingham) Regional (eg Scots)
RP

English Women

Which accent has most/least warmth/ competence/social attractiveness?

least






most


   RP





Northern


France

Where is the strongest accent?

least






most


Paris

Brittany
Alsace

Provence

Dialect: differences in grammar

The copula (to be) varies a lot: West Country: I be thirsty, we be thirsty (no plural form), and sometimes we ‘m thirsty;

‘be’ left out of some black English dialects: she real nice (tend to leave the verb out where standard English would use a contracted form: she’s real nice): led to compensatory programmes in 60s, chiefly Sesame Street. Perceived as a low-status dialect feature, even though it’s quite regular and only a minor difference from standard English. Not related to a child’s thinking skills (ie not a sign of lower intelligence, though it may be perceived as this).

Negation differs in non-standard dialects: never an all-purpose negative form: I never done it. Also multiple negation: I didn’t like none of the books. Seen in many dialects: I never had no trouble about none of us pulling out no knife (Detroit); she never lost no furniture nor nothing (Irish English); you couldn’t say nothing bad about it (Tyneside). Multiple negation adds emphasis, makes utterances more emphatic: I can’t get no satisfaction (lyric from little-known band of the 1960s).

Standard English, from Tom McArthur’s Encyclopaedia of English Language

· Difficult to define

· Some see it as the ideal or educated form

· Not geographically defined

· Probably a minority form (gee)

· Definition: variety most widely accepted and understood within an English-speaking country. 3 agreed areas: (1) Most easily defined in print; (2) used in the media, sometimes with regional accents; (3) related to social class and education – sometimes seen implicitly as matching the average level of students leaving secondary schools.

· Developed from one of the middle English dialects – East Midlands, dialect first printed by Caxton; being the written form gives it especial status with remarkably little variation.

· Some see a plurality of standards – standard American, standard Scottish, Standard English English, etc. 

· “It is a creature born of consensus” – most people recognise it, even though we find it so difficult to define.

Essay Fun:

How would you define standard English? How does it differ from other dialects? Why do people consider it so important?

Write as an essay or article for an airline magazine

Mr G Barton would like to apologise for the lack of fancy boxes and other layout features and hopes that his readers will understand that at 5.30 am on a Friday he is a little jaded and the only thing that keeps him going is admiring the svelte beauty of his adorable, sexy Macintosh.
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5 agree?





4 Other egs and other topics?





2 Can you think of other examples?


3 Why do you think?





1 Do you agree with all this?





6 Comment: any surprises, patterns?








