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General Comments: While on the whole you do stick to the issue of whether standard English should be taught in schools or not, you occasionally divert into other areas, such as teaching methods and multi-lingual contexts.  I do not feel you cover the issues in much depth.  Although you touch on language and identity, you do not really say much about the way encouraging children to use standard English may distance them from their home language variety and culture.  You also say little about the increased social and geographical mobility proposed by some supporters of standard English.
A basically sound assignment but it could have done with more depth.

(2:2 Grade)
Discuss the arguments for and against teaching Standard English in Schools.

The teaching of English in the classroom is a comparatively modern concept with it only becoming a university accredited subject in 1828 at Kings College, London.  This professorship in English was rare with the universities of Oxford and Cambridge only allocating courses in English at the end of the Nineteenth Century.  Despite this late inclusion into mainstream education English was quickly realised as being one of the keys of basic education.  In Victorian times it created a work force that was relatively literate and able to work in the industrial era, in today's society it is a necessity to be able to read and understand other users of English.


During its early years as a subject the teaching of English was deemed as important, yet dangerous ground.  Indeed with regards to literacy it was deemed dangerous on the grounds of revolution.  The French Revolution was associated with 'dangerous' writings, especially in the wake of printing presses and a new form of free press emerging [Ref 1].  Indeed it was not only this view which inhibited the masses from gaining an education in English, views were expressed that if the general workforce became too literate they would attain a 'disrelish for the laborious occupations of life' [Ref 2].  The general opinion of the time was that the workforces of the Industrial Era and earlier should have as basic a level of literacy as possible so that they did not become too aware of their circumstances or views that were incompatible with the lives they led. ( nice background.

In todays schools there is still a high level of debate as to what and what should be not taught in schools relating to English and Standard English is at the forefront of these debates.  The first problem is that there is no specific definition of what Standard English is.  Katherine Perera refers to 'structure of the language, i.e. its grammar and vocabulary', but it may be 'spoken in any accent' [Ref 3].  This may be true for written text and anything read from written text but spoken English can be wrong? or incomplete grammatically, even when spoke by educated users of English.  Perera gives a characterisation of what she sees as Standard English in that:

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.

[Ref 4] ( Good to see a definition early on.
These characterisations are however not perfect.  The English language is constantly changing and adapting to social, political and economical contexts which it encounters, educated native speakers disagree about what the correct use of English may or may not be and the formal contexts do not necessarily use Standard English, especially radio and television which try to show a 'real life' attitude and as such local accents and dialects become apparent.  This is especially apparent upon the English of children and teenagers who watch television shows and mimic and or take on the voices of characters and actors they see and hear.  This is also not limited to local variety, with todays scope and width of communication foreign cultures and uses of English are also imposed upon those watching and listening.


The national curriculum in English for the schools of Wales and England states that 'spoken Standard English is not the same as Received Pronunciation and can be expressed in a variety of accents' so by this definition Standard English is not about accents, yet 'Standard English is distinguished from other forms of English by its vocabulary, and by rules and conventions of grammar, spelling and punctuation' [Ref 5].  This effectively means that Standard English can be said in any accent of the speaker, but any local dialects that do not correspond to Standard English are incorrect and should not be taught in the classroom [according to the National Curriculum?].  This concept seems strange to me as I would assume that in areas, which have a strong local dialect, such as Yorkshire or Newcastle, would be difficult to change the dialect and leave merely the accent unchanged.  This would slowly lead to a decline and possible removal of local dialects, which again is strange, as I do not believe the idea of teaching English is to remove the local dialects. [Ah – but it is in the eyes of some people” – “a unifying force”] This is the idea laid out in the Bullock Report (1975) in that the child's home language variety should be accepted, perhaps even nurtured, but alongside it Standard English was also to be taught so that it could 'enlarge is repertoire…use standard speech forms when they are needed [Ref 6]'.  It is again clear that the emphasis on Standard English to obtain a norm in spelling and writing and then in speaking.  Written English is already fairly standardised with dictionaries for spelling references and predetermined rules on grammar and syntax that can be referred to in other books upon the subject.  Indeed the curriculum states 'differences between the spoken and written forms relate to the spontaneity of speech and its function in conversation, whereas writing is more permanent, often carefully crafted and less dependant on immediate responses [Ref 7]' added to the fact that if something is written wrongly it can be more easily corrected and indeed can be changed.  This is unlike spoken English that once spoken is irreversible and once a concept of speech is formulated in a child's mind it is often hard to change.

The idea of teaching Standard English to some is more of a problem with regards to social status and the position of English in a social environment.  From my own experience at school I was aware that people spoke differently in different settings, to the teachers a formal, encroaching on Received Pronunciation form of English, yet amongst my peers the English adopted was of the local dialect. (Be careful – you are confusing accent and dialect here]  To have spoken in the same way to the teachers as I would have to my friends would have been unthinkable and vice versa.  This is also true of my current workplace, being a legal role it is necessary to take on different forms of spoken English depending on who is the caller, i.e. a client or a solicitor.  Perera notes this fact as 'for some the loss of identity will be too big a price to pay for the not always apparent benefits of speaking a more prestigious variety [Ref 8]'.  In opposition to this the Newbolt Report (1921) stated that a national language should be created, a national language for national unity.  The idea being that if everyone spoke the same then they would be unified through speech.  This report came amidst the end of the First World War with the revolution in Russia and the social hierarchy inherited from the Victorians coming under increasing social and political strain [Ref 9].   There are others such as Keen who take a far more drastic stance.  He believes that the teaching of Standard English will effectively create a 'snobbery' in the middle classes making them create their own language to differentiate themselves and thereby alienating the lower classes.  He sees this as a serious threat to social harmony.  In view of this he doesn't seem to foresee an outcome ?? in that either the Standard English is abandoned, invoking the 'wrath' of the government and media or to risk complete alienation of a whole social class [Ref 10].


Standard English does not just effect those to whom English is their mother tongue.  It is also a matter of controversy in countries where it is learnt as an additional or second language.  In South America there is a choice to learn American Standard English or British Standard English.  The choices people make depend upon mainly economic or political reasons.  Obviously with the close proximity of America it seems to some to make good economic sense to learn American Standard English so that they can progress economically, others who reject the strong influence of the American's both politically and economically may choose British Standard English for this reason as a statement of disgruntlement with America [Ref 11].  ( Good point

An example of the Standard forms of English not being quite as useful or perfect as they seem is of Lenin and his forced emigration to London before the Russian Revolution in 1918.  Having learnt English from a book whilst in prison in Siberia he and his comrades expected to be able to talk English, but Russian and English pronunciation are quite different and at first they found and Irish speaker the most comprehendible [Ref 12].  The obvious point there is that books alone cannot teach the users English, it requires other forms of input such as dialogue with someone who can speak English together with learning the far more formed and standard written English to be able to understand and react to the dynamics of spoken English.  The same types of English teaching are employed for non-mother tongue speakers as are learners who speak English as a mother tongue.  There are however still examples of 'drilling' of language to foreign speakers, this once fashionable form of teaching uses only English and includes mimicry and pictures and mediums of learning; this is unlike some cultures such as Japanese where English is integrated into teaching, as English learnt some subjects will begun to be wholly taught in English i.e. from a certain point in the childrens' school careers all geography lessons would be taught in English exclusively.  – This discussion should not really include a focus on EFL.


Standard English has its place in todays society of teaching and will not be likely to ever be usurped.  Movements such as phonetic teaching are rarely used and will doubtlessly come under scrutiny in comparison to Standard English. ??  Standard English is a prerequisite of todays lifestyle that if the children leaving school were without it they wouldn't be able to cope in today’s environment of self-progression and high literacy.  This coupled with the view of Standard English as being correct English in a sense has its roots in Received Pronunciation, people who can talk properly and use the language properly can seem to be the snobs which Keen described earlier but it is generally the case that for people to progress in this world they need to at least be able to utilise and control a form of Standard English.
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