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Can one person’s speech be better
than another’s?

Not all speakers of a given language speak the same. Speech variations
abound on television. Maybe you’ve seen the movie or the play My
Fair Lady, in which Henry Higgins believes that the Queen’s English
is the superior language of England (and perhaps of the world). So
the question arises whether one person’s speech can be better than
another’s, and this question is subsumed under the larger question of
whether any language is intrinsically superior to another. While we
focus on speech here, analogous issues arise for sign.
Before facing this issue, though, we need to think about
another matter. Consider these utterances:
Would you mind if I borrowed that cushion for a few
moments?
Could I have that pillow for a sec?
Give me that, would you?
All of these utterances could be used to request a pillow.
Which one(s) would you use in addressing a stranger? If you
use the ﬁrst one, perhaps you sense that the stranger is quite different from you (such as a much older person or someone with
more stature or authority). Perhaps you’re trying to show that
you’re polite or reﬁned or not a threat. Pay attention to the use
of the word cushion instead of pillow. Pillows often belong behind
our heads, typically in bed. If you wanted to avoid any hint of
105
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intimacy, you might choose to use the word cushion for what is
clearly a pillow.
Consider the third sentence. It’s harder for some people to
imagine using this one with a stranger. When I help to renovate
urban housing for poor people with a group called Chester Community Improvement Project and I am pounding in nails next to
some guy and sweat is dripping off both our brows, I have no hesitation in using this style of sentence. With the informality of such
a sentence, I’m implying or perhaps trying to bring about a sense
of camaraderie.
Of course, it’s easy to imagine a scene in which you could use
the second sentence with a stranger.
Which one(s) would you use in addressing someone you know
well? Again, it could be all three. However, now if you use the ﬁrst
one, you might be insulting the addressee. It’s not hard to think of
a scenario in which this sentence carries a nasty tone rather than
a polite one. And you can easily describe scenarios for the second
and third sentences.
The point is that we command different registers of language.
We can use talk that is fancy or ordinary or extremely informal,
and we can choose which register to use in which situations to get
the desired effect. So we have lots of variation in our own speech
in the ways we phrase things (syntax) and the words we use (lexicon or vocabulary).
Other variation in an individual’s speech involves sound rules
(phonology). Say the third sentence aloud several times, playing
with different ways of saying it. Contrast give me to gimme and would
you to wudja. When we say words in a sequence, sometimes we
contract them, but even a single word can be said in multiple ways.
Say the word interesting in several sentences, imagining scenarios
that differ in formality. Probably your normal (or least marked)
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pronunciation has three syllables: “in-tres-ting.” However, maybe
it has four, and if it does, they are probably “in-er-es-ting.” The
pronunciation that is closest to the spelling (“in-ter-es-ting”) is
more formal and, as a result, is sometimes used for humor (as in
“very in-ter-es-ting,” with a noticeably foreign ﬂair to the pronunciation of very or with a drawn-out “e” in very).
So you have plenty of variation in your own speech, no matter who you are, and the more different speech communities you
belong to, the more variation you will have. With my mother’s relatives, I will say, for example, “I hate lobsters anymore,” whereas
with other people I’m more likely to say, “I hate lobsters these
days.” This particular use of anymore is common to people from
certain geographical areas (the North and South Midland, meaning the area from Philadelphia westward through southern Pennsylvania, northern West Virginia, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois to
the Mississippi River) but not to people from other places, who
may not even understand what I mean. With my sister, I used to
say, “Ain’t nobody gonna tell me what to do,” but I’d never say
that to my mother or to other people unless I were trying to make
a sociolinguistic point. This kind of talk signaled for us a camaraderie outside of the socioeconomic group my mother aspired to. In
a speech to a convention of librarians recently, I said, “That had to
change, for I, like you, do not lead a charmed life,” but I’d probably
never say that in conversation to anyone—it’s speech talk. Also,
think about the language you use in e-mail, and contrast it to your
job-related writings, for example.
Although we cannot explicitly state the rules of our language, we do choose to use different ones in different contexts.
We happily exploit variation, which we encounter in a wide range
from simple differences in pronunciation and vocabulary to more
marked ones that involve phrasing and sentence structure. When
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the differences are greater and more numerous, we tend to talk of
dialects rather than just variations. Thus, the languages of upperand lower-class Bostonians would probably be called variations of
American English, whereas the languages of upper- and lower-class
Londoners (Queen’s English versus Cockney) would probably be
called dialects of British English. When the dialects are so different as to be mutually incomprehensible and/or when they gain a
cultural or political status, we tend to talk of separate languages
(such as French versus Spanish).
There’s one more point I want to make before we return to
our original question. I often ask classes to play the game of “telephone” in the following way. We line up twenty-one chairs, and
volunteers sit on them. Then I whisper in the middle person’s ear
perhaps something very simple such as “Come with me to the
store.” The middle person then whispers the phrase into the ears
of the people on both sides, and the whisper chain goes on to each
end of the line. Finally, the ﬁrst and twenty-ﬁrst persons say aloud
what they heard.
Next we do the same experiment, but this time with a sentence that’s a little trickier, perhaps something such as “Why
choose white shoes for winter sports?” Then we do the experiment
with a sentence in a language that the ﬁrst whisperer (who is often
not me at this point) speaks reasonably well and that might be
familiar to some of the twenty-one people in the chairs—perhaps
something such as “La lune, c’est magniﬁque” (a French sentence
that means ‘the moon is wonderful’). Finally, we do the experiment with a sentence whispered initially by a native speaker of a
language that none of the twenty-one people speak.
Typically, the ﬁrst and twenty-ﬁrst persons do not come up
with the same results. Furthermore, the distance between them
seems greater with each successive experiment.
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Part of the problem is in the listening. We don’t all hear
things the same way. When we haven’t heard something clearly,
we ask people to repeat what they said. However, sometimes we
don’t realize we haven’t heard something clearly until our inappropriate response is corrected. At times the other person doesn’t
correct us, and the miscommunication remains, leading to various
other difﬁculties.
Part of the problem in the experiment is in the repeating.
You may say, “My economics class is a bore,” and you begin the
second word with the syllable “eek.” I might repeat the sentence
but use my pronunciation of the second word, which would begin
with “ek.” If you speak French well, you might say magniﬁque quite
differently from me. In high school or college language classes,
the teacher drilled the pronunciation of certain words over and
over—but some people never mimicked to the teacher’s satisfaction. A linguist told me a story about a little girl who introduced
herself as “Litha.” The man she was introducing herself to said,
“Litha?” The child said, “No, Litha.” The man said, “Litha?”
The child said, “No, no. Litha. Li-tha.” The man said, “Lisa?” The
child smiled and said, “Right.” Repetitions are not exact and lead
to change.
Imperfections in hearing and repeating are two of the reasons
that language must change over time. When the Romans marched
into Gaul and into the Iberian Peninsula and northeastward into
what is now Romania, they brought large populations who stayed
and spoke a form of street Latin. Over time, however, the street
Latin in Gaul developed into French; that in the Iberian Peninsula
developed into Portuguese along the west and Spanish along the
east and central portions; that in Romania developed into Romanian. Moreover, the street Latin spoken in the original community
on the Italian Peninsula changed as well, developing into Italian.
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Other factors (besides our imperfections in hearing and
repeating sounds) can inﬂuence both the speed and the manner of
language changes—but the fact is that living languages necessarily
change. They always have and they always will.
Many political groups have tried to control language change.
During the French Revolution, a controlling faction decided that
a standard language would pave the way for unity. Parish priests,
who were ordered to survey spoken language, found that many
dialects were spoken in different geographic areas, and many of
them were quite distinct from the dialect of Paris. Primary schools
in every region of France were established with teachers proﬁcient in the Parisian dialect. The effect of this educational reform
was not signiﬁcant until 1881, when state education became free
and mandatory, and the standard dialect (that is, Parisian) took
hold more ﬁrmly. Still, the geographic dialects continued, though
weakened, and most important, the standard kept changing. Standard French today is different from the Parisian dialect of 1790. In
addition, new varieties of French have formed as new subcultures
have appeared. Social dialects persist and/or arise even when geographic dialects are squelched. Change is the rule in language, so
variation will always be with us.
Now we can ask whether one person’s speech can be better
than another’s. This is a serious question because our attitudes
about language affect the way we treat speakers in personal, as well
as business and professional, situations. In what follows I use the
term “standard American English” (a term riddled with problems
that will become more and more apparent as you read)—the variety that we hear in news reports on television and radio. It doesn’t
seem to be strongly associated with any particular area of the country, although those who aren’t from the Midwest often call it Midwestern. This variety is also more frequently associated with the
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middle class than with the lower class, and it is more frequently
associated with whites than with other races.
A few years ago one of my students recorded herself reading a
passage by James Joyce both in standard American English pronunciation and in her Atlanta pronunciation (she is white and from
Atlanta). She then asked strangers (adults of varying ages who lived
in the town of Swarthmore, Pennsylvania) to listen to the two readings and answer a set of questions she had prepared. She did not
tell the strangers that the recordings were made by a single person
(nor that they were made by her). Without exception, the strangers judged the person who read the passage with standard English
pronunciation as smarter and better educated, and most of them
judged the person who read the passage with Atlanta pronunciation
as nicer and more laid back. This was just a small, informal study,
but its ﬁndings are consistent with those of larger studies.
Studies have shown that prejudice against certain varieties of
speech can lead to discriminatory practices. For example, Professor
John Baugh of Washington University directed a study of housing in
which he used different English pronunciations when telephoning
people who had advertised apartments for rent. In one call he would
use standard American pronunciation (i.e., white); in another,
African American; in another, Latino. (Baugh is African American,
grew up in the middle class in Los Angeles, and had many Latino
friends. He can sound African American, white, or Latino at will.)
He said exactly the same words in every call, and he controlled for
the order in which he made the calls (i.e., sometimes the Latino
pronunciation would be used ﬁrst, sometimes the African American,
and sometimes the standard). He asked whether the apartments
were still available. More were available when he used the standard
pronunciation. Thus, it is essential that we examine carefully the
question of “better” with regard to language variety.
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When I knock on a door and my friend inside says, “Who’s
there?” I’m likely to answer, “It’s me,” but I don’t say, “It’s I” (or,
even more unlikely for me, “It is I”). Do you? If you do, do you say
that naturally, that is, not self-consciously? Or do you say it because
you’ve been taught that that’s the correct thing to say? If you do it
naturally, your speech contains an archaism—a little fossil from the
past. We all have little fossils. I say, “I’m different from you.” Most
people today would say, “I’m different than you.” My use of from
after different was typical in earlier generations, but it’s not typical today. Some of us hold onto archaisms longer than others, and
even the most linguistically innovative of us probably have some.
So don’t be embarrassed by your fossils: They’re a fact of language.
However, if you say, “It’s I,” self-consciously because you’ve
been taught that that’s correct, what does “correct” mean in this
situation? If that’s what most people used to say but is not what
most people say today, you’re saying it’s correct either because you
revere the past (which many of us do) or because you believe that
there’s a rule of language that’s being obeyed by “It’s I” and being
broken by “It’s me.”
I’m going to push the analysis of just this one contrast—“It’s
I” versus “It’s me”—quite a distance because I believe that many
relevant issues about how people view language will come out of
the discussion. Consider the former reason for preferring “It’s I,”
that of revering the past. Many people have this reason for using
archaic speech patterns and for preferring that others use them.
For some reason, language is treated in a unique way here. We certainly don’t hold up the past as superior in other areas, for example,
mathematics or physics. So why do some of us feel that changes in
language are evidence of decay?
If it were true that the older way of saying something were
better simply because it’s older, your grandparents spoke better
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than your parents, and your great-grandparents spoke better than
your grandparents, and so on. Did Chaucer speak a form of English
superior to that spoken by Shakespeare? Shall we go further back
than Chaucer for our model? There is no natural stopping point.
We can go all the way to prehistoric times if we use “older” as the
only standard for “better.”
The latter reason—believing that “It’s I” obeys a rule that “It’s
me” breaks—is more defensible, if it is indeed true. Defenders of
the “It’s I” school of speech argue that, with the verb be, the elements on both sides of it are grammatically equivalent—so they
should naturally have the same case.
I’ve used a linguistic concept here: case. To understand it (or
review it), look at these Hungarian sentences:
Megnézhetem a szobát?
Van rádió a szobában?
Hol a szoba?

May I see the room?
Is there a radio in the room?
Where’s the room?

I have translated the sentences in a natural way rather than word
by word. Can you pick out the word in each sentence that means
‘room’? I hope you chose szobát, szobában, and szoba. These three
forms can be thought of as variants of the same word. The difference in form is called case marking. Textbooks on Hungarian
typically claim that a form like szoba is used when the word is
the subject of the sentence, a form like szobát when the word is the
direct object, and a form like szobában when the word conveys a
certain kind of location (comparable to the object of the preposition in in English). So a word can have various forms—various
cases—based on how it is used in a sentence.
English does not have different case forms for nouns (with the
exception of genitive nouns, such as boy’s in the boy’s book). So in
the English translations of the preceding Hungarian sentences, the
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word room is invariable. However, English does have different case
forms for pronouns:
I like tennis.
That tennis racket is mine.
Everyone likes me.
These three forms indicate the ﬁrst-person singular: I, mine, and
me. They distinguish subjects (I) from genitives (mine) from everything else (me).
Now let’s return to “It’s I.” Must elements on either side of be
be equivalent? In the following three sentences, different syntactic categories are on either side of be (here “NP” stands for “noun
phrase”):
Bill is tall.
Bill is off his rocker.
Bill is to die for.

NP be AP
NP be PP
NP be VP

Tall is an adjective (here, an adjective phrase (AP) that happens
to consist of only the head adjective). Off is a preposition, and
it’s part of the prepositional phrase (PP) off his rocker. To die for is
a verb phrase (VP). Thus, the two elements that ﬂank be do not
have to be equivalent in category.
Still, in the sentence “It’s I,” the elements that ﬂank be are
both pronouns (It and I), so maybe these elements are equivalent
in this sentence. Let’s test that claim by looking at agreement.
Verbs agree with their subject in English, whether that subject precedes or follows them:
John’s nice.
Is John nice?
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However, be in our focus sentence agrees with the NP to its left
(which happens to be a single word, ﬁlling the NP), not to its right:
It’s I.
*It am I.
No one would say “It am I.” Therefore, the NP to the right of be is
not the subject of the sentence, which means that the NPs ﬂanking be are not equivalent—It is the subject, but I is not.
Perhaps you think that the equivalence that matters here has
to do with meaning, not with syntax. Let’s pursue that: Do It and I
have equivalent meaning in “It’s I”? Notice that you can also say:
It’s you.
In fact, the slot after It’s can be ﬁlled by several different pronouns.
It in these sentences is not meaningful; it is simply a placeholder,
similar (though not equivalent) to the it in sentences about time
and weather:
It’s four o’clock.
It’s hailing.
However, I is meaningful because it refers to a person (the speaker).
Therefore, It and I are not equivalent in meaning in the sentence
“It’s I.”
In sum, it’s not clear that the elements on either side of be in
the sentence “It’s I” are equivalent in any linguistic way. We can
conclude something even stronger. We noted that It in these sentences is the subject and that the pronoun following a form of be
is not the subject. But the pronoun following be is also not a genitive. Given the pronoun case system of English discussed earlier,
we expect the pronoun to take the third form (the “elsewhere”
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form), which is me, not I. In other words, our case system would
lead us to claim that “It’s me” is the grammatical sentence.
I am not saying “It’s I” is ungrammatical. I want only to show
that the issue may not be as clear-cut as you might have thought.
Indeed, the conclusion I come to is that more than one case system is at play here. Those who say “It’s me” are employing regular case rules. However, those who say “It’s I” have a special case
rule for certain sentences that contain be. The important point is
that both sets of speakers have rules that determine what they say.
Their speech is systematic; they are not speaking randomly.
That is the key issue of this whole chapter. When we consider
variation in language, we must give up the idea of errors and accept
the idea of patterns. Some people produce one pattern because they
are following one set of rules; other people produce a different pattern because they are following a different set of rules. (For several
different types of language variations in English, visit the websites of
the West Virginia Dialect Project: http://www.as.wvu.edu/dialect.)
From a linguistic perspective, asking whether one person’s speech
can be better than another’s would amount to asking whether one
system is better. But what standards do we have for evaluating systems? What standards do you, as a speaker of the language, employ
when you judge varieties of speech? To answer that question, consider variation in your own speech. Do you consider some varieties
better than others? And which ones? If you’re like most people, you
consider formal or polite speech to be better. However, that standard concerns behavior in society—behavior that may reveal or
perhaps even determine one’s position. We tend to think that the
speech of those who hold cultural, economic, or other social power
is better, but this has little to do with linguistic structure.
Now ask yourself what standards you are using to judge the
speech of others. Such questions often boil down to your poli-

Can one person’s speech be better than another’s?

117

tics (who do you esteem?) or to your experience (what are you
familiar with?) but not to your grammatical rules. Consider the
common claim that some varieties of speech are lazy. Try to ﬁnd
a recording of English speech that you consider lazy. Now mimic
it. Some people are good at mimicking the speech of others, but
accurately mimicking the speech of anyone else (anyone at all)
takes a good ear, good control over the parts of your body that
produce speech, and mostly a grasp of the sound rules that are
being used. So the speech you thought was lazy wasn’t lazy at
all. Rather, different rules are being employed in these varieties
of speech. What makes each variety distinct from others is its
inventory of rules.
Consider learning a foreign language. People who feel conﬁdent about their ability to speak and understand a foreign language
in a classroom often visit a place where that language is spoken
only to ﬁnd that no one is speaking the classroom variety. One of
the big differences is usually speed: Ordinary speech can be quite
rapid. Again, some claim that fast speech is sloppy, but fast speech
is notoriously hard to mimic. It is typically packed with sound
rules, so it takes more experience with the language to master all
of the rules and to be able to produce fast speech.
Among American speakers a common misconception is that
British speech is superior to American English. Part of this belief
follows from reverence of the past, already discussed. Part of it follows from the misperception that American upper-class speech is
closer to British speech—so British speech is associated with high
society and with politeness. In fact, the speech of the British has
changed over time, just as the speech of the American colonialists changed over time. Therefore, modern British speech is not,
in general, closer to older forms of English than American speech
is. Pockets of conservative varieties of English occur both in the
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British Isles and in the United States, but most varieties on either
side of the Atlantic Ocean have changed considerably. Also, British society is stratiﬁed, just as American society is, and not all British speech is either upper class or polite.
Linguists claim that all varieties of a language—all dialects
and all languages, for that matter—are equal linguistic citizens.
Linguists have recognized that all languages are systematic in that
they obey certain universal principles regarding the organization
and interaction of sounds, the ways we build words and phrases
and sentences, and how we code meaning. However, this doesn’t
mean that all language is esthetically equal. I can recognize a beautiful line in a poem or a story, as I’m sure you can (though we
might not agree). However, that beautiful line might be in archaic
English, formal contemporary English, ordinary contemporary
English, very informal contemporary English, African American
Atlanta English, Italian American Yonkers English, Philadelphia
gay English, Chinese American Seattle English, or so many others. Within our different varieties of speech, we can speak in ways
that affect people’s hearts or resonate in their minds, or we can
speak in ways that are unremarkable. These are personal (esthetic
or political) choices.
In chapter 12, I outline some possible effects of the goal of
the English-only movement (EOM) of minimizing language variations in the United States. However, even if English were declared
the ofﬁcial language of the United States, variation would not be
wiped out. What would be threatened would be the richness of
the range of variation most speakers are exposed to. Once that
exposure is lost, Americans might start thinking that English is
a superior language simply because they would no longer hear
other languages being spoken by people they know personally and
respect. They might become severely provincial in their linguistic
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attitudes, and given the necessity of global respect these days, such
provincialism could be dangerous.
The fact that variation in language is both unavoidable and
sometimes the result of aesthetic and/or political choices does not
mean that educational institutions should not insist that children
master whatever variety of language has been deemed the standard—just for purely practical reasons. There’s little doubt that linguistic prejudice is a reality. The adult who cannot speak and write
the standard variety may encounter a range of difﬁculties from ﬁnding suitable employment to achieving social advancement.
At the same time, all of us—and educational institutions, in
particular—should respect all varieties of language and show that
respect in relevant ways. Look at one notorious controversy: In
1996 the school board in Oakland, California, declared Ebonics
to be the ofﬁcial language of the district’s African American students. Given funding regulations for bilingual education in that
time and place, this decision had the effect of allowing the school
district to use funds set aside for bilingual education to teach their
African American children in Ebonics, as well as in the standard
language.
The debate was particularly hot, I believe, because of the sociological issues involved. Many people thought that Ebonics should
be kept out of the classroom purely because the dialect was associated with race. Some of these people were African Americans
who did not want their children to be disadvantaged by linguistic
prejudice; they were afraid that teaching in Ebonics would exaggerate racial linguistic prejudice rather than redress it. Many good
books written about the Ebonics controversy for the general public
look at the issue from a variety of perspectives (see the suggested
readings). However, from a linguistic perspective, the issue is more
a question of bilingual (or bidialectal) education than anything
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else. If you care about the Ebonics issue, I urge you to read chapter 12, keeping Ebonics in mind.
In sum, variation in language is something we all participate
in, and, as a linguist and a writer, I believe it’s something we should
revel in. Language is not a monolith, nor can it be, nor should it
be, given the complexity of culture and the fact that language is
the fabric of culture. Some of us are more eloquent than others,
and all of us have moments of greater or lesser eloquence. However, that range in eloquence is found in every language, every
dialect, and every variety of speech.
Further Reading on Variation
Andersson, L. G., and P. Trudgill. 1990. Bad language. Cambridge:
Blackwell.
Ash, S. 2003. A national survey of North American dialects. In
D. Preston, ed., Needed research in American dialects. Durham,
N.C.: American Dialect Society, Duke University Press.
Baron, D. 1994. Guide to home language repair. Champaign, Ill.: National
Council of Teachers of English.
Baugh, J. 1999. Out of the mouths of slaves. Austin: University of Texas
Press.
Biber, D., and E. Finegan. 1997. Sociolinguistic perspectives on register.
New York: Oxford University Press.
Cameron, D. 1995. Verbal hygiene. London: Routledge.
Carver, C. 1989. American regional dialects: A word geography. Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press.
Coulmas, F. 1998. Handbook of sociolinguistics. Cambridge: Blackwell.
Fasold, R. 1984. The sociolinguistics of society. New York: Blackwell.
Finegan, E. 1980. Attitudes toward language usage. New York: Teachers
College Press.
Fishman, J. 1968. Readings in the sociology of language. Paris: Mouton.

Can one person’s speech be better than another’s?

Herman, L. H., and M. S. Herman. 1947. Manual of American dialects for
radio, stage, screen, and television. New York: Ziff Davis.
Hock, H., and B. Joseph. 1996. An introduction to historical and
comparative linguistics. Berlin: de Gruyter.
Labov, W. 1972. The logic of nonstandard English in language and social
context: Selected readings. Comp. Pier Paolo Giglioli. Baltimore:
Penguin.
——— . 1972. Sociolinguistic patterns. Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press.
——— . 1987. How I got into linguistics, and what I got out of it.
http://www.ling.upenn.edu/∼labov/Papers/HowIgot.html (accessed May
3, 2009).
——— . 1995. Can reading failure be reversed? A linguistic approach to
the question. In V. Gadsden and D. Wagner, eds., Literacy among
African-American youth: Issues in learning, teaching, and schooling,
39–68. Cresskill, N.J.: Hampton.
——— , S. Ash, and C. Boberg, eds. 2005. Atlas of North American
English: Phonetics, phonology, and sound change. Berlin: de Gruyter.
LeClerc, F., B. H. Schmitt, and L. Dube. 1994. Foreign branding and its
effects on product perceptions and attitudes. Journal of Marketing
Research 31 (May): 263–70.
Lippi-Green, R. 1997. English with an accent. New York: Routledge.
McCrum, R., W. Cran, and R. MacNeil. 1986. The story of English.
New York: Viking Penguin.
Millward, C. M. 1989. A biography of the English language. Orlando: Holt,
Rinehart, and Winston.
Milroy, J., and L. Milroy. 1991. Authority in language, 2nd ed. London:
Routledge.
Moss, B., and K. Walters. 1993. Rethinking diversity: Axes of difference
in the writing classroom. In L. Odell, ed., Theory and practice in the
teaching of writing: Rethinking the discipline. Carbondale: Southern
Illinois University Press.

121

122

Language in Society

Peyton, J., D. Ranard, and S. McGinnis, eds. 2001. Heritage languages in
America: Preserving a national resource. Washington, D.C.: Center
for Applied Linguistics and Delta Systems.
Romaine, S. 1994. Language in society: An introduction to sociolinguistics.
New York: Oxford University Press.
Scherer, K., and H. Giles, eds. 1979. Social markers in speech. New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Seligman, C. R., G. R. Tucker, and W. Lambert. 1972. The effects of
speech style and other attributes on teachers’ attitudes toward
pupils. Language and Society 1: 131–42.
Simpson, J. 2005. The Oxford dictionary of modern slang. New York:
Oxford University Press.
Telsur Project. Linguistics laboratory, University of Pennsylvania.
http://www.ling.upenn.edu/phono_atlas/home.html (accessed May 3,
2009).
Trask, R. L. 1994. Language change. London: Routledge.
Trudgill, P., J. K. Chambers, and N. Schilling-Estes, eds. 2002. The
handbook of language variation and change. Malden, Mass.: Blackwell.
Weinreich, U. [1953] 1968. Languages in contact: Findings and problems.
The Hague: Mouton.
Wolfram, W. 1991. Dialects and American English. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice Hall.
——— , and N. Schilling-Estes. 1998. American English: Dialects and
variation. Oxford: Blackwell.
Wolfram, W., and B. Ward, eds. 2006. American voices: How dialects differ
from coast to coast. Oxford: Blackwell.
Further Reading on Ebonics
Adger, C. 1994. Enhancing the delivery of services to black special
education students from nonstandard English backgrounds. Final
report. University of Maryland, Institute for the Study of Exceptional
Children and Youth. (Available through ERIC Document
Reproduction Service [EDRS]. Document no. ED 370 377.)

Can one person’s speech be better than another’s?

Adger, C., D. Christian, and O. Taylor. 1999. Making the connection:
Language and academic achievement among African American students.
Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied Linguistics and Delta
Systems.
Adger, C., W. Wolfram, and J. Detwyler. 1993. Language differences:
A new approach for special educators. Teaching Exceptional Children
26(1): 44–47.
Adger, C., W. Wolfram, J. Detwyler, and B. Harry. 1993. Confronting
dialect minority issues in special education: Reactive and proactive
perspectives. In Proceedings of the Third National Research Symposium
on Limited English Proﬁcient Student Issues: Focus on Middle and High
School Issues 2: 737–62. U.S. Department of Education, Ofﬁce of
Bilingual Education and Minority Languages Affairs. (Available
through ERIC Document Reproduction Service. Document no. ED
356 673.)
Baratz, J. C., and R. W. Shuy, eds. 1969. Teaching black children to read.
Available as reprints from the University of Michigan–Ann Arbor
(313–761–4700).
Baugh, J. 2000. Beyond Ebonics. New York: Oxford University Press.
Christian, D. 1997. Vernacular dialects and standard American
English in the classroom. ERIC Minibib. Washington, D.C.:
ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics. (This
minibibliography cites seven journal articles and eight documents
related to dialect usage in the classroom. The documents can be
accessed on microﬁche at any institution with the ERIC collection,
or they can be ordered directly from EDRS.)
Dillard, J. L. 1972. Black English: Its history and use in the U.S. New York:
Random House.
Fasold, R. W. 1972. Tense marking in black English: A linguistic
and social analysis. Available as reprints from the University of
Michigan–Ann Arbor (313–761–4700).
Fasold, R. W., and R. W. Shuy, eds. 1970. Teaching standard English in the
inner city. Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied Linguistics.

123

124

Language in Society

Green, L. 2002. African American English: A linguistic introduction.
New York: Cambridge University Press.
Pullum, Geoffrey. 2007. Language that dare not speak its name. Currents.
University of California, Santa Cruz. http://www.ucsc.edu/
oncampus/currents/97–03–31/ebonics.htm (accessed December 2,
2009).
Wiley, T. G. 1996. The case of African American language. In Literacy
and language diversity in the United States, 125–32. Washington,
D. C.: Center for Applied Linguistics and Delta Systems.
Wolfram, W. 1969. A sociolinguistic description of Detroit Negro speech.
Available as reprints from the University of Michigan–Ann Arbor
(313–761–4700).
——— . 1990 (February). Incorporating dialect study into the language
arts class. ERIC Digest. Available from the ERIC Clearinghouse
on Languages and Linguistics, Center for Applied Linguistics,
4646 40th Street NW, Washington, D.C. 20016–1859 (telephone
202–362–0700).
——— . 1994. Bidialectal literacy in the United States. In D. Spener,
ed., Adult biliteracy in the United States, 71–88. Washington, D.C.:
Center for Applied Linguistics and Delta Systems.
——— , and C. Adger. 1993. Handbook on language differences and speech
and language pathology: Baltimore City public schools. Washington,
D.C.: Center for Applied Linguistics.
——— , and D. Christian. 1999. Dialects in schools and communities.
Mahwah, N.J.: Erlbaum.
Wolfram, W., and N. Clarke, eds. 1971. Black-white speech relationships.
Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied Linguistics.
Keywords
AAVE
Ebonics
language change and variation
sociolinguistics

