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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the ear ly sixteent h century, the Sp anish 
estab lished a huge colonial empire in the 
Wes. t Indies and America. In the pro cess of 
s. ^ ¡ z i ng new lands they massacred ne arly al l 
the native Indian populatio n. To obtain chea p 
manpower they began to bring African slaves 
who ha d proved thei r worth in Europe as cap able 
and han dy workers, t o the New World. 

(S. U. Abramova, 1979, p. 17). 

The above quotation identifi es the first i n a series of 

actions tha t was to have an unp arrall ed effect on the lifestyle 

of Black peopl e in the New World. The insti tution of sla very 

wrought ma ny changes for the ne wcomers. One of the first a dapta­

tions was the al teration o f language to esta blish a mean s - of 

communica tion. Faced with an onslaug ht of i nnumer able languages, 

a common medium of communicatio n ne eded to be cr eate d for the 

newcomers and thus over a peri od of time pidgin isatio n took place . 

Pidginisation refers to the formation of a lan guage which has 

arisen as a result of contact b etween peoples of diff erent languag es, 

usually formed from a mixing of the la nguages (Adler, 1977 p. 1 2). 

Pidginisation adapts words from one lan guage for examp le 

English, to the phonological and gramma tical p atter ns o f the o ther 

language which was never spoken before t he ar rival of a pidg in. 

A pidgin is nobody's mother tongue and m ay become a perm anent 

means of communication or may di sappear when the need for it do es 
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not exist any lon ger. 

Today, the re is still a gre at deal of cont rover sy con­

cerning the gene sis of pi dgins as well as the ir r elatio nship histo­

rically a nd struc turally with the Engli sh, French and Portuguese 

languag es. However, i t is wi dely h eld that Caribb ean and Bla ck 

American nonstanda rd forms of speech can be trac ed to a pidgin 

which eme rged as a trade la nguage along the West Afri can coast at 

the beginning of the Europea n expa nsioni st mov ement (Alleyne, 

1976). 

In the New World, many of these pidgins surv ived a nd bec ame 

creóles. Creolisati on takes place when the p idgin survives for 

a longer p eriod o f time an d children born in t he a rea learn it in 

addition to their own language or inste ad of it (Adler, 1977). 

Creoles spoken by any group of people are " irregul ar lan guages" 

(Taylor, 1963) and each has its own phonemes, its gr ammati cal 

conventio ns an d vocabular y suffici ent fo r the needs of its sp eaker s. 

However, the creóle is sai d to diff er from a la nguage with a lon g 

tradition because it has a much simpler gr ammar and i s said t o 

be free o f historical fossils suc h as i rregular verbs or plural 

of nouns (Adler, 1977). The America n Negr o di alects are sa id to 

be rel ated to cr eolized forms of Englis h which are to day st ill 

spoken in pa rts o f the Caribbea n. 

The evolutio n of lan guage a nd the continua l chan ges th at all 

languages go through result in la nguage differ ences. These lan guage 

differences are transmi tted by ad ults to their childr en. These 
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children go to school where they are taught to r ead and write to 

prepare them for life in society. It is b eliev ed by many 

educators, psychologists , l inguists and r esearche rs th at lan guage 

differences create prob lems in school fo r some childr en 

especia lly those Black chi ldren who speak a non stand ard var iatio n 

of Engli sh. These differences are beli eved to create problems in 

reading which resu lt in the failure of many subject s a nd sub­

sequentl y school failure which ultimat ely limit the students' 

chances of success in society. 

The scholas tic performan ce o f Blacks in the United S tates 

has always been sur passed by the ir White counte rparts . Labov 

(197 6) notes tha t Negro children do badl y in all subjects inclu ding 

arithmetic and reading and th at in reading, t hey average more 

than tw o years behind the national norm . He furth er sta tes th at 

the lag is cumulati ve so that they d o worse compar ativel y in the 

fifth grade than in the first grade. The readi ng fa ilure o f 

Black non standar d speakers has been at tribut ed to the ir la nguage 

which is s aid to be d ifferent from the l anguage of ins truction thereb y 

creating interference problems (Baratz, 1969; Goodman, 1965; Labov, 

1970; Rutherford, 1970; Seymour, 1973, Shuy, 1970; Spache, 

1976; Stewart, 1970; Wolfram, 1970). 

Statem ent of the Problem 

This paper will address i tself to t he qu estion of inter­

ference tha t is said to exist when nons tandard speake rs att empt t o 

read Stand ard English (SE) . It will also exami ne th e di fferenc es 
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in the features and structur es of Black nonsta ndard Eng lish and 

SE and then attempt to determine from a review of the literat ure, 

whether language variations c ause reading f ailure . Based on 

the review of the literature, conclusio ns will then be formu lated 

and the direction fo r future research enunci ated. 

Purpose of the Stu dy 

The repe ated and co ntinue d academ ic fail ure of man y Blac k 

children point to an area o f need for whi ch answ ers are not 

obvious. This study has been under taken t o fo cus on the po ssibi lity 

of diale ctal interfe rence which cou ld be a source of read ing f ailure 

for Black nonstandard speakers. There is a defini te need to 

attempt t o isolate factors which aff ect the perfor mance of 

children in school so that where jus tifiable, measures coul d be 

taken t o rect ify and address the pro blem. 

From an analysi s of the research t hat has been done on non­

standa rd dialect i nterference in reading, conclus ions will be 

drawn which could then help to id entify a reas within th e realms of 

the study that need to be further researc hed an d si multan eously 

identif y correlates of the prob lem of interf erence. The f ormulat ion 

of conclus ions would also have implicati ons f or ins tructio nal 

strategie s and me thods for addressi ng the ed ucation al needs o f non­

standar d English (NSE) spe akers. 

The study co uld possib ly make a diff erence on the views of 

educators to the l anguage a nd reading proble ms of no nstand ard 

speakers b y promoting knowledge, a wareness and sensiti vity a nd 
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ultimate ly affect chan ges in negative attitu des to ward the 

problem of language differences and the school p erforma nce of 

NSE speak ers. 

Scope a nd Deli mitations 

The problem will be inv estiga ted from an analysis of 

research stu dies done within the United S tates, Caribb ean and 

United K ingdom. The nonsta ndard lang uage of the Black pe ople 

of these areas have many common features and si milarit ies hence 

generali zations could be made about the questi ons of app licab ility 

and rel evance. 

The bulk o f the research on the p roblem however, has bee n 

done in the Uni ted States an d even thou gh there is an e xtreme paucit y 

of studies on the problem emerging from the Caribb ean and the 

United Ki ngdom, the conclusions of the Am erican studies c an be 

applicable to the o ther terr itories . 



CHAPTER II 

BACKGROUND TO THE PROBLEM 

The stud y of any languag e pheno menon canno t be viewed 

from a so cial vacuum as issues such as socioec onomics and atti tudes 

affect the overall view of language behaviour . It is th erefore 

important that one considers the sociologica l mil ieu against which 

the attitu des an d perceptions of a langua ge are forme d. Some of 

these i ssues need to be ident ified an d clarifi ed as they re late t o 

and affec t the unde rstanding of nons tandard di alect interfer ence 

in read ing. 

There is firs tly a need to recognize the close associa tion 

between la nguage and class. Carringto n (197 5) notes t hat no gr oup 

of speakers of a dialect o f Caribbean Atlantic Englis h Creole 

develop ed political po wer or presti ge ov er spea kers of othe r diale cts 

of the same language which as a consequence resul ted in none of the 

creóle dialects a chieving the status of a stan dard dialect. 

Current research also shows that status assign ment ac cording t o 

language affects citizens of all classe s but it is the nonstan dard 

English speaker who suffers mo st because such a person is usual ly 

poor an d disadvan taged (Dillard, 1972). Ekwall (1973 ) further 

notes that Black Americans are also dispro portion ately r eprese nted 

on the lowe r end of the socioeconom ic scale while Craig (1976 ) 

- 6 -
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states tha t social class classi fication would put most of the 

creóle speakers within the levels of lower -working, working a nd 

lower midd le class with those perso ns fa rthest from SE being 

at the l ower rung of the scale. The non standar d speak er there ­

fore, in m any instances, is econo mically disad vanta ged or de priv ed 

and it is against this social back groun d that the study of non­

standard di alect an d Black child ren's pe rformance in reading ha ve 

emerged . 

Nonstan dard language is not only c onsid ered a p oor pers on's 

language, b ut it is als o thought t o be an inferi or f orm of ex­

pression by many. In the I960' s, many ina dequaci es a nd defic iencies 

were ennum erated an d pro pd\g at ed by rese archers and th eorists on 

the nonstand ard language of Bla ck people (Bereiter and Enge lmann, 

1966; Bernstein, 1969; Black, 1965; Deutch, 1963; Eng elmann, 1970; 

Jensen, 1969; Raph, 1967). However, the p ionee ring work of La bov 

(196 7) and Joan and Stephen Baratz (196 9) have le d the way in 

establi shing the foundations for the di fferent but not defic ient 

theory . The difference theory ackn owledges that t he Black non ­

standar d dialect is di fferent from t hat o f other dialects in re gular 

and rul e-govern ed ways but that it is by no means deficient when 

compar ed to other l anguages as i t has eq uivalen t ways of expres sing 

the same logical co ntent (Labov , 1970). Feigenba um (19 70) 

reinforces this view by stating the following: 

Languages have order; they are sy stematic; 
and it is impo ssible to find criter ia fo r 
determining the relative values of two 
systems. This does not imply th at any l anguage 



- 8 -

is as go od or useful as any o ther in ever y 
situation . What this doe s mean is that, lin­
guistically, no language system can be pr oven 
more or less valid than another (p. 88). 

This st udy supports the differenc e the ory a nd is ba sed up on 

the princi ple tha t all langua ges are equiva lent a nd poss ess un iversa ls 

which have been d erived from the organizati onal similari ties 

found in t he surface structures and trans format ional rules (Slobin 

1971). 

Theoretical Ba ckgrou nd to the 
Problem 

Languages go through similar proc esses of dev elopmen t. 

This means t hat despite differences in the c onten t of 

languages, children go throu gh sim ilar pr ocesses or sta ges in 

acquiring various fea tures and perc eptions of lang uages. It is 

import ant to establi sh what the sim ilarities of acq uiring 

language are and subse quently show the differe nt feat ures o f 

language th at result. 

Language Acqui sition 

The theories on language developmen t fall into thre e ba sic 

categories which are biological , cognitive and be havioura l. 

These theorie s place empha sis a nd predomina nce on d iffering aspects 

of the proces s of language acquisitio n and ar e bas icall y in con­

flict conce rning their views of man as a lear ning organism. 

The biological the ory of l anguage develo pment at tributes 

the human specie with innat e charac teristics that predispose humans 

to sea rch for phonologica l, s yntactic and seman tic ca tegories and 

OU,KUiiïi Oihcj-



- 9 -

relations that mark important linguist ic genera lizat ions in all 

languag es. This ability i s sai d to somehow be give n in the 

nervous system of m an. The fixe d developmen tal schedu le of 

linguist ic and mo tor behavior (babbling, the word, t hen words 

follow ed by sentence s etc.) are also said to be bas ed upon s pecif ic 

neurophysical maturation which are unalte red by gr oss environ ­

mental f actors (Lenneberg , 1966). 

The cognitive theorists of langua ge d evelop ment s uch 

as Piaget, Vygotsky and Chomsky, maintain t hat ea rly language 

acquisition is primaril y dependent upon nonling uistic cognitiv e 

development which means tha t the inva riant s equence in cog nitive 

development would account for whatever u nivers ality i n lan guage 

developm ent is obser ved. As a result, language devel opment unive rsals 

are primar ily bas ed on semantics or, the b elief th at children use 

first those aspects of langua ge that represent th e meanings t hey 

need and are t o convey a nd that these in turn are depende nt upo n 

cognitive development (Menyuk, 1977). 

The sociocultural theorists place gr eates t empha sis on 

interactio n with the environme nt. These theo rists followin g the 

behaviou rist tradition of B. F. Ski nner (195 7) , b elieve that t he 

acquisition of language is attribu ted to a stimulus—re sponse 

relationshi p thereby implyi ng that a particul ar typ e o f environ ­

ment migh t inhibit the acquisition of logical proper ties f or an 

adequate l anguage system (Wolfram and Fasold, 1974). 

The afore mentioned theories of languag e ac quisitio n empha size 

that all children are pre dispos ed to acqui ring la nguage be it 
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cognitiv ely soc ially or bio logically. None o f these factors 

however, i s more important than the o ther as they all interac t 

in the ir devel opment a nd modify ea ch ot her (Menyuk, 1977). 

Children therefor e experi ence sim ilar s tages in langua ge dev elop­

ment which accoun t for sim ilarities in phono logical and sy ntactic 

features at variou s ages. 

Language Development a nd Maturatio n 

Language difficulties a t various stages are d ue to p hysiol o­

gical development, cognitive de velopme nt and m aturat ional and 

environmen tal fact ors. There is a need to be able t o iden tify 

the di fficulties that exist for most c hildren at the various 

stages of developmen t so that edu cators may n ot unwi tting ly 

attribute e rrors to dialectal di fferences when the y ma y be matu ­

rational in origin. 

Phonological Development 

Children first learn so unds tha t are ea siest to prod uce 

therefore t he con sonant p is one of t he firs t phon emes t o app ear 

in children 's speech because it is for med at the fro nt of the mouth 

(McNeill, 1970b). Children by t he age of 3 h owever, are sai d to 

have typical ly acqui red a compl eted vowel system but by this ag e 

would be reducing man y consonan t clusters to av (consonant + 

vowel) . ~Pl a woul d therefore beco me pa but this accordin g to 

McCarthy (1954) would presum ably have been ac compl ished by all 

children at about age 8. Consona nt clust ers how ever, p rovide 
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special p roblems for dialect speakers, and may not hav e been 

mastere d until by t he age of 8. 

Palerno a nd Molfese (197 2) note that childre n a round 

the age of 5 have problems cle arly pron ouncin g the 1 sound o r the 2" 

as in ri ng. This is related to man ipulatio n of the tongue . 

Similarly, young children exp erience diffic ulty in produ cing 

certain sounds in the medial p osition of certain words such as 

If in twelfth . MacNeilage (197 0) notes that sounds in the medi al 

positio n of a word are the mo st diffi cult to p ronoun ce even 

through out chi ldhood. 

Sounds in the initi al position of a word seem to cre ate f ewer 

errors in pronunci ation than sounds in the final posi tion which 

are more difficult. Hence one w ould fin d many chi ldren droppin g 

the ing for many words. The dropping of the ing is a strong featur e 

of no nstanda rd dialect but is also a fea ture e xhib ited in t he 

speech o f stand ard English s peakers. 

Phonological de velopment pro vides a basis for later l anguage 

develop ment with the child growing to reali ze tha t a limited number 

of sounds can be c ombined in various ways to form words. Phonolo gical 

developm ent is close ly relate d to regional or geogra phical 

differences and also co mmunity an d ideolecti c diff erences in pro­

nunciation, accentuation and intona tion. For the nonsta ndard 

dialect learner, differences in pr onuncia tion due to environmen t, 

may produc e a phonolog ical de velopment t hat di ffers from the 

phonologi cal deve lopment of the standa rd diale ct spea ker an d this 
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could c reate proble ms in t he classr oom i f the in fluenc e of 

language differences is not taken into ac count. 

The follow ing are some of the common phonolo gical feature s 

of n onstand ard English tha t are sa id to be sources of inter­

ference in reading. 

A. Phonological Features 

1. Simplificatio n of Co nsonant 
Clusters 

Phonologically, West African influence manife sts i tself 

in the structure of syllables resultin g in c onsona nt c lusters being 

avoide d in Stand ard English words. Labov (196 9) says that thi s is 

one of the most common and complex variables in Neg ro Spee ch w hich 

could re sult in gramma tical cons equences. In addit ion t o cases in 

which the reduction of consonant clusters occur simila rly for NSE 

and SE speakers, ther e are cases in which t he n onsta ndard Ne gro 

cluster reduction are different d epending on sur roundi ng soun ds 

from Sta ndard English. For example, in St andar d Englis h if a 

word ends in st and the fol low ing word begi ns wit h s, the s t 

cluster is frequently reduced to s as in Wesay d ( West Side). How­

ever, in nonstand ard English, the cluster m ay be r educe d whether or 

not the fol lowing word begins with s as in Wesind iyz (West Indies) 

Shuy (1968, p. 123). Some other common exa mples of consonant clusters 

are: 
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Stand ard English Black Englis h/Creo le 

dentis t denti s 
wasp was ' 
o old ool ' 
tes t tes ' 
rif t riff 

2. Substitutio n of letters in 
the begi nning, medial and 
terminal positions 

This is a common feature of Black English and Creole 

and cou ld have resulted from the tenden cy of hyperco rrectio n or 

the imp act of Standard English teachin g resul ting in a hyper­

sensitiv ity of phonolo gical features. Examples are: 

th 
SE 

brot her 
this 

V and W 

vol ley bal l 
wait 
sev en 

BE/Creol e 

brudd er 
dis 

wol ley bal l 
vait 
seb in 

3. Vowel M ergers before r 

This is a nother common feature of Black E ngli sh w hich 

results in a larger num ber of homophones in BE than in SE. 

However, SE regional variations in spe ech res ult in m any phonolo gical 

differences which also create regional and so cial homophones. 

Some examples of vowel mergers are: 

SE 

fea r 
tor e 
ear 
gi r 
tou r 

BE 

fi r 
tar 
ir 
er 
tur 
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4. R-lessnes s 

Labov (1969 ) cites three major dialect areas in the E aster n 

United Sta tes where the r of certain words is not pron ounced . 

These are E astern New England, New York City an d the South. In 

recent year s due to the influenc e of the media, a more mixed 

pattern is now observed. The original r - less patte rn is obse rved 

in the following: 

SE BE/Creol e 

guard. god 
gnaw nor 
sore saw 
par pa' 

5. 1-lessness 

This tenden cy among some Blacks also crea tes homophones such 

as 

SE BE/Creol e 

to ll toe 
heIp hep 
fo ol foo 
al l awe 

6. Weakening of Final Consona nts 

Unstres sed final vowels and weak syllable s sho w fewe r dis­

tinctions and more reduced phone tic forms than i nitia l conso nants 

and str essed vowels . Final d and t are most aff ecte d by this and 

could possi bly create pr oblem ^ in the m arking of tens es. Exampl es 

are: 
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BE/Creole 

boo 
row 
fee t 
bid 

7. Inflectional Ending s -s, -ing 

The existenc e of under lying nonstan dard fo rms m akes it 

difficul t for some Black spe akers to create th e plu ral for wo rds 

ending in st, sk 3 sp and ing. The tende ncy is also t here to firs tly 

simplif y the conso nant cluster thus cre ating: 

SE BE/Creole 

desks des s es 
test s tes ses 

In ing endings o f the presen t partic iple t he g is om itte d 

such as in: 

talk ing tal kin ' 
sing ing sin gin ' 

The phonological differences attrib uted to the creation 

of homophones, and the omission and d eletion of lette rs ma y ver y 

well create pr oblem areas in the p ronunci ation and spelling of SE 

words. However, as Labov (196 7) po ints out, "The ex istence of hom o­

phones on t he level of a phonetic output does not pro ve tha t 

speakers would have the same set o f merges at the abstra ct level 

which corresp onds to on spelling system" (p. 47). Phonologica l 

differences also operate at the sur face leve l an d may not 

necessarily affect compre hension. 

SE 

boot 
roa d 
fe ed 
bit 
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Development of Syntax 

Some researchers c ontend th at by t he age of 5 years, childre n 

have ac quired all of the basic rules pre sent in the adult 

language system a nd are able to communicate fairl y well (Menyuk, 

1968b). However, An astasiow, Hanes an d Hanes (1982) believe that 

much langu age is acquired afte r the age of 5 par ticul arly i ncrea sed 

knowledge o f words and word meanings . Accordi ng to Anastasiow 

et al (1982), children's language is not a si mplif ied versio n 

of adult language but that it goe s throu gh v ery pred ictab le 

stages fr om the one word sent ences to multi- word s entences and 

that bet ween the ages of 5 a nd 12 years, impro vement s in the co­

ordinatio n of adjectives, nouns, an d predicates, along with adve rbial 

clauses a nd infinitive clauses app ear in childre n's l anguage. Many 

children's e arly senten ces are si milar in structu re to those o f 

adults yet frequently many of the function words are omitted. 

Function words refer to articles (th e, an), connect ives (an d, 

becaus e), auxiliary verbs (have), copula verbs (be), and inf lectio ns 

(- in g) . 

Brown (1973) , conte nds tha t functi ons are not prese nt in 

early spe ech patterns because the y are difficult to a cquire. 

Functions such as a uxiliary verbs, copula verbs and inf lections 

create spe cial problem s for the NS speake rs an d while not present 

in youn ger non standard diale ct speak ers due to matur ation, it can 

be arg ued that the forms are ex hibit ed in olde r n onstand ard 

dialect speake rs but u sed diffe rently when comp ared to standar d dialec t 
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speakers because o f language d ifferenc es. 

Children go through similar s tages in their develop­

ment of ap propriate verb forms. Many young chil dren pr oduce sen­

tenc es suc h as . He o omed home and Sh e we nt ed to t he s tor e. 

Anastasiow et al (198 2) co ntend that it takes a long time (into 

the fifth and sixth year of life) for a child to learn the 

common ir regular verbs and into late elem entar y schoo l to l earn 

some other s such as ((swum and drank). Children ten d to over -

general ize a nd regularize verb forms for an e xten ded peri od of 

time a nd Anastasiow et al (19 82) state that thi s s uggests that 

children are attem pting to develop a rule syst em to govern th e 

productio n of lin guistic expres sions in a vari ety o f situ ations. 

For the nonstand ard dialect lang uage learner, t he i mpact of instr uction 

in the standar d medium increases over-gen eralizat ion moreso th an 

it might for the sta ndard learne r and i t cou ld also affect o ver-

generaliz ation for a longer pe riod of ti me in the NS spe aker as 

he/she may be experienc ing more in terference from th e a lready 

interna lized language system of the home. 

Chomsky and Halle (196 7) est ablish t hat althoug h dia lects 

are forms of language similar in many respects , t hey differ in 

some ways gene rated by the addition a nd/or d eletion of one o r more 

rules in the grammar, a different ordering of the rules a nd a 

simplif ied form in some dialects of a rule apply ing in others. 

There will then be some inter ference in the p roces s o f acquirin g 

the rules of Standa rd English an d as the speaker t ries to recall 



- 18 -

rules, some confusion may result and crea te int erfer ence i n the 

acquisition of SE rules. 

In the acquisition of pronouns, young ch ildre n use pr oper 

names when adults w ould use prono uns (Bloom, 1970; Hurley, 1970; 

Menyuk, 1969) but as the children le arn more about their enviro n­

ment, there is a develo pmental tr end to move from gener al to 

specific . In the creóle language o f the NS speaker, there is 

no case s ystem in either noun or pronoun and no indicat ion of 

personal p ronouns . This rule ma y interfere with the rules in SE 

but sh ould not create comprehensi on prob lems as pron oun referents are 

still us ed in NS co nsequently some transfe r is facili tated. 

In the acq uisition a nd develo pment of synta x chi ldren 

experienc e man y other language problem s such as in unders tandin g 

and using negation, the distinction between revers ible a nd irrev ersib le 

sentences and in the pro duction of complex sentenc es. 

Very little informati on exist s on th e cros s developm ent a nd 

acquisitio n of the aforement ioned forms by both SE and NSE 

speakers b ut it can be hypot hesized tha t the p roble ms of acqui ring 

SE features would be greater for NSE speakers t han SE language 

users as variations in th e two dialects will produ ce conflicts. 

The following are the common gr ammatic al features of BE and Creo le 

which may be evidence d in the sp eech of th e no nstan dard sp eaker. 
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B. Grammatica l Corre lates 

1. The Posses sive and Pronouns 

Possession is indica ted by posi tion and co ntext and not 

by the s tandar d possessive marker 's . In some case s, this ab sence 

can be int erpret ed as a reduction of conson ant cl usters . In the 

case of r, two possessive pronouns which en d in r have b ecome 

ide nti cal to t he per sonal pron oun. For example, their beco mes dey 

and you r becomes you. Own is also u sed where SE uses a posse ssive 

pronoun or s after a noun. For example: 

SE Creole 

This is o urs . Dis we own. 
That is mine. Das my o wn. 

There is sel dom a di stinction betwe en ma sculine and feminine as in 

SE. As previ ously mentioned, there is no case s ystem in eith er 

noun or pronou n in Creole and no indication of perso nal pr onouns . 

e probably from he, means hi s, her and sometimes their . For 

example. 

SE Creole 

That is th eir house. Das 'e house. 
The blue one is her / Da blue o ne is 'e o ah. 

his o ar. 

Other features like the invaria ble pr onomin al system an d 

the use of jux ataposition to express po ssession are common th roug hout 

the Carib bean a nd are also characteris tic of univer sals of 

popular language development Alle yne (1976). Exampl es are: 
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SE Creole 

My dad dy 's book Mi d adi b ook 
These belong to my s is te r. Dese my s iste r tin gs 

2. The Copula 

The close relationship between Caribbean Creol e an d Black 

English b ecomes more apparen t when o ne examin es the use of th e 

copula in the two dialects. Shilling (197 8) states that a mongst 

some Bahami an mesol ect speakers t here are patt erns of variable 

copula del etion which are des cribed by Labov (1969). Labov 

believes th at the absence of the copula is serio usly af fected by 

phonol ogi cal pro ces ses . For example SE I'm beco mes I, you' re 

becomes you and we're becomes we. The absen ce of the copula 

is a gener al fe ature of Creole and is deleted be fore the pre dicate 

adjective . Thus, for example : 

SE Creole 

Thi s g ener at io n is Dis genera tio n too laz y . 
too lazy . 
My o ran ge is big • My o wn big• 

The copula is also deleted before ing, and befor e adverbi al an d 

prepositi onal phrase s. For example: 

SE Creole 

I' m i n a big hurr y. I in a big hurry. 
They are earl y• Dey early • 
He is s ingi ng and He si ngi n' a nd' play in' -
playing • 

The copula is also de leted after the subject. For exam ple: 
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SE BE/Creole 

This dre ss is t oo Vi s dr ess too small, 
smal l. 
My fr ien d i s in My fr ien d i n da cla ssr oom. 
the cl assr oom. 

A distinct ive feature of Jamaican C reole is the substitut ion of 

deh for the copu la when used before location. For examp le: 

SE Creole 

He is in t he bach. He d eh i n da back o f da yar d, 
of the yard . 
Who is in t he house ? Who deh i n da house? 

The absence of the verb to be could c reate some or al reading 

proble ms for BE students who may omi t or inse rt the ir in ternal ized 

versions of the verb. 

3. The Prese nt Tense 

In the use of the presen t tense, there is an absence of 

subject -verb concor d. Beryl Loftman B ailey (1966) notes that th is 

is a ve ry distincti ve feature of creóle and Black English. Thus, 

for example we would hear the followi ng: 

SE BE/Creole 

I g et u p early . I g et s u p early . 
We go t o c hur ch o n We is go to chu rch o n Sund ay . 
Sunday. 

We live i n th e ci ty . We does live in da c ity . 
I do tha t al l t he time. I do es dat all da ti me. 
Where a re t hey ? Whey dey is? 
I wo rk here . I wo rk s here . 

Note that th e suffix s occurs in the prese nt tens e f irst person 

singular. It is also formal r egardle ss of nu mbers a nd persons 

as an h abitual marker meaning that the action o ccurs regularly. 
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Occurring everywhere i n Creo le dia lects are th e use of 

bin, g one, d id and done to ma rk the p ast ten se. 

SE Creole 

I w as in t own y est erd ay. I bin i n tow n y est erd ay. 
He wante d t o o ome home. He did w an c ome home . 
Lucy has been g one a long 
ti me. Lucy bin go ne a long ti me. 
The baby had e at en by th e The baby d id d one eat w hen 
tim e I a rr iv ed. I r each. • 

Did is als o used t o show tha t one action pre ceded another. For 

example: 

SE Creole 

When I r eached home When I r eac h h ome Danny 
Danny had cl eaned the yard , did d one cle an th e yar d. 

Gone is als o used to express a simple pa st in Creole . For 

example : 

SE Creole 

He went to t he sho p He go ne t o th e sho p 

The use of get is a common fea ture of Caribbean nonsta ndard 

dialects. According to Alleyne (1976 ) get occurs with verb f orms 

in the passiv e voi ce. When the earlie r passive rule ceases t o 

be general, get occurs before verbs an d adjec tives. For example 

one would hea r the follo wing: 

SE Creole 

The tree has been cu t. Da tre e cut/ Da tre e ge t cut , 
The eggs have been sold . Da egg sell/D a egg g et sell, 
The wa ter is ge ttin g hot. Da wat er hottin/ Da wate r 

gett in/h ot 
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Use of Be 

Be is used as a main verb in Bahamian diale ct oc casiona lly 

with S. It replaces Standard En glish is, am and are and expre sses 

habitual acti on. In the creóle lexicon, be is an equating verb 

and a l ocating verb with no reflex for adjec tival predica tion. 

Alleyne (1976) states that th is is a common feature of the C aribbean 

with the exc eption of the is land of Jamaica. Example are as fo llows : 

SE Creole 

He's alw ays si ck . He d oes be si ck . 
She is at home on F ri days . She be' s home on Fr ida ys. 
We play a fte r sc hool . We be play ing afte r sch ool . 
I a m the re o ft en. I be' s dere of te n. 

4. The Past Tense Marker 

In American Black Engli sh and Caribbean Creoles, phonol ogical 

processes are active in re ducing the freque ncy of t he oc currence of 

the t and d of Stan dard Engli sh past ten se fo rms. For exampl e: 

SE BE/Creol e 

past /pas sed pass 
mis sed miss 
fin d fine 
cal led call 
wal ked wal k 

Shilling (197 8) reports that in th e B ahamas a ction verbs mea n past 

tense when the stem form is used but th at in most cases the ed is 

seldom use d by Bahamian nonstan dard speakers. One would therefore 

hear the fo llowing: 

SE Bahamian dialect 

Did you s ee Pet er last You s ee Pe ter las ' week? 
week? 
I at e th ere befo re . I eat dere bef ore . 
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5. The Future Tense 

The loss of final 1 may have an effect on the realizatio n 

of future forms. If you'll in SE is equi valent to you in Creole 

or they'll is equiva lent to they, the Z-lessness cou ld produc e 

comprehensi on interference in time relations hips. However, in 

many cases the colloquial future is identical with the c olloqui al 

present. In BE the first person I'm a shoot you is p reserv ed bu t 

in Bahamia n dial ect an d the Creoles of many of the islands, the 

future is express ed by the going which becomes gon plus a ve rb. 

For example: 

SE Creole 

Where a re you g oing to Where you g on be t's even in'? 
be th is even ing ? 
What ti me wil t t he f ood What tim e dis food gon be 
be read y ? ready ? 

The passive voice is n ot foun d in the Creole verb form 

(Bailey 1966) and as a result SE he was seen would come near to 

being expres sed in the forms of th e present or the pa st tense 

such as dey see him or dey say dey see him, with quantif iers to gi ve 

more in formation . 

The differen ces in the use of tenses c ould po se some 

proble ms for t he nonst andard di alect reader. Problems c ould ar ise 

in the area of comprehensi on i f the stude nt fails to make u se o f 

surrounding context clue s. 

6. Negation 

The Creole di alect negation system is a lmos t identi cal to 

that of Black English. Labov (197 2) gives don't as a pre sent negative 
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but mentions t hat ai n' t is also a possib le as it i s more of a 

general feature of creóles with the excepti on of the Jamaican 

Creole (Alleyne 1976) . The negati ve form s is, ar e, am and 

auxiliaries have and has be come ain't or to he, the result of 

the pho netic developme nt of didn't. Verbs may theref ore be negat ed 

with either don't or ain't. Examples are as follow s. 

SE Creole 

He's seld om at home. He do es don't be h ome. 
Mary doesn' t e at c ra bs. Mary don't eat c ra bs. 

Ain 't as a negat ive 

He d oesn't want t hat. He a in' t wa n d at. 
Papa i sn' t e ating his Papa e nt (a in 't ) ea tin ' h e 
foo d . foo d . 

Ain 't before non-verbal predic ations 

He isn 't s i ck. He a in' t s ic k. 
They are n't th er e. Bey a in' t de re. 

Don't and Be 

Don't and be are used as negatives to sho w habit ual acti on 

without rega rd for number and person. These are said t o be m or-

phopho nemica lly based on SE but synt actica lly ba sed on early 

Afro-American forms occurri ng throu ghout the Caribb ean. Exampl es 

are: 

SE BE/Creole 

He do esn' t go to s chool He d on g o to sch ool err ie 
every day . day . 
My baby is neve r s ick . My baby does don be sic k. 
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Double Negation 

Labov (197 0) calls this ne gative concorde a st riking feature 

of Black E nglish and Caribbea n di alects. Examples are: 

Double negation is also a common feature of SE and the 

problems which result from negat ion on a whole, w ould find simi liar 

duplications in st andard En glish forms. 

The precedin g differe nces in syntax a ccount for the area 

where the varia tion in SE and NSE a re great est. It has been 

shown that equivale nt forms of SE syntacti c stru ctures are fo und 

in NSE. This coul d create interferen ce in th e proc essin g of tense s 

by the NS E speaker which may or ma y not (depending on context) 

interfere with meaning. 

Developmen t of Semantics 

In a review of the l iterature on lang uage develo pment in 

children after the age of 5, Palermo and Molfese (1972 ) co nclu ded 

that significan t changes in langua ge develo pment and shi fts in t he 

child's semantic s ystem are correla ted with t ransit ional p erio ds in 

cognitive developmen t. The belief t hat co gnitiv e process es are 

instrumental in the dev elopment of a fu lly-fun ctionin g me aning 

system is also a conclu sion of McNeil (1970a). McNeil ha s 

describ ed two basic p rocesses in the develo pment of a mea ning 

He i sn' t an ybody. 
I don't have any where t o 
sl eep. 
She is not a fo ol . 

SE BE/Creole 

He a in' t n obody. 
I a in' t go t no •p lac e to sl eep. 

She i s not no fool . 

/ 
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system which are a lso supp orted by Clark (1973a) and Anglin 

(1970). The devel opment of meaning by McNeil (1970a) is seen 

from the mastery of horizontal structur ing (where one word for 

example flower 3 means all kinds of flowers) to ver tical struct uring 

(where one word belongs to a more abs tract c ateg ory such as 

flo wer belo ngin g to t he c ateg ory of living plants) . 

Studies done by both Clark (1973a ) an d Anglin (197 0) cit e 

the conflict which exists in how resear chers view th e stage s o f 

the deve lopment of semantic s. Developmen t is s aid t o proce ed from 

generaliza tion to specificit y (Clark, 1973a) or from specif icity 

to gener alizatio n (Anglin, 1970). Althoug h the co ntrov ersy 

remains un sett led both developme nts are said to o ccur (Menyuk, 1977) 

and rese archers agree that cognition and matu ration al fact ors 

play vital role s in the acquisition of semant ics. 

Consistent with cognitive developm ent are proces ses th at 

continue th rough ch ildho od and into adulthood. These proc esses 

are rel ated to observing a bstract r elations between words which 

are based on understa nding lexical ite ms ap propri ately within 

sentences and conscio usness of the me aning a nd use of lexical items 

(Anglin, 1970). These are lat er devel opments of midd le an d later 

childho od years but are not ne cessari ly abil ities that are empl oyed 

by all adults . 

In younger children, th e a cquisition of mea ning seems to 

precede p roductio n (Menyuk, 1971) as t he inf ant need not imitat e 

•/ < ù/ f .j 
or utter a word before s/he comprehen ds it. However when children 

(/ O O • 
begin to prod uce words, growth i s ra pid from 50 words at 1 1/2 
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to abo ut 2,500 words at 6 1/2 (Smith, 1926). Despite t his gr owth 

however, children's comprehensi on l exicon may exc eed th eir 

productiv e vocabulary , 

Children also move from the concrete (nouns an d verbs) 

to the mor e abst ract (adjectives etc.) in thei r dev elopme nt a nd 

comprehensi on of meaning. Similiarly , the abili ty to gi ve m ore 

abstract meanings also develops over a pe riod of time (Werner an d 

Kaplan, 1968). Within sentences, children move thr ough stages of 

simple to more complex acquisition s such as from subjec t-obje ct 

relationships to underst anding r elationsh ips ex pres sed by variou s 

types o f conjoi ned and embe dded sente nces M enyuk (1971). 

For n onstandard speakers, the acquisit ion of sem antics is 

similar to standar d speakers but in atte mpting t o ac quire m eanin gs 

for unfam iliar SE words NSE speakers may be at a dis advanta ge i f 

these words are not a part of the ir lexi con. However, all 

language u sers face the hurdle of u nfamilia r wor ds in reading and 

strategies m ust be de veloped to remedy the situat ion. The le xicon 

of SE and BE are not far apart as assimila tion a nd co nvergenc e 

have occ urred with many of the terms. There are some ex ception s 

in the C aribbean however where p enetrat ion a nd influ ence of SE 

have not take n toll on some of the original lexica l items such 

as the followi ng: 

Creole SE 

nyam to eat 
¿ook to s tab 

yy\cU 
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Thus for s ome Caribbean nonstan dard dial ect spe akers, lexical 

differences may con tribute to interferen ce in t he comprehens ion 

of words where context clues are not p rovided . 

The differences that exist in the la nguage of NSE are 

mainly surface leve l in natu re. It is possi ble tha t int erferenc e 

could be create d for NSE speakers who come in conta ct with SE 

structures and intern alize them . Having access t o both forms 

of English facilitates the reconstruc tion of meaning but probab ly 

creates an interferen ce in the process partic ularly at the sy ntact ic 

level. A look at the devel opment of bidialectis m may help to gain 

an underst anding of how NSE speakers acquire thi s skil l. 

Development of Bidialect ism 

Joan Baratz (197 0) conduct ed a study using t hird and fifth 

grade Black an d White stude nts from schools in Washi ngton , D.C. 

Using sentence repiti on tasks as measures for bi dialectism, Baratz 

summarized th at there are two diale cts i nvolved in th e education of 

nonstandar d speakers and that Black childre n are gener ally n ot 

bidialectal because interferen ce took place when the students 

attemp ted to use SE. Many studie s have since c onclu ded that 

Black children are bidiale ctal in th at the y are able to code-swi tch 

and code-mix at very early ages (Ramer , 1973; Simons, 1974; Sims, 

1982; Troutman, 1982). 

Code-switching i s depend ent upon factors such as 

maturation, language process ing st rategies a nd communica tive com­

petence . These factors are also operational in code-s witching 
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from one language to another. Erwin Tripp (197 4) has noted that 

older second language learn ers have the advantage of processing 

more efficient memory heuristi cs and greater knowledge than 

younger children as olde r children learn word combinations faster 

than younger children and can map new vocabulary into storage 

more efficiently. Older languag e users then, are therefore more 

equipped to handle bidialectal commun ication strategies than 

younger chil dren thereby implying that older students may be at 

an advantage when compared with younger students in acquiring 

both dialectal features and in being more metacognitively aware 

of languag e. 

Maturation and languag e processing strategies are dependent 

upon the development of lang uage and vice-versa and as children 

mature, their strategies for language use are applied to new 

domains. A shift may occur in sente nce —proces sing strategies, 

from surface to deep struc ture analysis because of the development 

of the ability to apply a set of corrections to the gestalt 

(Meh ler, 1971 ). Similarly, as children become more skilled and 

automatic bidiale ctal users, they become more competent in transferring 

strategies from one dialect to the other. This could also result in 

confusion in the earlier stages and result in inteference 

or mixing withi n one of the dialects. Bidialectal speakers, 

may or may not become perceptive or competent enough to separate 

and classify t he unique features of each dialect which could 

then result in interference in reading. 
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Communicative competence requires the ability to produce 

utterances of a certain fo rm in particular situations. That is, 

a form that conve ys the intended meaning of the speaker and is 

maximally useful to the listener (Menyuk, 1977). This develop­

ment appears to take place during middle and later childhood as 

an ability to analyze consciously th e relations an d rules that have 

been established betwee n the linguistic repertoire and the con­

textual organization. Young nonstandard speakers entering school 

for the first time may be more equipped to converse in NSE than 

SE but as they become more experienced lan guage users they will 

naturally acqu ire some of the features of SE and will learn 

where and wh en certain d ialect features are more appropriate. 

The successfu l acquisition of bidialectism is also 

dependent upon attitu des and motivation and individuality. 

Therefo re the skill may bec ome more or less pronounced as one gets 

older. Cross analys is may also convey conflicting results as 

there is individu al variation in the way i n which learners acquire 

structur es of the second lan guage (Can cino , Rosan ky and Schumann, 

1974; 1975; and Hakuta, 197 5). Some people may therefore become 

skilled bidiale ctal users acquiring th e skill at various or 

different stages i n life or never at all. 

The quest ion can be raised as to whether the skill of 

bidialecti sm facilitates expedie ncy in reading acquisition if it 

were to be found th at dialect definitely creates an interference. 

If this were to be true, then it would be appropriate to establish 

the need for studies and research in the acquisition and development 
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of bidialictism and how it alte rs or affects the reading of 

SE materials. 

The issue of bidialec tism is one that has a sparcity and 

paucity of research. While the issue is of extreme importance to 

this paper, the development of the skill goes beyond the scope 

of this thesis and will n ot be dealt with beyond the boundaries 

of the problem. Attempts will be made to address the issue 

where relevant but for more depth and scope, further studies 

are needed. 

This chapter has presented a n overview on the background 

necessary for understandi ng the nature of the problem of interference. 

It has noted that the problem has many sociological attachments 

but that many of them are ill-founded as all languages are equivalent 

despite the associa tion that exists betwee n nonstanda rd forms 

and class . 

The chapter has established that regardless of language 

most children go through similar stages of language acquisition 

and development even if different langu ages result. The major 

differences betwee n SE and NSE forms were also presented. 

The issue of bidia lectism was also discussed and the nee d 

for further studies in the area emphasized. 

With this background of language development, it is 

essential to show its re lationship to the task of reading. The 

following chapter wi ll attempt to form the connection betwe en 

the two areas. 



CHAPTER III 

LANGUAGE AND READING 

. . . to completely analyze what we do when 
we read would almost be the acme of a 
psychologist's achievements for it would be 
to describe very many of the most intricate 
workings of the human mind, as well as to un­
ravel the tangled story of the most remarkable 
specific performance that civilization has 
learned in all its history (Hue y, 1968, p. 6). 

Huey's perceptions sum up the difficulty of trying to 

accurately describ e what takes place during the act of reading. 

Many attempts hav e been made to describe what processes and factors 

are contributory to the development of reading skills but 

researchers and theorists still have a long way to go in unravelling 

the complexity of the task of reading and in stating what happens 

where and whe n and under what cond itions. Mass literacy is a 

phenomena of the lat e nineteenth century and there are still some 

countries or areas with little or no literacy but yet in so 

short a period of ti me, man has pioneered many successful 

expeditions into analy zing th e processes involved in reading 

and noting some of the factors tantamount to success in reading. 

The literatu re presents considerable evidence in support 

of the close rel ationship betwee n language and reading. Venezky 

(19 78) describes language as one of the factors crucial to pre­

paration for reading because al l children come to the reading 
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task with differing experiences and expectations and can use 

language to communicate with adults and peers. Through the medium 

of language, children are able to communicate thei r intent 

and meaning of the written word (Cazden, 1981). Language also makes 

possible most of the complex forms of cognitive functions (lo gic ) 

and in this regard , the contributions of Jean Piaget have bee n 

particularly significant as he and his colleagues have added 

much clarity and coheren ce to the understanding of the relation­

ship between langua ge and intellectual operations. 

The use of language facil itates familiarity with the 

language of boo ks and other language oriented skills. Stouffer 

(19 75) states that: 

Oral languag e on actions that are content-
bound and contex t-bound and proceed from the 
egocentric to the sociocentric provide a 
sound founda tion for the transfer of language 
power to printed languag e, or reading to oth er 
language skills whose components are listening, 
speaking, writing and spelling. Reading weaves in 
and out among them all and it paves the way for 
achievemen t in all areas (p . 21). 

Oral language therefore acts as the initiation or basis of reading 

which i n turn creates cha nnels for success in all interrelated 

areas. 

The roots of thought and language cogni tively and linguisticall y, 

have a unive rsality among all peoples thereby providing and 

fostering a transfer of skills expertise and knowledge from one 

group to another through a c ommon medium of reading. 
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Language is thus of extreme importance in the promotion 

of literacy but yet it s means of acquisition are completely 

different from reading for while all societies have language, all 

do not have literacy. Language and reading share similar 

vocabulary and grammatical forms but despite their similarities 

poor readers are often produced. Conversely, good readers sometimes 

result when grammatical forms differ from language and reading. 

What causes this discrepancy? Is it the language variation or oth er 

factor(s)? The next section of this chapter may help to shed some 

light on the processe s involved in reading and why it 

is apparently so difficult to be attained by some. 

Reading Process 

The process of reading has been u nder close scrutiny since 

the pioneering and auspicious work of Cattell (1886 ) and Huey 

(1908 ). The processes identified at that time such as the move­

ment and fixatio n of the eyes in the visual processing of text 

and the importance of the roles of memory and perception, are still 

under observation today. These and other related processes of 

reading hav e been translated and transformed into definitions 

and models of readi ng for greater expediency, conciseness and 

clarity in describing proce sses which could otherwise be problematic 

and cumbersome exercises in comprehe nsion. 

Kenneth Good man (19 67) has presented the most flexible 

and usuable definition of the reading process. Rather than being 

a precise proces s, he defines it as a "selective process involving 
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partial use of available minimal language cues selected from perceptual 

input on the basis of the reader's expectations" (p.1 27). 

As this partial information is proce ssed, tentative decisions are 

then made to be confirmed, rejected or refined as reading progresses. 

Reading has been interpreted by Goodman (19 68) as "a series of 

guesses, tentative information processing" (p. 19). The guessing 

whil e appearing to be intuitive is facilitated by knowledg e so 

well learned, that its access has become automatic thereby 

requiring littl e thought. 

Automaticity takes place as the reader develops and acquires 

cues to unlock the writte n code and arrive at meaning. For the 

nonstandard re ader in the early stages of reading, automaticity 

could be delayed or slowed down by interference in the visual 

processing and perception of graphic stimuli which coul d be the 

result of a diff erent oral sound symbol correspondence. This 

however , depends upon the degree of difference between the two 

systems. 

The information or clue s which helps to facilitate 

automaticity and read ing acquisition has created much dissension 

and controversy among reading theorists and educators. The order 

and form of th e presentation of information has been the major 

areas of disagreement. Models have been designed by Goodman (1976), 

Gough ( 1976), Laberg e and Samuels (197 6), Rudell (197 6), and 

Chali (19 82) to name only a few . These and other models have 

been designed by theorists who fall into the divisional and some-
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times overlapping camps of which method should be use d to help 

children gain access to this reading knowledge referred to earlier. 

There are the psycholinguists, the linguists, the phoneticians, 

the whole-word and language-experience followers to name just a 

few of the many popular appellations. 

The controversy of this decade has been centred mainly 

among the psycholinguistics and developmentalists views of 

acquiring reading. Carroll, Samuels, Laberge and Chali are among 

the develo pment al is ts w ho ar e the pro ponent s of the b ott om-up 

method of reading acquisition. 

Smith and the Goodmans are th e pioneers of the psycholinguistic 

method or the top-down method of acquiring reading. They believe 

that children learn to read naturally by reading. These theorists 

view the acquisitio n of reading skills by children as being similar 

to that of the processes used by adults. The psycholinguistic 

method has gained much popularity among educators for its aura of 

simplicity, flexibility, intuitiveness and naturalness. 

Despite the conflicts that exist in how reading s hould be 

taught, the processes involved in reading and in acquirin g reading 

remain complex and no one method has all the answers. For the non­

standard speaker, the processes would be even more complex if 

interference were found to be evident. It could mean that more 

processing strategies would need to be studied for such persons 

and it could also mean greater delays in acquiring the skill of 

reading. 
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This chapter has looked briefly at the close relationship 

between language and reading and some of the important processes 

involved in the acquisition of reading. It has established that 

reading is a language related process which involves the inter­

action of various skills to attain automaticity and meaning. 

For the nonstandard sp eaker language differences could slow down 

the attainment of cert ain skills. A review of the studies done 

on interference wil l demonstrate whether language variations 

create prob lems in the attainment of reading skills. 



CHAPTER IV 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON THE QUESTION 
OF INTERFERENCE 

From the sixties to the present, a number of studies have 

been done in attem pts to demonstrate the influence or noninfluence 

of language difference s in reading. There are researchers and 

theorists who bel ieve that language differences promote interfer ence 

thereby creating problems in reading for nonstandard speakers 

and there are those who believe that the speech of nonstandard 

speaker s does not create interference. Another group of researchers 

and theorists belie ve that the entire issue is at a stalemate because 

the issue is surrounded with conflicting data. The following re­

view will attempt to formulate some conclusions on the question 

of interfere nce as it rela tes to the performance of BE speakers 

on the reading of SE and/or BE material s. 

More than half of the studies related to dialect inter­

ference have utilized m ainly primary schoo l children as their sub­

ject s (Andre acchi, 1973 ; Balaban, 1973; Cagney, 1977; Copple and 

Black, 1974; Fins, 1975 ; Frentz, 1971; Hall and Turner, 1971; 1972a; 

1972b; Fabe r, 1977; Jaggar, 1972; Lui, 1975-76; Marwit and Neumann 

1975; Mathewson 19 74; Maimed, 1972; Nolen , 1972; Osser, Wang and 

Zaid, 1969; Ra msey, 1972; Sims, 1976; Simon s, 1974; Simon s and 
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Johnson, 197 4) while little attention has been given to th e: inter­

mediate and senior schoo l students (Barte l and Axelrod, 1969; 

Edwards, 1981; Labov , 1970; Ramer and Rees, 1973; Reynolds, Taylor, 

Steffenson, Shirley and Anderson, 1972). This large imbalance 

could be attributed to the belief that reading is a skil l acquired 

in the primary school years an d because the features of BE are most 

characteristic among yo ung speakers so that children face learning 

problems when their speech is different from the standard form 

(Dill ard, 1967, Ste wart, 1969). 

The review will present first the studies of the primary 

aged children divided into sub-divisions by the major task of 

the experiment such as or al reading, listening comprehension or 

silent readin g. Studies on the secondary students will b e discussed 

following the pri mary students. 

Primary Students and Oral 
Reading Tasks 

Oral reading tasks allow teachers to hear how children 

read. These tasks would exhib it areas of weaknesses and strengths 

particularly at the decoding leve l. For nonstandard speakers, 

oral reading task s could demonstrate whether phonological an d syn­

tactical differences cause the production of BE features and/or 

SE features. 

Severa l studies (Amos, Rose n and Olson, 1971; Brown, 1968; 

Jagger and Cul linan, 1975; Roge rs, 1976; Rogen and Ames, 1972) 

have examined the perfo rmance of BE primary-aged children on oral 

reading tasks g iven in Standard English and have found evidence 



- 4 1 -

of dialect interference. The results of these studies are questionable 

however, because the subjects in these studies were not screened 

to assure the readers that they spoke BE and there is much empirical 

evidence which indicate that all Black people do not speak BE 

(Carroll and Feigenbaum, 1967; DeStefano, 1973; Dillard, 1972; 

Labov, 1967). 

Other studies which have examined both SE and BE features of 

primary students are Harber (197 7), Lui (1975-76) , Simons (1974) , 

Simons and Johnson (1974 and S ims (1972). These studies with the 

exception of Harber , indicated that there were no major differenc es 

in the performance of BE speakers on SE and BE oral reading tasks. 

Lui (197 5-76 ) studied the oral reading miscues of 30 

second and third g rade BE speaking childre n who had read SE and BE 

stories in the standard orthography and found no significant dif­

ferences on ora l reading miscues. Lui's study however, has been 

criticised by Harbe r (19 81) because she had made no provisions for 

measuring the performance of subjects who were unable to read 

and it has been suggested by Baratz (19 70) that the extent to which 

linguistic interfe rence is a factor in oral reading performance is 

probably greater than the research shows because in order to be 

tested, a child should have attained a level of reading proficiency 

which precludes nonreaders. It was seen that this would b e a 

factor affecting Liu's data . 

Simons (1 974 ) studied,second, third'and fourth grade Black 

children reading real and nonsense Black dialect homophone pairs 
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for example bus -b ust and hus -hu st. It was hypothesized that the 

first member of each pair would be easier to read than the sec ond 

member because its spelling is closer to BE phonology. Simons 

found that in all three grades, there were very little differences 

betwee n the word typ es and that the differences favoured more the 

second type thus refuting the phono logical interference 

hypothesis. 

In Simons and Johnson (19 74) study of second and third 

grades, the sentence repitition task was used. The task called 

for the students to repeat sente nces of BE and/or SE to measure 

the degrees of dialect interference. The researchers found that 

the children repeatedly code-switched but more from Black dialect 

to Standard English than vice-versa. In the oral reading task, 

texts were used that conformed to the features of BE and SE. 

The results indicated that there were no differences between the 

SE and BE text measures. The researchers concluded that their 

data provided no evidence that 2nd and 3rd grade Black dialect 

speaking children read dialect texts any better than they read 

the Standard English texts. Their results support the claim that 

young chi ldren are bidialecta l and are able to code-switch. Despite 

their findings however, Simons and Johnson like Lui, made no 

provisions for measuring th e performance of children who were 

unable to rea d at the lev el at which the stories were written and 

as a result, the subjec ts who wer e nonreaders were then eliminated 

from the studies. 
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Another limitation that questions the validity an d 

reliability of the studie s is that it is uncertain how closely 

the language of the text matched the speech of the children 

studied as it was not clarified to what extent the subjects 

wer e dialect speakers . 

Sims (19 76) also reported no evid ence of dialect inter­

ference in his research . Sims studied 2nd graders who read two 

stories in each categ ory (S E and BE) and found that the results did 

not support the contention that speaking a nonstandard dialect 

interferes with reading . He noted that his subjects shifted to 

a special style whe n reading aloud which more closely approximated 

SE, but that when they were retelling the stories more dialect 

features were utili zed. Sims also noted t hat the readers made mis-

cues which shifted f rom one dialect to another so that when they 

wer e reading the dialec t form they shifted to SE and when reading 

the SE form BE miscues were mad e. It was noted that the dialect 

storie s had the highest percentage of miscue s. According to Sims, 

there were no important differe nces in the reading performance of 

2nd graders. Sims' conclusi ons demonstrate evidence of the bidialectal 

ability of you nger childre n. Their miscues from one dialect to 

the other also indicate that som e interference does take place 

in the forms of phonological and syntactical miscues. The 

weaknes ses of Sims' study are that he did not provide sufficient 

information on how he selec ted his readers and the levels of 

difficulties of his storie s. Conclusions drawn must therefore be 
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formed with an awareness of these shortcomings. 

In Harber's study on oral reading tasks (1977) , she used 

90 third grade and 90 fifth grade Black lower socio-economic 

children from two inner-city sch ools. She used the Baratz 

Senten ce Imitation Test to determine the degree of bidialectism 

and consequently formed three groups which we re presented with BE 

translations of the Gray Oral Reading Tests and also the SE forms 

of those tests. She found that the results of the comparisons 

indicated that the sub jects scored significantly higher 

on the BE standard ortho graphy form of both tests, than on the SE 

form with no signifi cant differences among the group s on any of 

the forms of the oral reading tasks or measures. The first part of 

Harber's stu dy shows some evidence of interference but the second 

section ques tions the former on the non-significant differences 

in performances among the groups indicating the poss ibility that 

the children were still able to read the SE forms of the tests. 

Another study that looked at oral reading tasks but that 

differed from the aforementioned in that it examined the ease of 

processing Standard and B lack English completed sentences, is 

the 1974 study done by Copple and Suci. These researchers used five 

and seven year old stud ents, to study grammatical features that 

differed in SE and BE and the conclusions wer e based on how quickly 

the children responded. For examp le, the children were to respond 

to the sentence When Jan e is in a hurry she . . . e ither with the BE 

answer run or the SE response runs. The experimenters found that 
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the results failed to show that dialect differences created inter­

ference with comprehension. It is worth noting that 

while comprehension was not found to be a problem 42% of the 

answers were in BE only. This could seem to indicate that gram­

matical responses typi cal of BE may not interfere with comprehension 

of text. 

The studies in this section give evidence of the bidialectal 

ability of the primary-aged child with no majo r differences in per­

formances (with th e exception of Harber's (1977) study) on SE and 

BE tasks. There being no major differences in performance in the 

majority of comparative stud ies indicate that children do not need 

BE materials to improve their performance in oral reading because 

they are performing equally as we ll on SE materials. Their mis-

cues may reflect their dialect but because of code-switching there 

is no guarantee that the students' knowledg e of SE will not inter­

fere in reading BE (and these studies have shown that it does). 

The studies demonstrate that there is phonological a nd syntactical 

renderings of either dialect o n BE and/or SE oral reading tasks 

but that there were no major differences in results. Whether there 

is an interfe rence in understanding needs to be verified by examining 

those studies that have focused on reading comprehension. 

Primary S tudents and Listening 
Comprehension Tasks 

Listeni ng comprehension tasks test how well students can 

aurally process language in connected discourse and simultaneously 

gain meaning. Nonstandard speak ers who experience conflicts in 
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the language of presentation could exhibit interference in their 

rates of processing meaning and in their production of written 

or oral language. 

Studies which have examined the performance of Black and 

White primary chil dren on listening comprehension using SE and 

yielded conflict ing results were Hall and Turner (1971; 1972 ), 

Hall, Turner and Russe ll (1973), Osser, Wang and Zaid (196 9), and 

Peskin (1974). The resu lts of some of these studies must be inter preted 

with caution however because i n some cases all subjects were not 

screened to assure readers that Black subjects spoke BE and 

White students sp oke SE. 

Osser, Wang and Zaid (196 9) was one of the first studies 

that attempted to assess both comprehension and imitation of 

the same materials. They compared the performance of middle-class 

White and lower- class Black preschoolers on an instrument that 

they developed consisting of 26 sentences representing 13 SE syn­

tactic structures. The subjects' abilities to imitate was assessed 

by having each one re peat the stimulus sentence. The authors repor ted 

more imitation devia tions among the Black children than among the 

White childre n even when differences between BE and SE were said 

to have been taken into consideration indicating that interference 

takes place. 

The Osser et al findings have been criticised because of 

the differences in class of the children which would have had a 

more powerful impact of their findings than if the children had 
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come from similar backgrounds where the environmental differences 

would no t have been so gross. Criticisms have also been directed 

towards their compilation of data. The comprehension and imitation 

data were gathered separately which mean that the sentences were 

presented twice, once for comprehension and once for imitation 

making it more difficult for readers to determine whether any 

specific imitation was also used a s a basis for comprehension. 

Hal l and Turner (19 71) used the Osser et al instrument to 

compare the performance of White and Black kindergarten subjects 

and they failed to find significant differences between the 

means of the two groups on comprehension score s. When specific 

deviations mentioned by Osser et al as being characteristic of 

BE (omiss ion of the possessive's, omission of the third person 

singular marke r s) were analyze d, Hal l and Turner fou nd that the 

BE speaker made significa ntly more such deviations than the White 

students. However, when some of the sentences used by Osser et al 

converted to BE there was no change in or loss of meaning implying 

that dialect affects the surface structure or th e phonologic and 

syntactic interpr etation of the text but not its meaning. 

Hall and Tur ner subsequently constructed a test which 

attempted to rectify the limitations of the Osser et al task. 

They presented the imitation and comprehension tasks simult aneously 

so that the subject then based his/her comprehension either on the 

SE presentation of the experiment er or on his/her BE imitation. 

The test was later used i n subsequent studies (Hall a nd Turner 
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1972a, 1972b; and Hall, Turner and Russell, 1973). Analysis of 

the comprehension scores leaned more toward thei r initial findings. 

There were no significant differences among any of the first 

grade groups on compreh ension and the researchers concluded 

that there was little evidence that Black students were a t a dis­

advantage in comprehending SE because they spoke or imitated in BE. 

Results from their 1972a study also revealed that there was little 

evidence in favour of dial ect being the cause for unique compre­

hensio n problems for the BE speaking child. 

The Hall and Turner (1972b ) study of second and third 

graders revealed the conver se of their previous studies. 

They found that the BE subjects exhibited less SE on three types of 

sentences and t hat the BE speakers scored significantly lower 

than their White counterparts on comprehending the possessive 

sentences. This resulted i n SE comprehension and imitation scores 

being lower for the Black than the White subjects hence providing 

evidence that the BE could possibly interfere with comprehension of 

SE materials. 

Numerous studies have bee n reported in which equivalent 

listening comprehnsio n tasks were presented in SE and BE. In 

some of these studies (Andreac chi, 1973; Foster, 1970; Hooper and 

Powell , 1971; Jones, 1973; Vokurka, 1975 ) again all the subjects 

wer e not screened to assu re readers that all subjects actually 

spoke BE. All the studies with the exception of Andreacchi' s 

found evidence of inte rference. Of those studies that screened 
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their subjects (Bal aban , 1976; Matheson, 1974; and Ramsey, 1972 ) 

some evidence of interferenc e was found while othe r such studies 

(Fin s, 1975; Frentz, 1971; and Cagney , 1977 ) found none. Harber 

(19 77) found evidence for the support of BE materials. Harber' s 

findings also give more suppor t to interference in reading SE 

materials by BE speakers beca use her results were not equivalent 

but significantly higher i n reading BE materials than SE. 

Overall, the studies in this sectio n are divi ded on whether 

Black dialect interferes with listening comprehension in the reading 

of SE and BE materials . On the comprehension of studies using 

SE materials exclu sively, the data point more to noninterference 

but in comparative stud ies of SE and BE materials the findings are 

conflicting. Therefore at this point in the review, there is 

no clear answer to t he question of interference in listening compre­

hension. However , the data do seem to indicate that interference 

takes place at the surfa ce structure level in reading SE and BE 

materials as some child ren reconstructed and imitated SE features 

in BE forms. 

Primary St udents and Silent 
Reading Tasks 

During silent r eading , students make use of context clues to 

facilitate acces s to meaning. Nonstandard speakers who experience 

interference at the p honological level should not necessarily 

experience interfer ence in silent reading tasks if they are skilled 

users of context clue s. 
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The studies which ha ve examined the performance of Black 

and/or White children on silent read ing comprehension tasks pre­

sented in SE only or in both SE and BE and yiel ded conflicting 

results are Andreacchi (1973) , Hockman (1973), Jagger (197 2), Marwit 

and Neumann (1974), and No len (197 2). The Andreacchi, Hockman and 

Nolen studies have be en criticised for not screening the 

students on their spee ch prior to selecting them. 

In other studi es on silent reading where the subjects 

were screened to as sure readers that th e Black students spoke 

BE and the White student s spoke SE, all the studies gave evidence 

of the lack of inte rference of Blac k English. 

In Jaggar (19 72) and Marwit and Neuma nn (1974) , both Black 

and White subjects perf ormed better on the SE form of the silent 

reading task than on the equivalent BE form. Marwit and Neuman 

indicated though, that their results might have been biased because 

of the subjects fam iliarity with SE as the "expecte d and accepted" 

language of the cl assroom as well as their distrust of BE in a 

setting where BE i s rarely used and often unrewarded. If this is 

indeed the case, then the results of many of the studies are 

questionable because of the effect of this attitude. However, it can 

also be argued that if the subjects were experiencing problems in 

using BE or SE the results would hav e indicated this according to the 

reliability of t he tasks. 

Melmed's (197 1) study utilized third grade Black and White 

children on a variety of tasks. He wanted to test their ability 

to discriminate audito rily, to produce answers and to comprehend 
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in both oral and silent reading. He hypothesized that if phono­

logical interferenc e existed then the Black children would do 

less well on the reading comprehension measures than the White 

children who exhibited fewer nonstandard dialect features. He 

concluded that although th e Black children dif fered from the White 

students on auditory discriminati on and production of BE 

phonological features, the Black children did differ in their ability 

to comprehend these features in oral and silent reading. There­

fore, Melmed does not sup port the hypothesis of phonological 

interference in comprehension. Simons (19 79) has questioned 

the representativeness of Melme d' s subjects' reading ability and 

degree of dialect speaking whic h question his results. 

Shields (19 79) wanted to ascertain the extent to which the 

use of certain BE and SE features in a school setting affected oral 

and silent reading and listening comprehension with primary students. 

Her data concluded that there were no significant results but she 

supports the view that the school setting has been found to 

yield a different ki nd, amount and style of speech than a secular 

setting thereby indicating her belief that attitudes toward SE might 

have affected th e students' performance. However, it is worth 

noting that the confound o f attitude can never be totally obliterated 

and would affect data fin dings in all studies. Shields' results 

then indicate that interfere nce may not affect students' reading 

to a vastly negative exten t. 

All the studies discussed in the silent reading tasks despite 

their criticisms , have given data that do not support interference 
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in comprehension. The results yielded no major differences in 

comparative studies with SE and BE and often cited superior 

performance on the SE task. Helmed' s (19 71) study which covered 

several skills does lend support to interference at the phonolo­

gical level of interpretation but not at the comprehension level 

of reading. 

Primary Students and Other 
Studies 

Rental and Kennedy (197 2) and Rystrom (197 0) are two 

of the only studies that have examined Black dialect and Standard 

English performance after dialect training had taken place. 

Rystrom replicated an earlier study that he had done 

(Rystr om, 1968) which had been designed to determine if BE was 

a cause of reading disabil ity. Rystrom (19 70) used two experimental 

groups of Black first graders who were joined and given 25 minutes 

of daily dialect instruction in SE phonology over a period of 

eight weeks. While the experimente r was conducting the dialect 

training, one of the regular teachers provided math enr ichment for 

the other group. Rystrom concluded that at the end of the treat­

ment period , no significant di fferences were found between groups 

and that his results indicated that dialect training will not signi­

ficantly affect the readi ng achievement scores of BE children. His 

results confirm the assumption that dialect interferes with reading 

achievement because t he children who were taught SE forms continued 

to exhibit BE features in their reading. 
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Kentel and Kennedy (197 2) used the same research strategy 

as Rystrom (19 70) (a s they both attempted to manipulate the amou nt 

of dialect used by the child ren) and they st udied the effects o f pattern 

drill (a method used in second-language teachin g) in Standard English 

on first grade Appalachian dialect speakers. They failed to 

find differences in reading achievement between groups which accord­

ing to the researchers failed to support phonological interference. 

These results along with t he conclusions of other dialects of SE 

studies (Choy and Dodd, 1976 ; Ciborowski and Choy, 197 4) lend support 

to the noninterference theory of language differences in comprehension. 

The studies in th is sub-section lend more support to th e 

claim that BE does not adversely affec t reading performance or creates 

an interference when read ing and that attempts to delibe rately 

instruct some children in SE to facilitate their reading in SE may 

not be fruitful. 

Thus far the data of a ll the studies discussed in this 

section of the paper cumulativ ely present conflicting views on 

the question of interfer ence, particularly where it affects compre­

hension. It seems reason able to summize at this time that the bulk 

of the research sho w that phonological and syntactical features of 

BE will be evidenced in certain tasks of reading such as oral 

reading (although this is not the cas e in all studies an d with all 

BE speakers). On the question of interference in comprehension tasks, 

more of the data appear to claim that interference does not greatly 

affect the processing of me aning. The subject selection of some 
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experiments also hindered the results and also the establishment 

of more definite conclusions. 

Primary Children and Te sting 

To further inve stigate the question of interference, an 

examination of studies that have researched the performance of BE 

speakers on norm and/or criterion referenced tests in reading or 

reading related areas may further help to clarify areas of inter­

ference or noninterference. The preceding subsections have indi cated 

a tendency toward noninterfe rence in comprehension a nd BE students' 

performance on reading tests i n SE and/or BE materials may he lp to 

support or disclaim this bias. 

In reviewing t he relevant literature pertaining to testing, 

most of the experiem ents in SE made allowances for BE miscues or 

used alternate scoring met hods thus enabling the production of 

more equitable results for BE students. 

Arnold and Reed (197 6) did a comparative stu dy of Black 

and White children from kinder garten, 2nd and 4th grades on the 

Illinois Test of Psycholingu istic Abilities. Their results indica ted 

that the kindergarten childr en regardless of race an d sex performed 

similarly but that in the higher grades the Black children of both 

sexes did significantly poorer than White children. However , when 

allowances were mad e for BE responses all the children in each 

group performed similarly. This would suggest that interference 

of BE features took place and resulted in BE speakers' miscues. 

The kindergarten chi ldren probably performed equally because the 
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the tasks did not involve reading. 

Hunt (1 974 ) analyz ed errors made by 65 inner-city 3rd and 

4th graders on the Gray Oral Reading Test. When the errors were 

counted on scored passa ges, 46% of the errors were attributed to 

BE. After the first scoring according to the manual, rescoring 

took place and the errors attributed to BE were not counted. 

Results for the total group showed that the mean difference between 

the two scores was about three points. The amount of errors 

supports the earlier claim of phonologica l interference in oral 

reading. 

Nurss (19 71) examined the performance of both Black 

and White, higher and lower socio-econ omic standing (S ES) four-year 

old urban children on the Brown, Fraser, Bellugi Test of Grammatical 

Contrasts. When an alternat ive scoring system was us ed both the 

Black and White lower SES Children improved significantly. No 

significant differences wer e found for the higher SES children. 

Nurss introduces the confound of cl ass which could distort the re­

sults but still it could be inferred that nonstandard based answers 

when given equivalent status as SE result in higher scores thus 

indicating that comprehen sion is not affected by language 

differences. 

There are three stud ies which found no differences in testing 

results when equivalent SE and BE forms were used. Johnson (1974) 

reported very modest differ ences between Black and White four-year-

olds (who were matched o n nonverbal intelligence test scores) on 
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standardized language tests . Quay (197 2, 1974) compare d the 

performance of Black four-year-olds on the Stanford-Binet which 

was administered in SE and BE. Both studies found no significant 

differences in test scores on t he two forms. It could be deduce d 

that children understood both forms of the tests hence comprehension 

was not a problem. 

Overall, these studie s on tests indicate that BE miscues 

do not hinder comprehensi on but may affect scoring when allowances 

are not made for language differences . They also indicate that 

sometimes children perf orm comparably on BE and SE materials in­

dicating that BE mater ials do not necessarily facilitate higher 

scoring on comprehensio n. Although the core of these studies in 

this section used preschooler s who may not have begun instructi on 

in reading, their findings have implications for the question of 

interference namely that B E miscues indicate language differences 

but do not hinder comprehension. 

Secondary Students and Reading 

Because older students have mor e experience with both SE 

and BE, it can be hypothesized that the possibility of less inter­

ference in reading acti vities exists especially when older students 

are compared to younger or mo re inexperienced language users. 

With this view in mi nd, the review now examines the performance of 

secondary students in studies which have been done on the question 

of interference. 
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Labov (19 70) studied the unders tanding of the morph eme— 

ed by Black adolescents. He had the students read al oud isolat ed 

sentences like the following: 

When I passed by3 I rea d t he pos ter s. 
I looke d fo r tro ubl e w hen I rea d t he news. 

The pronunciation of the word read would indicate whether the s tudents 

understood the -ed to be a past tense marker. Labov f ound that his 

subjects were able to compreh end the marker 35- 55% of the time 

suggesting that failure to pronounc e the -ed interfered with c ompre­

hension of the sentences only a substantial pa rt of the t ime. 

Labov also found that the subjects' pe rformance on this ta sk di d 

not correlate with overall reading skills as mea sured by a 

standardized reading test. The lack of cor relation b etween pas t 

tense markers a nd overall reading skills su ggests th at while s ome 

specific features may not be compr ehended, they d id not int erfere 

with the overall comprehension of conne cted discours e which is often 

aided by other syntactic and semanti c information through redundan t 

clues such as the word ye ste rda y in the sentence yeste rday when I 

passed by I read the posters. Labov' s study adds support to the 

accumulating evidence in support of noninterferenc e on com prehen­

sion tasks. 

Reynolds, Taylor, Steffinson, Shirley an d Anderson (198 2) 

investiga ted cultural schemata with Black and White eight h grade 

students and its effect on comprehensio n. Students read a passage 

in SE that dealt wi th an ins tan ce of s oundin g or p layin g the dozens , 

a form of ritual insult predominan tly found in th e Black c ommunity. 
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Their results indicat ed that Black stu dents ten ded to int erpret 

the sub ject as being about verba l play while the White studen ts 

comprehend ed the passage as being ab out physic al aggre ssion. Their 

findings indicate that c omprehension is also a ffect ed by the con tent 

or subject of the text which could also affect perfo rmance. Inter­

ference was not a problem in this study as stu dents were familiar 

with the content a nd as Labov (197 0) ind icated ot her clues gi ven in 

connecte d discourse help to facilitate comprehe nsion. Reynolds et 

al study has special implica tions for culturally biased mate rials 

which are used in the educati onal fie ld as a mean s of asse ssment. 

Another study using older students and virt ually the only 

study using a West Indian populatio n, has been d one by Ed wards (1981 ) 

on West Indian dialect speakers in Britain . Edwards used 80 

eleven year old West Indian and Englis h students t o answer c omprehen­

sion questions. The answers were then compar ed and no d ifferences 

were found between the group of p oor readers (reading age 6-9 years) 

thereby confirming Edw ards' view tha t dialect (Creol e) does no t 

interfere with the initial stages of reading acquis ition b ut inter­

feres with the processing of clues in the readers (in this case the 

older students) who have mastered the mechanical skills of read ing. 

Smolins (197 4) who use d younger children in her study co ncurs with 

Edwards on this poi nt that Creole does not inter fere with reading 

acquisition. Anderson (19 79) also su pports Edw ards on the hypothesis 

that Creole interferes with processing in more adv anced reading. 

Edwards no ted that the English readers pa used only a t 

grammatical junctures while the West Indian readers pa used con­
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siderably more often at non-grammat ical junctures which contributed 

to lower comprehension scores and which were overall affected by 

the slowing down of the processing of linguistic features as a 

result of language. Edwards however, did not indicate if the scores 

of the West Indians would hav e been comparable to the English 

students if allowance s had been made for Creole answers which were 

equivalent in meaning to th e SE responses. Her findings suggest 

that nonstandard language interferes with the process of reading in 

older students but not necessarily youn ger students as the younger 

students processing of feat ures would not be automatic. Edwards' 

findings howeve r, question the metacognitive theory that older 

students are more awar e of language and are able to facilitate or 

process acquisition of linguis tic features more quickly than their 

younger peers (Eso n and Walmsley 1980). 

Bartel and Axelrod (1969 ) and Ramer and Rees (19 73) have 

also used older stud ents in their studies on interference. Bartel 

and Axelrod used B lack inner-city 9th gra de pupils to repeat and 

read orally a se ries of sentence s randomly drawn from 4th and 8th 

grade level paragraphs of Forms A, B, C, and D of the Gray Oral 

Reading Test (Gray 1963). Their results support the view that inter­

ference takes pl ace at the surface level of language. 

Ramer and Ree s administered a modified version of the Berko 

Test to Black headstart children from the 5th and 8th grades and 

found that subjec ts knew and used the morphological rules of BE 

and SE and that as the children got older an increased use of SE 

was demonstrated in their writing eve n though they conti nued to use 
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BE orally. These findings question Edwards' results but also l end 

more support to the conten tion that dialect speakers code switch 

which enables them to further process SE features moreso than if 

they did not have access to SE features at all. 

A study that covered a wider span in age groupings is 

the 19 73 experiment by Goodman and Burke on the morphene -ed i n oral 

reading tasks. The experimente rs used 2nd, 4th, 6th, 8th and 10th 

grades Black and White students and found that no reader was 

totally consistent in his or her dialect based shifts. Readers 

who frequently eliminated -ed endings sometimes pro duced them. 

The experimenters also found that the dialect variations among the 

subjects were consid erable between and within racial groups. They 

also found that all but on e of the subjects with more than 10% dialect 

miscues were Blac k but that there were many Black subjects with 

few or no dialect miscue s. Their findings indicate that code switching 

takes place at all levels and that dialect differences exist within 

and across class groupings . Their results also indicate tha t 

dialect speakers are inconsiste nt in their use of SE features indica­

ting that interference does take place but the experimenters believe 

that dialect involved misc ues do not interfere with the reading 

process or the construct ion of meaning. 

Conclusion 

The preceeding rev iew of the literature on the question of 

interference in BE and/or SE materials points to some ver y clear 

directions. Yes, there is a language conflict produced by two 

different yet similar dia lects merging and yes there is interference 
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or confusion taking place when a child attempts to call words or 

produce syntactic structures which may not be similar to his own. 

Having been in th e environment where SE features are heard and 

taught, it could be expected that conflicts will be produced. Does 

this conflict interfere with reading? 

The review of t he literature has veri fied that inter­

ference does take place when children read and process SE features 

and that it also takes pla ce when children r ead and process BE 

features. Therefo re, in the processing of SE features which is 

the orthography of most school materials , interfer ence of BE will 

be evidenced in the produc tion of sound (reflected by speech 

differen ces) and in the production of syntactic features (reflected 

by grammatical differenc es). These are the phonologica l and syntactic 

processing levels of reading which are basic processes yet vital 

to arrive at meaning. 

It is at the point of meaning where the literature diverges 

because while interfere nce takes place for most BE speakers at 

the surface level of readi ng, the answer as to whether it takes 

place in comprehension is not as clear. The literature reveals a 

definite tendency towar ds noninterference in comprehensio n but this 

is not firmly established. This perspective is still on tentative 

grounds as many of the studies have been criticised for methodolo­

gical weaknesses which could have had some effect on their findings. 

However, the bulk of the literature doe s refl ect a noninterference 

bias in comprehension as particularly seen when dialect miscues 
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are not counted as errors. 

These findings on comprehension and the question of inter­

ference, while not confirmed offer many implications for educational 

practice particularly i n the field of reading. These and other 

implications of the entire review will be discuss ed in the 

following chapter. 



CHAPTER V 

IMPLICATION S OF THE REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The review of t he literature has shown th at there is sub­

stantial evidence that interferenc e does takes place in t he processing 

of phonological features and syntactic al structures. The data how­

ever, have revealed a slant toward noninterference in comprehension 

but these results are inconclusive due to methodological problems 

of many of the studies. These findings have several impli­

cations for pedag ogical practice and raise several questions for 

future research i n the field. These implications and questions 

will be presented in the following paragraphs. 

Implication s for Pedagogical Practice: 
Educational Materials 

A number of method s have been proposed to minimize the inter­

ference of nonstandard dialect o n reading performance. McDavid (1 969 ) 

and Venezky (1970) have advocated teaching SE prior to be ginning 

reading to elimi nate the source of interference. Shuy (1969, 1970) and 

Wolfram (1970 ) have proposed texts that neutralize dialect dif­

ferences so that feat ures which might predictably be problematic for 

the nonstandard speaker or not realized in his/her grammar (for example 

third singular verb infl ections) would be eliminated. Another proposal 

has been the creation and implementation of reading texts that incor­
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porate nonstandard features followed by a transistion to the use 

of the traditional reading materials (Baratz, 1969a; 1969b; 1970b; 

Fasold, 1971; Johnson, 1971; Stewart , 1969; W olfram and Fasold, 

1969). 

The review of the literature has not shown that using any 

of the preceding materials which purport to minimize the in terference 

on reading performance for nonstandard Black children is more 

successful than the traditional Standard English instructional 

materials. It has been verified that most non standard Black speakers 

are bidialectal and capab le of acquiring reading skills in SE and 

it has also been shown that in many comparative studies, the children 

performed similarly on equival ent SE and BE tasks (Fre ntz, 1971; 

Hockman, 1973; Nolen, 1972). Educators therefore need to re-examine 

the issues of materials selection for nonstandard speakers before 

making any large-scale implementation which might not be beneficial to 

their students in the final analysis. 

Educators would also need to be cognizant of all issues 

surrounding the selectio n of materials for nonstandard speakers be­

cause parents would need to be convinced that what is being done is 

in the best interest of the child. Thus far, the idea of using non­

standard materials has met with a great deal of controversy b y 

parents (Caz den, 1981; Dal e, 1972; Erickson, 1969; Mitchell-Kernan, 

1972; Schneider, 1971). 

There are also many problems to be overcome prior to the 

possible implementation of nonstandard materials. Writers and educators 

would have to come to a consensus on which aspects and features of 
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the language to include in the text and later decide which speakers 

exhibit those features to warrant the use of the materials. The 

difficulty here, would li e in the fact that there is considerable 

range in the amount of features used from speaker to speaker a nd 

assessment and evaluatio n of this could prove to be very controversial. 

The use of standard materials would therefore create less con ­

tention and negativism. 

Some researchers (Dougl as, 1973; and Goodman, 1969) have sug­

gested that dialect rendering s of extant material s be accepted because 

it is their view that no specia l materials need to be constructed 

since children would be permitted and encouraged to read the way they 

spoke. This suggestion would be advantageous for all co ncerned as 

attempts to eradica te nonstandard dialect would be met with fa ilure and 

the exclusive use of specially ma de nonstandard materials could be met 

with oppositio n and may not prove more beneficial in acquiring readi ng 

than the use of extant materials . The literature review has also shown 

that some students using SE materials did not exhibit language interference 

in reading (Hal l and Turne r, 1972a; Hall, Turner and Russell, 1973). 

The literature ha s shown too,that studies using comparable SE and BE 

tasks did not demonstrate higher scores on t he BE tasks but equivalent 

scores on SE and BE t asks and sometimes even higher scores on the SE 

tasks (Copp le, 1974; Fren tz, 1971; Hockman, 1973; Lui, 1975-1976; Nolen, 

1972). These stud ies help to validate the claim that BE speakers 

can use SE materials i n the school systems, and that the use o f BE 

materials will not necessarily facilitate reading acquisition any 

faster than SE materials. 
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Educators should also make every attempt to maximize the bidia-

lectal ability of nonstandard speakers through the e ncouragement and 

use of both extant and supplementary non standard materials as the 

literature has reflected the bidialectal ability of most nonstandard 

speakers. This would help to accommodate the language of the 

nonstandard speaking child and promote code-switching s kills so that 

when and where appropriate a nonstandard speaker would be able to 

confidently and easily process the language of his/her choice. 

Overall , regardless of the text being used, care shoul d be 

made to reflect the culture of the child so that basic structural 

differences would be overcome by the context of the text a nd comparison 

would therefore be facilitated. Ramphael (198 3) has noted that from 

studies done in the classrooms, ten of the fourteen reading selections 

used by English as a second dialect (E SD) teachers were unfamiliar to 

students and contributed to making reading more difficult for the students. 

The review t herefore points to the use o f extant SE materials 

but does not preclude the use of supplementary BE materials to develop 

and encourage the bidialectal ability of the students and also positive 

feelings toward their language and culture. 

Teacher Training and Inservice 

Shuy (1 970 ) has noted that teachers have many misconceptions 

about the grammar and pronunciation of nonstandard speakers. He 

and other linguists have emphasized the need for the inclusion 

of orientation courses on language varieties in teacher preparation 

and inservice programmes to counter the inclination to form negative 
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expectations of learners as a result of languages differences 

(Canno n, 1973; Shuy, 1970; Troike, 1976). 

Teachers need to know that all language are equal an d 

that language differences are not signs of inferior ity or 

deficiencies but that because interference will take place for 

some speakers, knowl edge of phonological, structural a nd 

semantic differences will increase their understan ding of the students' 

miscues. Teacher training and inservice will also familiarize teachers 

with the equivalent and nonequivalent aspects of NSE and SE and 

foster acceptance of langu age differences in the classroom. 

Teachers also need to be aware of the cl ose relationsh ip 

between language and socio-economic status and the factors 

surrounding and affecting this association. Venezk y (1981) has 

noted that in 198 0 nonstandard language students came prim arily 

from disadvantaged homes and Craig (197 6) has st ated that most 

Creole speakers are withi n the levels of lower-working, working 

and lower-middle classes. The implication of this association m ay 

negatively influe nce teacher expectation and consequently the 

performance of the child. 

Teachers therefore need to become more perceptive about 

their attitudes toward language varieties and working-class students 

and the possible repercussions and stereotypic associations that 

could exist because of them. There is considerable evidence to 

suggest that speakers of nonstandard English dialects in genera l are 

evaluated as inferior to speakers of SE by their teachers 
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(Harbe r, 1981) and teacher training and inservice sessions might 

help to rectify some of the negative associations attr ibuted 

to such speakers and consequently eliminate some of the educational 

problems confronting them. 

Classroom Practice 

The review of the literatur e has implications for the 

strategies employed by teachers to facilitate reading and langu age 

skills for nonstandard speakers. 

Firstly , teachers need to establish an atmosphere for the 

encouragement of language exchange and development in their cla ss­

rooms which would facilitat e confidence in the use of the vernacular. 

Activities such as the sharing of experiences through studying 

and listening to stories would help to establish such a foundation. 

Wells (in press) suggests that children who listen to stories 

and tell stories discover that language has symbolic power an d would 

be able to reinact those stories in their dramatic play, writing 

and reading and at the same ti me motivate their imaginations, 

encourage conversation and attention to words. From such a setting 

teachers could create a basis for language expression in reading. 

This type of environment would also help to facilitate 

the acceptance of dialect renderings in reading activities as 

miscues and not as errors. The review of the literature suggests 

that in studies where dialect renderings were accepted, the students' 

performance was comparable to their SE counterparts (Arnol d, 1976; 

Hunt, 1974). Cunningham (1976-1977) investigated whether teachers' 
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attitudes toward miscues which did not change content meanin g 

differed for miscues which were not due to dialect and found that 

the teachers corrected 78% of the Black-dial ect specific miscues 

and 27% of the non-dialect specific miscues implying th at 

teachers need help in establishing meaning equivalence between SE 

and BE features. Such help would be given to teachers in work­

shop sessions and through classroom practice in trying to inter­

pret the miscues. Goodman (19 72) suggests that the experential 

background of the child is revealed through his/he r miscues. 

Therefore, there is a need for teachers to develo p strategies, 

to list and study the miscues that nonstandard speakers make so 

that they would understand and interpret them an d also distinguish 

those miscues that reflect language differences from those "errors" 

which reflect reading difficulty. 

Goodman (19 72) and Ramphael (19 83) also caution teacher s 

against "correcting" dialect while a child reads because it 

confuses and interferes with comprehension and the development of 

reading proficiency. Teachers therefore need to be familiar with 

their correction strategies and perceptive of when the reader needs 

help in establishing meaning. 

Teachers also need to develop strategies to promote meta-

cognition and thus help to facilitate the speed of obtaining meaning. 

Metacognitive strategies would help the child to be more 

perceptive of language differences and develop means of storing and 

retrieving required features and structures when desired. 
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There are also implications for instructional methods in 

teaching nonstandard children how to read. Because of language 

differences and phonological and structure interference, such 

students would need an eclectic approach to teac hing reading that 

has a language experience background. Such a method would promote 

attention to the children's experiences and languag e and foster the 

development of reading skills in contexts fam iliar to the children . 

There are implications for English as a Second Dialect 

classes (E SD) or the "special " classes that are held for nonstanda rd 

English speakers in the United States, Canada an d England. 

Edwards (19 81) has indicated that on a national level, there were 

proportionately four times as many West Indian children i n 

Educationally Sub-Normal (E SN) classes in London, England as th ere 

were indigenous children and that assessment was based on language 

differences. Townsend (19 72) also concurs with Edwards that many 

immigrant pupils in London are placed with less able pupils because 

of language. Because the children's language is different does 

not necessitate their being placed in special classes to "improve" 

their language. The bidialectal ability of nonstandard students 

has been emphasized and children who are not experiencing develo p­

mental lags or deficits in their nonstan dard language developm ent 

should not be placed in ESN or ESD/L classes to improve their 

reading or language ability. 
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Assessment and Evaluation 

The i mplications for testing are closely related to those of 

classroom practice. Educators and those responsible for develop­

ing assessment norms and procedures need to accommodate the language 

differences of nonstandard speakers by allowing acceptance of 

dialect miscues and crea ting culture-free texts. For the Caribbean 

territory this is particularly crucial especially in those cases 

where students are expected to perform well on tests created by 

the United Kingdom for th eir culture. There is also a need to 

distinguish and differentia te those tests which are calling 

for proficiency in written SE (for example English) a nd those that 

are calling for cognitio n and understanding of a content subject 

(for example History). 

Thus, in oral tests, phonological differences sho uld be 

accepted and similarly in other a reas. In this way nonstandard 

speakers would be giv en a fair chance in assessment and not 

experience any loss of opportunity beca use of language dif ferences. 

Implications for Fut ure Research 

The literatu re has shown that many of the studies experienced 

methodological problems in selection of BE speakers (Hal l and 

Turner, 1972a; Hockman , 1973; Nolen, 1972; Osser, Wang and Zaid, 

1969; Rosen and Am es, 1972). This shortcoming of the studies needs 

to be rectified in future research so that more conclusive findings 

would result. A possible alternative would be to study the 

reliability of the Sente nce Repitition Task develope d by 
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Menyuk (19 71) and later expanded by Anastasion an d Hanes (1976) 

as a measurement of nonstandard speech. 

The reading materials used in the compilation of data 

also need to be scrutinized in subsequent research so that subjects 

would not be eliminated because they are unable to read. Harber 

(19 81) has suggested that to overcome this limitation, subjects 

should be allowed to read progressively difficult passages which 

would facilitate the inclusion of all subjects. 

The definition of interference needs to be stated and 

clarified so that readers would know which level of interference 

was being discussed such as phonologi cal, syntactical, semantic or 

combined levels. This would help to clarify the focus of the 

investigation. 

The review also revealed that the majority of the studies 

utilized primary students while there was a paucity of studies 

done with high school students. Due to developmental difference s 

in the language and cognition of mature students, further research 

needs to be done to verify that language differences do or do not 

create interference in th e processing of mature students' 

language. Edwards (1981 ) has claimed that interference is 

greater in older students whose reading have become automatic. 

Further studies need to be done to validate such a claim. 

Studies need to be done to investigate the possible 

causes of reading failure in older nonstandard students. Generally, 

the role of language interference in the reading of older students 
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has not been thoroughly investigat ed and is an area for future research. 

The bidialectal skills of all nonsta ndard students also need 

to be further documented particular ly the differences and/or simila­

rities that exist across grad es, within grade groupings, and across 

and within differing and similar SES groups. This ability is said 

to go through some changes as older students begin to a ccept or 

reject SE in favour of their indigenious lang uage and culture. This 

area needs further investigation. 

The area of comprehension needs to be further studied to 

validate the claim that language differences do not interfere with 

the processing of meaning. 

Comprehension tasks need to be more clearly def ined an d 

examined on the factual, inferential and critical levels of inter­

pretation. Comprehension tasks that rely upon reading pass ages 

also need to be further studied rather than areas that do not call 

for the visual processing of information such as listening compre­

hension. Generally, there is a need for indepth studies in com­

prehension processes and the acquisition of meaning in all speakers. 

Beyond the actual examination of the processes and re­

lated tasks of reading, investigations need to be done in the 

classroom interaction of nonstandard students with other pupils 

and teachers and the nature of the discourse use d in the classroom 

by teachers and students in the processin g of information and 

their effects on the performance of the students. Strategies used 

by teachers of successfu l and unsuccessful nonstandard students 

also need to be documented and examined. 
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For the Caribbean territory, there is an acute shortage of 

reliable studies in Creole interference and while conclusions may 

be drawn from the BE setting, the differences in semantics a nd 

syntax are in some cases extreme enoug h to warrant further inves­

tigation. Areas where there is a distinctive Cr eole variety of 

English (fo r example, Jamaica, Guyana, and Trinidad) indept h 

studies need to be done to examine the degree o f interference in 

reading particular for these students who may not be bidialectal. 

Emerging from the entire review are several questions that 

need to be theoretically and empirically analyzed. These questions 

point the way to future research areas and are as follows: 

1. What role does language differences pla y in 
the comprehension of text? 

2. Does bidialectism increase or decrease inter­
ference in the reading of nonstandard speakers? 

3. How doe s bidialectism develop? What factors pro­
mote its acceptance and/or rejection in nonstandar d 
speakers? 

4. Do miscues facilita te or interfere in the processes 
of reading? 

5. What teaching strategies are most appropriate for 
decreasing the degree of interference in the readin g 
of nonstandard speakers? 

Conclusions 

Research on the question of interference is still in its 

beginning stages and it is felt by many that thu s far very little 

research has been done and for the most part has been inconclusive 

(Dill ard, 1978; Rystrom, 1970; Somervill, 1975; Venezky, 1981). 

Therefore, until further studies are done the role of 
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language differences in reading will remain debatable. 

Emerging from this study are several basic assumptions 

which have been formulated from the combined review of the literature 

and the theoretical background. The review of the literature will 

conclude with these assumptions which sum up all the co nclusions 

and areas of further research as presented in this chapter. 

The first assumption recognizes the relationship between 

oral language and reading but that this relationship is not 

necessarily a causal one as there are many other operational factors 

such as cognition, perception, intelligence, and socio-economic 

factors affecting students' performances in read ing. 

Another assumption is based on the belief that attempts to 

change a child's language is psychologically unhealthy and also 

ignores the powerful influences of home and culture. Associated 

with this is the belief that one's language does not need to 

change because all dialects are capable of processing any level of 

cognitive thought and skills. However, nonstandard working-class 

speakers do need to have access to standard speech patterns so that 

such forms can be utilized when and where appropriate (fo r example 

in school) and thus facilitate upward mobility in society if 

desired. Thus bidialectism should be encouraged in nonstandard 

speakers and their development of code-switching examined. 

A child will therefore experience interference in his/ 

her processing of language but once the child has processed 
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the text into his or her own language patterns comprehension 

should be facilitated. Teachers therefore need to be cog nizant 

and perceptive of language variations and accept miscues as 

tokens of understanding. Similarly, researchers need to investigate 

the miscues that nonstandard speakers make at all levels of 

schooling and draw conclusions on the effect of miscues on com­

prehension through across-grade and within-class analyses. 

A final assumption is based on the use of SE texts. 

The language of the text-books is different from the speech of 

most students (standard speakers incl uded) an d hence most studen ts 

experience some problems in adjusting to the styles of some reading 

textbooks. The speech of the nonstandard speak ers though more 

variant from SE is not so vastly different that it calls for 

special text books to facilita te reading. In those cases of extreme 

differences (Cr eol e) further studies need to be done to investigate 

the impact of interference. 

Many of these assumptions need to be further invest igated 

and research needs to addres s itself to more longitu dinal and 

ethnographic studies involving multiple data collection so that 

some attempts can be made to understand the process of reading and 

the specific problems that nonstandard speakers face in atta ining 

reading power. 



- 7 7 -

Concluding Remarks 

Speaking a nonstandard dialect does no t in and of it­

self interfere with learning to read SE (Gumperz, 1970; Sims, 

1982; Smith, 1978; Smitherman, 1980; Somervill, 1975; Troutman 

and Falk, 1982) because there is no one cause for reading failure 

in students (Hu nt, 1974-1975; Robinson, 1946). 

This paper has attempted to single out one factor 

affecting reading performance but even though there is an effect, 

the extent of the effect is virtually difficult t o estimate because 

of the conglomeration of other variables that ne ed to be taken into 

consideration. Deutch (196 4) has gone so far as to say that i t is 

clear that disadvantaged children (Blac k dialect speakers) are 

likely to suffer from virtually every problem imaginable by the 

fact that many of them are poor. 

The relationship of social stratification and its correlates 

to nonstandard speakers cannot be ignored and have consequences 

for reading (Entw isle, 1979). Such confounds as health care, 

size of home and family, household amenities and number of books, 

all affect the scholastic performance of children. Other 

home factors such as quality of language interaction, familial 

attitudes and motivatio n also come to bear on how well some children 

perform in school. 

Beyond the home are the school related variables such as 

quality of educatio n, availabili ty of materials, teacher 

attitudes, teaching methods and styles, which all bear on learning 

situations for childre n. 
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Outside of the school are also the cultural conflicts that 

affect the education of some children. Labov and Robbins (1969- 70) 

have suggested that cultural conflicts is strong in reading 

failure of urban ghetto Black children as the influence of cultural 

norms may be opposed to the norms of the school and society. For 

some Black children this conflict may be evidenced in the langua ge of 

the streets or culture and the lang uage of the school and a failure 

to compromise or accommodate both cultures. 

Peer pressure is also another factor affecting the perfo r­

mance of some school children. Figurel (197 0) has noted that one 

of the major conclusions of the Coleman Report (19 66) was that the 

associates of school children was one of the most important factors 

affecting students' intellectual achievement. 

The previously mentioned variables and the facto rs of per­

sonality and self-concept are important determinants of one's 

behavior. They all play a role in deciding how one perfor ms. 

In concluding, it is important for researchers a nd educators 

to be aware of the interaction of all the variables that play a 

part in determining the students' failings and successes in school. 

The magnitude and scope of these factors, affect the compil ation and 

analyses of data and ultimately man's understandin g of various 

phenomena. Rather than deter us in our quest for answers and 

solutions, attempts to unravel the factors must be continued. Only 

through the microscopic analyses of factors and the unification 
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of their corr elates can experimen ters a rrive at a consensus for 

the well-being of all mankind. 

This study on dialect inte rference in reading, is onl y a 

'tip of the ice berg' a nd hopeful ly will go much fu rther int o the 

domain of language a nd reading in subsequent studies. 
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