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About ‘ American Tongues’

“American Tongues’ portrays some of the interesting regional,
social, and ethnic differences in American speech, and the atti

that people have about these differences. Because it builds upon
natural curiosity Americans have about dialects, audienggs will fi nd

it quite entertaining. At times, however, itisalso blu
straightforward as it depicts the kinds of attitudes
V

about their speech. The presentation isintended lewers
confront
their own attitudes about language variation. V

about the nature of dialects, but it also challe

educational content is obvious, as basic facts ab ’ anguage
differences are presented directly; ho
can be gleaned from thereal life sc

ther important insights
are presented. A

enhance the educational value
Following are some guideli
discussion of the video wi
adaptations will havet

gatherings, agt
class bac

[ ntrodu the Video

mentary shows how di function in the United States.
AWing audiences may, ho , be told to observe how English
varies, the kinds of attitlades Antericans have about dialects, and the
controversies that aehtheir use. If the video is shown in the

context of a parti bject area (e.g. English studies, history,
sociology, psy {C.), viewers might be alerted to observe
some of theypa alyemphases of the discipline, but no elaborate
previewi lanation is called for.



The terms accent and dialect are used interchangeably in the video
to refer to language variation associated with regional and soci
differences among speakers of alanguage. These differences
occur not only in pronunciation, but also in grammar, voc ,

and conversationa style.
Post-Viewing Discussion V
There are three mgjor areas in the presentation t for

discussion: 1) the nature of dialect differenc iC atitudes A

about dialects in American society, and 3) the andard and

vernacular dialects. There is ample illustrgtion of*éach of these V
lively post-viewing
klet refer to

Issues to serve as the basis for a detail
discussion. The discussion questionsii
n of “American
ersion is being shown;,
ese questions are mark
In discussion.

sequences in the 56-minute Stan
Tongues.” If the 40-minute Hi
certain questions will not b
with a dagger (1) and can be.o

1. The Nature of D¥aleC ferences
Dialectsare a nal , Ingvitable part of cultur.

differencesi [ ciety. Furthermo
have dialect of onetypeor another.
reinforce by citing different '

by citin t differences around theg.

ional
unities
ers should
rom the video and

r

IONS
kinds of dialect diff ou notice in this area?

hen you travel som outside of the region isthere
anything in particular e notice about your speech?
A man from Ohi sthat'in hisareathey speak “just plain
American, n accent...straight out of the
dictionary.z is man speak adialect? Do you speak a
dialect?



Questions about dialects from viewers should €licit anecdotes about
dialect peculiaritiesin the local community or in other communities
where people have travelled. For the most part, the anecdotes m

be expected to focus on vocabulary differences and pronun

differences. Asthe discussion develops, it is |mportant t phasiz
to viewers that each and every one of them speaks a N

A. Manifestations of Dialect Variation

vocabulary, grammar, and languag
iIsused to carry out various com

lead viewers to recognize th

[1] Pronunciation (The P N n of Words)

The opening scene, w ent people from differ
recite “Mary had a liftle |amb®™demonstrates dialec
pronunciation.

QU ESTI ON: \
e of the dlfferenceﬁ in plefrom different

d activities)

', schlep “carry’,

ked’, snickelfritz ‘rowdy
lary level of language

QUESTIONS
Are there wor ideo that you did not know before
viewing i ' es?
Whatére the different words around here that people
fr her area might not know?



[3] Grammar (The way words are composed and put into sentences)

The use of double negatives (e.g. | ain't got no... ), agrammati
difference, isamply illustrated by speakersin the video (e.g. the
scene in which Southern woman discussing “white trash” sp

recalls how negatives are used, the Black teenaged girlsgonversing
about a“schooal girl”, Phillip, the Boston North End t Mng
about how he uses the dialect to his benefit, etc.) é

QUESTION:
How do people from different social gr rammar in
different ways?

[4] Language Functions (The way | orms are used to
carry out the social functions of ¢ n)

Different styles of greeting, car na€onversation, and

interacting with language il age function differences:
Appalachians arc describ around a subject for aleng
time before getting to the t man selling incen
inaway different fr

street interacts with hi
the-counter sale. The camver
(de-scribed by t orian) shows a conv
which is diff ose used in other co
h )

truck
ting

anguage
function diff strate how language invarying
roles acr ities. Thislevel of d isacritical aspect
of dia ences that is sometim inthe

congiderationyef dialect differences.
& you think of diff [ f greeting styles that
different groups hav

What are some that péople use language differently as
they relate to ?

O




B. Reasonsfor Dialect Differences

Dialect differences come from a number of different sources,
including historical settlement patterns, migratory routes, co

with other language groups, and physical and social separation.

(1) One of the Boston men discussing the relative ¥)f
Charles Dickens and Jane Austen says that “we

here with
the first load of bricks,” and that “| have b 0 years.”

[1] Settlement Patterns

Thisrefersto the historical affinity that New bas with early
groups of settlersin America. In asimil ay, the Tangier Island
speech can be traced back to its settl dreds of years ago,

demonstrating the influence of set nsinthe :

development of adialect.
be

QUESTIONS
(T) What does the Boston
says “I’ve been
load of bricks]
some parts land?

@ 'where the origina settler
any features of the local @i
e early settlers?

in gentleman m
ears... We came over wit

t this be reflected i age of

eacame
you think can

[2] Migral
T of the United States shg nglish-speaking
migrated westward rginal settlement areas
: e Fast Coast. Notic patterns tend to follow
@ dly-based migratory rq
QUESTIONS

Asthe Unit
trends in them

settled, what were some of the major
ent of people? Do you see arelation



What major routes of migration affected this area? Can you see

these mgjor routesin the local dialect?
[3] Contact with Other Languages A
Notice bow words like pau bang (‘work is finished') from
QUESTIONS
Can you think of other words from other esthat are
used in certain regions? Why are ceftain foreign words used in
[4] Physical and Social |solatio
Islands and mountains are nat
class separation may lead t@ith
dialect differences. (T xtreme, the speech of the
of Tangier Island (0 C f Virginia) is so disti
almost unintelligi speakers from other, f th
country.
mig se these dialectsto b uite distinct? What
cial conditions might hav with the physica

Hawaiian), snickelfritz (‘rowdy child’ from German), baliaya
(‘spicy ricedish’ from French) are used in areas wher airly
close contact with other languages. !
some regions and not in others? V
ironments for the developr@
and perpetuation of dialect . In asimilar way, ethmic an
QUESTI \
W. sica conditions about r Tangier Island
ion?

W might you accou thedifferencesin adialect like

Black English?
|. Attitudes AboutgBial ects
There are avariety 8s toward dialectsthat areillustrated in
the presentatio a0y“0f, the participants reveal traditional
mainstream at hich view the local dialect negatively.
However, 850 some attitudes about vernacular dialects that

are positi d reinforce the local usage. In certain contexts, and
for particu cial values, these attitudes about the community
dialect may be surprisingly positive.
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A. Prestige

If agroup issocially prestigious, then itsdialect will also be @l so
prestigious, and if a group is socially stigmatized, then its dialect

also will be stigmatized by the mainstream society. Try to

studentsto seethe strength of thisassociation by askigg them

about therelative prestige of different dialectsillu We

video. é

QUESTIONS A
Arethere any didectsthat are prestigio @ presentation?

Why?

What dialects are socially stigm hy are they

stigmatized?

One of the people appear} he tape says that we
“automatically” judge rain the way they talk. Do yo
agree? Suppose you x call from someone yo e
never met; woul m an opinion of the perso n
speech?

(1) Prestigious [lustrated by the tw n en
discussing C [ s and Jane Austen “Brahmin”
dialect. Stig ects are represented b the
working s, the Boston North ager, thetwo New

Orlean discussing how peopledhi are beautiful until
they open theik mouths, and so forth.

%Prej udice

earecertain ster ut dialectsthat have been
afpetuated in the medid] ding Wand themovies. Toalarge
ent, dialect also contributego the establishment of a

caricature. The So journalist comments on the portrayal of

Southern character ovies, for instance, saying that the

character with the'Se n accent usually appeared to be less
intelligent and @ butt of others' jokes.

t



QUESTION:
(T) How have dia ects been used to create stereotypesin t
movies and the media?

Dialect prejudice can be very strong.

QUESTIONS
What are some scenesin “American Tongu
prejudice against a the speech of a particu
social group?

C. Dialect | dentity
Not all attitudes ab

alects are negative

dialects may ser y important positivefuaetio
within acom ' I use can promote group
solidarity, t iness, and friendlin & e
attribut Q
QUESTI

hat areé some of the positiv s#0r using alocal dialect?

segment filmed in neman says“l’mjust a
ain old hillbilly.” W hink he says this?
How does Phillip, the End Boston teenager, use a
vernacular dial his advantage? Are there other cases
where acom ialect is used to an advantage?

O



Phillip says that he uses his diaect to intimidate people. Have
you ever felt intimidated by someone’ s diaect?

Regional dialects are sometimes used in advertising. These di
would not be used if the advertiser did not think they would have
positive effect on the audience.

QUESTION:
What positive effect might aregional dial

advertising? Are there any particular pr
r Dialects é
advantagesin certo

111. The Uses of Standard and Vi

Speaking a standard dialect ¢
settings, but it can also pr
of local community norm
standard dialect for all
conseguencesthat go
local dialect.

themselves to advertising using a local
ma for a person in ter

one needsto speak
ons. Furthermore are
ith'the use of both a

QUESTIONS
What

antages to speaking N ialect?
saleswoman from Bro anttolearna
at isnot associated with Broo

h therapist says that dEnglish is strongly
iated with the corpor ur society. Do you
with him? Why/Wh

re there any disadv to Speaking standard Englishin
certain contexts? (Rev he scene in which the Black

teenaged girls tease the girfwho doesn’t “use as much slang”

2

The
C

cand a“mamasgirl”.)
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Can you think of contextsin which alocal dialect would be
appropriate and a standard dialect would not be appropriatg?
Learning a standard dialect can often cause adilemmA

person because of a conflict between the “out-side” world an

thelocal community.
i him A
at he uses his V

QUESTIONS
Phillip’s brother says that Phillip someti
with his speech. At the same time, Philli
dialect to his advantage. How do thegse ill
forces at work in the choice of adi

dlfferent

A young black woman says't isin her prof
world, she “corrects’ her
she speaksin alocal dial

Southern girl. Why w,

Most people adjust theiglan
their familiarity wit
the situation.

jalects?

dialects depending on whereygou are and the people
0? What are some where you might shift

e both negative an nsegquences associated with
se of any dialect, wh IS standard English or aloca
nstandard English variety. person must weigh the
consequences of dif dialects and make choices about
appropriate dialect at basis. Dialects are an important
aspect of the A : itage representing its different regional,
@ ps; they also present adilemma for speakers

social, and et
because 0 nt val ues associated with their usage.
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Further Reading

There are many works on dialects that might he consulted for t
viewer interested in further reading; however, many of these are
fairly technical reading for the non-specialist. The series of bo
entitled Dialects and Educational Equity, published bythe Center
for Applied Linguistics and distributed by Prentice-H

provides a basic introduction to the issues of dial '
question-answer format. Specific booklets in the

Thanks to Richard W. Bailey of the Uni
Donna Christian of the Center for A
helpful input into the preparatio
guide was supported by a gra
the Humanities.

of Michigan and
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