
 

   
 

To what extent should slang and dialect words be accepted as ‘standard 

English’? 
 
The past century and the current have experienced an undeniable increase in the use of slang 
in daily life. Although, at first thought, slang may seem a relatively uncontroversial topic, it 
has caused considerable civil debate. What are the impacts of slang and dialectal terms, and 
why are they not considered canonically? The seemingly contestable question of whether 
slang and dialect should be accepted as standard English will be discussed in this essay. 
 
To resolve the debate, one must wholly understand the key terms slang, dialect and standard 
English. The definitions of these terms are often viewed as unresolved: from one dictionary 
to the other, these words have varying meanings. The term 'slang' is a contraction of the 
words 'secret' and 'language'. Slang can be defined as a 'very informal language that is usually 
spoken rather than written, used especially by particular groups'1. Another form of language 
is a dialect, which can be described as people in disparaging areas incorporating idiosyncratic 
words, grammar and accent into their speech2. Standard English is debatably the most 
important variation of English and is widely accepted, however it is the most complex. It 
adheres to all grammatical and spelling norms, in written and spoken contexts. This is the 
variety taught to non-native speakers of English however, it is not to be spoken with 
prominent localised accents or dialects; this is why American and Australian English are not 
considered standard English. A common misconception of standard English is that it must be 
formal; though this is generally true, it can include swearing or other informal language, 
provided that it coincides with its distinctive grammatical rules3. Standard English is the 
native dialect of merely 12-15% of Britain's population, and this quantity is centralised at the 
top of the social scale; as the scale goes down, the number of non-standard forms increases3. 
 
The creation of slang is most prominent within the younger generation - this incorporates 
teenage to young adult age - however, it is practised by all age groups. Prevailing features of 
the slang lexis are humour, conciseness, novelty and instability4. Slang is predominantly 
stimulated and orbited by popular societal idols, which extensively influences those of a 
younger age. Though not a requirement, slang is consistently more succinct than the standard 
English vocabulary: they are often merged syllables that conveniently synopsise meanings in 
an almost onomatopoeic manner. This omitting of syllables is known as apocope. Slang is not 
made purely for practical benefit, inventing novel neologisms and coinages by playing with 
words is comical. Despite slang lexis being regarded as original by its users, it often becomes 
outdated through generations. When valuable slang terms are accepted as standard English, 
they often lose eccentricity, therefore fewer people employ them. This is a reason for the job 
of a lexicographer to be deemed challenging: if a neologism has been included in a dictionary 
with an overtly hasty or delayed entry the word may have become obsolete. When a slang 
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expression has had an enduring uptake, it may be adopted into dictionaries. Online 
lexicography is vying with traditional dictionaries, as the former can omit irrelevant words 
with ease5. Orthodox dictionaries, unlike the modern, include offensive jargon and slurs. To 
regain popularity, classic dictionaries include prevalent slang; leading dictionaries such as 
Collins have even promoted Twitter members to vote for a new word annually5. A substantial 
majority of slang lexis is harnessed standard English vocabulary to create extensive meaning; 
inventing language is less frequent. Regardless, word choice is where the similarities between 
slang and standard English cease. Slang that does not use standard English vocabulary can be 
classified into subcategories based on how they are made and deciphered.  

In an era of technological advancements, mass media is undoubtedly influencing and 
catalysing lexis creation. Not only has the internet radically transformed lexicography, but it 
further plays a predominant role in spreading language. This interaction and influence 
correlate with the proliferation of slang. Internet slang is innovative and can originate from 
many platforms, for instance in the news, or social media. Terms can be introduced and gain 
popularity in minimal time, thus subtly affecting our communications, language and 
psychology; namely the term 'Brexit'. This more contemporary slang can harness its terms 
from foreign expressions, dialect and societal icons. Paraphrasing, the coinage of words, and 
homonyms are all typically integrated into internet slang6. Previously, use of slang by women 
were less noticeable in comparison to others, however now, due to females naturally 
dominating social media, their usage of slang has become more apparent.  
 
Slang and dialect are considered to be less accepted in society, and those who use this type of 
language are subject to prejudice. Users of colloquial speech are laboriously discriminated 
against; many are less tolerant of women using vernacular language and slang. Besides 
gender, occupation is also a distinctive discriminatory variable: professions that require a 
higher level of education generally perceive slang-using candidates as inferior4. Numerous 
implementations to suppress slang and colloquialisms in schools in the UK by banning them 
further prove the social acceptability of language intolerance. Evidently, slang is considered 
inferior to standard English: it endures partisan accusations such as being known as 
inappropriate language however, these dismissals could be designated as prejudice. Standard 
English is the lingua franca, therefore it is advocated to children, but this may host slang and 
dialectal language intolerance. Slang, dialect and colloquialisms are discouraged in schools as 
they are considered non-standard.  

The origin of slang is the cause for its inherent discrimination: due to its criminal 
beginnings in the 16th century, its bad reputation has lingered. Before the 20th century, 
definitions of slang always included biased language, however, this is evolving7. The 
traditional concept of standard English being known as the language of the educated and 
affluent is becoming an outdated notion. 

 
The overtly emphasised detriments of slang often subdue its numerous covert benefits. Slang 
and dialectal language consist of terms used in standard English with extended or different 
definitions, this can be convenient as it can convey thoughts with clarity, therefore can help 
maintain relationships with others4. The inclusion of slang in advertisements can increase the 
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appeal of a customer to a product thus significantly increasing attention paid to it, unlike 
standard English6. Artistry and creativity are integral when inventing slang terms, hence 
elevating ingenuity. Furthermore, allowing people to be bidialectal and learn to code-switch 
depending on circumstance can help them develop cognitively. Debatably, the subtle 
influence of outside culture to language is inevitable, and discouraging dialect is an attempt 
to quell this. 
 
Although the novel and humorous characteristics of slang execute an integral role in 
innumerable lives, the overuse of slang can have regressive effects. Non-standard English can 
damage the conventions of communication and can cause misunderstandings: the addition of 
new slang can be confusing and potentially embarrassing if one uses outdated language or 
cannot understand the evolving terms. Many teachers dissuade dialectal language, as it does 
not reflect appreciatively in interviews and those who use it can be taken less seriously8. 
Teachers discourage code-switching because, when under stress in interviews, students may 
revert to slang usage. To a considerable number of people, speaking slang can make one 
appear 'uneducated'; although this view is discriminatory, and arguably of an elitist, it can be 
causal to deterring the use of slang. To counter the use of dialect, one could debate that we 
live in this society, and not another. A standardised accent could offset any geographical or 
racial difference6. Slang terms often depict offensive views, predominantly against women, 
race and homosexuality. 
 
Banning slang in schools is an ineffective educational strategy that, when executed, does not 
achieve the desired goal. The 'no-slang' rule has been enforced in many schools around the 
UK for more than a century9. Prohibiting slang comes with classist impressions and is an 
attempt to quash the natural progression of language and culture. It is undoubtedly true that 
speaking standard English will augment the chances of a more promising job, however, 
mastering both orthodox and non-standard English is optimal. Identifying when to code-
switch is integral, and users of slang often know which circumstances to adopt standard 
English8.  

Children should be taught that there is nothing inherently wrong with dialectal speech, 
and colloquial language is often incorrectly stigmatised and prejudiced against. Slang and 
dialect should not be named substandard to standard English as it fosters hostility. Despite 
slang becoming increasingly more prevalent recently, it has existed for centuries, and even 
well-renowned literacy figures, such as Shakespeare, Charles Dickens and Charlotte Brontë, 
have used it too9. By studying the etymology of slang terms, students can be empowered by 
'deter[ring] misguided pedantry'9.  
 
Whether slang and dialectal terms should be dissuaded is undisputable; preventing the natural 
expansion of language has numerous adverse effects, which hold less significance to the 
heavily outweighing amenities. In spite of that, I believe jargon is, although small, an integral 
part of standard English, as both share lexis. To bridge the extensive gap between slang and 
standard English, code-switching should be promoted. While you cannot deny the power of 
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slang in daily communication, perhaps one should refrain from using it in formal 
environments and alternatively endeavour to use standard English. 
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