
   
 

   
 

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

The Oxford English Dictionary is hailed by many as the authority on the English 

language, presenting itself as, “The definitive record of the English language.” 

However, the Oxford Dictionary itself takes a descriptivist stance – it describes 

how language is used in everyday contexts, as opposed to prescribing how 

language should be used. Unlike many other languages such as French, English 

has no official regulator, which begs the question, ‘Why should words that many 

people use in their everyday life be barred from formal writing and education?’ 

In order to address this question, it is important to define what standard English 

is. Peter Strevens defines it as a universally accepted, non-localised dialect of 

English (Strevens, 1981). Since dialects are neither non-localised nor universal, 

and slang is often restricted generationally, both are considered non-standard 

English. However, this is not to say that non-standard English is worthless or 

irrelevant; non-standard English serves many useful, yet understated purposes in 

society. For those who use them, dialect words can hold community and family 

identity (Wolfram et al., 1999) and slang words can be deliberately chosen to 

mark informality or identify within a particular social group (Finegan & Rickford, 

2004), while a person’s unique usage of language – idiolects – can be a means of 

expressing their individuality (Wolfram et al., 1999). 

Unfortunately, the distinction society makes between ‘standard’ and ‘non-

standard’ varieties of English can also have negative consequences. By purely 

speaking in a dialect, a person’s quality of life may be adversely affected in 

numerous ways. Deborah Cameron remarked that, “linguistic bigotry is among 

the last publicly expressible prejudices left to members of the Western 

intelligentsia,” (Cameron, 1995, p.12) and nowhere is this more evident than in 

the discrimination that non-standard English speakers often face in education 

(Parveen, 2020), on account of preconceived notions linking dialects with lower 

ability. In the workplace too, dialects – especially ‘ethnolects’ such as African 

American Vernacular English – may be less desirable to employers (Carlson et 

al., 2006; Tod, 2018), with standard English generally regarded as superior to 

other varieties of English. This perception may be due in part to the exclusion of 

non-standard English from sections of the media and the government’s own 

English curriculum (GOV.UK, 2014). 

Such idealisation of standard English, and its dominance in education, can be 

harmful for a multitude of people. It can be disadvantageous for non-standard 

English speakers, requiring them to use a potentially foreign form of English that 

risks widening already present gaps in learning. A policy of encouraging non-

standard English in schools may be beneficial in several respects, for instance by 



   
 

   
 

preparing standard English speaking children for real life interactions (Farrell et 

al., 2009) and, by shining a spotlight on other regions, it would also help combat 

discrimination towards speakers of a dialect. Non-standard English speakers 

typically have higher comprehension of their native dialect than they do of 

standard English (Speidel et al., 1985), so for disadvantaged students it may be 

helpful to delay the teaching of standard English until adolescence (Johnson, 

1970), instead of from as early as six years of age, as is the current practice. 

Non-standard English speakers may attain higher grades if they were allowed to 

use their dialect in tests and if teachers were encouraged to use non-standard 

English in order to communicate more effectively in the classroom (Johnson, 

1999). Forcing students to use standard English can be unfavourable to students 

from an already disadvantaged background. 

This ideology of correctness is by no means limited to the western world. A 

comparable situation exists in Singapore, from whose experience the UK may be 

able to learn valuable lessons regarding its own use of non-standard English. For 

example, non-standard Singaporean English has been shown to be able to be 

used as a teaching resource (Rubdy, 2007) and this is for many of the same 

reasons that were outlined above.  

In Singapore, there are two forms of English: standard Singapore English (SSE), 

comparable to standard British English (Harada, 2009) and therefore greatly 

valued by the government for its ability to be used in international trade, and 

Singaporean Colloquial English (also known as ‘Singlish’ or SCE), which is mostly 

unintelligible to non-Singaporeans (Lu, 2007). SCE has been called a ‘broken’ 

dialect or simply ‘wrong’ because of its incomprehensibility to non-Singaporeans. 

As a result, the government has banned it in schools, launched a campaign 

against it (‘Speak Good English Movement’), banned it in the media, and even 

gone as far as, in some cases, fining students using Singlish1. All these measures 

are due to fears that it would harm the country’s economic competitiveness, 

despite it being an equally effective as a form of communication - arguably the 

only objective determining factor. Singlish is culturally important (Lee, 2016) and 

is a crucial part of their national identity (Tan et al., 2008) for Singaporeans, and I 

think the same could be said for other dialects spoken by people elsewhere in the 

world. SSE is ’neutral and cultureless’ (Rubdy, 2001) in comparison to the vibrant 

and ever-changing nature of non-standard English which allows it to have a much 

higher degree of emotional expressiveness. 

Conversely, standard English, while not necessarily the most common variant of 

English that is heard or spoken, is universally understood, in contrast to less 

 
1 Prime Minister’s National Day Rally Speech, 1999: First-World Economy, World-Class 

Home. https://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/data/pdfdoc/1999082202.htm 



   
 

   
 

familiar dialects that could be misconstrued by listeners. This could be because 

of the media rarely using non-standard English, making dialects appear ‘foreign’. 

Indeed, standard English is often referred to as ‘BBC English’ for this reason. Any 

sudden attempt to ‘accept’ or ‘import’ dialect words directly into standard 

English, without proper scrutiny or controls, could be detrimental to useful 

communication. On the other hand, if non-standard English were introduced 

more gradually, this would allow it to become familiar and therefore better 

understood, ultimately reducing prejudice against dialects and dialect-speakers. 

Evidently the present situation, in which dialect speakers are labelled as ‘non-

standard’, is a problem and the stigma surrounding non-standard English should 

certainly be addressed. Despite this, I conclude that it would be unrealistic and 

even in some respects unhelpful to permit unrestricted entry of dialect words into 

standard English, as it would act as a barrier to comprehension. In my view, the 

best way to reduce the stigma surrounding dialects would be through education, 

by incorporating it into the school curriculum, as this would introduce non-

standard English to students and thereby increase comprehension of dialect 

words. Use of dialect words in schools will clearly have educational and social 

benefits for both non-standard and standard English speakers and these benefits 

could be realised in conjunction with the drive to combat stigma and 

discrimination. 
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