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ABSTRACT
The characteristics of several nonstandard dialects

of American English are presented in this paper in the form of an
inventory of features. It has been compiled with the recognition that
nonstandard dialects are governed by pronunciation and grammatical
rules and that within the broad category of nonstandard dialects,
regional and ethnic variations occur. The code used in the inventory
to designate major varieties of nonstandard dialects consists of: (1)

NS--used in all nonstandard varieties of American English, including
northern white NS, southern white NS, and 'lack English; (2)

SWNS--southern white NS; (3) S--southern white standard (possible
considered nonstandard in some northern contexts); and (4) BE--black
English. The inventory includes sections on consonant cluster
reduction; the nth" sounds; the nrn and "1" sounds; final "b," "d," .

and "g"; nasalization; vowel glides; verb constructions; the copula
verb concord; negation; the possessive forms; plurals; pronominal
apposition; relative clauses; questions; demonstratives; and
pronouns. (3M)
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In this section, we. shall present an abbreviated inventory of some of

the descriptive characteristics of several different nonstandard dialects

of American English. We have opted to present these in terms of an inven-

tory of features rather than a lengthy discursive account. This means that

many of the finer details have been omitted here. More elaborate accounts

of these features can be found in Labov, et al. (1968), Wolfram (1969),

Fasold and Wolfram (1970) and Wolfram and Fasold (1974).

The following description of various nonstandard American dialects

clearly demonstrates their systematic nature. Like all languages, these

dialects are governed by regular pronunciation and grammatical rules. In

Short, what is distinctive about nonstandard dialects is that they are held

in low esteem by the speakers of standard dialects and usually by their

speakers as well. Nonstandard dialects are not any less a language or any

less capable of performing all of the tasks of a lay2.uage than a standard

dialect. It is important to note that many of these Features occur variably.

That is, a particular dialect may be characterized by the frequency with

certaia ,variants occur rather than Lacir catcAorical occurrence.

Within the broad enter oey of nonstandard dialects, there are, varta-

tions which are regional and ethnic. The following code is used here to

designate some major varieties of nonstandard dialects and to indicate in

which 0E these dialects certain features are most often found:

INS Used in all nonstandard varieties of American English, incud-
ine;North::rn White Southern White NS and Black English.

SWN3 Southern SdhLta N3

Suut ;.' (:):11,:, Lb lt,"11,:l i.;Hro.d atm:31:Anciat.-0.



Pronuncliation

Consonant Cluster Reduction

(BE/some SUNS dialects)

(BE/some SWNS)

(BE/some SWNS)

r.
(BE)

Th.2 TR S,)unds

(2)
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1. Word-final consonant clustoro ending
in 9 stop can be reduced when both
maq,..),:rs belong to a base word: tes
(tcs%, dos (desk), han (hand), and
bui (build).

Reduction also occurs when grammatical
suffix -ed is added to produce such
words as rubbed, rained, messed, looked.
Reduced; rub, rain, mess, anti :look.

When both members of a cluster.are_.either
voiced or voicele;J::, then the rule operates
(as above), but wheu one member is voiced
and the other voiceless (e.g. rent,
belt, E112, etc.), the rule does not
operate.

In Standard English (SE), final member
of a cluster may be absent if following
word begins with a consonant (bes' kind,
to l' Jim, col' cuts, and fas' back are
acceptable in SE).

Reduction takes plac(. when consonant
clust,ir faAlJwed.by !ow.d. or a
pause as well as a consonant: wes' en'
(west end), bes' apple (best apple).
The type.of clusters affected by this
rule are given in Table 4.

2. r'n
ending In 1sl,

and -sk, add the -es instead of -s
pl.ural. Plural FornAtions !follow con-
E;on:lnt rul.,! in words such
as d -sk, test, ghost, and wasl become
do33r te33es, .And wass:n

3. Underlying Structure of Consonant Cluster:
clusters present in tostinz, scoLdin.4,
tester, coldest. When sutfi:: begins
with vowel the cluster is present. Some
dialects havin7 tes-;'n74, leottiu::, etc.,
may not have underlyln clus;:or.

1. d/th n3 in .1.,/ for ..4as in for th.v!
(tpl..,c.i.,1.1

kind t-una..;pirntd, LiAL;).

4
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'.,;11L.11

Phonetic

Cluster

L

TYpe.I

[st] test, post, list

isPi wasp, clasp, grasp

(sk] desk, risk, mask

[5t]

[zd]

[Ed]

[ft] left, craft, cleft

[vd]

(ndl mind; .find, mound

[mu]

[1d) cold, wild, old

[pt] apt, adept, inept

[kt] cct, contact, expect

Emanoles*

,=01.1

Type II

missed, messed, dressed

finished, latched, cashed

raised, composed, amazed

judged, charged, forged

laughed, stuffed, roughed

loved, lived, moved

rained, fanned, canned

named, foamed, rammed

called, smelled, killed

mapped, stopped, clapped

looked, cooked, cracked

*here there are no examples under Type I and Type II the cluster does not
occur under that category.

3



(z...ome SE dialect's)

(S)

(NS)

(SWNS/BE)

(some SWNS/ BE)

(BE)

The R and L

(SWNS/BE)

(:;wm/BE)

(i1E)
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2. WIthin r: /th in noaa :or
noLhio4, EOIT;:.uthor

y/ th as in bruvah Eor brother, ravah
ther, hrur ra avin or

th- contigous to a nasal is produced
as a t, as in arithmeticTrithmetio),
monthiv (montly), nothinJ (not'n).

d/th as in odah for other, brudah for
brother.

3. Voiced fricatives before nasals: th,

z, v, become stops before a nasal as
in idn't EJC isn't, for seven.

4. Word final: f/th predominant production
as in Ruf (Ruth), toof (tooth), and
souf (south).

t/th occasionally (mostly in Southern
BE) as in sout' for south.

1. After a v..1wel: the 1 becomes uh, as
in steal (steauh), sister (sistuh).

') 7. V.:):31_): L., r and 1

are absent, as in help (hep), torte
(taught). Typically, 1 is completely
absent before labial consonants.

Tn so(r.e areas uE the '3 Guth r absent

o u, doe (uo6c), foe
(four), show (sure).

3. vowis: the r or I. may be absent

botwen (C4alot, sto',!, or Maiv,

- I

4. Effect on vocabulary and _,.rammar: con-
sistent loss of r at and of word has
caused mcrgirG or two words. The change
caused by the ilbsence of r. in thcv and

thAr or in you lnd Your brini;s them
phonetically clo:i%!r

arc then prodi...d: It is they

book or It is VOU

such as in t:utur.2 =dal.

Ii



(SWNS/BE)

Final b, d and a

(BE)
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11[1.

ihe LaLa. This' proRuncil:tion
may account: f:or the use of bo Lo indicata
future he hera in d minutei.
Tha pronunciation rulefor cite loss of
contracted I'll is when the following
word begins with b, m, or w (labial
sounds) the ('11) is dropped, producing
I be workin(4 tomorrow.

5. After initial consonant -r: the r may
be absent when it follows a consonant
in unstressed syllables, giving p'otect
for protect or or or when follow-
ing vowel is either an o or u, giving
hiow for throw and th'ou'h c.rr th-

6. Social stigma: absence of r and 1 not
as socially stigmatized as other non-
standard pronunciation rules because
certain types of r and 1 absences are
standard for some standard Northern
dialects (e.g. New England dialect).

1. Devoicincl: at end of syllable voiced
stops h, d, and i are pronounced as
tht' corn....51pondin!l. voielu:%; sc)?s p,

Thi tio,-s Rot Lean I:har
ilia and pick, bud and butt, and cab
and cap sound alike in EE, for they
are still distinguished by length
of vowel. En3lith vowels ara held

longnr when followin.7 sound
u in

bud is held longer than the u in butt,
alzugh LH d in bud is pronounceq
1.3

In 1,astrsed tzytlk..3 rule cla operate
for all nonstendard dialects, as in
stupit for stuid.

2. Deletion of d: in some varieties of
BE d is absent more frequently when
followd by :t consonant, such is
ha' man, ;;oo' .3o1,!Ler, vie. Th,"

addition of. an -s-- CreaLid phonetically
n3 7) suffi:: pr:_ldl:cc5 a :i7, for kids
vaid boaha for bid

(':3) 3, Clotcil Cor :;.211:-15Le a.
This roul1:3 in r.r.w.urIctatin_;
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Nasalization

(Na)

(BE)

(s)

(NS)

Vowel Glides

(S)

Other

(BE/swNs)
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1ik3 t.1 :J-J1 atI:i bottl. with
a ,r?,lottal for the tt.

1. Th., -1..1:4 suEfix: the use of :ja for
such as in sin:4in', buvi.nl, and

runnin' is a feature characteristic
of American English.

2. Nasalized vowel st Use of nasalized
vowel instead of nasal consonant is
most often found at end of syllable,
for example final consonant is dropped
in man, bun, and run. The final vowel
is then nasalized riving ma', bu', and
ru'. Not consistent. Usually found
in unstressed syllables, e.g. mailman.

3. The influence of nasals on i and e:

before a nasal consonant i and e do
not contrast, making words such as
in and or tin and ten sound

identical.

4. Articles: difference between a and
an is neutralized so that a occurs
before words beginning with vowels
i"d cr%sonanto, :16,)1,:t, -,ram4e,

a 111'..1:.

The vowel glides as in av (e.g. side
and t-ime) and ov (e,o, bov and tov) are

_

%i inJunced aj :a and
boah arid tonh.

..Absence o glide more frequent when
followed by a voiczd sound or a pause;
r7nr2 li%?l to ba time,
and toy than in kite, brizht, or fight.

Str- words (:;trip:;, street) may become
'skr- words (s'crin., :feet).
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(NS)

(NS)

P.1st Forms
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1. Rore,nlar: the :ed suffixes which mark
past tense, past participal forms and
derived adjectives are not pronounced
because of consonant reduction rule,
where finished, cashed, for,ed, cracked
and named are pronounced in SE as
finisi.t, casht, ford, crackt, and
namd and in BE as tinish, cash,
forge, crack, and name.

Where -ed is added to a base ending
in -t or it is pronounced as -ed.
It is rarely absent. However, the
-id can be reduced to d in SE and
NS: Eliminating i in :id in such
forms.as wanted or started leave
wanted wantd or stard, which are
reduced to.-d. This results in He
stard crying (He started crying)
and He wanda.^o (He wanted to go).

2. Irregular,: tendency to regularize
past forms for irregular ones by
added -ed; knowed for knew, taached

iaftaquent
in -S

Extended use of non-past form. Small
set o verbs may use no different form
for past and non-past contexts. Most
rroninent 7;72 as Ifs

uthers ..'cLe.de say, (6E

in particular) and give.

P.rt:.!e:Lve Constructions.

1. (;t1k:.::.31: f*. Perfective Constructions
in NS and SE.

Present

Perfect

Past

Pari7ect

Co'noltive

Ro-Ob:

NS . SE

I have walked.

I('ve) walked.

I had walkcd,

I done walked. (SWNS/BE)

I 1) :2[1 walked. (BE)

I have walked.

I've walked.

I had watf.:ed.

I'd walked.

7



(BE/ SWNS)

(BE)

0.X.)
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9 -011. ;: !).7

prosout tease tor:-.'.s of. nuxiliary Unva
bu contracted to tve and Is:

SE NS

I've been here for hours. I been here for hours.

He's gone home. He gone home.

Past perfect tense is formed with have
plus a general past form. Some NS
speakers give He done it, He did it,
and They have di:: it.

3. Completive Aspects with Done: done plus
a past form I don:, tried. This form de-
notes an action started and completed
at a specific time in the past.

4. Remote Time Construction with Been:
been construction indicates speaker
thinks of action having taken place
in the distant past. Unlike done,
the been construction is used solely
in 11F, aceordiTa'.: to datl

CONSUCTIONS
ARE RELATIVELY RARE IN NORTHERN CITIES.

I been had it there for about three
years. You won't get your dues that
you been paid.

Third Person ',.;LA7,ular Present Teuse Marker

1, the suffix -s (or -es) is
used to mark the third person singular
in the present tense:

Singular

I walk
you walk
he walks, the man walks

Plural

we walk
you t,Jc't2 is

they watk, the men walk.

Thn it is n)t "art
L.11 71,1n

th,!v wnlk,

8 10



(NS)

(SWNS/ BE)

(NS)
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2, ah-2 w.rb auiliary Ln
nc;ALiva conztructioas. EJ d.)-2sn't

becomes He don't

and D,1: Caird pc Jon i:orms (hLta

and does) are absent, giving He have
a bike and He always do silly things.

4. Hypercorrect Forms: absence of -s
suffix in BE causes hypercorrections
when BE speakers come into contact
with SE. BE speakers observe pre-
sence of -s suffix Ln some present
tense verbs. :Unfamiliar with the
restriction of -s suffix to third
parson singuia:7 .17tcs:Nar

uses the feature as a foreign lan-
guage learner might by marking first,
second, third person forms both singular
and plural and the -s suffix.

This accounts for sentences such as
I walks, You walks, and The children
walks. .The -s suffix then is an impor-
tation of a dialectal feature and
over generalized to the grammar of
the dialect from which it was borrowed.

1. Gonna: gonna, as in other dialects,
is a future indic.ttor. is and are are
frequently deleted when gonna is used.
He Gonna eo. You gonna get into trouble.

S prGauces a reduction of nama
(Tip.!na -1). Tr 77, !reo. reducti.:r,s

not observed in :I; :re found: r1:71

(I'mana go), mon (I'mon eo), and ma

2. Will: will is used to indicate future
time in SE and NS. Will can be con-
tracted to Ill. This contracted form
may he eliminated, especially lE the
followin7, word Deg it with a labial
consonant (p,trticuldrly TILIS-,1
0,1 tr,arrow Lor you

SQ-1,2t1a5 iL LIppear3 that

the l,iture is indicated by win verb

O

11



(NS)

1-E)

(WSNS)

invlriant ba
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1u tied verb to appears in

Sc: in one of th.a three vnriant corns

37: ant. In 62 the form he

can be used a ilaia verb (I be

here ia the evnin,4 and .Sometime
ho ha busy).

The use of invariant be in BE has two

explanations.

2. Will be or would be: be begins with

a labial consonant making it likely
that '11 before be will be absent.
A,,blication Oi this V.11:: t3 fair J

common in BE and occurs sometimes
in SE, giving sentences like He he
here pretty soon and They be....zonea.

evening.

The contracted form of would is 'd

which can merge with the b of be or
be removed by the final elimination

rule. A sentence such as If you gave
him a.present.l. he be happm_ is possible.

both in SE and B.

3, or ;).!: he orher

6JUrce of invariant be possibie in

BE without tense specification and seems
to describe "an object or an event dis-
tributed intermittently in time." To

say "I'm good" is to assert a permanent
T !1od means that

the speaker is good sometitaes. This

fonn of invariant. 1..e is quite socially

tltigmatized.

This use of a prefix tends to occur only
in Appalachian s7eech with the present
participle of the verb. It seems to
indicate a uniquely durative action- -

a relatively long-term activity. Sam-
ple scm-ttences are I wis a-r,rmini in

11.116j-3 day;, Sh21.i A-WOrLil:.: in Cna

field.

1. C2n:1; Alen ,:0::::raeted !T.o.,ms of t h

12
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,4SNS/BE)

Copula Verb Concord

(I;S)

Negation

(Ns)

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

copula is and .t.:niv forms are expected

in SE, '3omI nonstandard dialects may
-Mien the subject Ls the SE,

form a:a or its contraction 'm is almost
always used.

2. II: is may be absent before gonna in
some Southern dialects, in BE is
may be absent whenever it can be con-
tracted in SE. he a man, He bad, and
He running to school. Is and are are
present in grammar of speakers or BE
as evidenced in exposed clause (r know
he is) and in tag question (He is not
home., is he?).

3. Are: in all nonstandard dialects of
English in which copula absence is
found, are is used less often than
is. English contraction rule removes
all but final consonant of certain
auxiliaries (are to 're, will to '11,
and have to 'ye). Are has no final
consonant, i.e. it is pronounced ah.
Regular pronunciation rules reduce
ah to uh. Contraction rule eliminates.
are, and there is no need to use BE
rules. Thus, there are speakers who
lia,/,! an! absencis out nat 1b4enca.

They was there. You was there.
Some speakers show no person number
'?.!Tterit with he- ThLs r'rtlins to
boLn oast (You was there) and present
forms of to 1),1. It's use with nast
ten, forms (:-'..3 rh.2r) is
much more frequent than with non-
past forms (They is here).

1. The use of tin' Pe/has and
am/are/is: a se! phonetic
char44es in thu hi.t , of English
produced ain't for the neg,ative forms
of t!.;, arc, Sri, and auxiliary have and
has, e.g. 1 'gonna do it or H2
ain't done it.

2. In Jo:le vnr4,!ti;::1 c): BE a'n'L corresponds

to SE did;:it,
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(BE)

(NS)

(BE)

ruLciot.2

POSO.-!.43iVe
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1. couzord: Pa didn't d'. anythin".
NttiveatLaclt2d to main verb and all
indefinites following the main verb.

2. Proposed ne.4ative auNiliary: Couldn't
nobody do it. A sentence with indefinite
noun phrase having a negative marker
before the main verb may have a negati-
vized form of the verbal auxiliary
placed at the beginning of the sentence,
such as can't, wasn't and didn't.

3. Negative auxiliary: Nobody didn't do it.
The negat.ive marker is placid in the
noun phrase with the indefinite element,
providing the WP'comes before the main
verb. In BE, both this rule and one
which attaches a negative marker to
the main verb are used.

4. With negative adverbs: He never hardly
does it. The adverb is used to express
negation in addition to negative place-
ment on another adverb, an auxiliary
or a negativized indefinite (e.g.
He never 'hardly does it, He don't
11;lijy do it, and Hardly nobody is

Ne,ative concord across clause boundaries:
occasionally, negative 'concord takes
place across clauses. This results
in qPntenc2s like There wasn't much
I couldn't do with the meaning "There
wasn't much I could do" or Ain't no
cat rant 22t in no cnop meanirq that
nu cat can net into any coop".

1. With common nouns: where 's possessive
is found in SE, BE indicates possessives
by the order of words. The boy's hat
becomes The boy hat. BE speakers in
Northern urban areas alternate between
's and its absence.

2. With personal names: Is is used with
first name in compound noun forms as
ia John'Ll D.17.:()n car, This is an
c:,:iunplo_ of hypercorrection, resulting



(E)

(sWNS/BE)

(NS)

( 3E/ si,ms)

Plural

Pronominal Apposition

Relative Clauses

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

from some familiarity with the need
to add possessive -3 without knowledge
of tiu,ISE cute ior its placement in
compound nouns.

1. Absence of the plural suffix: plural
suffixes of SE (-s or -es) are occasion-
ally absent in BE. This results in
He took five book and The other teacher,
they'll veil at you. The absence of
plural suffix in Northern urban BE
occurs less often than the absence of
the possive suffix. Most speakers of
BE have the use of plural markers in
their grammar.

The absence of plural markers in cent
and year is because the grmapar of BE
allows the optional use of plural
markers with nouns of measure and is
found in SWNS.

2. Regular plurals and irregular nouns:
some nouns in SE form plurals by vowel.
change, one foot, two feet, or with no
suffix at all (one deer, two deer).
For some speakers, these nouns take

-s suffix (two toots,, two
deers).

Pronominal apposition is the construction
it ,,hieh a pronoun is used in apposition
to the noun subject of the sent'nce.
Th:: nominative form of pronoun is
used (Hv brother, he biT4er than you
or That teacher, she yell :it th. M.ds
all the time).

1. Relative pronoun deletion: in most SE
dialects a relative pronoun is obligatory
if the relative pronoun represents the
subject of the subordinate clause. In
some NE dialects, this relative can be
deleted, giving sentences ltke Ti-at's
the do,! hit ,ro or Thorn's a mna c.)tos
chin tinethe rold

.....
ror "'That'., the du,

........
bit t " and 11"1 1t mc, an JAcra s a in who eo,lieJ.

down the rod" respc!ctiv.:!ly.

13



(Ns)

(NS )

Questions

(SWNS/ BE)

(SWNS/BE)

Existential it

(SWNS/ BE)

Demonstratives

(NS)
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2. A..;sociative of which: in SE which
is ,3,.!nerally used to replace Imn-animate

nouns. In some NS dialects (and
al.-o soma SE ones) which can bo used
without this antecedent, appearing to
be used as a type of associative or
conjunction. This is found in sen-
tences like Ha nave me this cigar which
he knows Z don't smoke criars or His
dauc,hter is.marrvino Robert Jenks which
he doesn't approve of her marryina a.
divorced man.

3. Other relative pronoun forms: there
are speakers of nonstandard English
who use forms other than who, wham,
which and that as relative pronouns.
These speakers seem largely to be
of White rural varieties of English.
Examples appear in A car what runs is
good to have and There's those as can
do it.

1. Indirect questions: I want to know
where did hejo? The direct question
for He went somewhere is Where did he
go? Par tho indir,2ct quest ion, the

inverted form of the direct is used
"I want to know did he go ?"

He wanted to know could he go for
He wanted to know if he Could go--

2. Ueinverted forms: What that is?
May represent an earlier form, which
is diving way to inverted forms.

It's a store on the corner. Is it a
show in town? It is used in place of
the standard English there, which serves
an existential or expletive function.

I. Them for those: sentences like I want
some of th0:1 candies use the demon-
strative then where SE would have those.

2. Us: of Itc.:-(e, arid there as :..

14

16



Pronouns

(BE

(NS)

(BE)

(s+S)

I
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h,!ro nnd th,2ro m.lv be .1,1c1d to tho

thr,[tonstrativas CL!,*, and Clem to produce
.....

sontencns like I Ifte ft_lre pants

btItter th;.n them tHre

1. Nominative/objective neutralization:
occasionally, the forms used in SE
as objectives may be used as subjects,
as in Him ain't playin. Mostly found

to be strictly age-graded so that
typically found only among pre-adolescents.

2. Coordinate nominative/objective neutrali-
zation: in coordinate subject noun
phrases, objective forms are much more
common in all nonstandard varieties,
giving Me apd her will do it. or Him
and me work together.

3. Non-possessive case for possessives:
occasionally nominative or objective
case of personal pronouns may be used,
giving James got him book or She
want she mother.

4. Absolute possessive forms: in SE the
absotute possessive form of personal
pronouns pattern according, to the

following paradigm:

Singular Plural

mino ours

yours yours

his, hers, its theirs

Except for mine, all the forms end in
s. Some NS dialects regularize the
pattern by adding -s to mine as well,
giving minus. Others move in the other
direction toward regularization, adding
n to some of the other pronouns, pro -
ducing vourn, hiss, hern, ourn and
theirn.

17


