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• First Nations children in Canada are growing up within a variety of cultural
ecologies and languages
- 50% urban, 40% rural/remote on-reserve, 10% rural off-reserve
• Some children are exposed to a non-standard English dialect as the primary
language of their family or community.
• In order to provide effective and respectful programs of childcare, education
and support for children, practitioners need to be aware of First Nations
English grammars and community-based norms of language use.

There is virtually no information about First Nation English dialects in
Canada to help practitioners distinguish language impairment from
dialect difference. Study of dialects appears warranted.

OVERVIEW
This project addresses growing concerns in Aboriginal Early Childhood Care and Development
(AECCD) and education about the lack of information regarding English language
development of First Nations children necessary to inform programs of support, screening,
and early intervention for their language development.
Lack of information about First Nations English dialects in Canada makes it difficult for
practitioners to distinguish between language impairment and language difference in First
Nations children, resulting in over-diagnosis or under-diagnosis and inappropriate services.
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• All dialects have
- complete grammatical systems governing pronunciation, word formation and the
combining of words into sentences, and
- their own conventions of language use.
• Grammars and language use differ between dialects of languages
• A standard dialect is a dialect with perceived prestige due to its association with dominant
social groups and its institutional support. It is not more logical or expressive.
• Grammatical characteristics and conventions of use of the standard dialect may be
ungrammatical or unconventional in terms of the non-standard dialects.

WHAT ARE ENGLISH DIALECTS?
• What is called ‘English’ is in fact a large collection of dialects
e.g. CBC English, African-American Vernacular English, New Zealand English, Appalachian
English, Queen’s English
• Distinctive dialects of English are spoken by Indigenous peoples in former British colonies
around the world
• These Indigenous Englishes include both grammar and cultural norms of language use

INDIGENOUS ENGLISH DIALECTS REMAIN UNDER-DESCRIBED

IMPLICATIONS FOR LANGUAGE
ASSESSMENT AND LEARNING

LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT
Rather than using standardized speech and language tests with norms for Standard
English, use:
1. Naturalistic language samples (computer support for analysis):
• play-based, conversation, (story-telling)
• collected by persons familiar to the child in various settings
• with standard reference criteria developed for the community
• non-verbal and verbal communication analysed
2. Dynamic assessment (Feuerstein/Tzuriel procedures):
Focus on how a child learns and their learning capacity
3. Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation (Seymour et al. 2004):
Developed for African-American English, possibly applicable

PROMISING PRACTICES: SUPPORTING CHILDREN’S LANGUAGE LEARNING
•
•
•
•

• Non-standard English dialects may be identified as language impairments,
and conversely,
• True language impairments may not be identified
Additional negative consequences
• Missed classroom time for unneeded language therapies
• Wasted speech-language therapy and education resources
• Stigmatization of non-standard dialects and their speakers as pathological,
fostering low expectations for learning, negative concepts about self and
culture, and negativity towards education

LITERATURE REVIEW
• English dialects of Indigenous peoples in Canada, USA, Australia, Aotearoa/New Zealand
• Education approaches to non-standard English dialects in USA, Australia

THIS PROJECT IS EXPLORING:

FORUM 1: FEBRUARY 2004

1. Perspectives regarding the nature and prevalence of problems
related to lack of knowledge about First Nations English dialect
learning among young children
2. How communities and investigators might begin research to develop
and share knowledge of dialect learning in First Nations children

Topics: 1. Relevance of First Nations English dialects for education
2. Recommendations for First Nations English Dialect Project’s research focus and
a possible pilot project
• Participants: Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal SLPs, early development specialists, linguists, Aboriginal
community members
• Thematic analysis of transcribed discussions and presentations

The poster presents key points from focus groups and literature reviews
on First Nations English dialects among young children, including:
• The nature of non-standard dialects, specifically First Nations
English dialects
• The significance of First Nations English dialects for learning
• Guidelines for pilot studies
• Implications for practice, training, and policy for practitioners working
with First Nations children

FORUM 2: NOVEMBER 2004
Topic:

Implications of First Nations English dialects for understanding, assessing and supporting First
Nations children’s early language development.
• Participants: Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal speech-language pathologists, early childhood care and
development specialists, and First Nations community-based program leaders
• Thematic analysis of transcribed discussions to identify challenges and possibilities for culturally relevant
practices in screening, assessment and early intervention with children who speak First Nations English dialects

DIALECTS

DIALECT: NOT AN INFERIOR VERSION OF THE “REAL” LANGUAGE
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WHAT ARE THE ISSUES FOR SUPPORTING EARLY LEARNING?

PROJECT ACTIVITIES

Family-centred
Individualized: goals, strategies, materials, building from strengths
Many opportunities for learning – repetition, frequent input
Based on what is average and functional within the child’s family and speech community
- Standard English might be inappropriate at home, symbolizing a rejection of
cultural norms
- A family may wish a child to become bi-dialectal through a program such as
Standard English as a Second Dialect program, which teaches both dialects and the
contexts of use.
- A child may actually function well using their First Nations English dialect, once
other dialect communities learn more about their dialect.

Implications for Practitioner Training: To ensure that practitioners learn that the English used
in dominant cultural institutions and in screening, diagnostic and teaching tools is just one
variety of English.

5

POSSIBLE FEATURES OF FIRST NATIONS ENGLISH DIALECTS FOR FURTHER STUDY

There is likely great variety among different First Nations English dialects. However, some
features appear to be common, and these are described below.

SPEECH SOUND USE?
1. Specific sounds may differ
e.g. d where Standard English uses th: dat for that
2. When a word ends in more than one consonant, the final one may be deleted.
e.g. hand as han

VERB AND NOUN INFLECTION (ENDINGS)?
The same form may be used for all present tense verbs
I go, you go, he go
or
I goes, you goes, he goes
Many languages have similar verb systems, e.g. Mandarin.

• In many First Nations communities, listening and observing are skills that are valued
as much as talking.
• Uncomfortable situations may cause First Nations children to remain silent.

Discourse: Participation and comfort level, as observed in some First Nations cultures
Uncomfortable situations
Being called on to speak when a large
group is listening
Speaking when adults are present
Being called on to demonstrate
knowledge

Comfortable situations
Speaking with a single person or in a
small group
Speaking with peers in the absence of adults
Children deciding when they are ready to
demonstrate knowledge

ATTENTION AND LISTENING BEHAVIOURS?

You hear about Mike? Drives into town yesterday....
Optional pronouns also occur in other languages, such as Japanese.

In mainstream Canadian conversations, listeners tend to look the speaker in the eye, and
provide active listening responses (mm-hm… really!).
These behaviours may be seen as rude in some First Nations cultures, especially when the
speaker is an adult and the listener is a child.

VOCABULARY DIFFERENCES?

QUESTIONING AND ANSWERING?

Vocabulary varies with context, experiences

• First Nations children may belong to communities in which it is not appropriate to ask direct
questions of adults.
• They may also hesitate to answer questions from adults because of:
- A higher cultural tolerance and expectation for silence — many First Nations cultures
allow longer gaps between speaker turns and longer silences that in mainstream
Canadian conversations
- A cultural expectation that people take time to consider a question carefully before
answering
- Perceived inappropriateness of answering obvious questions
- The routine of learning from adult correction after responses (mainstream method).
In many First Nations cultures it is customary for children to have periods of repeated
observation and practice before publicly demonstrating their knowledge or skills (on
child initiation)

PRONOUN DELETION?

DISCOURSE STRUCTURE: NARRATIVE?
Narrative includes storytelling and the reporting of events. These differ across cultures.
Standard English Narratives
Chronological sequencing
Explicit connections between ideas
Elaboration is valued

First Nations English Narratives?
Thematic sequencing
Implicit connections between ideas
Brevity valued

First Nations children may therefore tell a story without an introduction, without building a
context, or in a non-linear sequence.
Their story re-tellings may reflect cultural norms and elicit less language than
play-based language samples.

OTHER POSSIBLE DIALECT FEATURES

COMMUNICATIVE INTERACTION?

PROSODY?

• People from different cultures have different ways to use language interactively.
• First Nations children’s interactional norms may not match situations or expectations
in standard preschools or schools.
• Their responses, in the form of hesitation or silence, may be misinterpreted as lack of
comprehension, inability to respond correctly, lack of attention or even insolence.

• Quieter and slower than mainstream Canadian speech?

PARTICIPATION FRAMEWORKS?

• Different norms for gesture and facial expression?
- The kind and frequency of “body language” to indicate comprehension, intention, or
emotion may not match non-First Nations practitioners’ expectations and therefore
may be misinterpreted.

• In mainstream Canadian preschools and schools, children are expected to speak in a
wide range of situations.

HUMOUR?
• Kind, frequency, timing, and significance of humour may differ?

PARALINGUISTIC FACTORS?
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FUTURE RESEARCH

• Is this an important research topic? If so:
What are characteristics of First Nations Englishes in Canada?
How do First Nations Englishes develop in children?
What are promising practices to serve First Nations children?
What can be done now to enhance self-esteem and
educational success of children who use First Nations Englishes?
• What are First Nations goals for children’s dialect learning?

•
•
•
•

PRINCIPLES FOR RESEARCH
• Communities central in research teams
• Research with a practical intent to improve supports for
children’s development in the communities
• Clear written agreements with communities regarding all
aspects of research from conceptualisation to dissemination
of findings
POSSIBLE RESEARCH METHODS
• Identify community perspectives on their English dialects
• Observe and record naturally occurring language situations to
identify distinctive features of grammar and use.
- including different types of speakers and contexts
• Use such samples for further hypothesis and study design
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