
In the Middle English period, the East Midlands variety was the closest to a standard 
form because it was associated with London (the political and commercial centre) and 
the Chancery (where official documents were produced).  

What do I 
need to know?

SE and non-SE 

Standard English (SE) is a prestige 
variety of English, which provides a 
unified means of communication. It 
is widely recognised and understood, 
and is used in government, education, 
law, the mass media and official 
publications. SE can be formal or 
informal, and spoken in any accent. 
Linguists use it as a norm, a point of 
contrast.

Non-Standard English (non-SE) 
does not conform to the norm. 
It represents regional and social 
varieties that are linguistically 
different, with 
variations in vocabulary, grammar and 
orthography. 

Standard English

Non-SE can be linked to specific regions (e.g. I were right happy: Yorkshire) and 
social groups (e.g. I’m happy, innit: British Multicultural English), reflecting the 
linguistic identities of the users. In formal contexts, it may be considered 
inappropriate.

What is distinctive about non-SE?
1. non-agreement of subject and verb
e.g. we was heading into town        were
(plural subject + singular verb form)
e.g. she bring it to school every day       brings
(singular subject + plural verb form)
2. irregular verb forms
e.g. they swum for miles      swam
(past participle instead of irregular simple past)
e.g. you have took my book      taken
(simple past instead of irregular past participle)
3. double negatives 
e.g. I haven’t done nothing       anything
4. replacement of the contracted auxiliary verb have with the preposition of 
(both pronounced /ev/) 
e.g. we could of gone to the cinema       ’ ve (have)
5. omission of inflections
e.g. the shirt cost ten pound       pounds (plural)
e.g. he sat down slow       slowly (adverb)
6. double comparative and superlative forms 
e.g. we ran more faster       faster (adverb) 
she is most cleverest       cleverest (adjective) 
7. prepositions
e.g. we got off of the bus      off (additional)
8. pronouns
e.g. Give me them pens       those (obj instead of demonstrative)
Jo and me went to town       I (obj instead of subj)

Non-standard English

How does a standard language emerge?

Sample analysis: extract from a novel

T’ maister nobbut buried, and Sabbath not o’ered, und t’ sound o’ t’ gospel still i’ yer 
lugs, and ye darr be laiking! Shame on ye! sit ye down, ill childer! there’s good books 
enough if ye’ll read ’em: sit ye down, and think o’ yer sowls! 

The character speaking here appears to have a lower social class because of the 
non-standard forms. Dialect features such as the adverb ‘nobbut’, the non-standard 
plural of ‘children’ (‘childer’), and forms that are now archaic or exist only in region-
al varieties (e.g. the verb ‘o’ered’, ‘to come to an end’, and the adjective ‘ill’, ‘morally 
wicked, evil’) are indicative of a servant speaking within the socio-linguistic world 
of the novel. The archaic use of ‘ye’ (a formal, plural second person subject pro-
noun) and the proclitic ‘T’ reinforce this.

This is not chronological, nor are the stages neatly defined; standardisation is an 
ongoing process.
1. Selection: one variety becomes dominant.    
2. Acceptance: the language community adopts the standard as it is spread through 
key institutions; other language varieties become dialects.
3. Expansion: the language adapts to fulfil a range of purposes without varying 
significantly in form.
4. Codification: the language is regularised through printing, the publication of 
grammar books (explaining syntax and forming ‘rules’) and dictionaries (defining 
meaning and fixing spelling).
Standardisation can create assumptions about the ‘correct’ way to use language with 
prescriptive judgements made about users of other varieties. 

Changes in SE over time
In EME, the SE perfect of intransitive verbs was formed with to be (she is come); we 
now use to have (she has come). In PDE, changes can be seen in the wide acceptance of: 
the relative pronoun who instead of the object form whom (PDE, Who shall I give it to?), 
the loss of the conditional subjunctive If it were … (PDE, If it was …), the comparative 
determiner less used instead of fewer with count nouns (PDE, five items or less), the 
preposition like as a conjunction (PDE, You think like I do.) and the frequent use of 
contracted verb forms (PDE, didn’t).


