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Abstract 
 

Students who speak local varieties (i.e., dialects) of English that differ from the codified 

variety promoted in school are at a disadvantage. Research illustrates that differences in 

sound systems, grammar, vocabulary, and usage can negatively affect literacy 

development and achievement in math and science, and lead to misunderstandings and 

changes in teacher attitudes toward students. Moreover, the use of inappropriate 

assessment tools may result in unnecessary pathologization and inappropriate pedagogical 

approaches. Since many Indigenous children may speak local varieties, it is reasonable to 

assume that the same issues that hinder school success for speakers of other varieties affect 

many Indigenous students in Canada in similar ways. However, to date, research 

concerning Indigenous Englishes in Canada is scant. Similarly, virtually no empirical 

evidence has been gathered on use in Canadian schools. By extension, the trajectory of use 

of features as children progress through grades remains unknown. The goal of this 

research was to begin to address the crucial necessity of learning more about Indigenous 

English varieties, in order that appropriate language assessment and pedagogical practices 

can be implemented. 

The research, conducted in a remote community in Northern British Columbia, 

Canada, concentrates on differences in grammar used by a group of First Nations school-

aged children. I analyzed oral narrative language samples of Kindergarteners, and oral and 

written narrative language samples of students in Kindergarten to Grade 5, over a three-

year period. Results reveal the presence of at least 23 distinct grammatical features, many 

of which may have been influenced by the structure of the ancestral language. At school 
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entry, students used grammatical features at high rates, regardless of whether or not they 

later required speech-language pathology or special education services. As children 

progressed through the grades, the rate at which they produced features appeared to follow 

a curvilinear trajectory, declining until grades 3 and 4 and then gradually rising again in 

middle school. A preference for using shorter sentences with less use of subordination and 

embedding of clauses also appears to be a feature of this variety. Most of the features the 

children used in their speech, they also used in their writing. Children had the most 

difficulty switching to standard English forms of verb tense, and so verb tense may require 

more direct instruction.  

While my results may not be directly generalizable to other First Nations 

communities, it is anticipated that educators will use them as a guide in their practice and 

instruction, so they can cease confusing features of a local variety with errors requiring 

“correction”, avoid unnecessary pathologization, and adjust expectations regarding the rate 

at which children can be expected to acquire the codified standard language model. It is 

also hoped that this study will contribute to the preservation and celebration of the unique 

ways of speaking English that have evolved in northern communities.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction: The Issues 
 

People have lived in the stunningly beautiful land in what is now known as 

Northern British Columbia for thousands of years. Genetic analysis suggests that North 

America was populated approximately 15,500 years ago (Moreno-Mayar et al., 2018). 

However, both genetic analysis (Moreno-Mayar et al., 2018) and archaeological evidence  

(Bourgeon, Burke, & Higham, 2017) places people in northern Canada much earlier than 

that. Scientific investigation of the Bluefish Caves in Yukon Territory suggests that 

humans may have occupied the region as early as 24,000 BP (Bourgeon et al., 2017).  

Nations in the north developed rich cultures, with their own laws and systems of 

governance, kinship systems, culture, and spiritual practices. They developed a worldview 

based on respect, responsibility to others, and a deep connection and reverence for the land 

(Anonymous, personal communication, date withheld).1 Because of abundant resources, 

whether on the coast or inland, many people accumulated wealth and lived well. Complex 

sustainable economies developed, based on a variety of activities such as mining 

(Springer, Lepofsky, & Blake, 2018), fishing and fisheries resource management (Moss & 

Cannon, 2011), and trade, the latter of which was carried out on a vast network of trading 

routes (Springer et al., 2018) or “highways” (Anonymous, personal communication, date 

withheld). As many as sixteen complex languages from five language families developed 

in the region (First Peoples Culture Council, 2019). To facilitate the exchange of goods, 

many people became multilingual.  

                                                
1 I will use community references and resources throughout the dissertation. For confidentiality purposes, I will 

anonymize sources and resources. 
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Many of the languages spoken in northern British Columbia belonged to the 

Athabaskan or Dene family of languages (First Peoples Culture Council, 2019). Dene is 

the largest First Nations/Native American language in North America (Cook, 2003). It is 

also the ancestral language of most of the children who live in Bigton and who are the 

participants in my research. Dene is a complex language with a morphosyntactic structure 

that differs significantly from English (Cook, 2003; Moore, 2002) (see Chapter 2 for a 

further discussion about Dene).  

 Upon the arrival of European explorers and settlers, the Dene (people) of the 

North, who had thrived for thousands of years, came under attack. Their populations were 

decimated by disease contracted from European explorers. Lands were expropriated 

without their consent, disrupting their sustainable economies. Restrictions were placed on 

their spiritual practices. They were forced to give up their traditional systems of 

governance, and, instead, be regulated by Europeans, and then Canada. The Canadian 

government systematically tried to rid itself of its financial obligations to surviving Status 

“Indians” by instigating several policies. One such policy was enfranchisement, whereby 

any First Nations person who integrated into the economic community, served in the war, 

gained a certain level of education, or became fluent in English or French was 

enfranchised into the broader Canadian society and lost their status. Additionally, the 

government’s discriminatory patrilineal and “blood quantum” principles ensured that 

many people would eventually lose status for themselves and their offspring (Frideres, 

2011).  

Within the last two centuries, Indigenous children in Canada were forcibly taken 

from their homes and placed in residential schools, where many children were subjected to 

abuse, and most were prohibited from speaking their Nation’s language (Truth and 
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Reconciliation Commission of Canada [TRC], 2015). More recently, during the “Sixties 

Scoop”, children were removed from their communities and placed in foster care (Fournier 

& Crey, 1996), causing harmful effects on their social and emotional well-being. 

Despite these traumas and atrocities, the Indigenous peoples of northern British 

Columbia and Canada survived. Yet, many of their descendent children are not thriving in 

Western-oriented Canadian schools today (see also Hart Blundon, 2016). Many 

Indigenous students (referred to as Aboriginal students by the Government of British 

Columbia, and include First Nations, Métis, and Inuit students; Auditor General of British 

Columbia, 2015) are not doing as well in school as other students, nor graduating at the 

same rate. Despite a commitment in 2005 by the Government of British Columbia (BC) to 

achieve parity in educational outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous children 

by 2015 (Auditor General of British Columbia, 2015), a non-trivial difference, although 

narrowed, continues to exist. For instance, in 2016, the British Columbia Ministry of 

Education (BC MoEd) reported that 20% fewer Indigenous students graduated from high 

school within 6 years of entering Grade 8 compared with all students, 27% fewer 

graduated the year that they were eligible to graduate, and 29% fewer graduated the year 

that they entered grade 12 (British Columbia Ministry of Education [BC MoEd], 2016). 

Since high school graduation and advanced education are predictive of future employment 

(Statistics Canada, 2015), the objective of many educators and Indigenous leaders is to 

“increase student success” (BC MoEd, n.d., Aboriginal Education Enhancement 

Agreements [AEEA], para. 1). Factors found to affect school performance among 

Indigenous students include those systemic to colonialism, such as low income (Ball, 

2007; Speech-Language & Audiology Canada [SAC], 2010) and underfunding of 

education on reserves (Mendelson, 2008), adverse intergenerational effects of residential 
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school (Schissel & Wotherspoon, 2003), trauma (Bombay, Matheson, & Anisman, 2009), 

and lack of culturally appropriate resources to promote literacy (Ball, 2007). Lack of 

success can also be related to differences between home and school methods of pedagogy 

and cultural practices (see, for example, Marker, 2006; Williams & Tanaka, 2007), as well 

as parents’ fear of educational institutions because of the deleterious effects of government 

policy (Anonymous, personal communication, date withheld). While these social, health, 

cultural, pedagogical, and political problems are important, an additional, less well-

understood factor may be linguistic. Specifically, in contexts where English is spoken, the 

children’s use of varieties (i.e., dialects) of English other than the codified standard in 

contexts of linguistic exclusion may be a determinant, just as it is with other marginalized 

groups (Ball & Bernhardt, 2008; Campbell, 2011; Lippi-Green, 1997; Sterzuk, 2011).  

Briefly, the standard is the version of a language that has been standardized and 

codified in dictionaries and grammar books (Trudgill, 1999). Trudgill defined 

standardization as “consisting of the processes of language determination, codification and 

stabilisation” (p. 117). Influential people with status, such as teachers and employers, 

become models for what the acceptable standard is (Wolfram & Christian, 1989), and the 

so-called standard aligns with the way these influential people, usually White members of 

the middle class, speak English (Fought, 2006). Written language more closely conforms 

to the standards set in usage guides than spoken language (Snell & Andrews, 2017). In 

settler colonial contexts, such as Canada, status is associated with the settler strand whose 

speakers define the standard and set the normative baseline (Denis & D’Arcy, 2018). If 

one does not speak a “standard”, the version of a language that one speaks has been 

referred to as a variety or dialect.  
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Technically a dialect is “any given variety of a language shared by a group of 

speakers” (Wolfram & Christian, 1989, p. 1). Therefore, the standard is a dialect. 

However, in popular ideology, dialect, applied to English, is “a particular social or 

geographical variety of English that is not the ‘standard’ one” (Wolfram & Christian, 

1989, p. 2). (See Chapter 2 for an explanation regarding why this popular definition is 

problematic). Dialects can be characterized by differences in pronunciation (Labov, 2003), 

grammar (i.e., the structure of language) (Siegel, 2010), vocabulary (Charity Hudley & 

Mallinson, 2011), and the way language is used to communicate (Rickford, Sweetland, & 

Rickford, 2004; Siegel, 2010). Because of their ideological association with ethnic groups, 

who are the subject of racial discrimination in colonial contexts, dialects other than the 

perceived standard are often stigmatized by outsiders (Lippi-Green, 1997). To avoid 

stigmatization, the term nonstandard dialect has been used to describe varieties that are 

not standard. However, nonstandard may also have a negative connotation, as it suggests a 

variety that is sub-par. For this reason, I use the more neutral term variety when describing 

the versions of a language that differ from the standard language model (see Chapter 2, for 

a more comprehensive discussion of the standard language model and the stigmatized 

term, dialect). 

Among scholars of language variation, it is broadly accepted that children who 

speak a variety other than the standard are at an educational disadvantage in school, where 

the standard language model is promoted, and their variety is excluded (see, for example, 

Fletcher, 1983, for English as spoken by “American Indians”; Baugh, 1995, Labov, 1982, 

1995, 2003 and Rickford & Rickford, 1995, on African American Language [AAL];2 

                                                
2 African American Language (AAL) was formerly known as African American English (AAE), African 

American Vernacular English (AAVE), Ebonics, and Black English 
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Malcolm, 1995, on Australian Aboriginal English; see also Hart Blundon, 2016). Many 

students who speak a variety do not do as well in school as those who speak the standard 

(Battisti, Friesen, & Krauth, 2014; Biddle, 2013), and their use of a variety can be a 

contributing factor to lower achievement (Gatlin & Wanzek, 2015; Labov, 2003; Rickford 

et al., 2004). The aforementioned differences in pronunciation (Labov, 2003), grammar 

(Siegel, 2010), and vocabulary (Charity Hudley & Mallinson, 2011) can affect both 

literacy development and learning in math and science (Charity Hudley & Mallinson, 

2011; J. M. Terry, Hendrick, Evangelou, & Smith, 2010). Moreover, cultural differences 

in the way language is used can lead to teacher and student misunderstandings and result 

in changes in teacher perspectives about students (Rickford et al., 2004; Siegel, 2010), 

which may negatively influence academic outcomes (Cooper, 1979). Teachers’ lack of 

understanding about varieties may cause them to underestimate the abilities of children 

(Mallinson & Charity Hudley, 2017). Moreover, the use of assessment tools designed for 

speakers of standard varieties can result in unnecessary pathologization and resultant 

ineffective pedagogical approaches (American Speech and Hearing Association [ASHA], 

1983; Baugh, 1995; Hibel, Faircloth, & Farkas, 2008; Laing, & Kamhi, 2003; SAC, 1997).  

In Canada, scholars across a range of disciplines increasingly agree that many First 

Nations students speak a variety other than the standard (Ball & Bernhardt, 2008; Battisti 

et al., 2014; Epstein & Xu, 2003; Eriks-Brophy, 2014; Genee & Stigter, 2010; Hart 

Blundon, 2016; Heit & Blair, 1993; Kay-Raining Bird, 2014; Peltier, 2009; Sterzuk, 2011; 

Toohey, 1986; Wiltse, 2011). Because information regarding Indigenous English varieties 

in Canada is scant, and because there is a paucity of appropriate assessment tools, speech-

language pathologists (S-LPs) and educators are at risk of labeling a language difference 

as an error, symptomatic of language disorder or literacy delay. For example, to assess a 
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child’s ability to express themself, a S-LP might administer an assessment tool whereby 

the child is shown a picture, given a target word, and asked to use the word in a sentence 

about the picture. The quality of response is scored. If a S-LP does not know what the 

local variety’s features are, then they might think that the features are errors and score the 

child more poorly than is warranted. I have observed this to be the case in my practice and 

probably have done so myself in the past. Additionally, since researchers have shown an 

association between the rate of language development and low income (Hart & Risley, 

2003; Schuele, 2001), and since many First Nations children may live in low-income 

homes (Ball, 2007; Macdonald & Wilson, 2016), educators and S-LPs may jump to the 

mistaken conclusion that language differences produced by Indigenous children are 

symptomatic of language disorder.  

ASHA defines language disorder as “an impairment in comprehension and/or use 

of a spoken, written, and/or other communication symbol system (e.g., American Sign 

Language)” (ASHA, n.d., Language disorder). ASHA also states “the disorder may 

involve (1) the form of language (phonology, morphology, syntax), (2) the content of 

language (semantics), and/or (3) the function of language in communication (pragmatics) 

in any combination” (ASHA, 1993). Recently, SAC has adopted a new definition of 

language disorder. Those children who have a language disorder associated with a 

medical condition are said to present with language disorder associated with [medical 

condition]. For example, a language disorder secondary to a hearing loss would be 

referred to as a language disorder associated with hearing loss. An additional term, 

developmental language disorder, is used to describe a child with a language disorder 

without a known medical cause (Bishop, Snowling, Thompson, Greenhalgh, & the 

CATALISE Consortium, 2017). To protect the confidentiality of the participants who may 
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or may not have a medical cause associated with their language difficulty, I will use the 

term the generic term, language disorder in this dissertation, rather than the 

aforementioned specific terms, except in circumstances where the use of specific 

terminology would not jeopardize confidentiality. 

Since research has shown that children who speak local varieties are at a 

disadvantage in classrooms where the standard language of the dominant culture is 

favoured, it is reasonable to assume that the same issues affect many Indigenous students, 

including those who are of First Nations descent in Canada, in similar ways. Many First 

Nations communities desire to improve educational outcomes for their students (Assembly 

of First Nations, 2019). However, educators may not be aware that language variety can 

place their First Nations students at a disadvantage.  

The British Columbia Ministry of Education recognizes this disadvantage, and has 

created an English as a Second Dialect (ESD) funding category. The funds are intended to 

be used by school districts to acquire the resources they need to support students, most of 

whom are Indigenous and who speak local varieties, to learn standard Canadian English.  

The BC MoEd defines standard English as English “used in school and in broader 

Canadian society” (BC MoEd, 2018b, p. 9), by which they mean the settler strand. The 

ESD program has had some positive effects as noted in a study by Battisti et al. (2014). 

They showed that a ten percentage point increase in the number of ESD designated 

students in a district was associated with significant improvement on Reading 

Comprehension scores on the provincial Foundation Skills Assessment (BC MoEd, n.d., 

FSA). However, identification of which students speak a variety can be a challenging task 

for educators and S-LPs who are often called upon to make this identification. The 

problem is that it can be challenging to identify a variety if no one has identified, for 
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example, a recognized set of varietal features. Thus far, in British Columbia and in 

Canada, information on the features of Indigenous English varieties is limited.  

At the same time, educators and S-LPs may be called upon to support students who 

are learning the standard language model, which is again problematic. There is very little 

information available to help with this, whether locally (i.e., in BC), or internationally 

(e.g., Siegel, 2010). Even though Battisti et al. (2014) found that ESD funding was 

effective, they could not explain why; there did not seem to be a consistent approach to 

supporting students. Interventions ranged from pull-out assistance (e.g., instruction 

delivered one-on-one outside of the classroom during class time) in oral language 

instruction, hiring specialized teachers, implementing specific strategies for vocabulary 

development, and so on, but there was no apparent systematicity to which option was 

followed among the schools sampled.   

While linguistic issues that affect First Nations students may also affect other 

Indigenous students in Canada, henceforth I will focus on students with First Nations 

ancestry. I do so because my study was carried out in a school and region where the 

majority of children and residents are of First Nations descent. To support First Nations 

students in improving their performance in school, changes are needed to be made in the 

way that we view varieties, teach children who speak varieties, and assess varietal 

difference in the classroom (Ball & Bernhardt, 2008; BC MoEd, Curriculum overview).  

Scholars argue that First Nations English varieties must be accepted as legitimate 

rule-governed varieties (Sterzuk, 2011) and that to hold the standard as “correct” and other 

varieties as “incorrect” is a form of colonial assimilation and linguistic discrimination 

(Lippi-Green, 1997; Sterzuk, 2011). This stance has led some S-LPs to consider whether 
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the objective of standard English proficiency, as the key to success in school and in life, 

warrants revision (Campbell, 2011) (see also Hart Blundon, 2016).  

For communities who do see the value of their children becoming proficient in the 

standard, a bivarietal (i.e., bidialectal) approach may be appropriate. When using a 

bivarietal method of instruction, children are taught to communicate in both varieties 

(Malcolm, 1995). Evidenced-based and culturally sensitive complementary pedagogical 

approaches such as Recasting (Nelson, Camarata, Welsh, Butkovsky, & Camarata, 1996), 

Contrastive Analysis and Code-switching are recommended (Craig, 2016; Edwards & 

Rosin, 2016; Johnson, Terry, Connor, & Thomas-Tate, 2017; Sterzuk, 2011; Wheeler & 

Swords, 2004; Yiakoumetti, 2007). With Recasting, the educator repeats back what the 

student has just said, using standard English morphosyntax. The educator can then provide 

a model of standard English, without correcting students. For Contrastive Analysis, the 

educator systematically teaches the points of contrast between the two varieties. Code-

switching, as a pedagogical approach, involves teaching the student to “choose the 

language variety appropriate to time, place, audience and communicative purpose” 

(Wheeler & Swords, 2004, p. 471).  

Both approaches — recognition of legitimacy and bivarietalism — aim to ensure 

that children who speak varieties have a “firm foot in both worlds”. Notably, this goal has 

been expressed to me by community members and Elders, and it is also articulated in the 

northern School District’s most recent Aboriginal Education Enhancement Agreement 

(Anonymous, date withheld; BC MoEd, n.d., AEEA).  

Whether a community decides to argue for complete acceptance of their variety in 

schools or adopt a bivarietal approach, more must be learned about First Nations English 

varieties to improve both our pedagogical and our clinical practice (see also Hart Blundon, 
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2016). We need to raise educator awareness, develop culturally safe assessment tools 

and procedures, and re-examine curriculum and government policy (Ball et al., 2006; 

Eriks-Brophy, 2014; Sterzuk, 2008). However, before any of these areas can be adequately 

addressed, it is crucial that we first learn more about the varietal features used by First 

Nations students: what they are, where they are variable, and what rules or constraints 

operate. For instance, are we sure that vocabulary differences always exist in comparison 

to other non-First Nation students? If First Nations communities desire that their children 

become proficient in standard Canadian English, we need to know if vocabulary is an area 

that needs targeting. If First Nations communities would rather have their students’ variety 

be accepted in the classroom, then we still must expand our knowledge about their 

vocabulary so we can determine which children are developing it according to community 

standards, and which children require specialized support. As for our knowledge of 

phonological and grammatical features, at the moment we must be guided by minimal 

empirical data and informal observations (Ball & Bernhardt, 2008). How can we designate 

a student as “ESD” if we do not know what the community features are? In our 

assessments, how can we sort out language disorder from language difference if we cannot 

identify the differences? How can we avoid misunderstandings with students if we are not 

aware of the different ways language is used in their community as opposed to the ways it 

is used at school? Additionally, if one of our objectives is to improve pedagogical practice 

to assist children in achieving proficiency in standard Canadian English, we need to learn 

more about how students acquire the standard in classroom settings. Research on second 

variety acquisition requires knowledge of the local variety’s features (see, for instance, 

Charity, Scarborough, & Griffin, 2004; Craig & Washington, 2004; Craig, Zhang, Hensel, 

& Quinn, 2009; Isaacs, 1996; N. Terry, Connor, Petscher, & Conlin, 2012). If another 
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equally important objective is to support and promote the local variety, then we must 

learn what features require support and promotion (see also Hart Blundon, 2016).  

Currently, there is a paucity of research on First Nations Englishes in Canada (Ball 

& Bernhardt, 2008) and much of the research may be out-dated (Eriks-Brophy, 2014). 

There is very little systematic research regarding adult First Nations English varieties, and 

no recent systematic studies of First Nations children’s English vocabulary and grammar. 

The crucial need for more information about the varietal features of First Nations children 

in Canada inspired this research.  

According to Wolfram and Adger (1993), “speech and language pathologists [and 

educators] seem to have an unprecedented socio-educational opportunity, if not an 

incumbent moral obligation” (p. 108) to do so. As a S-LP working with First Nations 

children, I found myself in a position whereby I had the “opportunity” to conduct research, 

and felt the “moral obligation” to learn more about First Nations English varieties so that I 

could improve my practice. This is my study of the way First Nations children in a remote 

area of northern British Columbia are speaking English, and of the way they are learning 

to speak and write in standard Canadian English. I hope it will improve S-LP and 

pedagogical practice by increasing S-LP’s and educators’ awareness of language variety as 

a potential factor in their classrooms and practices. It is my hope that they will cease 

treating features as errors requiring correction, avoid unnecessary pathologization, and 

adjust expectations regarding the rate at which children can be expected to acquire the 

codified standard language model. I also hope it will serve as a catalyst for more in-depth 

study in the future. 
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1.1 Positioning Myself as a Researcher 

Given my intentions with this work, it is essential that I recognize that I have many 

biases that may affect my research and declare them at the outset. In an essay on language 

revitalization, a respected member of the Nation where I carried out my research quoted 

Absolon and Willet (2005), who explained why it is important for researchers working in 

Indigenous contexts to position themselves. They state:  

Identifying, at the outset, the location from which the voice of the researcher 

emanates is an Aboriginal way of ensuring that those who study, write, and 

participate in knowledge creation are accountable for their own positionality… The 

actual research cannot take place without the trust of the community, and one way 

to gain trust is to locate yourself. (p. 97) 

Therefore, I will not outline my research questions until I first explore my biases as a 

settler researcher in a region where the majority of residents identify as First Nations 

(Statistics Canada, 2016). 

1.1.1 Who I am. 

I am a White privileged cis-gendered woman of the “baby boomer” generation. I 

was raised in a liberal standard Canadian English-speaking home in New Brunswick, 

Canada. I was proud to be a Canadian, and proud of my country’s policies of bilingualism 

and multiculturalism. Growing up, I was also proud to be a descendant of “Canadian 

founding fathers”, namely the Scottish settlers of Nova Scotia and the United Empire 

Loyalists. I did not know a single First Nations person and never considered that 

Indigenous peoples were the true founding Peoples of Canada. Since learning about the 
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Canadian governments’ past practices toward First Nations people, and since the 

publication of the report of the TRC (2015), I am no longer as proud to be Canadian. 

1.1.2 My position’s influence on my research. 

 I received a Western-styled education and completed an MSc in Speech-Language 

Pathology. As a S-LP, it is my bias to want to help students who are struggling with 

speech, language, and communication challenges. It is also my belief that proficiency with 

language is important. I think this because Western styled research, as applied to English, 

has demonstrated a high correlation between language proficiency in the standard English 

variety and success in standard English schools (see, for instance, Charity et al., 2004; 

Craig & Washington, 2004; N. Terry, Connor, Thomas-Tate, & Love, 2010; N. Terry et 

al., 2012, etc.) and in long-term employment (Statistics Canada, 2015). In addition, 

because I have felt that others have sometimes made judgements about my abilities 

because of my regional Maritime accent, I empathize with First Nations people who have 

told me that they have been corrected or ridiculed for their “broken English”. I 

acknowledge, however, that the ridicule they endured was related to racial discrimination, 

something I have never experienced. I am concerned that First Nations people’s abilities 

may also be judged, if they cannot become fluent in both their community variety and 

standard Canadian English (see Section 2.5 for further discussion on linguistic hierarchies 

and discrimination in Canada). At the same time, I am conflicted because I also believe in 

inclusion and the acceptance of all varieties (Lippi-Green, 1997; Sterzuk, 2011). I am clear 

in my belief, however, that the decision regarding whether or not to become proficient in 

both varieties of English is not mine to make. If I made that decision without consulting 

the community, then I would be perpetuating a colonial perspective which presumes that 
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“I know what is best” for communities where local varieties are spoken. I see my role as 

someone who should present perspectives that are based on current knowledge, which 

unfortunately is limited. I believe that community members, not academics, teachers, or S-

LPs, must debate the issue and decide (Hart Blundon, 2016).  

In the research study reported here, I have adopted a primarily Western scientific 

research methodology because such an approach reflects my training and education. For 

instance, I used Western-based methods of collecting and analyzing language samples. I 

have also used Western-based statistical methods to analyze and interpret my results. 

Being aware that I was conducting research with First Nations children, I have also 

attempted to adopt elements of Indigenous research methodology. For example, as 

recommended by a prominent community member, I have relied on one-to-one 

conversation, in addition to the use of forms and letters favoured by European styled 

institutions, to communicate with families. Also, I have held yearly meetings with the 

community to consult over the progress of my work and the problems arising from it. I 

have proceeded in this way to ensure that I am carrying out research that is “honourable, 

useful and transformative” for the children and community (Anonymous, date withheld).  

Even though I attempted to adopt a respectful stance when conducting research in 

Bigton, I admit that I found it challenging being both a settler and a guest there. Being 

known in the school in my role as a S-LP consultant helped me earn the community’s 

trust, but it also meant that I had to be diligent in my efforts to mitigate any pressure 

families might feel to permit their children to participate in my research. I was also afraid 

that community members might interpret that I was devaluing rather than celebrating their 

variety. Regular individual conversations and contact via meetings not only helped me 

build trust, but had the additional benefit of helping me clarify my intentions and relieve 
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my anxiety. A prominent community member indicated that my humility and reliability 

were also characteristics that helped me earn the confidence of the community.   

I have already begun to share my results with the community, government, and my 

S-LP and teacher colleagues. My age and social position have allowed me to make 

contacts that are influential. I am not concerned that those in positions of power will doubt 

me because of my ethnicity, but I am aware that I may not have as much influence because 

I am a woman. But because of my desire for justice, and because I know that I am 

privileged and have power, I am highly motivated to contribute to the amelioration of what 

I see as a legitimate, underappreciated and critical factor in the decreased educational 

achievement of many First Nations children. I make this contribution in the ways that my 

settler status and professional expertise allow, while recognizing that I have the 

responsibility to do so in ways that are guided by engagement with the community with 

whom I am working. I have a strong desire to contribute something meaningful to First 

Nations communities, the province and Canada. I will continue to do my best to ensure 

that the people whose language I am studying remain in support of my work. I take this 

responsibility very, very seriously. 

1.2 Research Questions 

For this dissertation, I decided to focus on studying the grammatical (i.e., syntactic) 

features produced by children who attended “Bigton School”. (As previously mentioned, 

Bigton is a fictitious name that I use here to support the anonymity of the community.) I 

decided to focus on grammar for several reasons.  

First, in my work as an S-LP, I had noted that students produced many 

grammatical forms that diverged from the grammar used by other English speakers in the 
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broader Canadian context that I had worked with in my practice as a S-LP. These 

differences appeared to be features of a different variety (Hart Blundon, 2016). Numerous 

distinctions in grammar, rather than with vocabulary, phonology (i.e., sounds as they are 

produced in speech), or usage differences, marked a clear point of divergence from 

standard Canadian English. Van Hofwegen and Wolfram (2010) agree that 

morphosyntactic differences (i.e., differences in use of morphemes and syntax)3 “are 

considered to be stronger markers of vernacular dialect use than phonological ones” (p. 

451). Word-level differences I observed were in verb derivation (e.g., He kickeded the 

ball), prepositions (e.g., The girl got along/out of the way), pronouns (e.g., Her/he gave 

him a ball), negation (e.g., I not know), and determiners (e.g., The girl is tryin’ to get ___ 

apple). Words expected in standard Canadian English were often omitted, and shorter 

sentences were preferred (e.g., the child says, “Done. Left.” rather than, “When they were 

done, they left.”). Students might use different word order than is usually used in standard 

Canadian English. For instance, use of topicalization was common, such that the topic was 

stated first and then elaborated upon (e.g., That bull, he was mad). Students might also use 

“here” instead of the conjunction “then” when telling stories (e.g., And here she ran rather 

than And then she ran). The use of varietal features appeared to be widespread; for 

example, I had observed that up to 60% of one child’s utterances at school entry in an oral 

narrative language sample contained grammatical differences from standard Canadian 

English.  

Second, anecdotal reports from teachers in the community indicated that 

differences in syntax appeared in the children’s writing. Considered in a broader context, 

                                                
3 Morphemes are the smallest unit of meaning. For example, the word “kicked” is comprised of two 

morphemes, kick to convey the action to the communicative partner and ed, to indicate that the action has 
taken place in the past. Syntax refers to the sentence structure of language. 
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this is not surprising. For example, children who speak AAL also use AAL features 

when writing (Washington, 2011). I, and the teachers with whom I worked in my practice 

as a S-LP, have anecdotally observed spelling differences related to their variety. For 

example, students who did not pronounce final consonants might leave them off when 

writing (e.g., I walked [pronounced as walk by speakers of varieties] to the store is written 

as I walk to the store) (see also Hart Blundon, 2016). Siegel (2010) agrees that 

morphosyntactic differences are important to address because these, as well as lexical 

features, are needed for formal writing and reading in classrooms. Since writing is 

assessed on BC provincial FSA examinations (BC MoEd, n.d., FSA), the extent to which 

syntactic differences appear in children’s writing is of immediate relevance, because these 

differences have the potential to lead the writing to be evaluated more poorly than is 

warranted.  

Third, as a practicing S-LP, I wished to learn more about the children’s 

grammatical features, so that I, and other educators who assess First Nations children, 

would not evaluate a grammatical difference as an “error” needing correcting, or indicative 

of language disorder. Washington (2011) corroborated that it is important to discern the 

difference in order to avoid over-pathologization.  

Fourth, studying grammar is important for pedagogical reasons. Washington 

(2011) argued that grammar differences due to variety may take more time and effort for a 

child to modify, because the child is being asked to code switch from the linguistic system 

they are familiar with to one with which they are less familiar. If I created an inventory of 

grammatical features, then I felt that this inventory would have the potential to help a 

teacher, a S-LP, or other educators such as an Educational Psychologist discern features of 

a variety from what are considered to be mistakes in formal standard English (i.e., 
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productions that differ from forms documented in standard English grammars and usage 

guides). Facilitating educators’ awareness of varietal features might have an additional 

application to improved pedagogical practice, which was another goal of my research. 

Specifically, if teachers could identify features, they would be better able to adjust their 

expectations regarding the rate at which students may be able to learn standard Canadian 

English grammatical forms, when these forms differ from the forms of the variety they 

learned at home (Washington, 2011).  

Finally, researchers of AAL have found that syntactic differences in speakers of 

AAL can negatively affect learning to read and write and solve mathematical problems 

(Craig et al., 2009; Gatlin & Wanzek, 2015; Labov, 2003; Rickford et al., 2004; J. M. 

Terry et al., 2010). Therefore, I felt that an investigation of syntax would be an important 

first step in improving pedagogical practices for Indigenous students who speak varieties 

and resultant school outcomes, and lay the foundation for future research. 

These observations led me to the following set of questions: 

1) Are students speaking an identifiable local English variety?  

2) If so, what are the grammatical features of their variety?  

3) What changes occur in the children’s use of features as they progress through 

the grades in a school where the language of instruction is standard English?  

1.3 Research Design 

 To begin to address these questions, I organized my research in two parts. In the 

first part, I attempted to answer Question 1, and 2. I did so by retroactively analyzing oral 

language samples of Kindergarteners that I had collected for S-LP assessment purposes, 

over a six-year period (see Table 1). I chose to analyze Kindergarten samples, collected 
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within a month or two of school entry, because students at this age have likely had the 

least exposure to school English. As such, they represented the language model closest to 

the variety baseline (Dillard, 1972; Labov, 1984; Stewart, 1970).  

For the purposes of determining whether the grammatical differences were likely 

features of a local variety, rather than representative of a language disorder, I then 

investigated whether the grammatical differences observed among Kindergarteners were 

similar to features found among speakers of Indigenous Englishes in the United States 

(US) and Canada, among adult speakers in the Bigton community, and among speakers of 

other well-studied varieties. Finally, I consulted experts to determine which grammatical 

differences may have transferred from or have been influenced by the ancestral language, 

in order to lend further support to the notion that the grammatical differences observed 

among Bigton participants Kindergarteners were indeed grammatical features of a local 

variety. (See Chapters 3 and 4 for additional details concerning this part of the study.)  

 In the second part, I carried out two additional studies in an attempt to answer 

Question 3. For the first of these two studies, I employed a sequential design to study the 

changes that occurred in children’s use of varietal features in oral and written narratives 

over time. Sequential designs combine a cross-sectional method with a longitudinal 

method (Cozby & Rawn, 2012). Oral narrative language samples were collected from 

children in Kindergarten to Grade 5 and written narrative samples were collected from 

children from Grade 2 to Grade 5, over a three-year period (see Table 15). For the second 

of these studies, in order to investigate whether sentence length (i.e., Mean Length of 

Utterance) was also a feature of Bigton school children’s variety and explore how it 

changed over time, in Year 2 of the study, 10 randomly selected participant students also 

completed a Story Retell task, according to the procedures outlined by Miller, Andriacchi, 
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and Nockerts (2011) of the Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT) 

language sample analysis software company (Miller & Iglesias, 2012) (see Chapter 5).  

 Since my research questions are iterative, with successive questions dependent on 

answers to previous questions, I have taken an iterative approach to the organization of 

this dissertation. I begin in Chapter 2 by reviewing literature pertinent to this topic. I 

discuss varieties and theories of how they arise. I also discuss the morphosyntactic 

structure of Dene, which may have influenced how English is spoken today in Bigton. I 

then present a review of the relevant literature concerning varieties in classrooms and the 

impact that speaking a variety has on educational attainment and assessment. In Chapter 3, 

I provide information about the study site, community consultation, recruitment and 

participants.  

In Chapter 4, I present my first investigation, whereby I address Question 1, Are 

students speaking an identifiable local English variety?, and Question 2, If so, what are 

the grammatical features of their variety? I do so by outlining the specific methods I 

carried out that were relevant to answering these two questions. I present the features I 

have identified, and provide evidence that many children in Bigton School are speaking a 

community variety of English. I conclude this chapter by reporting the results of statistical 

analyses concerning the frequency with which features I have identified appear among the 

Kindergarteners, as well as the differences in features produced by students who did not 

receive Special Education or S-LP services (NOSPED) and those who did (SPED), as well 

as data concerning their density of feature use. I then provide an interpretation of the 

results of this first investigation.  

In Chapter 5, I present the second investigation, whereby I attempt to answer my 

third question, 3) What changes occur in the children’s use of features as they progress 
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through the grades in a school where the language of instruction is standard English? I 

outline the specific methods I undertook to complete this investigation. I report the results 

of statistical analyses, including changes in the frequency of use of oral features, 

differences between the NOSPED and SPED groups, and the trajectory of use of oral 

features from Kindergarten to Grade 7. I also present the results of statistical analyses of 

written features, including their relative frequency of use and my interpretation of my 

findings, as they related to this second investigation.  

In Chapter 6, I present the third investigation, which also addresses Question 3. I 

examine Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) as a potential grammatical feature of Bigton 

School children’s variety, and examine how MLU changes as children progress through 

the grades. MLU is a measure of sentence complexity, which has been recently been noted 

as an issue for children who speak Australian Aboriginal English (Pearce & Flanagan, 

2018; see Section 2.3). Since S-LPs may use MLU as one of their assessment tools and 

since teachers use sentence complexity to measure levels of writing development (BC 

MoEd, FSA, 2018c), I considered it to be important to investigate whether a different 

MLU was a laconic way of communicating and a characteristic feature of the Bigton 

community variety, as opposed to a representation of language disorder or literacy delay. I 

report my results and provide my interpretation of them.  

In Chapter 7, I provide a summary of what my research revealed concerning the 

local variety of English being spoken in Bigton, and the changes that occurred in its use in 

elementary and middle school. I then provide suggestions for future research. I conclude 

with suggestions for improved pedagogical practice.    
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Chapter 2. Known Differences Relating to Variety in 
Classrooms and Impact of Variety on Educational Attainment and 

Assessment 
 
 

In Chapter 1, I briefly discussed the terms standard, dialect, and variety. Before 

examining the challenges faced by children who speak varieties in schools that favour the 

standard, in this chapter I first provide a more comprehensive discussion of these 

somewhat ambiguous but socially charged terms and explain why the term dialect has 

been stigmatized. I then examine how language varieties may arise and evolve. I discuss 

what varieties are associated with, and why they may entrench and persist. I then discuss 

how differences in vocabulary, sounds systems, syntax, and language use may put students 

who speak varieties at a disadvantage in educational settings where the standard English 

model is promoted, including First Nations children who may speak varieties. I conclude 

by discussing how other factors associated with speakers of varieties can place them at a 

disadvantage in school (see also Hart Blundon, 2016). 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the standard is the version of a language that has been 

codified and which is usually associated in English-speaking contexts with speakers who 

are White (Fought, 2006). Mainstream English is a term that is sometimes used to refer to 

the standard. The standard in Canada, general Canadian English, “is a branch of North 

American English, sharing many of its accent and dialect features with northern United 

States varieties” (Chambers, 2009, p. 60). Regardless, that there is a standard is a “myth” 

(Lippi-Green, 1997, p. 53) because variation is always present, language changes over 

time, and there is no single standardized variety, globally, nationally, or locally.  
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As also discussed in Chapter 1, the term dialect is often used by non-specialists 

to refer to “a variety of English that is not the ‘standard’ one”, even though technically, a 

dialect is “any given variety of a language shared by a group of speakers” (Wolfram & 

Christian, 1989, p. 1). It follows from this that the standard is itself a variety. One might 

therefore ask, “Why has a variety been singled out as being a dialect?” Lippi-Green (1997) 

argues that the term dialect is used as a vehicle of exclusion. Those who speak the 

standard single out other varieties to subordinate, alongside their speakers, “because we 

are forbidden, by law and social custom, and perhaps by a prevailing sense of what is 

morally and ethically right, from using race, ethnicity, homeland or economics more 

directly” (p. 64).  

Another reason why the term “dialect” has taken on a negative connotation is 

because some scholars and researchers have erroneously regarded some varieties as 

restricted language codes, associated with verbal deprivation and decreased intelligence. 

Bernstein (1972), for example, argued that middle class children in Britain used elaborated 

codes, whereas working-class children, many of whom did not speak the standard dialect, 

used “restricted” codes that therefore restricted their ability to learn. However, linguists 

have demonstrated that no dialect is restricted; all varieties have a complete set of 

grammatical rules and conventions of use (Labov, 1982). In addition, the idea that 

speakers of varieties are less intelligent than non-speakers has been utterly refuted 

(Campbell, Dollaghan, Needleman, & Janosky, 1997; Fletcher, 1983; Rodekohr & 

Haynes, 2001). For example, Fletcher argued that children’s lower achievement in school 

was related to issues of second language learning, rather than intelligence. Campbell et al. 

(1997) and Rodekohr and Haynes (2001) demonstrated that minority children performed 
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as well as majority children on language assessments that relied on processing skills, 

rather than prior knowledge.  

Nonetheless, because of the stigma associated with the widespread use of the term 

dialect, other more neutral terms such nonmainstream American English (Mitri & Terry, 

2014), “language variety, language difference, or linguistic diversity” (Wolfram & 

Christian, 1989, p. 2) are often used when speaking about dialects. It is for this reason, as I 

outlined in Chapter 1, I will use the term, variety instead of the word dialect in this 

dissertation.  

A discussion of how varieties arise is by necessity complex because multiple 

factors influence their development. It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to provide a 

detailed discussion of the origin of varieties. What I will offer instead is a brief summary 

of some well-known theories, concentrating on the emergence of Englishes worldwide.  

Through British colonialism, English speakers came in contact with speakers of 

many Indigenous languages worldwide, and many English varieties developed as a 

consequence. The English language is now considered to be the world’s lingua franca 

(Schneider, 2007). Schneider proposed that all world contact varieties of English progress 

through the same five phases, their evolution being influenced by their histories, their 

linguistic environments, and their speakers’ search for identity. Denis and D’Arcy (2018), 

however, argued that a fundamentally different path of evolution is followed by varieties 

that evolved in settler colonial contexts, such as in Canada, where elimination of the 

Indigenous strand is the objective of the dominant linguistic stream, the settlers.  

Some world Englishes may have arisen from pidgins. A pidgin is a common 

language that developed to facilitate communication between two groups of people who 

spoke different languages but needed to interact, such as for trade or in situations where 
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people laboured together (Siegel, 2008; Wardhaugh, 2002). Most, but not all vocabulary 

of the pidgin comes from one of the parent languages, the lexifier. The first iteration of the 

pidgin is characterised by high variability between individual speakers. A pidgin gradually 

becomes more stable and is used in a wider range of situations in the community. At this 

stage, its vocabulary is still small, and the pidgin is characterized by a less complex 

grammar. When a pidgin becomes the first language learned at home, it is said to have 

become a creole (Siegel, 2008), which McWhorter (2018) refers to as a neonate language. 

As the creole converges with the language of the more dominant social strata, the creole 

may evolve from a variety furthest from the lexifier, known as a basilect, to a form one 

that is very closely related, an acrolect.  

Some scholars have proposed that AAL arose from creoles such as Gullah, which 

was spoken by African Americans in South Carolina and Georgia (Rickford, 1998). 

However, in their comprehensive analysis of African Americans in the diaspora, including 

in Nova Scotia, Poplack and Tagliamonte (2001) counter this explanation, providing 

comparative evidence that suggests that AAL developed from British English. Thus, even 

in cases where a pidgin existed, the English variety that developed may not have arisen 

from it. 

Siegel (2008) distinguishes varieties that arise from pidgins and creoles from those 

that occur when whole populations of speakers of one language “shift” to speaking the 

language of the colonizers (p. 5). Again, the new variety is dominated by the grammar of 

the lexifier but retains elements of their original language (Siegel, 2008). Elements of the 

old variety may have “transferred” to the new. Transfer is the term linguists use to 

describe situations in which linguistic elements of the substrate language, in this case, the 

ancestral Indigenous language, contributed to the language of the dominant culture. In the 
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case of Indigenous North American Englishes, Leap (1993) suggests that the varieties 

might contain sound structures, grammar, and conventions of use of the ancestral 

language. 

Other English varieties can be indigenized, whereby a variety is the lingua franca 

or the language used in all day-to-day activities by Indigenous peoples, and its grammar is 

more closely related to the lexifier than it is to the grammar of a creole (Siegel, 2010). For 

example, in Fiji, people speak the indigenized variety in their daily activities, and only 

learn and speak British English as an additional language in school. Varieties can also co-

exist in a diglossic relationship, whereby the colloquial variety is used in informal settings 

and the standard is used in more formal settings in daily activities and in school (Siegel, 

2010). For example, in Cyprus the colloquial variety is Cypriot Greek, but children must 

speak Standard Modern Greek in school (Yiakoumetti, 2007).  

When discussing Chicano (i.e., Mexican American) English, Fought (2006) 

explains that varieties can arise when people learn English as their second language. These 

“learner varieties of English” are heavily influenced by the patterns of the language of 

origin (Fought, 2006, p. 79). In the case of the Chicano English, the language of origin is 

Spanish. The “non-native English of the community” becomes the basis for the Chicano 

variety (Fought, 2006, p. 80). The new variety is likely further influenced by other 

varieties such as AAL and local European American varieties, as speakers of Chicano 

adopt features of them to construct their identities. In fact, according to Fought, identity 

construction drives the evolution of varieties; people who speak varieties may converge or 

diverge from another variety, depending on the variety with which their speakers do or do 

not identify.  



   

 

28  
 

Many features of Indigenous and non-Indigenous English varieties from 

disparate locations appear to overlap (Flanigan, 1987; Leap, 1993; Wolfram, 1984), 

although their constraints of use may differ (Leap, 1993). Flanigan (1987) discussed 

possible explanations for the overlap. One of these was proposed by Leap and Stout (1976) 

who suggested that the overlap might be explained in part by normal processes of 

phonological reduction and grammatical simplification that affect all languages (as cited 

by Flanigan, 1987, p. 182). Flanigan suggested that another factor might be 

depidginization, arguing that because pidgins have similar simplified grammars, it stands 

to reason that the varieties that developed from them would be similar. Over time, as a 

result of variety mixing, reduction in the differences between them, and simplification 

(Siegel, 2010), they evolved to become the varieties that exist today. 

Varieties can be associated with ethnic groups (Benor, 2010; Siegel, 2010), regions 

(Siegel, 2010), genders (Fought, 2006; Mallinson, 2009), ages (Fought, 2006; Wolfram & 

Christian, 1989), and social classes or socioeconomic strata (Holmes, 2008). They can 

even be associated with stances or indexical categories, such as “coolness”. Eckert (2008) 

found differences in the patterns of speech among cliques in schools in California, with 

students adopting the speech patterns of the group with whom they identified. 

Varieties may entrench and persist when speakers of the variety are separated 

geographically (Chambers & Trudgill, 1980), economically (Labov & Harris, 1986; 

Rickford et al., 2015), or socially (Holmes, 2008). As noted above and proposed by Benor 

(2010) and Fought (2006), varieties persevere when speakers adopt a particular repertoire 

of features to identify with a specific group. Speaking a certain way to maintain group 

identity can bind a community together (Fought, 2006). 
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Like languages, varieties change; some features may persist, while others 

obsolesce and new features develop (Wolfram, 2006). Additionally, since varieties are 

languages, and languages vary, there is variation in the way a variety is spoken, even 

within a community (see Washington, 2011 on AAL; Leap, 1993 on Indigenous American 

speakers). As Wolfram and Christian (1989) point out, varieties “simply do not come in 

neat, self-contained packages” (p. 6).  

Another issue that must be addressed when discussing varieties is language 

development. Language development of children who speak more standard varieties is 

well documented (see, for instance, Brown, 1973; Loban, 1976; and so on). However, this 

is not the case for the language development of children who speak less standard varieties. 

Lack of information regarding how children who speak varieties develop their language is 

a concern because the features they use may resemble those that characterize 

developmental language disorder (Craig & Washington, 2006), making it difficult for 

educators to disambiguate the two. For example, omission of the copula is characteristic of 

developmental language disorder but it is also characteristic of many English varieties 

(e.g., They ___ waiting) (see Washington, 2011 on AAL; Butcher, 2008 on Australian 

Aboriginal English; Leap, 1993 on Indigenous American English). Other features that are 

both clinical markers and varietal markers are variable omission of third person singular 

<s> and variable omission past tense marker <ed>.  

It may be normal for children who speak varieties to use certain grammatical forms 

at an age when speakers of the more standard variety have ceased using them. If educators 

or other educational professionals are not aware of differences such as these, then they are 

at risk of labeling a normal developmental feature of a variety as an “error” and 

inappropriately pathologizing the children who use such features. Some children who use 
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these features may have a language disorder and are in need of specialized support. If 

we do not recognize their need for support, then we are in danger of failing to provide 

support to children who may need it (see Section 2.3 for further discussion regarding these 

risks). 

As for educational settings and language varieties, some scholars refer to the 

English that children are expected to speak in school as standard Classroom English (see, 

for instance, Labov, 1995; J. M. Terry et al., 2015). Also known as school English, the 

English that is expected at school largely conforms to the rules codified in grammar books 

(Charity Hudley & Mallinson, 2011). Students who speak varieties will likely be 

instructed by teachers who speak a standard variety (BC MoEd, 2017; National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2009) and the prescribed language of instruction will be mainstream 

English (Edwards & Rosin, 2016). When speaking, all students, including those who speak 

varieties, may be encouraged to articulate their words clearly and refrain from 

“mumbling”. For example, they may be asked to avoid deleting final consonants (Charity 

Hudley & Mallinson, 2011). Cluster reduction is an articulation pattern found in all native 

varieties of English (Charity Hudley & Mallinson, 2011). However, it is universally 

associated with vernacular varieties (Chambers, 2004), and is a feature of AAL because of 

its prevalence (Charity Hudley & Mallinson, 2011). Thus, it may be more challenging for 

speakers of AAL, for instance, to not “mumble” (Charity Hudley & Mallinson, 2011, p. 

23). Students may also be encouraged to use standard grammar when speaking and writing 

(e.g., in English, use the indefinite article an instead of a before a word beginning with a 

vowel), and use more ‘literary’ vocabulary, “such as entrance rather than door; employ 

rather than use”, and so on (Charity Hudley & Mallinson, 2011, p. 26) 
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In addition, students will be encouraged to use classroom discourse (i.e., the 

patterns of communicative interaction which occur in classrooms; Cazden, 2001). 

Discourse patterns may vary, depending on the style adopted by the teacher. Some 

teachers may adopt, for instance, a dialogic approach, whereby students are encouraged to 

learn by ongoing interactive talking (Alexander, 2006). Other classrooms support more 

traditional forms of instruction such as teacher Initiation, student Response, and teacher 

Evaluation (IRE; Cazden, 2001). Students who speak a variety may be less familiar with 

classroom discourse than their peers who speak more standard English, and the rules 

regarding classroom dialogue may not mesh with their cultural values or styles of language 

use (Cazden, 2001; Philips, 1983; Ward, 1990). (See Section 2.2.3 for further discussion of 

potential cultural differences in conversational style.)  

To acknowledge that children who speak varieties are learning a second dialect in 

school, namely the standard English variety, two terms used when speaking of variety use 

in English educational settings are “Standard English as a Second Dialect (SESD)” (Sato, 

1989) and “English as a Second Dialect (ESD)” (BC MoEd, 2018a). Other terms used to 

describe the variety of English promoted in school are formal English or, as previously 

mentioned, School English. Even though it might seem appropriate for me to use school 

English here to refer to the standard variety, particularly as I am studying how First 

Nations children are learning the standard language of school, I have decided against the 

use of the term. That is because, in my view, the term School English suggests it is the 

school that is solely responsible for deciding what is taught there, whereas I argue that it is 

the dominant White society that makes that determination. I will therefore use the term 

standard English. However, I will not capitalize the word standard, so as not to give it 

more status than variety. 
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2.1 Language Variety and First Nations Children in Canada 

 An increasing number of scholars have proposed that many First Nations people 

speak unique varieties of English. In the education domain, Toohey (1986) was one of the 

first to propose the existence of First Nations English varieties. She reviewed the work of 

American researchers such as Flanigan and Leap, who had demonstrated the presence of 

distinct features spoken among the people of a wide variety of Indigenous American 

Tribes. She noted that Canadian educators also assumed that many First Nations children 

spoke distinct varieties of English, and cited the BC MoEd’s reference to “Indian English” 

in their “Language Arts for Native Indian Students” resource book as evidence of this 

assumption (Toohey, 1986, p. 134). It was also assumed, she reported, that First Nations’ 

children’s variety was placing them at a disadvantage in school. Nearly a decade later, 

Heit and Blair (1993) published their work on the characteristics of Indigenous English 

being spoken by children in Saskatchewan, where they discussed negative implications for 

assessment and teaching if teachers did not recognize the differences between Indigenous 

English and standard Canadian English. A further decade later, Epstein and Xu (2003) 

once again discussed the challenges faced by Indigenous students who spoke “English as a 

Second Dialect (ESD)” in Saskatchewan in schools where the language of the classroom 

was a more standard variety. 

Since then, an increasing number of articles have been published across a range of 

fields suggesting that many First Nations peoples appear to speak varieties of English 

(e.g., Ball & Bernhardt, 2008; Battisti et al., 2014; Epstein & Xu, 2003; Eriks-Brophy, 

2014; Genee & Stigter, 2010; Hart Blundon, 2016; Heit & Blair, 1993; Kay-Raining Bird, 

2014; Larre, 2009; Peltier, 2009; Sterzuk, 2011; Toohey, 1986; Wiltse, 2011). In addition, 

concern is increasingly expressed about the challenges that First Nations children face in 
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educational settings as a consequence of variety differences (Ball & Bernhardt, 2008; 

Battisti et al., 2014; Epstein & Xu, 2003; Hart Blundon, 2016; Heit & Blair, 1993; Peltier, 

2009; Sterzuk, 2011; Toohey, 1986; Wiltse, 2011).  

As for the origins of these First Nations English varieties, Ball and Bernhardt 

(2008) suggest they may have evolved from the original linguas francas that developed 

between British colonists and First Nations people in Canada, converging with more 

standard Canadian English as they and it developed over time. In situations where contact 

between non-Indigenous and First Nations people was more recent, and no common lingua 

franca was used, “variety shift” as described by Siegel and discussed previously, may have 

occurred. It may also be that First Nations varieties evolved from “learner varieties of 

English” (Fought, 2006, p. 79). The overt Indigenous language abolishment-based policies 

of the Canadian government (Schissel & Wotherspoon, 2003) likely expedited the process 

of convergence with the standard in these cases (see also section 2.5). 

As for the way English is spoken in Bigton today, many grammatical differences 

that I have observed may have arisen from the structure of their Dene ancestral language, 

as well as the challenges their ancestors had learning to speak English. That is because 

English is organized in a very different manner from Dene languages. For instance, the 

basic word order of Dene is Subject-Object-Verb (Cook, 2003), as opposed to English’s 

Subject-Verb-Object. The order in which meaning is coded is thus discrepant from 

English. As another example, possessive pronouns are coded differently from the way they 

are coded in English. In addition to being coded as prefixes of nouns, they may be coded 

on postpositions, which are prepositions that follow the noun (e.g., se-ts’an – “toward me”, 

Cook, 2003, Section 3, Grammar). In the case of Kaska, one Dene language spoken in 

northern British Columbia, there are two main lexical categories: nouns and verbs (Moore, 
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2002). Meaning is often coded by prefixes that modify a noun or word, rather than by 

individual words, as is the case in English.  

In Kaska, inflections of the noun are ordered. Possession, for example, is coded as 

possessor prefix- stem -nominalizer -possessive -diminutive/augmentative (Moore, 2002, 

p. 385). Possessors may therefore be coded in the same position as they are in English, but 

as a prefix rather than as an individual word. In addition, a possessed noun may also be 

marked as a suffix such as é (e.g., me’ahé’cho’; me- (3sg.), ’ah (snowshoe),  

-é’ (possessive), cho’ (big); or “his/her big snowshoes”). 

Verbs in Dene are very complex. They consist of a verb stem and large numbers of 

inflectional prefixes and suffixes (Cook, 2003; Moore, 2002). In the case of Kaska, the 

following are examples of prefixes, listed in the order in which they are expected to occur, 

as they attach to a verb stem: classifier, subject, mode, conjugation, aspect, theme, deictic 

subject: they, we (i.e., words that require context to discern their meaning), direct object; 

number ɫe-; incorporated stem; iterative ne- (i.e., a prefix that indicates whether an action 

is habitual); plural subject né-, yé-; adverbial; incorporated postposition; object of 

incorporated postposition; negation dū- (Moore, 2003, p. 434). Again, inflections on the 

verb stem code meaning rather than individual words, as occurs in English. Also, the order 

in which meaning is coded diverges from the way it is coded in English. As for pronouns, 

they are not differentiated for case or gender (see Section 4.2.1 for further discussion 

regarding how experts in Dene think the structure influenced the way English is spoken 

today). 

Moore (2003) includes numerous examples of Kaska narratives, accompanied by 

word-to-word translation to English, as well as the overall English translation of what was 

said in Kaska. The following is an example (p. 127).  
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        (1) Kulā kēsgúth medege ká̄gujá’ są̂ et’īni nā. 

 Finally that way for him happened must 
be 

3sg. 
doing 

assert. 

 Finally he started out toward his destination. 

 
This example illustrates the many differences between the way meaning is encoded in 

Kaska and the way it is encoded in English, and reinforces the notion that learning English 

would require significant changes in the inherent grammar of Dene speakers in a bilingual 

Dene-English context.  

As for systematic research concerning the features of varieties of Indigenous 

Englishes in Canada, including the Bigton variety, the literature is scant. Ball and 

Bernhardt (2008) provided anecdotal accounts of features observed by S-LPs in their 

practice, gathered during a forum held on First Nations English dialects in 2004 in 

Vancouver, British Columbia. Peltier (2008, 2009) and Wawrykow (2011) provided an 

inventory based on their personal experience as Indigenous S-LPs working in Canada. 

Genee and Stigter (2010) gave a more comprehensive inventory based on a review of a 

historical account of life among the Blackfoot in the 1950s, analysis of written 

assignments of university students from the Blackfoot First Nations Confederacy and their 

own observations. They linked the features of Blackfoot English to Blackfoot. However, 

despite the growing interest in First Nations English varieties in Canada, research 

continues to be mostly unsystematic and limited. 

2.2 Variety and Educational Disadvantage  

 As noted in Chapter 1, many students who speak a variety different from the 

standard have lower educational achievement than their peers who speak the standard. For 
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instance, Biddle (2013) reported that Australian Aboriginal students, the majority of 

whom speak Australian Aboriginal English (Butcher, 2008; Eades, 2013), failed to reach 

the same level of academic achievement as students who speak standard Australian 

English, even when controlling for socioeconomic status (SES), school sector (i.e., 

government, Catholic, or other Independent schools) and geography. Similarly, in 2015, 

9% fewer Indigenous American students living in Arizona graduated than did White 

students in schools where Native Americans comprised 25% or more of the school 

population; and 17% fewer Indigenous American students graduated in schools where 

Native Americans comprised less than 25% of the school population (Arizona Department 

of Education, 2016).  

 Although many Native Americans speak an English variety (see, for instance Leap, 

1993; Newmark, Walker & Standford, 2016; Wolfram, Danenberg, Knick, & Oxendine, 

2002), early research did not establish a direct relationship between speaking a variety and 

decreased achievement in school (Craig & Washington, 2006; Labov, 1995). However, 

recent research has provided evidence to the contrary. In fact, in a meta-analysis of 

literature published between 1998 and 2014, Gatlin and Wanzek (2015) found a negative 

moderate relationship (M effect size = -0.33) between variety use and literacy performance 

in more standard English. Speaking a variety is not the problem, however. As I suggested 

in Chapter 1, and touched upon earlier in this chapter, the problem is that children are 

being required to use a linguistic system that they are not familiar with, and no 

accommodations are made for the extra “work” they must do to comprehend, speak, read 

and write and complete mathematical word problems in school, in an unfamiliar version of 

English. In the following sub-sections (Sections 2.2.1 to 2.2.3) I outline the differences in 
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linguistic structure and use that children who speak varieties must navigate in school 

settings when faced with the standard variety that differs from their home language.  

When doing so, I will adopt a content-form-use framework for describing language 

as discussed previously (Bloom & Lahey, 1978). Content refers to the meaning or 

semantics conveyed by the words in a message. Form refers to the structure of language, 

specifically phonology, morphology, and syntax. Use is concerned with the pragmatic 

functions of language (i.e., the reasons people use language, discourse skills such as turn 

taking, topic maintenance, etc., and how speakers adjust their language depending on the 

communicative environment) (Paul, 2007, pp. 5, 30) (see also Hart Blundon, 2016).  

2.2.1 Content.  

The words used by people who speak varieties may differ from those used by 

speakers of the standard (Wolfram & Christian, 1989) and in particular, they may differ 

from words required for academic success in standard English classrooms (Wawrykow, 

2011). Charity Hudley and Mallinson (2011) argued that speakers of varieties may have 

fewer “academic” and “literary” (p. 26) English words, or may not realize that the 

vocabulary they use in day-to-day situations differs from what is expected at school. This 

difference in the lexical repertoire can impact language comprehension. For example, 

Edwards et al. (2014) found that 4- to 8-year-old children with fewer Mainstream 

American English (MAE) words and greater use of AAL had more difficulty 

comprehending MAE words (e.g., cat) that were ambiguous in AAL (i.e., cat could mean 

cat or cats). 

Synthesizing the extant literature on which early literacy measures correlate with 

literacy acquisition, the National Early Literacy Panel (Shanahan & Lonigan, 2010) found 
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a predictive relationship between knowledge of [standard] English vocabulary and 

literacy achievement [measured in the standard]. It follows then that vocabulary 

differences may cause difficulties in literacy acquisition in the standard. However, in the 

case of vocabulary, SES may also play a role in children’s success. For example, in their 

study of White and African-American children in Grade 1, N. Terry et al. (2010) found 

that variety use had an increasingly negative effect on vocabulary performance as SES 

declined.  

In Canada, vocabulary differences may cause similar difficulties for First Nations 

students. Although their study is dated, Philion and Galloway (1969) found that children of 

First Nations ancestry on Vancouver Island, BC, obtained lower scores on the Vocabulary 

subtest of the Gates Reading Survey (1958) than their non-First Nations peers. They 

surmised that First Nations students’ performance was related to the fact that they were not 

familiar with the vocabulary being assessed by the GRS because of differences in their 

world knowledge and experience. More recently, Wawrykow (2011), a Canadian S-LP 

experienced in working with First Nations children in Central Vancouver Island and who 

is a member of the Skuppah band of the Nlaka’pamux First Nation B.C., observed that 

First Nations kindergarten students “often do not understand school readiness (e.g., letters 

identification, number symbols, counting, shape, comparison) direction, position, quantity, 

temporal and sequential concepts”. She has also noted that primary and intermediate 

children may have difficulty “defining, comparing, contrasting and categorizing” 

(Wawrykow, 2011, p. 200). When children receive direct instruction in these areas, she 

notices that they improve their ability to follow verbal instructions and participate verbally 

in school (Wawrykow, 2011). Differences in vocabulary comprehension may thus place 

First Nations students at a disadvantage in the standard Canadian English school. 
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2.2.2 Form: phonology and grammar.  

The sound systems and grammars of varieties can affect a speaker’s performance 

in school. In this section, I review examples of phonological features, and discuss how 

such features may affect writing, reading, and phonological awareness. I then review how 

grammars may diverge from the standard model, emphasizing those significant differences 

documented by researchers of Indigenous speakers in North America. I discuss how these 

differences may affect a variety-speaker’s ability to learn to read and write a more 

standard variety, as well as how features may even affect a child’s ability to solve word 

problems in mathematics (see also Hart Blundon, 2016).  

The sound systems of varieties usually differ somewhat from the standard, 

typically (though not exclusively), realized through higher frequencies of common English 

phonetic and phonological phenomena. In other words, “differences between dialects 

[varieties] often rest in the frequency and contexts of feature use, not in the pure absence 

or presence of specific features” (N. Terry, 2014, p. 170). One feature that may occur more 

frequently for speakers of AAL, for example, is final consonant devoicing (Fought, 2006). 

For instance, final voiced consonants such as /b/, /d/, and /g/ can become devoiced (i.e., 

produced without voicing), and be pronounced as [p], [t], and [k] (Charity Hudley & 

Mallinson, 2011). This is a feature of English more generally, but tends to occur at higher 

overall rates in AAL. As another example, cluster (or “blend”) reduction is also more 

frequent among AAL speakers (Charity Hudley & Mallinson, 2011; Wolfram & Christian, 

1989): “grabbed” may be pronounced as “grab” and “mist” as “miss” (Labov & Baker, 

2010, p. 741). In the case of grabbed, the loss of orthographic <ed> (phonetically, [d]) also 
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results in a loss of a standard English morphological marker of past tense.4 Differences 

in pronunciation are also characteristic of speakers of Indigenous American Englishes 

(Leap, 1993). Similar to speakers of AAL, speakers may delete, devoice, or modify their 

production of word-final consonants and consonant clusters (Fletcher, 1983; Leap, 1993) 

at frequencies above the means found in local standard varieties.  

Differences between sound systems of varieties and the standard may lead to 

difficulties in the acquisition of literacy skills for those children who speak varieties. 

Gatlin and Wanzek’s (2015) meta-analysis showed this to be the case for differences in 

sound systems; they found a small negative effect size for spelling and writing (M =  

-0.22). Labov (2003) argued that if a student who speaks AAL usually produces [uw] 

instead of [l] in word-final position of the word “people”, then the student may not be able 

to rationalize the use of <l> in this position in the written word (p. 130). Cronnell (1984) 

found that African American children from a predominantly AAL-speaking school tended 

to omit the final consonant when writing words in standard American English, being 

influenced, they argued, by AAL speech (e.g., “left” is pronounced as “lef” [p. 234]). 

Similarly, Treiman and Bowman (2015) found that students who spoke AAL had more 

difficulty spelling words with final /d/ and were likely to substitute a [t]. They argued that 

the substitution was likely due to the AAL feature of final consonant devoicing, discussed 

above (i.e., the final consonant of a word is pronounced without voicing, as in pad 

pronounced as pat). 

A mismatch between sound systems can also affect a student’s ability to read in the 

standard. For instance, Gatlin and Wanzek’s (2015) meta-analysis showed a moderate 

                                                
4 Craig and Washington (2006) refer to this as a combination feature, in that it is a morphosyntactic feature 

(zero past tense) that can combine with a phonological feature (consonant cluster reduction). 
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negative effect size (M = -0.32) between use of variety and reading performance in the 

standard. Similarly, Brown et al. (2015) found that AAL-speaking children had more 

difficulty reading out loud. They concluded that variety confounds children’s ability to 

map sounds to letters, making the task complexity greater than for students who speak the 

standard.  

Variety may also influence phonological awareness, another skill set found to be 

predictive of literacy acquisition (Shanahan & Lonigan, 2010). Phonological awareness 

refers to the “explicit awareness of the speech sound structure of language” (Swank & 

Catts, 1994, p. 9). Several recent studies of African American children have reported a 

negative relationship between rates of variety use and performance on assessments of 

phonological awareness (Mitri & Terry, 2014; N. Terry, 2014; N. Terry et al., 2010). N. 

Terry (2014) and Mitri and Terry (2014) studied how AAL-speaking children’s multiple 

phonological representations may negatively impact reading. N. Terry (2014) found that 

children who spoke AAL demonstrated phonological knowledge of MAE, as evidenced by 

performance on picture naming, pseudo-word repetition, and acceptability–judgments. 

However, they still did not achieve the same reading levels as MAE-speaking peers. Since, 

as bivarietal speakers, non-mainstream American English-speaking children may have 

more than one phonological representation of an English word, N. Terry, Connor, Johnson, 

Stuckey, and Tani (2016) proposed that this might cause them confusion when first 

learning to read. The need to manage multiple representations of sound systems may be 

similar for students learning more than one language. When English-speaking French 

Immersion students are first learning to read, for example, they tend to lag behind their 

English peers in English word knowledge and reading comprehension, but then catch up 

within a few years of receiving instruction in English (Genesee & Jared, 2008).  
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 In addition to these differences in sound systems, varieties often have grammars 

that differ in significant ways from that of the standard. Differences may be realized as 

discrepancies in form or, as it is the case for sound systems, differences may be realized by 

the frequency with which common standard grammatical forms are produced. Washington 

(2011, pp. 118-123) listed numerous variable features of AAL such as (a) deletion of the 

copula (e.g., “she ___ hungry”) and auxiliary (e.g., “they ___ catchin’ a bus”), (b) 

(leveling of) subject-verb agreement (e.g., “they was sittin’ down […]” (c) undifferentiated 

pronoun case (e.g., “them pullin’ them up the hill”), (d) zero (unmarked) past tense (e.g., 

“and then he fix the food”); e) zero (non-use of) “to” in the infinitive (e.g., “he waitin’ for 

the train ___  go”), (f) appositive pronouns (e.g., “and the other ones, they didn’t have 

nothin’”), (g) multiple negation (e.g., “why you don’t want nobody to put none […]”), and 

so on. Grammatical differences may occur frequently. One or more features may be 

present in up to 50% of utterances (Washington, 2011, p. 115).  

Grammatical differences between Indigenous American Englishes and standard 

American English can also be considerable (Bayles & Harris, 1982; Fletcher, 1983; Leap, 

1993). Leap (1993), summarizing the literature on more than 16 Indigenous Englishes in 

North America, listed many features that distinguish Indigenous American Englishes from 

standard American English (pp. 53-78). Some of these overlap with those of AAL, such as 

unmarked past tense and copula or auxiliary deletion. Other features noted by Leap (1993) 

include (a) variable use of plural and possessive /s/ and /z/, (b) addition of a plural marker 

for count nouns (e.g., “furnitures”), (c) variable use of articles and demonstratives use 

(e.g., “He asked ___ shopkeeper for sheep”), (d) inconsistent use of standard English 

gender distinction for third person singular pronouns “he, she, it”, and a tendency to omit 

pronouns, particularly for subject markers (e.g., “___  was playing”), (e) use of get as an 
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auxiliary (e.g., “he got voted in”) and (f) word order differences (e.g., “Where going 

you?”). Bayles and Harris (1982) also noted regularization of irregular verbs (e.g., “Their 

mother finded them”) and use of topicalization (e.g., “The boys, they ...”). As for 

Australian Aboriginal English, Butcher (2008) reported numerous differences from 

standard Australian English in morphosyntax, similar to the ones reported by Leap. He 

also reported that some Australian Aboriginal English clauses are not marked, except by 

their position in a sentence (e.g., “I seen one lady was fall in that water” for “I saw a lady 

who fell in the water”). The Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority 

(2014) indicated that speakers of Australian Aboriginal English may show particular 

difficulty understanding and using dependent and independent clauses.  

 In Canada, information about the grammatical features of First Nations Englishes 

is scant (Ball & Bernhardt, 2008). However, both published manuscripts and anecdotal 

reports suggest that the way many First Nations people in Canada speak English can be 

very different from the way that many non-Indigenous and non-immigrant Canadians 

speak English. Using a manuscript written in the 1950’s, essays and exercises written by 

Blackfoot university students from 2008–2009 and their own observations, Genee and 

Stigter (2010, pp. 65-77) listed morphosyntactic differences that are also reported to be 

characteristic of Indigenous American Englishes such as (a) unmarked past tense (e.g., 

“after he eat, it was dark”), (b) omission of “to” in the infinitive (e.g., “they started ___  

dig under their bed”), (c) omission of auxiliary “to be” (e.g., “they ___  gonna say no”), 

(d) differences in number marking (e.g., such as absence of the plural [e.g., “See these 

wire”]), (e) neutralization of gender (e.g., “So this old crow woman said to himself ...”) 

and (f) omission, redundant use, or substitution of articles (e.g., “this hill had ___  lot of 

trees”, “The theme to this story is the colonialism”, “he put him in a shade by a big tree”). 



   

 

44  
 

Other features included omission of personal pronouns (e.g., “when she got up ___ went 

outside”), uninflected participles (e.g., “he was badly scratch and biting”) and nonstandard 

possessive determiners (e.g., “w[h]ere is all you stuff?”). Grammatical features reported 

by participants at the exploratory 2004 First Nations English Dialects Forum referred to 

previously included differences in pronoun use, use of tags such as “init” for ‘isn’t it’, and 

the tendency to “string together phrases without the use of conjunctions such as and” (Ball 

& Bernhardt, 2008, p. 579). Bennett (2008), when referring to First Nations English 

spoken in the Yukon, provided an example of a word order difference in the title of her 

presentation (e.g., Who’s own is it language?”).  

 Differences in grammar noted between varieties and the standard can thus be 

substantial, and it follows that they can cause difficulties in school for speakers of 

varieties. This was the case for a group of African American students in Michigan in the 

late 1970s, who were struggling in school (Baugh, 1995; Labov, 1982). In what has come 

to be known as the Black English Trial, their parents took their school and the Michigan 

Board of Education to court. They claimed that the school had failed to modify Methods of 

Instruction (MOI) to suit the linguistic needs of their children who spoke AAL. When 

Labov demonstrated that AAL has a regular structure and its own set of rules, the judge 

ruled that the school “had failed to take appropriate action to overcome language barriers” 

(Labov, 1982, p. 169).  

Several recent studies support that differences in grammar, in addition to 

differences in phonology, can negatively affect a child’s ability to learn to read in the 

standard (e.g., Charity et al., 2004; Craig & Washington, 2004; N. Terry et al., 2012; N. 

Terry et al., 2016). For instance, Craig et al. (2009) studied the relationship between 

density of variety use in oral language and writing, general language abilities, and reading 
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and writing as measured by standardized assessment. They found that density of feature 

use in written narratives had a significant negative direct effect on reading achievement 

among elementary school students who spoke AAL; density with which children used 

features in oral narratives had a negative indirect effect that was mediated by language 

comprehension. Craig et al.’s model, which also included a measure of SES (i.e., the 

Hollingshead Index [HI]), was found to explain 40% of the variance in reading. The HI 

uses caregiver education, caregiver occupation, gender, and marital status to determine 

social status. In Craig et al.’s model, SES had no significant predictive relationship to 

reading, although they speculated that prevalence of home literacy materials, cultural 

differences in approaches to literacy and household income, might have been factors that 

could have accounted for the remaining 60% of the variance.  

A negative relationship between density of variety and reading achievement is 

further supported by Craig and Washington (2004) and N. Terry et al. (2012) who found 

that when elementary students shifted to using MAE as they progressed through the 

grades, their literacy achievement increased. As for reading comprehension, Labov and 

Baker (2010) found that AAL-speaking children’s use of features in their speech when 

reading out loud had less of an effect on sentence comprehension than it did for children 

who spoke Latino English (LE) who had learned to read in Spanish first. For instance, 

while both AAL and LE speakers might omit the final consonant when reading the past 

tense (e.g., “opened” pronounced as “open”, p. 753), the LE speakers had more difficulty 

understanding the meaning of the remainder of the sentence. Just as N. Terry (2014) 

argued, they reasoned that AAL speakers had knowledge of MAE. Even though they did 

not always speak MAE, they were able to comprehend a good deal of what they were 

reading. On the other hand, Hispanic speakers did not. This study suggests that variety can 
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negatively affect reading, but the degree of effect on reading comprehension may vary 

depending on the variety being spoken. 

As for the use of grammatical features in writing, children who speak varieties use 

oral features when they write. But there may be differences in the frequency with which 

they use features, depending on whether they are reading or writing. DeStefano (1972) 

found differences in overall feature productivity between writing and oral production 

among African American children, with noun features being produced more frequently in 

writing and verb features in speech. Regarding the use of specific features, however, 

Kligman and Cronnell (1974) found that past tense deletions were more likely to occur in 

writing than in speech.  

Similar to consequences of vocabulary differences, morphosyntactic differences 

may cause challenges for learning some aspects of mathematics. J. M. Terry et al. (2010; 

2015) studied how students who speak AAL performed when they were required to solve 

MAE mathematical word problems that contained a morphemic mismatch between MAE 

and AAL (e.g., present 3rd singular –s, as in “Jill eats a lot of ice-cream” that may be 

articulated as “Jill eat a lot of ice-cream” in AAL [J. M. Terry et al., 2010, p. 2465]). They 

found that the presence of such features negatively impacted the student’s ability to solve 

word problems in MAE. They proposed that this was due to the extra cognitive load 

required to process linguistic features that have “overt morphemic representation in one or 

more dialects that must be managed” (J. M. Terry et al., 2015).  

In addition to the extra cognitive load needed to manage more than one 

morphosyntactic representation, the inability to discriminate the difference between the 

variety and the standard language is another obstacle to learning in school (Siegel, 2010). 
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For instance, Geiger and Greenberg (1976) found this to be the case for children who 

spoke AAL in inner city schools in Washington, D.C. Students who had been trained to 

distinguish informal AAL from formal standard English using pairs of sentences that 

differed lexically were not able to discriminate when sentences differed syntactically. 

Difficulty with discrimination was not consistent; older children (e.g., 10-year-olds) 

performed better than younger children (e.g., 6-year-olds) and some syntactic forms were 

discriminated more easily than others (i.e., children were better able to discriminate 

between forms of the copula, but less able to discriminate the presence or absence of the 

possessive). Nevertheless, discrimination of their language from the model presented in 

school was challenging for them. This might also explain why approaches such as 

Contrastive Analysis, whereby the teacher systematically teaches the points of contrast 

between the home variety and the standard, is effective (e.g., Craig, 2016; Edwards & 

Rosin, 2016; Fogel & Ehri, 2000; Johnson et al., 2017; Wheeler & Swords, 2004; 

Yiakoumetti, 2007), even when used with young children (Craig, 2016; Edwards & Rosin, 

2016). Similarly, this could explain the effectiveness of teaching code-switching, whereby 

children are taught when to use different varieties of language (Craig, 2016; Devereaux, 

2014).  

In summary, then, research has shown that school-aged students who speak 

varieties have difficulties with phonological awareness, reading, spelling, writing, and 

even mathematics, when they need to perform these tasks in a second variety, as required 

in school. However, the nature of the relationship has not been completely delineated. 

Some scholars propose that their difficulties may be due to linguistic interference or a 

mismatch between the sound systems of their variety and the standard (Labov, 1995). 

Others argue their challenges might be related to linguistic awareness and flexibility (N. 
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Terry et al., 2010). In other words, students may not be aware of the need to switch 

between the two varieties. Negative relationships found between use of varietal features 

and measures of metalinguistic abilities support this latter theory (N. Terry, 2014). 

Differences in sound systems and grammars between standard Canadian English and First 

Nations varieties may cause similar difficulties for First Nations students.  

2.2.3 Language use 
 

In addition to differences in the lexicon (i.e., vocabulary), sound systems and 

grammar, students who speak a variety may have different rules and expectations about 

the way language is used, and style of delivery. The challenge is that most students who 

speak varieties attend schools that operate in a colonial model of hierarchical norms and 

expectations. Misunderstandings between students and teachers can occur if differences 

are not known, which in turn can impede student success. In this section, I review points of 

difference that have been discussed in the literature as they pertain to African American 

children (e.g., Cazden, 2001; Wolfram & Adger, 1993), Indigenous students (e.g., Ball et 

al., 2006; Ball & Lewis, 2005; Epstein & Xu, 2003; Flanigan, 1987; Leap, 1993; Neha, 

2003; Pearce & Flanagan, 2018; Peltier, 2014; Philips, 1983; Scollon & Scollon, 1981) 

and in ethnically mixed contexts in the US (e.g., Michaels, 1981). These relate to question 

asking, silence, narrative, eye contact, and discourse conventions. Fortunately, 

substantively more literature is available regarding the way language may be used by 

Indigenous students in school and how that may impede their success. Since First Nations 

students are my focus, I concentrate here on literature related to how Indigenous and First 

Nations students’ conventions of language use may differ from mainstream students, and 
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how those differences can lead to misunderstandings in school, while supplementing 

with information from other groups (see also Hart Blundon, 2016).  

Discussions around question asking are a case in point. Wolfram and Adger (1993) 

suggested that direct questions may or may not be appropriate for speakers of varieties, 

even though questioning is a commonly used teaching approach in schools (Cazden, 

2001). In another somewhat dated study, Philips (1983) reported that Indigenous students 

in Warm Springs, Oregon were more likely than their non-Indigenous peers to answer a 

teacher’s questions when in a one-on-one situation with the teacher than in the presence of 

other students in a group. Philips concluded that individual sessions with the teacher 

allowed students greater control over their learning and avoided the possibility of being 

seen as boastful or attention-seeking, characteristics viewed negatively in their culture. 

Neha (2003), a Navajo S-LP, reported that a Navajo speaker does not see the point of 

asking questions to which the answer is already known. More recently, Sharla Peltier, a S-

LP and member of Rama (Mnjikaning) First Nation, Ontario, shared that questions are 

taken very seriously in her culture, and an answer is not given lightly; therefore, it may 

take a long time for a First Nations student to respond (Ball et al., 2006).  

Silence, used as a form of respect, is reported as being a pragmatic feature of many 

Indigenous varieties (e.g., Ball et al., 2006). Use of talking as a way of learning may be 

discouraged in lieu of listening, observing, and actively participating in activities (Ball & 

Lewis, 2005). If a teacher is unaware of a student’s use of silence, then the teacher might 

assume that the child has not understood or has nothing to contribute to the discussion. 

However, silence is not generalizable as a feature of all Indigenous English varieties, nor 

is it expected in all circumstances (Hart Blundon, 2016). For instance, Pearce and 

Flanagan’s (2018) work indicated that Indigenous Australian children were as “talkative” 
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as non-Indigenous children when they were asked to be, producing the same number of 

words and sentences in narrative language sampling contexts. Similarly, when 

interviewing First Nations parents and Elders, Ball and Lewis (2014) found that Elders 

preferred that children be both talkative and quiet. Many Elders expressed that children 

need to talk to learn, but also need to be quiet when “Elders, adults, teachers, or visitors 

are talking” or during “ceremonies, prayers, and feasts” (Ball & Lewis, 2014, p. 229). 

Flanigan (1987) suggested that children are only silent when speaking with a non-

Indigenous adult or authority figure. Variation in the use of silence among Indigenous 

people underscores the importance of verifying with the community what local features 

are before making generalizations. 

Children who speak varieties may also tell stories in a different way than children 

who speak a more standard model, and these cultural differences may place them at a 

disadvantage. Michaels (1981) found that African American children, particularly girls, 

preferred to tell a story using a topic-associating style (i.e., elements of the story are 

related in a non-linear way) rather than the topic-centred style (i.e., the story has a single 

plot, told in a linear fashion) used by White children and promoted by schools. Holmes 

(1998) discussed differences in story-telling and listening practices between New Zealand 

Maori and the “Pakeha” European colonizers. For instance, Maori narrators are not 

obligated to include structural components that appear in the stories of Pakeha, such as a 

resolution and coda (i.e., summary) (cf. Labov & Waletzky’s [1967] model of narrative 

analysis). Also, Maori listeners give less verbal feedback and ask fewer questions than 

Pakeha listeners (Holmes, 1998). Among certain Indigenous American speakers, stories 

may be reorganized, or particular elements might be altered for the sake of the audience 

(Leap, 1993). Storytellers may accomplish this by “modifying the setting or time-frame, 
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rearranging the story-line, reorganizing details of particular events, and embellishing (or 

deleting from) the roster of characters” (Leap, 1993, p. 253). Although somewhat dated, in 

their study of Athabaskan speakers, Scollon and Scollon (1981) suggested that Athabaskan 

speakers prefer stories to be brief. Differences in the way students who speak varieties 

may tell stories at home, and the way they are expected to do so at school may lead to 

some difficulties with their success in writing (Epstein & Xu, 2003).  

Peltier’s (2014) research confirmed that what is valued in storytelling may differ 

between First Nations cultures and school. In her study, she asked children of the 

Nipissing First Nation, Ontario, to tell stories using culturally appropriate storytelling 

methods (e.g., children told their stories while seated in a circle, a talking stone was used 

to remind children to listen respectfully and speak from the heart, and so on). She scored 

the children’s stories using the western-oriented Narrative Scoring Scheme (NSS) of the 

Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT, Miller & Chapman, 2008). The NSS 

uses a Likert scale to evaluate seven categories: Introduction, Character development, 

Mental states, Referencing, Conflict resolution, Cohesion, and Conclusion (Heilmann, 

Miller, Nockerts, & Dunaway, 2010). She then asked Elders to rate the stories. She found 

some overlap in the assessment of what constituted a good story between the NSS and 

Elder ratings such as the presence of a stated ending, but she also found differences. For 

instance, Elders valued stories that encouraged the listener to think about how to interpret 

a story or appreciated stories that had to do with family and community relationships. 

Other elements that appeared to be important to Elders included the use of humour, 

attention-getting devices, vivid language to create an image in the listener’s mind, and use 

of dialogue and an animated voice. These are elements that do not contribute to higher 

(i.e., more successful) scores in the NSS. It should be noted that not all western-oriented 
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assessments of narratives evaluate the same elements that are evaluated on the NSS. 

Ukrainetz and Gillam (2009), for example, in their assessment of typically developing 

children and those with specific language impairment, evaluated whether a narrative 

contained expressive elaborations. Expressive elaborations refer to elements of a story that 

make it interesting. Use of humour and discussion about relationships between characters 

are two types of expressive elaborations that may overlap with what Peltier (2014) 

discovered that Elders valued in a story.  

Expectations regarding the use of eye contact may also be different among 

Indigenous children. For instance, Philips (1983) noted that Native American children 

looked away from the teacher more often than non-Native American children and spent 

more time looking at each other. Participants in the First Nations English Dialects Forum 

also reported observing that First Nations children may not make eye contact when 

listening to an authority figure, as a form of respect. They expressed concern that a non-

First Nations person might mistakenly think that the child was not listening if they were 

not aware of this cultural norm (Ball et al., 2006). Sharla Peltier reported that she first 

looks her communicative partner in the eye, but then looks away to visualize what they are 

saying (Ball et al., 2006). Peltier has observed over-pathologization because of different 

expectations regarding eye gaze. She reported that she has received referrals from medical 

professionals who suspected a First Nations student had autism because of the child’s 

diminished eye contact.  

Wolfram and Adger (1993, pp. 20-32) listed additional differences to consider 

when working with students who speak a variety that is different from the standard such as 

(a) intonation, (b) small talk, (c) greetings, (d) discourse openers and conversational 

closures, (e) physical proximity, (f) degree of directness, and (g) rules for addressing the 
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communicative partner. They also discussed pragmatic features such as turn taking, 

offering and accepting apologies, refusing, protesting, and directing as potential areas of 

confusion. If the student’s conventions of language use in these areas are different from 

what is expected at school, misunderstandings can result, leading to lower assessment 

outcomes, decreased learning outcomes, and increased pathologization.  

2.3 Additional Factors that can Influence School Success  

Other factors may interfere with student success, which are less directly related to 

discrepancies between the child’s vocabulary, sound, grammar and language use, and that 

are more directly related to attitudinal factors in the classroom. If teachers are unaware of 

variety as a factor in their classrooms and thus adopt inappropriate pedagogical practices, 

then they may negatively affect the student’s learning (Siegel, 2007). Maroney, Thomas, 

Lawrence, and Salcedo (as cited in Rickford & Rickford, 1995) found that children who 

were always being corrected for errors that were in fact differences related to their variety 

became intimidated and participated less often in class. Epstein and Xu (2003) reported 

that some students also become resistant to learning to read and write. A student’s 

speaking style may have other adverse effects. For instance, Ford (1984) found that 

speaking style influenced how a teacher assessed a student’s writing. Teachers evaluated 

written work associated with students who spoke Spanish-influenced English less 

favorably than those writing samples associated with Standard American speaking 

students, even though the writing samples had been previously evaluated as being 

equivalent by other teacher raters.5 Teacher experience or ethnicity did not affect the 

results. The use of variety can also influence a teacher’s perception of a student’s 
                                                
5 Another term used for the US Spanish-influenced English spoken in the Southwestern US is Chicano English 

(Fought, 2006). 
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behavior. As noted by Haig and Oliver (2003), teachers in low-income schools 

associated “their students’ use of variants as indicative of poor language skills and this, in 

turn, with poor behaviour” (p. 275).  

These factors are compounded when speakers of varieties are assessed with tests 

that have been standardized on students who speak the standard. The result is that they 

may be perceived as being less intelligent (Charity Hudley & Mallinson, 2011) or as 

having a language disorder (Ball & Bernhardt, 2008; Hart Blundon, 2016). Teachers who 

are not familiar with features of their students’ varieties may confuse them in reading and 

writing with errors, seeing them as evidence of literacy problems, and place lower 

expectations on them (Craig & Washington, 2006). Students may then be marginalized 

and receive a lesser quality of education as a result (Hibel et al., 2008).  

The pathologization of African American students was another issue that came to 

the forefront in the previously discussed Black English Trial: S-LPs were found to be 

incorrectly diagnosing AAL speakers as having learning disabilities because they were 

assessing differences due to variety as errors (Baugh, 1995; Labov, 1982; see Section 2.2). 

In some school districts in the US, Baugh (1995) observed that up to 47% of African 

American students might be placed in Special Education, compared with projected 

estimates of 4% of the general population (Baugh, 1995). This was, and continues to be 

because certain language behaviors associated with language disorder overlap with 

features of AAL (e.g., deletion of the copula, subject-verb agreement; Craig & 

Washington, 2006; Washington, 2011). Wolfram and Christian (1989) pointed out the 

potential bias of standardized reading tests, arguing that students who speak varieties, 

including those that speak AAL, may perform more poorly because of differences in 

pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary (see Section 2.2). Rickford and Rickford (1995) 
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discussed the work linguists have carried out to expose the cultural bias in IQ tests for 

African Americans. 

Over-pathologization related to the use of inappropriate tests has also been an 

ongoing concern for speakers of Australian Indigenous Englishes. Pearce and Williams 

(2013) found evidence of cultural bias in the Clinical Evaluation of Language 

Fundamentals - Fourth Edition (CELF-4, Australian Edition, Semel, Wiig, & Secord, 

2006), a test that is used by S-LPs in Australia to assess school-aged children. Pearce and 

Flanagan (2018) subsequently studied how well the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-4 

(PPVT-4, Dunn & Dunn, 2007) predicted Language Sampling Analysis (LSA) measures 

for Indigenous students in their first year of school. The PPVT is widely used by S-LPs, 

Special Education Teachers and Psychologists to measure understanding of vocabulary. 

While the PPVT predicted Mean Length of Communication Unit (MLCU) (i.e., average 

sentence length), Total Number of Words (TNW), Number of Different Words (NDW), 

and Grammatical Accuracy (GA) (i.e., whether the communication unit was grammatically 

accurate) for non-Indigenous students, was not predictive for Indigenous children. They 

recommended against the use of PPVT-4 test with Australian Indigenous children. They 

suggested, instead, the use of LSA measures, although they acknowledged the need for the 

development of normative data.  

Mean Length of Utterance is sometimes used in conjunction with other 

assessments to determine whether a child has a language disorder and is in need of 

specialized help. However, research suggests that MLU scores of children who speak a 

more standard variety are different from those who speak other varieties. As a result, S-

LPs cannot use MLU databases collected on speakers of the standard when assessing 

children who speak varieties. Pearce and Flanagan (2018), who studied the language of 
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australian children in narrative language sampling 

contexts, found that Indigenous students’ sentence length was significantly shorter than 

non-Indigenous students’ sentence length. They attributed their shorter MLU to factors 

related to their variety, including less use of subordination and fewer use of morphemes 

(see Chapter 6 for a more detailed discussion of MLU). 

Over-pathologization of speakers of North American Indigenous Englishes is also 

an ongoing concern. For instance, Bayles and Harris (1982) cited Nicolais and Joyner, 

who reported very high percentages of Navajo children diagnosed as having language 

problems (67%) compared with 4-16% of the general population (Rosenbaum & Simon, 

2016). This rate is akin to what was reported for students who speak AAL (Baugh 1995). 

Bayles and Harris concluded that the over-diagnosis was related to the lack of testing 

materials suitable for Indigenous children. Hibel et al. (2008) investigated the reported 

over-placement of American Indian/Alaskan Native (AI/AN) students in special education 

classes relative to non-ethnic and other ethnic students. They reported that AI/AN children 

were twice as likely to be placed in special education classes in Grade 3 than non-Hispanic 

white children, again a rate that is well above the population standard. For AI/AN children, 

as it was for all the minority children included in the study, a significant predictive factor 

of Grade 3 special education placement was kindergarten readiness test scores in reading 

and math. Lack of AI/AN children’s school readiness may be because their abilities are 

being underestimated by their lower scores on tests that Hibel et al. (2008) say are 

culturally biased. As Siegel (2010) discussed, underestimation becomes a self-fulfilling 

prophecy.  

While over-pathologization is a concern, as previously discussed in this chapter, 

another concern is under-identification of children who need specialized assistance in 
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school. Since disorder can exist within dialect (Oetting, Gregory, & Riviere, 2016), and 

since many features produced by children with language disorder are also produced by 

children who speak varieties, it is particularly difficult to disambiguate the two.  

Despite the evidence that variety can cause both direct and indirect effects on the 

school achievement of students who speak varieties, SES is often used as an explanation. 

In this next section, I outline how arguments that cite low income as the sole factor may be 

flawed. 

2.4 Variety, Socioeconomic Status, and Educational Achievement 

The relationship between variety, socioeconomic status and education achievement 

is complex. Some investigators argued that low income is associated with decreased 

language ability (Schuele, 2001) and suggested that language difficulty is related to lack of 

“quality” stimulation in the home (Hart & Risley, 2003). Furthermore, Ferguson, Bovaird, 

and Mueller (2007) and Hart and Risley (2003) found that low income was correlated to 

poorer school outcomes. Dollaghan et al. (1999) found that children’s performance on 

certain measures of language development was related to their mother’s educational level, 

which is associated with income (Statistics Canada, 2015). When adjusting for ethnicity 

and possibly variety, the language measures they found to be related to maternal education 

level were Mean Length of Utterance in morphemes (MLUm), Number of Different 

Words (NDW), and an assessment of vocabulary comprehension, the Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R, Dunn & Dunn, 1981). However, because children’s 

performance on these language measures was related to sociodemographic variables, 

Dollaghan et al. cautioned against using these assessments with children from low-income 

families to identify those with developmental language disorders. Gilkerson et al. (2017), 
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who attempted to expand on Hart and Risley’s study, found a difference in the number 

of adult-child interactions, the number of words children were exposed to, as well as the 

number of speech-related vocalizations spoken by children (i.e., babbling, word 

approximations, or sentences) in low-income versus high-income homes. 

The belief that low income and lack of stimulation causes a word “gap” for African 

American children and thus “poorer” school outcomes has recently been examined. Flores 

(2013; 2018) pointed out methodological flaws in Hart and Risley’s study, such as their 

use of a small sample of just six families who were on welfare assistance, and sampling 

conditions that likely inhibited the collection of authentic language (i.e., having recorders 

come into the home probably interfered with normal linguistic behaviour). Sperry, Sperry, 

and Miller (2018), who found no gap, further argued that Hart and Risley’s use of “number 

of words” spoken directly to the child by caregivers as an indicator of richness of 

vocabulary stimulation may be incorrect, given that other research indicates that the 

number of word types, rather than number of total words, predict reading achievement in 

schools that promote the standard. Other methodological flaws discussed by Sperry et al. 

(2018) included Hart and Risley’s decision only to count words spoken by the children’s 

mother, rather than all words spoken in the child’s home environment. Children, they 

argued, develop vocabulary in many ways, including from overheard speech.  

Hart and Risley’s interpretation of their statistical results is also questionable. Their 

study found what researchers consider to be a moderate and strong relationship between 

vocabulary use at age 3 and children’s performance on the PPVT-R (r = .57) and the Test 

of Language Development (TOLD) (r = .72) and a moderate relationship between 

vocabulary at age 3 and performance on the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills 

(CTBS/U) (r = .56) at age 9-10. However, their results only account for 0.32%, 0.52%, 
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and 0.31% of the variance respectively. Also, since all of these measures assess 

competency in mainstream American English, it stands to reason that children who speak a 

different variety of English would be at a disadvantage. 

Recent research confirms this disadvantage and points to variety as being an 

additional factor in lower school achievement. Gatlin and Wanzek (2015), in their recent 

meta-analysis of the effect of variety on literacy performance, found that variety had a 

moderately negative effect on overall literacy performance of AAL-speaking children. In 

their analysis, SES had no affect on the effect size. Gatlin and Wanzek concluded that “the 

findings suggest that students who produce higher frequencies of nonmainstream dialect 

features in language tend to have lower scores on literacy outcomes, a relationship that 

appears to exist regardless of SES or grade level” (p. 1316), although they acknowledged 

that their analysis was limited by the fact that most studies had high percentages of low 

SES participants (see Section 2.2). Additionally, as discussed previously, while Craig et al. 

(2009) found that density of variety use in writing had a direct predictive relationship to 

reading, and oral use of variety had an indirect predictive relationship to reading, SES as 

measured by caregiver education, caregiver occupation, gender, and marital status did not 

predict reading achievement in their model (see also Section 2.2.2). 

Despite these critiques and evidence, other scholars continue to argue that low 

income is related to language difficulty. As for the Hart and Risley study, according to 

Shanahan (2018), and agreed upon by Flores (2018), Sperry et al.’s (2018) research also 

had methodological problems. Sperry et al. did not include children from professional 

homes, and so the range of income environments in their study was smaller than it was for 

the Hart and Risley study (Shanahan, 2018). Furthermore, Shanahan argued that research 

rejects the notion that overheard language has a significant effect on language 
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development, particularly for very young children (cf. Golinkoff, Hoff, Rowe, Tamis-

LeMonda & Hirsh-Pasek, 2018), calling into question one of Sperry et al.’s argument 

against Hart and Risley’s methodology.  

Flores (2018) and others (Bahena, 2016), however, object to what they feel is 

deficit-based framing used by Hart and Risley and others. Specifically, they suggest that 

Hart and Risley’s description of “quality” language is racist because it assigns prestige to 

the type of English that “White” people speak. Flores (2018) and Bahena (2016) feel it is 

crucial to use words like “difference” rather than “gap” to describe the disparity in the 

number and type of words heard and used by children of different cultural backgrounds. 

Flores (2013; 2018) applauded Heath (1983), whose study of two communities in the 

US—Trackton, primarily comprised of African American residents and Roadville, 

primarily a white working class community—led to the conclusion that a child’s language 

cannot be called either deficient or proficient but rather unique to the community in which 

it develops.  

Flores (2018) understands why educators feel it is important to teach vocabulary 

that is used in standard English schools, so that children with language difference can 

thrive in environments where standard English is expected, such as in most schools, post-

secondary institutions, and in many places of employment. Rather than teach children 

decontextualized vocabulary, the solution, he argued, lies in the inclusion of 

contextualized vocabulary and a diversity of languages in the classroom (Flores, 2018). 

Flores’ multilingual approach is in keeping with the idea of a bivarietal classroom 

promoted by many researchers (see, for instance, McRae, 1994; Malcolm, 2007). 

Bivarietal classrooms, whereby both the community variety and the standard variety are 
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used and valued, are associated with academic success (Malcolm, 2007; Wheeler and 

Swords, 2004; Yiakoumetti, 2007). 

To summarize, there may be differences in the way English is used in a home 

depending on the child’s cultural background. A problem arises when schools do not 

recognize cultural differences. Research has supported the idea that cultural language 

differences do not cause intellectual differences (Campbell et al., 1997; Rodekohr & 

Haynes, 2001). If teachers are not aware of potential differences related to different 

cultural backgrounds and if schools do not adjust their expectations regarding what is 

“right” and what is “wrong” about the way English is spoken and used, then they are at 

risk of pathologizing students unnecessarily and devaluing their English. 

2.5  Concluding Remarks Regarding First Nations Peoples in Canada and Linguistic 
Discrimination 

 
As discussed above, scholars argue that First Nations Englishes should be accepted 

in the classroom as rule-governed varieties (Sterzuk, 2011). To promote the exclusive use 

of standard Canadian English or French perpetuates a colonialist stance (Sterzuk, 2011). 

The attitude that Canadian standard English or standard French is superior to other 

varieties likely came about as a result of two centuries of Canadian government’s 

promotion of the prestige languages of “the two founding races” (Report of the Royal 

Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, 1967, p. xxvi) and its resultant 

marginalization of Indigenous peoples and their languages. Residential schools, initially 

run by the Canadian government and later off-loaded to churches to reduce costs, 

implemented overt Indigenous language abolishment-based policies (Schissel & 

Wotherspoon, 2003; TRC, 2015). Moreover, the Canadian government’s policy of 

multiculturalism has had a further deleterious effect on Indigenous culture because it 
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placed it on an equal footing with other minority ethnic groups’ culture, rather than on 

par with the cultures of the two so-called founding races (St. Denis, 2011). The Royal 

Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism promoted assimilation, arguing that with 

no common lingua franca, the declination of Indigenous languages was inevitable, 

rendering them of little use for the future (Haque & Patrick, 2015).   

The Task Force on Aboriginal Languages and Cultures (2005) appeared to seek to 

rectify the discriminatory linguistic practices of the past by recognizing that Indigenous 

languages were closely connected to Indigenous culture (Haque & Patrick, 2015). It 

acknowledged that the federal government should support Language Revitalization and 

Indigenous Language instruction, and there should be no disparity between the level of 

funding accorded to French and English and the funding devoted to the original languages 

spoken in what is now Canada (TFALC, 2005). Revitalization and resurgence are crucial 

because their very practice, irrespective of the number of community members that 

become fluent speakers, ameliorates the deleterious effects of language loss by providing 

protection where discrepancies exist in educational outcomes and health and well-being 

(Fitzgerald, 2017). However, TFALC’s recommendations were constrained by the fact that 

Indigenous linguistic rights are not explicitly protected by the Canadian Charter of Rights 

and Freedoms (Haque & Patrick, 2015). In addition, the Canadian government’s emphasis 

on specific job skills development meant that funding for language revitalization was 

diverted toward job-based literacy training that demonstrated improved school retention 

and readiness for entry into the Canadian workforce (Haque & Patrick, 2015, p. 37). 

Likely being motivated by the recommendations of the TRC (2015), the 

Department of Canadian Heritage has very recently created The Aboriginal Language 

Initiative, which provides financial support for community-based programs designed to 
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preserve and revitalize Indigenous languages (Canadian Heritage, 2018). In addition, 

“The Department of Canadian Heritage, the Assembly of First Nations, Inuit Tapiriit 

Kanatami and the Métis Nation are working together to co-develop national First Nations, 

Inuit and Métis languages legislation that will reflect the distinct geographical, political, 

legislative and cultural context impacting language preservation, promotion and 

revitalization” (Canadian Heritage, 2019, para. 1). 

2.6 Summary 

In summary, many factors place students who speak varieties at a disadvantage in 

schools where the standard English model is promoted. Differences in vocabulary, 

phonology, grammar, and language usage can cause difficulties. Inappropriate assessment 

practices can cause over-pathologization. Linguistic bias and discriminatory practices can 

devalue a child’s variety and inhibit learning. Since many students of First Nations 

ancestry may speak varieties, it is reasonable to conclude that such students face similar 

obstacles to overcome. 

In British Columbia, ongoing efforts are being made to close the achievement gap 

between Indigenous students and the remainder of the BC school population. So why is it, 

despite all the efforts, that the gap continues to exist? While there are likely multiple 

factors for the difference in achievement, I believe one overlooked factor is linguistic. 

Students are being asked to communicate in a variety of English that is different than the 

variety they first learned to understand and speak. 

In the next chapter, I begin to present my research, which was designed to explore 

whether students in a remote area of northern British Columbia are speaking a local 

variety of English, and if so, to determine the grammatical features of the local variety and 
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explore how their use changes as the students progress through the grades at Bigton 

School. I do so as a first step in identifying possible linguistic factors affecting the gap 

between the achievements of First Nations students versus the achievement of other 

students in British Columbia. I also do so in order to generate pedagogical solutions.  
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Chapter 3. General Methods  
 

 
Because of Canada’s longstanding practices of linguistic discrimination against 

Indigenous languages, First Nations Englishes sit, in Ball and Bernhardt’s (2008) words, 

on the “the uneasy margin” between language loss and language revitalization (p. 573). 

My aim in conducting this study is to describe the community language where I have 

provided S-LP consultation services, such that I can support the students in Bigton School 

as they learn to speak standard English in addition to their local variety. I also hope to 

provide guidance to other S-LPs and educators as a first step in eliminating the 

pathologization of English varieties, improving teaching, and promoting greater 

understanding of language diversity. 

 As outlined in Chapter 1, the research I undertook to address these goals took place 

in two parts. The first part of this work addresses the questions, (a) Are students speaking 

an identifiable local English variety?; and (b) If so, what are the grammatical features of 

their variety? The second part addresses the question (c) What changes occur in the 

children’s use of features as they progress through the grades in a school where the 

language of instruction is standard English? In this chapter, I describe the study site, the 

school, and the methods I undertook to consult the community. I then describe the 

recruitment process and the participants, providing details about them only as required by 

the analysis, so as to protect their privacy  

3.1 Study Site: Bigton, Bigton School, and Community Consultation 

 I carried out my research in a school in Bigton, a small community in Northern 

British Columbia. Bigton has a restaurant, a grocery store, some accommodation, and 
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some government offices. While about half of the town’s residents are First Nations, the 

majority of the people who live in the region are of First Nations descent (Statistics 

Canada, 2016), and Bigton is located in the Nation’s unceded territory. Bigton School 

teaches children who live in town and children who are transported to the school from 

locations elsewhere in the region. Bigton also has a Preschool, which is operated by the 

School District. Approximately 90% of the children who attend Bigton School are of First 

Nations ancestry, and the ancestral language family of most of the students is Athapaskan 

(Dene). The Nation is actively engaged in language revitalization of their ancestral 

language. 

 Throughout the study, I regularly consulted parents, the School District and the 

Bigton community. Indigenous consultants helped me conduct the project in ways that 

were culturally safe and respectful of local protocols. As such, I used in-person contact 

and phone calls to parents to inform them of progress and results, in addition to written 

documents, and to ask permission when it was necessary to make changes to the research 

protocol. I also presented my research to the Parent Advisory Council, and I invited 

parents of participating children to attend Bigton community meetings where I would be 

speaking. I made annual presentations to or carried out one-on-one consultation with the 

staff at Bigton School, and was in regular contact with the Superintendent about my 

research. I held regular meetings to update the community on my progress and results, and 

to ask for permission to make changes that might affect them as a community (e.g., 

releasing the Nation and community name). On the advice of one of my Nation 

consultants, I made personal phone calls to Elders to invite them to meetings. I also made 

separate presentations to the Band Council and to the Language and Culture Council. At 

the project’s conclusion, I held a final summary community meeting. 
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3.2 Participants 

  I began by trying to recruit the 27 Bigton School children who I had previously 

identified as English as a Second Dialect (ESD) (BC MoEd, 2018b) in my role as S-LP. I 

had designated these students as per BC MoEd guidelines that defined ESD students as 

those “who speak a dialect of English that differs significantly from Standard English used 

in school and in broader Canadian society (i.e., significant variations in oral language 

vocabulary and sentence structure from those used in Standard English)” (BC MoEd, 

2018b, p. 9). In British Columbia, ESD students fall under the umbrella of English 

Language Learners (ELL). The Ministry stated, “Initial assessment should be designed to 

gather information on the student’s English proficiency … and experience in all areas of 

language development: listening, speaking, reading, and writing” (BC MoEd, 2013, p. 6). 

The Ministry of Education did not provide more specific eligibility or diagnostic criteria 

because they aimed to ensure “consistency, quality, and equity while allowing for 

flexibility in the delivery ELL services” (BC MoEd, 2013, p. 3). I designated students who 

presented with grammatical differences from standard Canadian English that appeared to 

be features of a variety, including differences in verb tense, pronouns, prepositions, 

plurals, possessives, conjunctions, sentence construction, and sentence length (see Section 

1.2). Discussion regarding potential sources of bias related to this methodology will follow 

in this section, and will also be addressed in Section 5.4. 

Recruitment began in March and concluded in June of the first year of the study. 

During the first phase of recruitment, Bigton School’s Learning Assistance teacher mailed 

a letter to the parents or guardians of the 27 potential participants, who at that time were in 

Kindergarten to Grade 5. In the letter, parents were asked to give their permission for me 

to contact them about the project. This third party approach was intended to mitigate any 
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pressure families might feel about having their child participate, particularly since the 

children had all been receiving ESD intervention from me. The school principal then gave 

permission to the school receptionist to phone families who had not returned permission 

slips, to remind them to do so if they were interested in learning about the project. 

Families of 15 children returned signed slips.  

To those families who consented to have me contact them about the research, I sent 

a lengthier letter describing my project, its goals, and my intentions. For those families 

who did not return their permission slip for this phase of recruitment within a few weeks 

of receiving the letter, I followed up with a telephone call or in-person explanation. In the 

end, the families of the 15 children who agreed to have me contact them also decided to 

allow their children to participate in the research.  

Table 1 displays the grade and gender of all 15 recruited students. (Thirteen of the 

fifteen recruited children were used for the retrospective Kindergarten analysis – see 

Chapter 4, Table 2; all 15 children participated in the sequential study – see Chapter 5, 

Table 15). Nine male and six female students participated, all of whom identified as cis-

gender (see Table 1), and the majority of whom were of First Nations ancestry (14/15). To 

protect their privacy, and as agreed upon with their parents, I will release no further details 

concerning these children; clinical observations will be limited to those that are required 

for the analyses presented here.  
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Table 1  
 
All participants at the onset of the study – grade & gender 

 
Grade	 K	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	

 
Total 

	
 
Males 	

 
1	

 
1	

 
3	

 
1	

 
1	

	
2	

	
9	

Females	 0	 1	 1	 2	 1	 1	 6	

 
 

Upon school entry, as part of Kindergarten or new student speech and language 

screening, or to assess their standard English vocabulary as part of EDS screening, the 

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT- 4, Dunn & Dunn, 2007) was administered to all 

participants. All children presented with average receptive vocabulary abilities (i.e., the 

ability to understand words), as measured by the PPVT. The PPVT has been standardized 

on White, African American, and Hispanic children in North America, as well as some 

students of Native American and Alaskan Native ancestry (< 5%). According to Dunn and 

Dunn (2007), the PPVT has been found to correlate strongly (i.e., be highly related) with 

another measure of vocabulary, the Expressive Vocabulary Test-2 (r = 0.84 for students 

age 5-6 years; r = 0.80 for students age 7-10 years) and with a commonly used assessment 

tool that measures other aspects of language, the CELF-4 (Semel et al., 2003) (r = 0.67 - 

0.73).  

Of the 15 participants, six had no history of S-LP intervention or Special Education 

involvement (NOSPED), and nine had such a history (SPED). Of the children who had 

been referred for S-LP issues, three students presented with mild difficulties that resolved 

quickly. Again, no further information will be shared about the children, to protect their 

anonymity. Given our current lack of knowledge of what is the typical performance for 
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First Nations students in Canada (Hart Blundon, 2016), I believe that the numbers of 

students falling in the SPED category are inflated.  

All students were included in this exploratory research, regardless of whether or 

not they had a history of SPED services or had been designated to receive funding other 

than ESD funding to support their learning (BC MoEd, 2018b). That is because students 

who speak a variety may also have other learning challenges (Oetting et al., 2016). The 

BC MoEd recognizes the possibility of disorder within variety (Oetting et al., 2016) and 

permits dual diagnosis with the ESD funding category (BC MoEd, 2018b).  

 As noted in Section 3.2, I had designated all participants as ESD after undergoing 

screening assessment. They, as well as all other students designated as ESD in Bigton 

School, were the recipients of interventions for their ESD, as per guidelines provided by 

the BC MoEd (2018b). That the students were receiving intervention should be considered 

when interpreting my results. 

Regarding ESD intervention, I adopted a 3-tiered Response to Intervention (RTI) 

pedagogical approach. RTI uses evidenced-based teaching methods, and ongoing 

monitoring of student learning, to decide whether students require more intense 

intervention (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Speece, 2002; Jimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyden, 2007). 

Tier 1 interventions are general core instructions, delivered to the whole class. Tier 2 

interventions are more specific and strategic and are given in small groups. Tier 3 

interventions are intensive and delivered individually or in very small groups of one to 

three students (Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 2011).  

As for Tier 1 interventions for children in Kindergarten to Grade 3, I recommended 

Recasting. In other words, I suggested that the teacher rephrase the student’s utterance, to 

provide a model of standard English, but not “correct” the students. For example, if a 
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student said, “Yesterday, I play hockey”, I advised a teacher that an appropriate 

response might be, “You played hockey yesterday?  How did you do?” Recasting is 

effective in facilitating the language development of both children with specific language 

impairment, as well as younger language-normal children (Nelson et al., 1996). It, in 

combination with Contrastive Analysis (see below for a further discussion of this method), 

has also been found to be an effective strategy to increase phonological awareness of 

standard American English among Pre-kindergarten AAL-speaking students (Edwards & 

Rosin, 2016). Recasting (or “rephrasing”) has been recommended by Larre (2009) and 

aligns with the recommendations of scholars of language variation (Rickford & Rickford, 

1995; Toohey, 1986, Wheeler & Swords, 2004) who suggested that correcting students 

causes them to shut down in the classroom setting, thereby impeding their learning. I 

offered to provide teachers with in-class demonstrations regarding how they could recast 

their students’ sentences in the context of their regular classroom routines, as well as in 

language groups. 

Regarding Tier 1 interventions for students in Grade 4 and above, I recommended 

Contrastive Analysis and Code-Switching teaching approaches, as a way to teach the 

children to speak and write in standard Canadian English. Contrastive Analysis and Code-

Switching are evidenced-based approaches to ESD intervention (Craig, 2016; Edwards & 

Rosin, 2016; Johnson et al., 2017; Wheeler & Swords, 2004; Yiakoumetti, 2007). When 

implementing these approaches, the teacher systematically teaches the points of contrast 

between the home variety and the standard. Again, I offered to provide in-class 

demonstrations of these methods. 

If annual monitoring indicated that a student’s features were persisting, when 

possible, Tier 2 intervention was provided to students in small groups such as Talking 
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Tables groups (Clifton, Crowley, & McCubbin, 2006), small pull-out reading groups, 

and so on, with the group facilitator being instructed to recast features. When it was not 

possible to provide instruction in small groups, Tier 3 interventions were provided to some 

students in a one-to-one setting using software such as LanguageLinks®: Syntax 

Assessment & Intervention (Wilson & Fox, 2007) and a variety of educational apps on a 

tablet (Tier 3). These tools were designed to teach English grammatical forms. Tier 2 and 

3 interventions were carried out by school support staff in between my visits to Bigton 

School. 

In the next chapter, I outline the specific methods I used for the first part of the 

study, whereby I address the questions, (a) Are students speaking an identifiable local 

English variety? and (b) If so, what are the grammatical features of their variety?  
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Chapter 4. Determining Whether Children in Bigton School are 
Speaking a Local Variety and Documenting their Grammatical 

Features: Specific Methods, Results, and Discussion 
  

In this chapter, I present my first investigation, whereby I address Question 1, Are 

students speaking an identifiable local English variety? and Question 2, If so, what are the 

grammatical features of their variety?  I do so by outlining the specific methods I 

employed to answer these questions. I then present my results. I begin by providing an 

inventory of the grammatical differences I have identified as potential features of the local 

Bigton variety. I then discuss whether these differences have been reported to be features 

of other Indigenous and non-Indigenous Englishes in North America, whether adults in the 

community use them, and whether these features could have transferred from the structure 

of the ancestral language of Bigton. I do so to provide evidence to support my 

observations that the differences I have identified are features of a local variety of English. 

I conclude this chapter by reporting the results of three quantitative statistical analyses for 

children who did not receive Special Education or S-LP services (NOSPED), as well as 

children who later went on to receive them (SPED). Specifically, I report the frequency 

with which Kindergarteners produce individual features, the overall density of feature use, 

as well as the number of different types of features used by the children. I then determine 

if my method of calculating the density of use of features as a percentage of adjusted total 

words produces similar results to results I obtained using another method whereby the 

density of feature use is calculated as a percentage of features per utterance. I then provide 

an overall summary and interpretation of the results of this first investigation. 

 
 



   

 

74  
 

4.1 Methods to Determine the Presence of Grammatical Features of a Local 
Variety 

 
 In this section, I outline methods I followed to investigate whether a local variety 

was present and to identify the features. My approach was both etic and emic (Pike, 1967; 

see also Craig & Washington, 2006). According to Pike (1967), “the etic viewpoint studies 

behaviour as from outside of a particular system”, whereas “the emic viewpoint results 

from studying behaviour as from inside the system” (p. 37).  

From an etic perspective, I worked from pre-existing feature taxonomies created 

from the observations of other S-LPs who were experienced in working with First Nations 

adults and children in Canada, including in nearby regions. I also worked from inventories 

created for children who speak the extensively studied African American and Australian 

Aboriginal English varieties. These inventories were relevant to examine because scholars 

have observed similarities in patterns of features produced by speakers in English colonial 

contexts across varieties in different locations (see Chapter 2). From an emic perspective, I 

began from a tentative taxonomy that I derived from observations I made as part of my S-

LP professional practice (see Section 1.2, for this preliminary list of possible grammatical 

features), adding, revising and consolidating categories after consulting experts in Dene 

(see Section 4.1.1) and during the calibration process.  

I was also guided by the recommendations of Wolfram and Adger (1993), who 

outlined procedures for describing new forms of a variety, including (1) making 

preliminary observations in a variety of naturalistic contexts, (2) manipulating the 

suspected feature to test hypotheses regarding the patterns of use and (3) examining 

whether the rule accurately predicts the patterns of use of new items. While my methods 

involved setting up conditions to elicit past and present tense, and future aspect, and could 



   

 

75  
 

potentially be used to test hypotheses regarding patterns of feature use, I have not done 

so for this analysis. Rather, as the first step in this exploratory research, I have simply 

made observations in naturalistic contexts (i.e., annual language samples collected for 

evaluation purposes as per the BC MoED ESD requirements) and my analyses were 

primarily descriptive. Thus, this analysis mostly aligned with what Wolfram and Adger 

(1993) referred to as the Preliminary Observation phase of linguistic analysis. 

4.1.1 Overview of steps and strategies taken to identify features.  

 Below is an overview of the steps I took and the strategies I used to create an 

inventory of potential grammatical features and investigate if children were speaking a 

variety. 

1: Initial observation. I created an initial inventory of possible grammatical 

features from (a) examination of the literature on well-studied varieties such as African 

American Language and Australian Aboriginal English (e.g., Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, 

2010 and Washington, 2011 on AAL; Butcher, 2008 on Australian Aboriginal English), 

literature on First Nations English varieties in Canada, as well as anecdotal reports of 

clinicians and researchers of First Nations English varieties (e.g., Ball et al., 2006; Genee 

& Stigter, 2010; Peltier, 2008, 2009; Wawrykow, 2011) and published oral narratives 

obtained in the Yukon (Cruikshank, 1998); b) examination of language samples I collected 

to meet the BC MoEd’s annual evaluation requirements for ESD designated students; (c) 

discussion of these observations with a colleague who was providing S-LP service in 

another school in the region; (d) discussion of potential features with school staff, as well 

as long-term residents; (e) my own informal observations of the children in the school; and 

(f) comparison to another inventory that had been previously created for another group of 
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students in the district by a S-LP. These were grammatical features that appeared to be 

used by a variety of students, and seemed to be “out of the ordinary” in terms of their 

form, frequency of use, or age when being used, when compared to more standard 

Canadian English-speaking students with whom I had worked over my previous 30 years 

of S-LP practice. Taking into consideration my tentative list of features, I created codes for 

33 features, some of which were taken from Washington (2011) (see Appendix C). 

2: Consultation with experts in Dene languages. I consulted two experts in Dene 

languages, to inquire as to whether they thought the potential features of a variety I had 

observed in English could be a result of transfer from the structure of the ancestral 

language of Bigton community.6 I carried out the consultation via in-person interview, and 

then followed up by providing experts with a written account via email of what we had 

discussed and asked for their confirmation of such. I consulted the experts to find further 

evidence for the presence of a local variety. If these experts thought that these features 

reflected the grammar and sentence structure of the ancestral language, then further 

support would be provided for a unique community variety of English. At Dr. Moore’s 

recommendation, I obtained additional information from reviewing Moore (2002) (see 

Section 4.2.1).  

3: Retrospective analysis of potential grammatical features in Kindergarten 

samples. For the study, I used Kindergarten language samples from 13 of 15 recruited 

participants who had attended Bigton School for Kindergarten (see Table 2). These were 

samples that had been collected for S-LP Kindergarten screening and ESD evaluation 

purposes a few weeks after each of them had entered school. Kindergarten children’s 

                                                
6 Experts consulted were Dr. Leslie Saxon of the University of Victoria (UVic) and Dr. Patrick Moore of the 

University of British Columbia (UBC). Both Dr. Saxon, as well as an Elder in the community, recommended 
Dr. Moore as an appropriate source. 
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samples were used for this part of the research because they represented the language 

model closest to the vernacular baseline before education could become an overlay on the 

use of community or home language (e.g., Dillard, 1972; Labov, 1984; Stewart, 1970).  

 
Table 2  

Participants for retrospective Kindergarten analysis at the onset of study – grade & 
gender 

 
Grade	 K	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	

 
Total 

	
 
Males 	

 
1	

 
1	

 
2	

 
1	

 
1	

 
2	

 
8	

Females	 0	 1	 1	 2	 1	 0	 5	

 

 
To create a consistent was to group features and reduce the cognitive load for 

reliability assessors who were not as familiar with the variety codes as I was, I 

subsequently merged, modified, and reconfigured my original 33 features categories 

(Appendix C) and reduced their number to 23 (Glossary A). I then assessed my ability to 

transcribe samples reliably and to identify the 23 features (see Section 4.1.3). During 

calibration, I further refined operational definitions of the 23 features. The 23 features, 

their definitions, and examples of each are listed in Tables 3-9. I then transcribed 

Kindergarten samples and coded features (see also Glossary A for the list of 23 features 

and their codes).  

4: Comparison to features of Indigenous American English speakers. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, many English varieties share patterns of features (see Chapter 2 for 

discussion of possible reasons for why this may be the case). I compared prospective 

features to those appearing in publications of Indigenous American English (Bayles & 
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Harris, 1982; Dyc, 2002; Leap, 1993; Rowicka, 2005; Wolfram, Danenburg, Knick, & 

Oxendine, 2002). I did so to provide evidence for the existence of a local variety in Bigton 

School. Specifically, if grammatical differences identified among the Kindergarteners have 

also been identified by researchers of North American Indigenous English speakers as 

features of an English variety, then this would provide external validity to my observations 

and buttress my argument that patterns produced by students in Bigton School are 

examples of varietal features as well.  

5: Examination of published oral narratives of local adults. I also examined 

published oral narratives of local adults to see if they contained the same potential features 

identified among the Kindergarten children. This comparison served to further support and 

corroborate the inventory. If adults in the broader community showed grammatical 

differences from the standard similar to those seen in the children’s speaking and writing, 

then this would provide further support that the different forms are features of the 

community’s grammar.   

6: Final modification of inventory. I subsequently refined the operational 

definitions of some of the 23 features derived from Kindergarten samples, after analyzing 

data collected for the Sequential portion of the study (Part 2). I did this because I 

discovered that I had not fully described a feature when I relied solely on the nature of its 

presentation at Kindergarten and that I needed to revise its definition when analyzing 

samples for the Sequential portion.  

4.1.2 Oral language sampling with Kindergarteners.  

To collect oral language samples, I asked children to tell a story about a short, 

animated video that contained no dialogue. I selected videos to elicit language samples for 
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S-LP purposes over a six-year period, a decision that my colleague and I arrived at 

jointly when first preparing to provide consultation services to schools in the Bigton 

district. Adoption of this methodology in our clinical practice was inspired by the work of 

Dollaghan, Campbell, and Tomlin (1990) who used a short animation to obtain language 

samples from children who were brain injured. They reported that video narration allowed 

for consistency of content, while simultaneously maintaining high-interest value. For S-LP 

purposes, my colleague and I expected that video animation would have the added 

advantage of having high interest value across a wide age range, and so would allow for 

consistency of methodology for students in Kindergarten through High School. At my 

colleague’s suggestion, various YouTube videos were examined for use in the early years 

of S-LP practice. Humorous videos were selected that would encourage the production of 

grammatical features of the local variety of English in the region in which we were 

practicing. We selected humorous videos because humour is reported to be valued in First 

Nations cultures (Larre, 2009). Videos that had a clear male and female character, were 

about two to three minutes long, had accompanying music but no dialogue, and had 

sufficient content to generate productive language samples, were evaluated. The videos 

used included Fantasia Taurina (Perez Gonzoles, Vancouver Film School [VFS], 2003); 

Snout (Vogt, 2008); Balloons (Kim, 2008); Oktapodi (Ajamen, 2009) and Wasabi Guy 

(Ushko, VFS, 2013).  

As expected, videos proved to be highly motivating for the students, as evidenced 

by their frequent requests to have their turn to watch them. An additional reason for 

selecting video was the anticipated need to collect language samples by telepractice, 

should weather or cancelled flights prevent travel to the community. It was felt that it 

would be easier to obtain a language sample using videos via the Internet, than to elicit 
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samples by standardized methods such as retelling a story that would require the 

assistance of a staff member who was trained in the administrative protocol.  

I obtained permission for the continued use of the aforementioned videos for S-LP 

and research purposes from the creators or owners of selected animations. Of these videos, 

I selected three for use for the Sequential portion of the study (see Section 5.1). No videos 

featured animals that were considered to be sacred to this Nation, (i.e., wolf, crow, and 

otter) (Anonymous, personal communication, date withheld).  

I collected samples in narrative contexts because narratives most closely aligned 

with language expectations in school (Miller et al., 2011; Mills, Watkins, & Washington, 

2013) and narrative sampling has been found to work well for eliciting language samples 

from school-aged children (Miller et al., 2011) and for identifying features of Aboriginal 

English varieties in Australia (Pearce, Williams, & Steed, 2015). Also, narrative sampling 

is used with benchmark assessments throughout North America (Mills et al., 2013), as 

well as with BC provincial FSA examinations (BC MoEd, n.d., FSA). As such, it seemed 

logical to study grammar differences that could be varietal differences in similar narrative 

sampling conditions.  

Methods for collecting samples for S-LP purposes evolved over this six-year 

period as I became more aware of potential features and wanted to create conditions that 

might elicit them. For the first year of collection of language samples for S-LP purposes, I 

asked children to watch a video and then, afterward, tell me the story of what had 

happened in the beginning, the middle, and the end. Thus, I asked them to retell the story 

using a more Western style of storytelling. This method successfully elicited a variety of 

past tense forms. For the remainder of the years during the collection period, I also asked 

the children to tell me what was happening while they watched the video. I did this to 
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encourage the production of present tense forms. During the last two years that I 

collected samples for S-LP purposes, I also asked students to predict what would happen 

next, in an attempt to elicit future tense forms.7 Even though I collected samples in 

Western narrative contexts, I also engaged in conversation with the children prior to 

obtaining the sample to establish rapport, when they asked a question or made a comment 

during their video retell or tells. I included these data in the Kindergarten analyses 

because, in Canada, scholars of First Nations Englishes recommend collecting samples in 

a variety of contexts (Ball et al., 2006). Within language samples, all complete and 

intelligible utterances, regardless of whether they were produced in conversation, 

narrative, or expository contexts, were used to generate a list of potential grammatical 

features of the local variety of English being spoken by Kindergarten children upon school 

entry.   

I collected samples in a small office in the school. Students were audio recorded 

using a Sony IC Recorder ICD-UX70 (recording format: MP3; sampling frequency: 44.1 

kHz; bit rate: 128 kbps; microphone sensitivity set at a low level suitable for small spaces) 

that was held approximately 46 cm from the child’s mouth. During video-tell elicited 

samples, I adjusted the music volume to a level that ensured both that the child could hear 

and enjoy the video experience, and that I could clearly hear what the child was saying on 

the recording. 

4.1.3 Inter-rater reliability of identification of potential Kindergarten features.  

I assessed my ability to reliably transcribe Kindergarten samples by comparing my 

orthographic transcriptions of randomly selected (without replacement) anonymized audio 

                                                
7  Technically English has only two tenses (present/non-present), and future is an aspect. 
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files with those of transcriptionists from SALT Software, LLC (Miller & Iglesias, 

2012). SALT is a software program.  SALT “… standardizes the process of eliciting, 

transcribing, and analyzing language samples. It includes a transcription editor, standard 

reports, and reference databases for comparison with typical peers.” (SALT, 2019, para. 

1). The company also provides transcription services and agreed to participate in inter-rater 

reliability assessments. Word-by-word agreement on 2 of 13 transcripts was calculated to 

be 86.87%. I accepted this level of agreement because 85% is considered to be adequate 

(Heilmann et al., 2008), the children were young and therefore not likely to be as 

intelligible as older children, and SALT transcriptionists were unfamiliar with this variety 

of English. Of the words that were not agreed upon, 11.44% of disagreements were low-

intensity grammatical morphemes (e.g., he versus he’s; they’re versus they are, and so on) 

when no background music was playing during the sampling, and 12.23% of 

disagreements were low-intensity grammatical morphemes when music was playing in the 

background. The remaining 87% of disagreements for each condition were regarding 

words (e.g., I saw the little kid versus I saw that one kid; And he gots moustache versus 

And he like moustache). This analysis indicates that disagreements regarding low intensity 

grammatical morphemes were infrequent and not affected by music playing in the 

background of the recording. Regarding the application of SALT codes pertinent to 

identifying Complete and Intelligible (C&I) Verbal utterances, I was 96.93% accurate on 2 

of 13 transcripts. 

I subsequently assessed my ability to reliably identify grammatical features in 

typed non-SALT-coded (except for part word coding) orthographic transcriptions of 

randomly selected, without replacement, anonymized audio files while simultaneously 

listening to the audio files. I then compared my identified features with identifications 
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made by a colleague who was familiar with the local variety. Transcripts were assessed 

one at a time, and my colleague and I discussed our results after the completion of each 

transcript. Features were “agreed upon” if we (a) both identified the same feature or (b) 

agreed that each other’s choice of feature, even though they differed, were correct choices, 

given different interpretations of what the child may have intended to say. The decision to 

also include features that we agreed were correct choices, given our different 

interpretations, was motivated in the initial phases of the calibration process by our 

observation that it was often difficult to determine what the child had intended to say. For 

example, in the case of a child’s response, Look, in response to the question, What 

happened here?, the child’s response could have been interpreted as a command for the 

examiner to look, with no grammatical features being used. Alternatively, Look could have 

been interpreted as He looks, with the subject phrase and third person singular <s> 

omitted, both of which had been identified as possible features. It was particularly difficult 

to disambiguate certain features. For example, in the utterance, And the bus come, it was 

not known whether the child was using the feature Absent 3rd Person Singular ‘s’” (i.e., 

And the bus comes), or Absent Copula or Auxiliary in combination with Absent-ing (i.e., 

And the bus is coming) to express present tense, or Uninflected Past Tense (i.e., And the 

bus came) to express past tense. The context was of minimal assistance in this case 

because of the children’s frequent use of tense switching within sentences, paragraphs, and 

narratives (see also Section 5.1.3). Rather than lose reliability information on key features 

such as these, and because my goal was to examine whether we could identify features, not 

whether we could agree on what the meaning was intended to be, I decided to include 

features that we agreed could be correct choices given different interpretations of what the 

child may have meant to say, in the reliability calculations. Feature-by-feature agreement 
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for 2 of 13 transcripts was 91.80%. Given this level of agreement, I selected my two 

coded samples (as opposed to my colleague’s) to be included in the analysis and then 

independently coded the remainder of the transcripts.  

4.1.4 Analysis of transcripts.  
 

I used SALT software, Research Version 2012, to analyze transcribed and feature-

coded transcripts (see Glossary A for codes). I chose SALT because it provides standard 

conventions of transcription, critical for allowing comparisons of measures of language 

complexity (e.g., average sentence length) over real time for individual children. It is also 

customizable, which allowed me to track and model the frequency of use of grammatical 

features. Finally, SALT also contains reference databases, which enabled me to discuss 

Bigton students’ oral language skills in relation to those of some other North American 

children. Only C&I Verbal Utterances were included in the analysis. An utterance, 

according to SALT, is a communication unit (C-unit). First described by Loban (1976), a 

C-unit is defined as an independent clause and its modifiers. Incomplete and unintelligible 

utterances were excluded, to reduce the possibility of misidentifying a feature. For 

example, in the case of an abandoned sentence such as I walk ~, it would not be possible to 

disambiguate whether the student intended to use the present tense, as in, I walk to the 

store, or the past tense, as in I walked to the store. Mazes, “filled pauses, false starts, 

repetitions, and reformulations” (Miller et al., 2011, p. 289), were also excluded from the 

analysis. As mentioned above, all C&I Verbal utterances, regardless of whether they were 

produced in a narrative, conversation, or expository contexts, were analyzed.  

Due to the nature of the present tense sampling conditions, I was not able to assess 

the accuracy of verb tense. That was because I asked students to relate, What’s happening, 
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while they simultaneously watched the video, and so they sometimes gave accounts of 

what they had just seen, and sometimes gave accounts of what they were currently seeing. 

If the verb was uninflected, however, I coded it according to the inflection that would be 

expected for the present tense and for the context. For example, if the child said, He go 

like this, then I coded it as Absent 3rd Person Singular <s>. In situations where a child did 

not inflect a verb in the present tense, and I was not sure whether the child meant to use 

the simple present or present progressive, then I took a conservative approach and coded 

one feature, Absent 3rd person singular <s>, rather than two features, Absent Copula and 

Different <ing>. When attempting to elicit future aspect (i.e., tense), children tended to 

respond with the present tense, or the future aspect, either of which is acceptable. If the 

verb was uninflected, I again used context to guide me in my judgements. For instance, if 

the child responded with, He go there, when asked, What will happen next?, then I used 

context to decide whether the child used Absent 3rd Person Singular <s> (i.e., He goes 

there) or Absent Copula or Auxiliary (i.e., He will go there or “He’ll go there). 

4.1.5 Methods for statistical analysis.  

Measuring the density of variety use over time. Several methods have been used 

to measure variety density and change in density of variety over time. Density of variety 

has been rated on scales, as is the case in studies that use listener judgement (Oetting & 

McDonald, 2002). The Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation (DELV, Seymour et 

al., 2003) is an assessment tool that computes a “language variation score” that is used to 

rate a child’s degree of variation from Mainstream American English on a scale (i.e., 

strong, some, or no variation) (e.g., N. Terry et al., 2010; N. Terry et al., 2012).  
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Variety has been measured by sentence imitation. In this case, the percentage of a 

child’s production of features is calculated (e.g., Charity et al., 2004; N. Terry, 2014).  

Type-based methods of analysis have been used to study density of use of variety. 

For instance, the percentage of children using each type of varietal feature has been 

computed, or the total number of each type of feature has been calculated for each child 

(Oetting & McDonald, 2002).  

Token-based approaches have also been used to measure the rate of production of 

features (e.g., Craig & Washington, 2004, 2006; Craig, Washington, & Thompson-Porter, 

1998; Craig et al., 2009; J. M. Terry et al., 2010). In fact, Oetting and McDonald (2002) 

described this frequently used approach as being the most accurate way to characterize the 

rate at which features are produced. When using a token-based approach, one may divide 

the number of utterances that contain one or more features by the total number of 

utterances in a sample. Alternatively, one may divide the number of features by the 

number of words in a sample to derive a features-per-word metric, which Craig and 

Washington (2006) refer to as a Dialect Density Measure (DDM). Another token-based 

approach divides the number of features by the number of utterances to derive a rate of 

feature use per utterance metric (Oetting & McDonald, 2002; Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, 

2010). Sociolinguistic variationist models have also been used to compute the frequency of 

use of a feature in relation to the potential cases where a feature might occur (Van 

Hofwegen & Wolfram, 2010).  

For my research, I primarily used token-based methods, although I did complete 

one type-based method with Kindergarten features identified during this retrospective 

analysis. I was not able to complete a sociolinguistic variationist model since rules or 

constraints of use of Bigton children’s features have not, as yet, been determined. I used a 
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token-based rate of features per word metric rather than a rate of features per utterance 

metric because I had used it for my S-LP practice. However, for S-LP purposes I 

converted rate to percentage because I believed the conversion would allow me to report 

changes in the use of features in a way that would be more understandable to parents, 

teachers, and community members. For example, when calculating the number of features 

as a percentage of total words in a sample, I might say, “Student is learning to speak in 

standard Canadian English. Last year, 17% of his words contained differences from 

standard Canadian English. This year, 10% of his words contain differences.” For research 

purposes, I decided to continue to convert rate measurements to a metric derived from 

calculating the number of words with features as a percent of total words, rather than 

calculate the number of words with features as a percent of total utterances. I did this for 

several reasons. First, the maintenance of an approach consistent with the approach I used 

for S-LP purposes would allow me to determine whether the results I obtained for 

Kindergarteners for research purposes were similar to those I obtained in my practice. I 

would therefore be provided with additional evidence of the external validity of the 

research results, increasing confidence that pedagogical recommendations based on them 

would have application to the broader school population. Second, if my method aligned 

with that used by dialectologists who have used a features per word type of rate 

measurement, then I would be able to make more direct comparison of the patterns 

displayed by the participants in my study with child speakers of other English varieties 

(e.g., Craig & Washington, 2004, 2006; Craig et al., 1998; Craig et al., 2009; J. M. Terry 

et al., 2010). Finally, if I had used a features-per-utterance method rather than a features-

per-word metric, I would not have been able to compare the same child’s oral narratives to 

their written narratives. That is because, for this analysis, I did not segment written 
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samples into the written equivalent of utterance known as minimal terminal units or “T-

units” which are defined as “one main clause with all the subordinate clauses attached to 

it” (Hunt, 1965, p. 20).  

When making the aforementioned calculations, however, I felt I needed to adjust 

my calculation of total words for the following reason. When examining the inventories 

provided by Washington (2011) and Van Hofwegen and Wolfram (2010), researchers who 

have studied the change in use of African American children’s use of AAL features over 

time, it appeared to me that the features in their inventories generally aligned with words. 

So a metric that divided the number of features by the number of words in a sample to 

yield a rate of feature production per word was meaningful for their inventories. One 

possible exception in their inventories was what they labeled “Appositive Pronoun” (e.g., 

“and the other ones, they didn’t have nothin’”) (Washington, 2011, p. 123). As I reported 

in Section 2.2.2, Bayles and Harris (1982) described this pattern as Topicalization. L. 

Saxon (personal communication, August 18, 2015), an expert in Dene with whom I 

consulted, agreed that this pattern of grammatical use could be called Topicalization, a 

commonly used pattern among Dene speakers of English. She also agreed that 

Topicalization could be correctly described as an utterance-level feature. Given this, I 

decided to label it Topicalization and identify it as an Utterance-level feature.  

There were four additional features in my inventory of 23 features that I felt more 

accurately described as utterance-level rather than word-level features, namely “absent use 

of subject, verb, or object phrase” [APHRASE], “the stringing together of clauses with 

optional use of subject” [STRING], “repetition for emphasis” [REP], and “differences in 

word order” [WO] (see Table 9). Because my inventory contained 5 of 23 features that did 

not neatly align with words, I was faced with a dilemma. Using utterance-level features in 
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my calculation of features as a percent of words in a sample created the potential for 

inflating the rate of features per total words for those students who used utterance-level 

features in addition to word-level features. For example, if a student produced 15 word-

level features in a sample of 100 words, I would need to report, “15% of student’s words 

contained features (15 word-level features produced in the sample divided by 100 words in 

the sample multiplied by 100 to convert to percentage). However, if a student produced 10 

word-level features and 5 utterance-level features, I would again have to say, 15% of the 

student’s words contained features (10 word-level features + 5 utterance-level features 

divided by 100 words in the sample, multiplied by 100 to convert to percentage). I felt this 

was not an accurate measurement to report to parents since the unit of measurement was 

features per words. Given that some speakers of the Bigton variety of English indicated 

that they were not aware that they were using features, and given the embarrassment that 

some residents expressed about their way of speaking, in my S-LP practice I felt it was 

essential to try to avoid inflating the rate of feature use and be as accurate as possible when 

reporting density of features as a percent of total words to teachers, parents, and 

community members. At the same time, I felt it was important to use a single measurement 

for reporting purposes. 

To mitigate the inflation somewhat, I added the total number of utterance-level 

features used by the student to the Number of Total Words (NTW) to create an Adjusted 

Number of Total Words (NTW-A). Essentially, I gave each utterance-level feature 

produced by the child the value of a word. For instance, for the student who used ten 

word-level features and five utterance level features in their sample of 100 words, the 

VDM would be calculated by adding 10 word-level features and 5 utterance-level features, 

dividing that product by the Number of Total Words (i.e., 100) + the number of utterance-
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level features (i.e., 5) and then multiplying the product by 100 to convert to percentage 

(i.e., 10 + 5 /100 + 5 = 15/105 X 100 = 14%). I felt that this way of measuring the rate of 

feature use was more accurate than it would be if I did not make the adjustment. 

Additional methods of calculating the rate of feature use, such as calculating a percentage 

of utterances with features mentioned previously, or calculating rate of use of utterance-

level features separately from word-level features would eliminate the need to make this 

adjustment. However, again, if I did so, I would no longer be able to as easily compare the 

results I obtained for research purposes with those obtained for S-LP purposes. I would not 

be able to compare my results to those obtained for other children who speak varieties. 

Furthermore, I would not be able to compare the results from oral samples and written 

samples. Consequently, for this first step in my inquiry regarding the rate of use of features 

in Bigton School, I decided to continue to calculate the number of words with features as a 

percentage of total words and make the aforementioned adjustment. To my knowledge, 

this issue of inflation has not been addressed directly before. My approach attempts to do 

so.  

Determining the frequency of use of each feature. After having identified features 

(see Section 4.2.1), I was interested to learn more about the frequency with which 

Kindergarteners used each individual feature. I felt that this type of analysis might reveal 

patterns that could have implications for pedagogical practice.  

To calculate the rate of individual feature use, I used a token-based approach. I 

divided the number of each child’s use of individual features (i.e., all features, including 

both word-level and utterance-level features) by the NTW-A in each child’s sample and 

then multiplied by 100 to obtain a percent use of each individual feature for each child. 

Next, I calculated the average of all children’s rate of use of each individual feature among 
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the Kindergarteners in the retrospective analysis. I then separated out NOSPED from 

SPED students to see if there were differences between the two groups of Kindergarteners. 

I did this to test whether the children’s grammatical differences were evidence of variety, 

rather than language disorder. If my NOSPED students also presented with features, then 

my argument that their English is a variety, not language delay would be supported. While 

I used a token-based approach to measure the overall rate of feature use in my practice, I 

had not applied it to determine the frequency of use of each individual feature before in 

my S-LP practice. I carried out this type of analysis for research purposes to learn more 

about the local variety being spoken in Bigton School. (See Appendix D for raw data.) 

Determining the overall density of feature use for each Kindergartener (VDM) as 

measured by the percentage of words with features. I was also interested in learning each 

student’s overall density of feature use. Again, I felt that a closer inspection of these data 

might have implications for pedagogical practice. To calculate overall rate of feature use, 

or what Craig and Washington (2006) called a Dialect Density Measure (DDM), I again 

used a token-based method that I had used in my S-LP practice to measure change over 

time. I divided the total number of all features (i.e., tokens), including both word and 

utterance level features, by the NTW-A in my samples. I then deviated from Craig and 

Washington and converted to a percentage for the reasons I explained previously; I 

multiplied the rate metric by 100 to create a percentage of feature use. I then separated out 

NOSPED and SPED students and explored both group’s VDMs. In order to avoid using 

the stigmatized word dialect, I refer to my metric as a Variety Density Measurement 

(VDM), (See Appendix D for raw data.)  

Determining overall density of variety use for each Kindergartener as measured 

by the percentage of utterances that contained features. As another way to measure the 
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overall density of use of variety, I used another token-based approach described in the 

literature, namely calculating density at the level of the utterance. My decision was 

motivated by Washington’s (2011) description of density of variety use among African 

American students, which was, “A high user of AAE [AAL] may have 50% of their words 

or 35–50% of their utterances marked with one or more features of the dialect.” (p. 115). I 

decided to explore the latter metric Washington described. That was because I had not 

used this way of measuring density before, and it occurred to me that this might be a less 

time-consuming way for teachers, S-LPs, and other educational professionals to measure 

and then report on the changes they observed in their students’ use of standard English in 

the classroom. Rather than performing an approach described by Van Hofwegen and 

Wolfram (2010) (i.e., dividing the number of features by the number of utterances) that 

would be time-consuming for teachers, I instead, (again, being motivated by Washington’s 

statement) divided the number of utterances that contained one or more features by the 

total number of utterances. I then separated out NOSPED and SPED children and explored 

whether there were differences in rates of their use of varietal features using this metric 

(See Appendix D for raw data).  

Determining how many different types of features each Kindergartener used. I 

was also interested in learning how many different types of features each child used, so I 

used a type-based as opposed to a token-based approach for this analysis. As Washington 

(2011, p. 115) stated, AAL “is highly variable in the amount of dialect used by a given 

child or community.” This is the case, she said, for students who live in the same 

neighbourhood or even on the same street. In my S-LP practice, I had observed the same 

phenomenon. Some Bigton children used many types of features, and others just a few. I 

wanted to confirm my observation empirically and describe the degree of variability. I 
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wanted to demonstrate to S-LPs and teachers that a student does not necessarily use all 

features that are characteristic of a community variety to be considered to be a speaker of 

the variety; just as there is variation within language, there is variation within a variety. I 

then wanted to determine if there was a significant difference in number of different types 

of grammatical features used by NOSPED and SPED students. 

Convergent validity. Having completed VDM calculations for Kindergarteners and 

for the students who participated in the Sequential Portion of the study, I was satisfied that 

the data I collected for research purposes reflected what I had observed in my S-LP 

practice. I then assessed whether the results I obtained using my method of calculating the 

rate of feature use produced similar results to those obtained using a rate of feature per 

utterance token-based method described in the literature (e.g., Oetting & McDonald, 2002; 

Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, 2010). This latter method type of analysis would not require 

me to adjust the NTW to mitigate inflating the VDM.  

Statistical analysis. Descriptive Analyses were performed using Microsoft® 

Excel® for Mac 2011, and CHARTS, COLUMN, CLUSTERED COLUMN or 

STACKED COLUMN. To determine if there was a significant difference in VDM 

between NOSPED and SPED students for (a) words that contained features as a percent of 

total words in a sample; (b) percent of utterances that contained grammatical features; and 

(c) number of different features used by students, independent-samples t-tests were 

performed using IBM SPSS (Version 24) COMPARE MEANS, INDEPENDENT-

SAMPLES T TEST and IBM SPSS DESCRIPTIVES, EXPLORE and GRAPHS for 

descriptives and evaluation of assumptions. The t-test statistic requires independence of 

observations. Since there was no overlap of students in each of the groups, I met this 

requirement. However, in this small community, I was not able to take into consideration 
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that some students may have been “nested” in the same class and their out-of-school 

environment. Tests of normality and homogeneity of variance indicated that assumptions 

were met, and so I was able to perform this parametric statistic (see Appendix E for tests 

of assumptions and boxplots). To assess the relationship between measurements of density 

of feature use obtained using my methods to those obtained using a rate of features per 

utterance metric, a Pearson correlation was carried out using IBM SPSS (Version 25), 

CORRELATE, BIVARIATE, and GRAPHS, LEGACY DIALOGUES, SCATTER/DOT 

for evaluation of assumptions (see Appendix E for tests of assumptions and scatterplots). 

4.2 Results and Discussion 

4.2.1 Grammatical features.  

In this section, I provide an inventory of grammatical features and examples of 

each. I indicate (Tables 3-9) and discuss whether these features are reported to be features 

of other Indigenous Englishes in North America (Bayles & Harris, 1982; Dyc, 2002; Leap, 

1993; Rowicka 2005; Wolfram et al., 2002), are present in published narratives of First 

Nations English speakers (Cruikshank, 1998) or are reported to be possibly features of 

First Nations Englishes (Ball et al., 2006; Genee & Stigter, 2010; Peltier, 2008, 2009; 

Wawrykow, 2011). I indicate (Tables 3-9) and discuss what features may reflect the 

structure of the ancestral language. I examine whether or not these features are likely 

developmental or examples of language disorder. I justify why I believe these grammatical 

patterns are features of a local variety. I then present the results of statistical analyses 

designed to determine the frequency with which each individual feature was used, as well 

as the overall density of feature use, as measured by the percent of words and utterances 
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with features and the number of different types of features used, in the aggregate, by the 

children. 

Verbs had the greatest representation of features differing from more standard 

Canadian speakers, both in variety and number (see Table 3). They included (a) absent 

copula or axillary [DV:ACOPAUX] (e.g., They ___  waiting); (b) four differences in the 

way verbs were inflected, including (i) use of uninflected past tense (e.g., He look there 

yesterday; Then he hold it tighter) or use of verbs inflected for present tense, to code past 

tense events (e.g., Then this kid comes over and looked like she was coming from a party) 

[DV:PP] (see Section 4.3 for a further discussion of this feature), (ii) absence of third 

person singular <s> [DV:A3S] (e.g., He kick the ball), (iii) omission of <ing> [DV:ING] 

(e.g., The girl is bounce all over), and (iv) addition of <ed> when forming past tense, by 

using the root and adding <ed> or an additional <ed> [DV:REG] to irregular verbs (e.g., 

Her blowed that; The balloon spinneded), by adding <ed> to the irregular past tense form 

of the verb (e.g., He felled down), or by adding an additional <ed> to the regular past tense 

form (e.g., She poppeded the balloon); (c) omission of the to in the infinitive [DV:ATO] 

(e.g., She was waiting for the girl ___ come back); (d) differences in subject-verb 

agreement [DV:SVA] (e.g., They was coming); and (e) infrequent use of gots for has 

[DV:GOTS/HAS] (e.g., The woman gots a …. ).   

Absent Copula or Auxiliary, as previously discussed, is a pattern that is also a 

clinical marker of developmental language disorder (see Chapter 2). Since this pattern is 

also used by speakers of other Indigenous English varieties, as well as by adult speakers in 

the community, I argue that it is likely a feature of this local variety. An argument could 

also be made that use of Uninflected Verb Tense could be related to language disorder. 

However, again, its use by speakers of Indigenous American English is well documented, 
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and it is also used by adults in the community, suggesting that it may also be a feature of 

the local Bigton variety. It might also be argued that the number of uninflected verbs I 

identified is inflated because verb inflections are sometimes hard to hear. While it may be 

that some verbs were mistakenly documented as being uninflected, inter-rater reliability 

measurement suggests that inaudibility was not a factor in this analysis (see Section 4.1.3).  

Use of present tense to describe events that took place in the past is a form of 

Historical Present. Use of Historical Present can occur during storytelling in standard 

English (Fludernik, 1992). However, its widespread use among the children in Bigton 

School when compared to language samples I had collected for S-LP purposes in more 

standard English contexts, its apparent increase in use over time, and its use by adults in 

the community, lead me to believe that it is a feature (see Section 4.3 for further discussion 

of Historical Present and why I decided to include it in this analysis).   

Additional features such as Subject-Verb Agreement or Regularization are 

developmental for speakers of more standard Canadian English. However, both of these 

forms are usually acquired by 40 months (Bowen, 1998; Miller, 1981). Also, both are used 

by adults in the community. These factors lend support for these being grammatical 

varietal features.  

Adults in the community do use infinitive marker “to”. However, Absent “to” is 

identified as being a feature of child AAL (Washington, 2011), and so it may be a 

developmental feature of this variety. Use of gots for has has been documented as being a 

characteristic of AAL (Fodor & Smith, 1978) and Colleen Wawrykow anecdotally 

proposed it as a feature of child Indigenous English (Ball et al., 2006). Therefore, I 

included it in this analysis as another possible feature of this variety (see Section 4.3).  
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Table 3 
 
Verbs: features, whether they are present in Indigenous American English, First Nations 
English, and community adult Dene narratives, and whether the feature may originate in 
the ancestral language (X = feature present) 
Morphosyntactic  
Feature 

Example Indigenous 
American 
English  

First 
Nations 
English 

Adult First 
Nation 
English  

Ancestral 

 
Different Verb: 
Absent copula or 
auxiliary  
[DV:ACOPAUX]  

 
They ___  
waitin’ 

 
X 

 
X 

 
X 
 

 
X 

 
Different Verb: 
PresentPast 
[DV:PP] 

 
He look 
there 
yesterday 

 
X 

 
X 

 
X 
 

 
X 

 
Different Verb: 
Absent 3rdperson 
<s> [DV:A3S] 

 
He kick the 
ball 

 
X 

  
X 
 

 
X 

 
Different Verb: 
Absent-ing 
[DV:ING] 

 
The girl is 
bounce all 
over 

 
   X 

  
X 

 
X 

 
Different Verb: 
Regularization 
[DV:REG] 

 
Her blowed 
that;  
The 
balloon 
spinneded  

 
 X 

  
X 

 

      
Different Verb: 
Absent “to” 
[DV:ATO] 

She was 
waiting for 
the girl ___ 
come back 

 X  X 

 
Different Verb: 
Subject-verb 
agreement  
[DV:SVA] 

 
They was 
coming 

 
 X 

  
X 
 

 

 
Different Verb: 
gots/has 
[DV:GOTS/HAS] 

 
The woman 
gots a …. 

  
X 

 
X 

 
X 
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 I also noted differences in the way pronouns are used (see Table 4). One such 

difference was lack of differentiation of pronoun case [DP:UPC] (e.g., Her blew that to 

him; Them are in that lake). Undifferentiated Pronoun Case is a normal developmental 

phenomenon for child speakers of more standard varieties. However, among typically 

developing standard English-speaking children, pronoun case is typically acquired at age 

3-4 years (ASHA, n.d., How does your child hear and talk?; Gotzke & Gosse, 2007; 

Miller, 1981). The frequency with which 5-year-olds, including those with no history of S-

LP or Special Education services, used this form in Bigton School suggested to me that 

Undifferentiated Pronoun Case may be a developmental feature of the local variety of 

English spoken in Bigton. This notion is supported by an example provided by Ball et al. 

(2006) when discussing differences in pronoun use reported by participants at a First 

Nations English Dialects Forum (e.g., “him bouncing that ball on him nose”, p. 101). 

Further support is provided by Washington (2011) who reported it to be a morphosyntactic 

AAL feature used by children in the northern US (see Chapter 2 for a discussion of why 

different varieties of English may use similar features).  

Another difference in pronoun use was the absence of gender distinction with third 

person singular pronouns [DP:GEN] (e.g., He is trying to catch it, when referring to a cis-

gendered female) (see Table 4). Other Indigenous American and First Nation speakers do 

not distinguish gender, and lack of gender distinction was noted in published narratives of 

adults in the community. These observations support the notion that lack of third person 

singular gender distinction is a varietal feature.  
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Table 4  
 
Pronouns: features, whether they are present in Indigenous American English, First 
Nations English, and community adult Dene narratives, and whether the feature may 
originate in the ancestral language (X = feature present) 
 
Morphosyntactic  
Feature 

 
Example 

 
Indigenous 
American 
English  

 
First  
Nations 
English 

 
Adult First 
Nation 
English  

 
Ancestral 

 
Different 
Pronoun: 
Undifferentiated 
Pronoun Case 
[DP:UPC] 

Her blew 
that to him; 
Them are 
in the lake 

 
X 

 
X 

 
       X 
 

 
Different 
Pronoun: Neutral 
Gender 
[DP:GEN] 
 

He/She is 
trying to 
catch it 
 

 
 X 

 
X 

 
X 

        
       X 
 

 
 

Table 5 shows that there were differences in the use of determiners, such as the use 

of that when the would be expected [DD:THE] (e.g., Him got in that lake), as well as other 

divergences such as the use of pronouns for determiners [DD] (e.g., Them bees are going 

to get him) or omission of the determiner (e.g., Then ___ bull breathe in her face). There 

were also differences in the use of articles, such as the use of “a” with plural noun [DART] 

(e.g., a glasses), use of a for an (e.g., I saw a little kid pickin’ from a apple tree) or 

omission of article (e.g., The girl is tryin’ get ___ apple).  

Also of note were differences in prepositions [DPREP] (e.g., The girl got along/out 

of the way), as shown in Table 6. Different use of prepositions is reported to be varietal 

features of Indigenous American and First Nations varieties. Adults in the community also 

use prepositions differently than they are used in more standard English. In L. Saxon’s 

(personal communication, August 18, 2015) opinion, the Nation’s early learners of English 
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may have experienced the same difficulty that all learners of English experience when 

learning English propositions. Prepositions are notoriously hard to learn because of their 

complex and often arbitrary meaning (Tyler, 2012). 

 
Table 5  

Determiners and Articles: features, whether they are present in Indigenous American 
English, First Nations English, and community adult Dene narratives, and whether the 
feature may originate in the ancestral language (X= feature present) 
 
Morphosyntactic  
Feature 

 
Example 

 
Indigenous 
American 
English  

 
First  
Nations 
English 

 
Adult First 
Nation 
English  

 
Ancestral 

 
Determiners 

     

 
Different 
Determiner: Use 
of that for the 
[DD:THE] 

 
Him got in 
that lake 

   
X 
 

        
         X  

 
Different 
Determiner: 
Pronoun/ 
Determiner; 
Absent 
Determiner  
[DD] 

 
Them bees 
are going 
to get him; 
Then ___ 
bull 
breathe in 
her face 

 
X 

  
X 
 

 X 

      
 
Articles 

     

 
Different 
Indefinite Article 
[DART]  

 
He gots a 
glasses; 
a apple 
tree; The 
girl is 
tryin’ get 
_apple 
 

 
X 

 
X 

 
X 
 

       
        X 
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Table 6  

Prepositions: features, whether they are present in Indigenous American English, First 
Nations English, and community adult Dene narratives, and whether the feature may 
originate in the ancestral language (X = feature present) 
 
Morphosyntactic  
Feature 

 
Example 

 
Indigenous 
American 
English  

 
First  
Nations 
English 

 
Adult First 
Nation 
English 

 
Ancestral 

 
Different/Absent 
Preposition  
[DPREP] 

 
The girl got 
along/out 
of the way 
 

 
X 

 
X 

 
X 
 

 

 

A word-level feature that may be unique to this region and the Yukon (see an 

example of its use in Cruikshank, 1998, p. 77) is a different use of the conjunction then 

[DCONJ] (see Table 7). Specifically, and here or then here are used for and then (e.g., 

And here the bus came; Then here he is bouncing all over). Use of and/then here for and 

then appears to be more frequent when speakers are telling stories or recounting events. 

Adults in the community also used the feature. The use of then as a discourse connector in 

narratives is used in Dene languages spoken in northern Canada (see, for instance, Moore, 

2002), so it is not clear why this community adopted the use of here for then. A respected 

member of the Nation shared his theory as to why here might be used when telling stories, 

in addition to the use of then. 

“When we tell stories, it is more important to mention where a story took place, to 

make connection to a place, since the land has its own spirit. Time and when things 

take place is not that important. So in our stories we would use here instead of 

then.” (Anonymous, personal communication, date withheld)  
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Table 7  
 
Conjunctions (i.e., discourse connectors): features, whether they are present in Indigenous 
American English, First Nations English, and community adult Dene narratives, and 
whether the feature may originate in the ancestral language (X = feature present) 
 
Morphosyntactic  
Feature 

 
Example 

 
Indigenous 
American 
English 

 
First  
Nations 
English 

 
Adult First 
Nation 
English 

 
Ancestral 

 
Different 
Conjunction: and 
here or then here 
for and then 
[DCONJ] 
 
 

 
Then here 
he is 
bouncing 
all over; 
And here 
the bus 
came 

  
X 

 
X 
 

 
X 
 

 

 
Table 8 shows that there were differences observed in the way some children 

expressed possessive [DPOSS] (e.g., The bull horns are stuck in the tree) or plurals [DPL] 

(e.g., The bee are gonna come out). Absence of possessive or plural <s> could be a 

developmental speech pattern for Kindergarten and early elementary school children. 

Since possession and plurals were identified as being features for AAL students 

(Washington, 2011), they were included in the analysis. Similarly, different ways of 

forming negation [DNEG] could be symptoms of developmental language disorder (e.g., I 

not know) or examples of everyday English (e.g., Now they’re ain’t ; He never took his 

nose; He don’t want him to see). Adults in the area produced similar forms, and negation 

is listed as a feature in other inventories, lending support for its inclusion in this 

preliminary inventory.  
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Table 8  
 
Non-verb related morphology (Possessive, Plurals, & Negation): features, whether they 
are present in Indigenous American English, First Nations English, community adult Dene 
narratives, and the ancestral language (X  = feature present) 
 
Morphosyntactic  
Feature 

 
Example 

 
Indigenous 
American 
Englishes  

 
  First  
  Nations      
  English 

 
Adult First 
Nation 
English  

 
Ancestral 

 
Possessive 

     

 
Different 
Possessive 
[DPOSS] 

 
The bull 
horns are 
stuck in the 
tree 

       
X 

 
X 

  
 

 
Plurals 

     

 
Different Plural 
[DPL] 

 
The bee are 
gonna 
come out 
 

       
X 

 
X 

      
X 

 

       
X 

Negation      
 
Different 
Negative 
[DNEG] 

 
I not know; 
now they’re 
ain’t; he 
never took 
his nose; he 
don’t want 
him to see 
 

 
X 

  
X 

 

 

 
As mentioned in Section 4.1.5, I also observed utterance-level differences (see 

Table 9). First, a subject, verb, or object phrase might be omitted in a sentence 

[APHRASE] (e.g., ___ waiting for her to come). This pattern is reported to be a feature of 

other Indigenous Englishes in North America, and adult speakers in the community use it. 

Its use may reflect a more laconic style of speaking. 
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I labeled another frequently-occurring utterance level feature “String” 

[STRING], after reading the following description provided by a participant in the First 

Nations English Dialects Forum (Ball et al., 2006): “Children may string together phrases 

without the use of conjunctions such as and” (p. 101). I observed that Strings were used 

when recounting a series of events. Children did not always use this pattern, and this 

pattern occurs in everyday speech. However, String constructions appeared to be used 

more frequently in Bigton School than elsewhere in my S-LP practice. Also, while a String 

might appear to be similar to the telegraphic speech that a child with an expressive 

language difficulty might use (e.g., “Done. Left”), Bigton students with no history of 

speech and language difficulties, as well as adults in the community used it, lending 

support to it being a varietal feature. Use of this feature, as well as the tendency to omit the 

subject, verb or object phrase, were two patterns that appeared, to me, to support Scollon 

and Scollon’s (1981) observation that Athapaskan speakers prefer stories to be brief.  

My definition of String evolved while analyzing data and testing for the reliability 

of feature identification. Among Kindergarteners, I initially used String to identify 

utterances that contained two phrases joined together without the use of a conjunction. 

Later, during my analysis of samples collected in the Sequential phase of the study, I noted 

that children were using Strings more frequently, and the length of the Strings appeared to 

be increasing. After reviewing all utterances tagged as Other [OTH] or String in samples 

collected from the Kindergarteners, as well as samples collected during the Sequential 

phase of the study, I expanded the definition of String to include either (a) 2 clauses within 

a sentence, whereby the subject may or may not be included, is not repeated but implied, 

no coordinating conjunction is included (e.g., They come out then help) or (b) an utterance 

containing more than two clauses within a sentence, whereby the subject may or may not 
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be included, is not repeated but implied, and a coordinating conjunction may or may 

not be included (e.g., And then they come out, then help, and sit down, and have more 

apples). The feature String thus underwent reliability testing using an evolving definition. 

Even though one consistent definition was not used throughout, at the conclusion of the 

reliability assessment, I applied the finalized definition to all transcripts and identified and 

labeled instances of String that had been previously unidentified. 

Another utterance-level feature I included in my analysis was the use of 

Topicalization [TOP] (e.g., He got the octopus, the boy octopus; That bull, he was mad). 

Topicalization has been identified as a feature of other Indigenous English varieties and is 

used by adults in the community. Use of repetition for emphasis [REP] (e.g., And jump, 

jump, jump on; He got really mad and really, really mad) and differences in word order 

[WO] (e.g., That you see she have a balloon) are two other utterance-level features that are 

used by community members. L. Saxon (personal communication, August 18, 2015) 

reported that topicalization and repetition for emphasis are both used in Dene, so these 

particular structures of the ancestral language may have come to be represented in English 

spoken today in Bigton. Word order that differs from the word order of more standard 

varieties has also been reported to be characteristic of other Indigenous and First Nations 

Englishes. As reported previously, Bennett (2008) reported observing word order 

differences among First Nations English speakers in the Yukon (e.g., “Who’s own is it 

language”, p. 1). Note that it is unlikely that the example provided in Table 9 is an 

indicator of language disorder because the child who produced it was not referred for S-LP 

or Special Education services.  

Throughout the feature identification process, both when analyzing Kindergarten 

samples, as well as samples collected for the Sequential part of the study (see Chapter 5), I 
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identified other [OTH] features from standard Canadian English that did not fit into the 

23 identified feature categories. One of these potential grammatical features was use of the 

past participle seen for past tense saw (e.g., Then he looked over and seen the soya sauce), 

and less frequently, past participle done for did (e.g., Then he started to do what he done 

on this video). I did not include these differences in this analysis, because their use, in my 

professional experience, is not “out of the ordinary” in Canada. Their inclusion may be 

considered for future analyses, since seen in particular seemed to be used frequently, and 

seen is considered to be a feature in other inventories due to the frequency with which it is 

produced (see, for instance, Butcher, 2008, on Australian Aboriginal English; Holmes, 

1997, on Maori English). 

Analysis of what I labeled as OTHER features showed additional patterns of 

difference that I did not include in the analysis. For example, children used a combination 

of the present tense of the copula in a contracted form, followed by a present or past 

regular or irregular verb (e.g., She’s smiles; And the bull’s opened his mouth; The bull’s 

came; They’re was). In the case of They’re was, two features were combined, Present for 

Past [DV:PP] (e.g., They are for They were) and subject-verb-agreement (e.g., They was 

for They were). 
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Table 9  
 

Utterance level features: features, whether they are present in Indigenous American 
English, First Nations English, and community adult Dene narratives, and whether the 
feature may originate in the ancestral language (X = feature present) 
 
Morphosyntactic  
Feature 

 
Example 

 
Indigenous 
American 
English 

 
First  
Nations 
English 

 
Adult First 
Nation 
English  

 
Ancestral 

 
Absent subject, 
verb or object 
phrase 
[APHRASE] 

 
___ waiting 
for her to 
come 

 
X 

 
X 

 
X 
 

 
X	

 
• 2 clauses WI 
utterance; subject 
optional & not 
repeated but 
implied; no 
coordinating 
conjunction or  
• > 2 clauses WI 
utt; subject 
optional & not 
repeated but 
implied; optional 
use of coordin. 
conj. [STRING] 

 
And then 
they come 
out then 
help and sit 
down and 
have more 
apples  

	  
X 

 
X 
 

	
X 

 
Topicalization 
[TOP] 

 
That bull, 
he was mad 

	
X 

  
X 

	
X 
	

 
Repetition for 
emphasis 
[REP] 
 

 
He got 
really mad 
and really, 
really mad 

	   
X 
 

	
X 

 
Different word 
order 
[WO] 
 

 
That you 
see she have 
a balloon 

	
X 

  
X 
 

	
X 
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Other differences in pronoun use emerged, such as the use of him or hisself for 

reflexive himself; use of genderless it for gendered he or she; and differences regarding the 

coding of number or person, such as the use of it for them or you, they for he, and this for 

these. Occasionally, children substituted a definite article for an indefinite article or vice 

versa (e.g., use of a for the or the for a). Also of interest was the use of definite articles to 

modify body parts (e.g., the head) instead of the use of a personal pronoun (e.g., his head). 

When I first observed this feature in the sample of one Kindergartener, I considered it to 

be an isolated case, so I excluded it as a potential feature to track.  However, after 

subsequently reviewing all oral samples from the Sequential portion of the study (Chapter 

5 and 6) and re-reviewing the Kindergarten samples (Chapter 4), I found that eight 

students used determiners rather than personal pronouns to modify body parts. Use of 

determiners to modify body parts may be another feature that was not apparent until after 

the analysis of the Sequential portion of the study was complete.  

Analysis of OTHER features revealed an additional difference in the manner in 

which conjunctions were used, aside from the use of adverb here for coordinating 

conjunction then. For instance, that was occasionally used for subordinating conjunction 

when (e.g., I remember watching this other video that a boy gets on a bus). In at least one 

Dene language, namely Kaska, that is a frequently occurring lexical item in narratives 

(Moore, 2002). I speculate that that, because of its frequency of use, came to be used as a 

subordinate conjunction in English because its frequency made it more salient to people in 

the community when they were learning English for the first time. This warrants further 

exploration with a fluent speaker of this ancestral language. Since all of the 

aforementioned potential features were identified after reliability testing was complete, 

they were not analyzed. Again, they should be considered for future analyses. 
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4.2.2 Summary argument for the existence of a local variety of English 

In this section, I argue that a local English variety exists in Bigton. I do so by citing 

other inventories that include them, thereby providing sources of external validity for my 

observations. Specifically, I demonstrate that many of the features used by children who 

attend Bigton School overlap with those reported in other settler colonial English contexts, 

as well as those used by adults in the community. I discuss that many of the features may 

have transferred from the ancestral language. I argue against dismissing the features as 

simply features of everyday language or development, or as indicators of language 

disorder.  

As is apparent from Tables 3-9, and as already discussed, many of the proposed 

features that are characteristic of the variety of English spoken by children in Bigton 

School are also indicative of the varieties of Indigenous Englishes spoken elsewhere. 

Descriptions provided by Bayles and Harris (1982), Leap’s (1993) comprehensive review 

of Indigenous American Englishes, as well as more recent publications (e.g., Dyc, 2002; 

Rowicka, 2005; Wolfram et al., 2002) indicate that 74% of the features that I have 

observed being produced by children in Bigton School are also reported to be used by 

Indigenous American English speakers. Also, using Canadian sources such as Genee and 

Stigter (2010), Peltier (2008, 2009), Wawrykow (2011), and observations made by 

participants’ accounts in an exploratory First Nations English Dialects Forum (Ball et al., 

2006), approximately half of the features were also used by other First Nations speakers in 

Canada (see Tables 3-9, Column 4). Nearly all of the features (87%) observed in Bigton 

School also appeared in published narratives of adult First Nations speakers in the region 

that I have been able to review (see Tables 3-9, Column 5). Absence of possessive <s> did 
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not occur in complete and intelligible utterances of Kindergarteners but occurred 

occasionally in the narratives collected as part of the Sequential portion of the study. 

Of additional note is the fact that nearly all of the features I identified as being 

characteristic of the Bigton variety have also been identified as being characteristic of 

other non-Indigenous varieties in North America and Indigenous varieties internationally. 

For instance, from an examination of the inventory of AAL features created by 

Washington (2011), as well as inventories of ALL compiled by other researchers (e.g., 

Oetting & McDonald, 2001; J. M. Terry et al., 2010; Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, 2010), I 

found that 14 of 23 or 61% of features used by Bigton students overlap with those of the 

AAL variety. If I then examine inventories of Australian Aboriginal English speakers 

(Butcher, 2008), in total 19 of 23 or 83% of the features I have listed as being 

characteristic of the Bigton variety overlap with those of the aforementioned well-

documented and studied AAL and Australian Aboriginal English varieties. The overlap 

provides further support to the notion that grammar differences produced by Bigton 

School students are features of a variety. Specifically, the students appear to use features 

that are common to English varieties generally, and which can thus be ruled out as 

“errors”. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, scholars have noted that many features of English 

varieties overlap (Flanigan, 1987). Overlapping patterns may be explained by processes of 

grammatical simplification and phonological reduction. They may also be explained by 

processes of depidginization, language shift, or second language learning. Since many 

features of Bigton English overlap with those that have been identified as features of other 

varieties, I argue that it is more likely that the grammatical features I have identified are, 

indeed, features of a local variety of English. 
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Many features of the Bigton variety may have had their origins in the 

community’s ancestral language, providing another source of external validity to my 

hypothesis that the Bigton way of speaking English is a local English variety. An X in the 

last column of Tables 3-9 indicates the features that experts in Dene languages think are 

consistent with the structure of Dene. Consistencies were noted in the production of verbs, 

pronouns, determiners, articles, discourse connectors, plurals, as well as with utterance-

level features. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, in Dene languages, verbs are coded as a stem word, to 

which many inflections may be added. Auxiliaries do not exist in Dene languages. Thus, 

both L. Saxon (personal communication, August 18, 2015) and P. Moore (personal 

communication, March 21, 2016) agree that deletion of the auxiliary in this English variety 

may have arisen because an auxiliary coded as a separate word does not exist in Dene 

languages. As for copula deletion, the same situation exists in Dene: in Dene, an adjective, 

for instance, would be coded as a prefix on a verb stem, not as a copula and subjective 

complement. Similarly, when Dene speakers were first learning English, the basis for any 

Dene-derived variety, attaching an -ing suffix to form present progressive tense or plural -s 

might have been challenging to learn. That is because Dene inflections that code aspect, 

such as -ing, or number, such as -s, are placed as prefixes, not as suffixes on a verb stem as 

they are in English. Furthermore, Moore (2002) indicates that in the case of Kaska, a Dene 

language spoken in Northern BC, number is often interpreted from the context of a 

sentence, rather than from a morphological marker such as occurs in English.  

As for the use of Undifferentiated Pronoun Case, since case is not differentiated in 

Dene languages, Dene English language learners may have had a tendency not to use 

English pronominal case. Both Dr. Saxon and Dr. Moore agree that a First Nations English 
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speaker’s use of masculine for feminine 3rd person singular pronoun likely transferred 

from the ancestral Dene language because no gender distinction is made for 3rd person 

singular pronouns in Dene (L. Saxon, personal communication, August 18, 2015; P. 

Moore, personal communication, March 21, 2016).  

As for the use of demonstrative that for the definite article the, L. Saxon (personal 

communication, August 18, 2015) pointed out that demonstratives such as this and that are 

quite commonly used in Dene, but articles do not exist. Also, lack of use of articles in 

Dene languages is consistent with the omission of articles, which is a feature of this Dene 

English variety.  

As is mentioned previously, the use of here instead of then as a discourse 

connector may also originate from the ancestral language, owing to the reported 

importance of space compared with time in this culture (see Section 4.2.1). Moore (2002) 

shared that a good Kaska storyteller is one who creates a vivid picture of the story so that 

the listener feels that they are actually “there” taking part in the story. This also leads me 

to wonder if early Kaska English speakers used the English word here as a literary device, 

to transport the listener to the setting in which the story is taking place. This speculation 

warrants further study. 

Several utterance-level differences may also have had their origin in Dene. As 

discussed previously (see Section 4.2.1), L. Saxon (personal communication, August 18, 

2015) pointed out that use of topicalization, whereby one states a topic, which one then 

elaborates on, might have come from the syntactic structure of Dene. She suggested that 

omission of the subject phrase might have come about because, in Dene, subjects are 

coded as inflections on verbs, not as separate words in phrases. As for object phrase 

omission, in Dene languages, Moore (2002) reported that many sentences end in a verb or 
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a post verb particle, not an object. As for the tendency to string sentences together 

without the use of the conjunction, L. Saxon (personal communication, August 18, 2015) 

pointed out that some Dene languages do not require that speakers use conjunctions, and, 

as already been mentioned, a verb can be a complete sentence in Dene. Finally, Dr. Saxon 

indicated that repetition is used in Dene languages for emphasis, and may have transferred 

from Dene to English. 

Some of the features that I included in my inventory are developmental features of 

English (e.g., copula or auxiliary deletion, regularization of verbs, simplified forms of 

negation, and so on). However, children who are raised in more standard English 

environments typically produce these features at younger ages. These features may, in fact, 

be developmental features of this local variety. Support for the notion is provided by the 

fact that many of these same features are also identified as being features of child AAL 

(e.g., Undifferentiated Pronoun Case, Absent Possession, Uninflected Verbs, Absent “to” 

in the infinitive) (Washington, 2011).  

However, some of these features may also be indicators of language disorders (e.g., 

absent copula or auxiliary, uninflected verbs, different ways of expressing negation, 

difficulties with word order, and so on). Until significantly more research is completed on 

child First Nations Englishes, it will be difficult to sort out for certain what are varietal 

features and what are symptoms of language disorder. (See Chapter 7 for suggestions 

regarding evidenced-based respectful interventions educators and S-LPs can use in the 

meantime, which will provide appropriate support regardless of the etiology of the 

differences.) 

 In summary, I have revealed evidence to support the existence of at least 23 

grammatical patterns that may be considered to be features of a variety. These include 
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word-level differences in production of verbs, pronouns, determiners, articles, 

prepositions, conjunctions, plurals, possessive and negation. Utterance-level differences 

also affect the manner in which a sentence is constructed, such as the non-necessity to 

include a subject, verb or object phrase, the tendency to string phrases together, the pattern 

of setting a topic and then expanding, use of repetition for emphasis, and use of different 

word order (see also Tables 3-9).  

Nearly all the features have been identified in other Indigenous English varieties in 

North America, suggesting a common core of varietal features, and most are also used by 

adult speakers in the community. At the same time, experts in Dene languages suggest that 

most features potentially originally derive from structural aspects of the ancestral 

language. Indeed, many of these features are also shared by non-Indigenous English 

varieties (world-wide) that arose when speakers of different varieties came in contact with 

each other, resulting in variety mixing, reduction in the differences between varieties, and 

grammatical simplification (Siegel, 2010). It is not known the extent to which the structure 

of the ancestral language contributed to the way English is spoken today in Bigton versus 

the contribution of processes of variety mixing, levelling, or universal processes of 

grammatical simplification and phonological reduction. This requires further study. 

4.2.3 Frequency of each grammatical feature: Kindergarteners 
 

As discussed previously in Methods (see Section 4.1.5), having provided evidence 

that the aforementioned grammatical features are features of a unique variety of English, I 

was next interested in exploring the frequency with which Kindergarteners used each 

feature. The following are the results and discussion of this quantitative analysis, as well 

as a qualitative analysis and interpretation deriving from this. 
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Figure 1 displays the mean frequency of use of each grammatical feature in 

descending order for all Kindergarteners. As a group, the Kindergarteners used 22 (of 23) 

different features. As can be seen from inspection of Figure 1, Undifferentiated Pronoun 

Case [UPC] (e.g., Him was running) was the most frequently occurring feature, followed 

by Absence of the Copula or Auxiliary [ACOPAUX] (e.g., Him running). Other 

frequently occurring word-level features included Regularization of the Verb [REG] and 

use of Present for Past [PP]. The next two most frequently occurring features were related 

to another pronoun difference, Neutralization of Gender [GEN], and another verb-related 

difference, Absent use of 3rd Personal Singular <s> [A3S]. Inflectional differences were 

also quite frequently occurring, although they are reported individually in Figure 1. If 

[REG], [PP], [A3S], and [ING] were combined to create one overriding category called 

“Different Verb Inflection”, then Different Verb Inflection would become the most 

frequently occurring category of grammatical difference. As for utterance-level features, 

complete Omission of a Subject, Verb, or Object Phrase [APHRASE] was the most 

frequently occurring utterance-level feature. Another frequently occurring utterance-level 

feature was the use of Topicalization [TOP], followed by less frequently occurring use of 

Differences in Word Order [WO], Repetition [REP] and the Stringing Together of Clauses 

[STRING].  

Figure 1 also illustrates a curve of cumulative percentage. This curve shows a 

running total of percent feature use, up to 100%. This curve showed that four features 

accounted for approximately 50% of total feature production. These were, in descending 

order, Undifferentiated Pronoun Case [UPC], Absent Copula or Auxiliary [ACOPAUX], 

[APHRASE], and Regularization [REG]. 
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In summary, Figure 1 illustrates that Kindergarteners used a wide range of 

features. The greatest proportion (i.e., 50%) of Kindergartener’s differences was related to 

pronouns and verbs. Production of sentences that did not contain a subject, verb or object 

phrase was also a frequently occurring feature. Use of this particular utterance-level 

feature may align with Scollon and Scollon’s (1981) observation that Dene speakers of 

English prefer stories to be brief.  

 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Mean percentage of words with features of adjusted total words in the sample 
(NTW-A), for each type of feature; cumulative percentage, all Kindergarteners 
(Abbreviations defined in Glossary A; see Appendix D for raw data) 
 

 
Figure 2 shows these same data for students who did not receive S-LP or SPED 

services (NOSPED) or did receive S-LP or SPED services (SPED) during their 
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Kindergarten year, or at any time until the termination of the Sequential portion of the 

study (see Chapter 5 and 6). As shown in Figure 2, all students, whether they had a history 

of S-LP or SPED services or not, produced most features. Five features were only 

produced by SPED Kindergarteners. They were Absent “to”; Different Negation, Different 

Determiner, Absent–ing, and Gots for Has. However, all of these, except for Negation, 

were also produced by NOSPED students later in the Sequential portion of the study 

Negation was the only feature produced only by SPED students throughout the study. 

Since adults in the community use Different Negation, its lack of appearance in the 

samples of the NOSPED students in the study may relate to the small sample size. 

Possession did not appear in the samples of Kindergarten students. However, Possession 

appeared once in a SPED student’s sample in the Sequential part of the study, and once 

among students in both NOSPED and SPED groups in written narratives. Thus, Possession 

did appear as a feature, although it was used infrequently. 

Figure 2 shows a stacked display of the frequency with which each feature was 

used for NOSPED (n = 5) and SPED (n = 8) students. Considering a ratio of 5 to 8 

students, SPED students produced proportionally more instances of Undifferentiated 

Pronoun Case and Absent Copula or Auxiliary than would be expected. In other words, if 

both groups used features at the same rate, we would expect SPED students to use 

Undifferentiated Pronoun Case on about 2.15% of words and NOSPED students on 

approximately 1.34% of words. Similarly, we would expect SPED students to use Absent 

Copula or Auxiliary on approximately 2.09% of words, and NOSPED students on about 

1.31% of words. As can be seen from Figure 2, this was not the case. It may be that these 

features are instances of disorder within variety (Oetting et al., 2016). Their potential use 

as predictor features warrants further study. 
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It can also be seen from Figure 2 that SPED students used fewer instances of 

the Conjunction feature than would be expected. I operationally defined “Conjunction” as 

the use of and here or then here instead of and then as discourse connectors when telling 

stories or recounting events (e.g., And here the bus came). Number of Total Words 

(NTW) has been found to predict chronological age in 3- to 13-year olds (Miller et al., 

2011). The more frequent use of discourse connectors may reflect children’s production of 

more utterances in longer narratives. Conversely, a less frequent production of these 

discourse connectors might reflect narratives comprised of fewer utterances. Language 

productivity increases as children develop. If the SPED group’s language is less well 

developed than the NOSPED group, then it stands to reason that their stories would be 

shorter and, as a consequence, they would use fewer discourse connectors.  
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Figure 2. Mean percentage of words with features of NTW-A, broken down for each type of feature for NOSPED (no fill) and SPED 
(stippled) Kindergarteners (Abbreviations are defined in Glossary A; see Appendix D for raw data)
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4.2.4 Variety Density Measure (VDM): Kindergarteners.  
 

In this section, I report the results of the quantitative analysis of the overall density 

of feature use by the Kindergarteners, for both NOSPED and SPED groups. The following 

are the results and discussion of this analysis. 

Table 10 displays the mean, standard deviation, and range of two token-based 

measures of variety density, namely words with features as a percentage of adjusted total 

words in a sample, and percentage of utterances with features in a sample. Measurements 

are provided for all Kindergarteners. From examining Table 10, VDM of Kindergarten 

students, as measured by percentage of words with features, ranged from approximately 6 to 

30%. Percentage of utterances with features ranged from 24 to 82%. Given that Washington 

(2011) considers all speakers for whom 50% of their words or 35 to 50% of their utterances 

have features, to be high variety users, it can be argued that many participant 

Kindergarteners used features frequently.  

Table 10 also shows the mean, standard deviation, and range of percentage of words 

with features, and percentage of utterances with features, for NOSPED and SPED students. 

From inspection of Table 10, it can be seen that for NOSPED students, percentage of words 

with features ranged from approximately 6 to 21% and percentage of utterances with 

features ranged from 24 to 44%. For SPED students, percentage of words  

with features ranged from 7 to 30% and percentage of utterances with features ranged from 

32 to 82%. These data are also illustrated in Figure 3.  

From examining Table 10 and Figure 3, it can be seen that both NOSPED and SPED 

groups produced words with features. The NOSPED group used words with features less 

frequently than the SPED group. An examination of the range of scores reveals considerable 

variability within groups and overlap between the two groups. Similarly, NOSPED students 
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had fewer utterances with features than did SPED students. However, again, there was 

variability within and overlap between the groups. Since both NOSPED students and SPED 

students used features, and there was considerable overlap between rates of variety use, the 

assumption that features are grammatical errors symptomatic of language disorder for all 

children that produce them is not supported.  

The argument that the two groups are not different from each other in terms of the 

rate at which features are used is supported by the results of independent-samples t-test 

analyses that showed a statistically non-significant difference (t (11) = -2.04, p = .07) 

between means of percentage of words with features, and a statistically non-significant 

difference (t (11) = -1.71; p = .12) between means of percentage of utterances with features 

for NOSPED and SPED students. It should be noted, however, the result of the t-test 

statistical analysis between NOSPED and SPED students regarding percentage of words 

with features approached significance (p = .07). In addition, a Cohen’s d analysis indicated 

the presence of a large effect size of -1.17 between the NOSPED and SPED students, 

supporting the notion that there may be a meaningful difference between the two groups 

despite the non-significant statistical result. Power was calculated to be .47 (two-tailed, p = 

.05). Since a power of .8 is considered to be the minimum value necessary to correctly reject 

a false null hypothesis (Howell, 2008), this analysis lacks sufficient power to find a non-

significant result, likely related to the small sample size. If a difference does exist between 

the percentage of words with features produced by NOSPED and SPED students, then this 

metric could be used to identify students who may need specialized support in school. This 

warrants further investigation.  
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Table 10 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3. VDM expressed as a percentage of words with features of NTW-A (left column) 
and percentage of utterances with features (right column) for NOSPED (open columns) and 
SPED (stippled columns) Kindergarteners 
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Variable History of 

SPED 
N Mean SD Range 

 
% Words with 
features  
              

 
All K 

NOSPED 
SPED 

 

 
13 
5 
8 
 

 
14.97 
9.92 
18.13 

 
7.92 
6.05 
7.55 

 
6.36 – 29.82 
6.36 - 20.71 
7.36 – 29.82 

% Utterances with 
features 
 

All K 
NOSPED             

SPED 
 

13 
5 
8 

44.21 
34.75 
50.12 

16.97 
14.07 
16.64 

24.00 – 81.82 
24.00 – 44.12 
31.58 – 81.82 
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4.2.5 Percentage of different types of features: Kindergarteners.  
 

The following are results and discussion of the statistical analysis of types of 

features used by Kindergarteners. Table 11 shows the percentage of different types of 

grammatical features produced by each student. As is typical for a community variety, not 

all students produced all features (Washington, 2011). Kindergarteners produced a range of 

22% (5 of 23) to 70% (16 of 23) of different types of features. As it was for percentage of 

words with features and utterances with features, overlap existed between the percentage of 

different types of grammatical features produced by both NOSPED and SPED groups. 

NOSPED students used a range of 22 to 57% of possible grammatical features; SPED 

students used a range of 26 to 70%. 

 
Table 11  

Percentage of different types of features (of 23 possible types) produced by each 
Kindergartener 
 
History of 
SPED 
 

 
Student 

 
Percentage   

NOSPED 1 21.74 
 2 21.74 
 3 56.52 
 4 21.74 
 5 30.43 
SPED 6 39.13 
 7 52.17 
 8 60.87 
 9 30.43 
 10 43.48 
 11 26.09 
 12 69.57 
 13 56.52 
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An independent-samples t-test statistical analysis was carried out to examine 

whether the NOSPED and SPED groups were statistically different. Table 12 summarizes 

the descriptive statistics of this analysis. The t-test showed that the difference between the 

groups was not significant (t (11) = -1.96; p = .08). Thus, there was no statistically 

significant difference between the percentage of different types of features produced by 

participating NOSPED and SPED Kindergarten students. Again, it should be noted that the 

result of the statistical analysis of differences between the variety of features approached 

statistical significance at p = .08. In addition, Cohen’s d analysis showed a large effect size 

of -1.12 between the two samples. Power was calculated to be low at .43 (two-tailed, p = 

.05). The nonsignificant result may again be related to the lack of power of the small sample 

size. If the difference between groups regarding the number of different types of features 

produced is, in fact, meaningful, then the degree of variety of feature production might also 

be potentially used to identify students who need extra support, either from Special 

Educators or S-LPs. This is another area that requires further investigation. 

Table 12  
 
Descriptive statistics of variables for t-test: number of different types of features as a 
percentage of total possible types of features (N = 23) – NOSPED and SPED 
Kindergarteners 
 
Variable 
 

N 
 

Mean % 
 

SD 
 

Std. Error Mean 
 

     
NOSPED 
 

NOSPED 

5 
 
5 
 

30.43 
7.00 

 

15.06 
 

3.46 
 

6.74 
 

1.55 
 

SPED 
 
 
 

8 
 
 

47.28 
 

15.14 
 

5.35 
 
 

     
 

In summary, neither token-based analyses (i.e., the percentage of words with 

features and the percentage of utterances with features) nor the type-based analysis (i.e., the 
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percentage of different types of features) showed significant differences between 

NOSPED and SPED Kindergarteners. Thus, this analysis indicates that all students, 

regardless of whether they later required Special Education or S-LP services, were similar 

for the number of different types of features they produced, as well as the rate of their 

feature production. Furthermore, there was variability across children in both groups 

regarding their percentage of feature production. However, analyses that examined the 

percentage of words with features, as well as the percentage of different types of features 

were close to significance (p = .07 and p = .08 respectively). These nonsignificant results 

are likely related to the lack of statistical power due to the small number of participants. As 

for the analysis that compared the percentage of utterances with features, it may be that this 

type of analysis, although time efficient, lacks sensitivity for Kindergarteners. Craig and 

Washington (2006) discussed this difficulty. While they found it to be a useful approach for 

preschoolers, it was not sensitive enough for older children. “Using the percentage of 

utterances containing one or more features resulted in the same values for a child who 

produced one feature in every utterance and a child who produced more than one feature in 

every utterance.” (Craig & Washington, 2006, Chapter 5, Quantifying overall feature 

production). 

4.2.6 Relationship between VDM calculated as words with features as a 
percentage of total words and VDM calculated as the rate of features per 
utterance – Kindergarteners. 

 
As discussed previously in Methods, (see Section 4.1.5), as a final quantitative 

investigation of Kindergarten features, I was interested in determining if the method I 

created to report density of use of varietal features was similar to other methods reported in 

the literature. The following are the results and discussion of this analysis. 
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A Pearson correlation analysis was computed to assess the relationship between 

(a) VDM derived for Kindergarteners using my method, which involved calculating the 

number of words with features as a percentage of adjusted total words and (b) VDM 

calculated as a rate of features per utterance (Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, 2010). Table 13 

shows the descriptives and Table 14 the correlations. There was a significant and strong 

positive correlation between the two variables, r = .87, n = 13, p = .00, indicating that the 

two methods produce VDMs that are highly related (see Appendix E for scatterplots). As a 

result of this analysis, I can be confident that the method I devised to determine the density 

of variety for Kindergarteners will produce a VDM that is highly similar to a VDM I would 

obtain if I used a rate of features per utterance metric. 

Table 13  
 
Descriptive statistics of the variables: relationship between VDM calculated as percentage 
of words with features of NTW-A and VDM calculated as rate of features per utterance  
 
Variable 

 
N 

 
Mean 

 
SD 

 
Words with 
features as a 
percentage of 
NTW-A 
 

 

13 

 

14.97 

 

7.92 

Rate of features 
per utterance 
 

13 0.66 0.37 
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Table 14  

Correlations: relationship between VDM calculated as percentage of words with features 
and VDM calculated as percentage of features per utterance  
 
Variable 

  
Percentage of words 
with features 
 

 
Features per 
utterance 

 
Percentage of words 
with features 

 
Pearson correlation 

 
1 

 
.87** 

 Sig (2-tailed)  .00 

 N 13 13 

Features per 
utterance 

Pearson correlation .87** 1 

 Sig (2-tailed) .00  

 N 13 13 

 
4.3 Limitations 

Bigton School provided an authentic language production environment in which to 

study the linguistic behavior of Bigton school children, and in this sense, these data likely 

give a more valid sample of typical behavior than data collected in a laboratory setting. 

However, schools are fraught with factors that increase the variability of sampling 

conditions, such as noise, announcements, and unavoidable interruptions from students and 

staff needing access to materials. Factors such as these that one invariably encounters when 

conducting research in schools increase the possibility of experimental “noise”. 

Another potential limitation to the research concerns variability in the methods I 

used to collect language samples from Kindergarteners at school entry. Because conditions 

varied, the total number of features may differ from what I might have obtained if the 

sampling conditions had remained more consistent. A further limitation is related to the 
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difficulty I had eliciting past and present tense, and future aspect. Differing elicitation 

conditions gave additional context that was useful when identifying features. However, even 

though I asked the children to tell me, What happened?, What is happening?, and What will 

happen?, they still switched tenses. Despite these limitations, given external validity 

provided by my S-LP experience, I believe my results are representative of Kindergarteners’ 

features.  

As for feature identification, my study was limited in its scope. For instance, I did 

not investigate phonological features except when they could be considered to be 

grammatical features. For example, if a child said, Yesterday, He look for his dog instead of 

Yesterday he looked for his dog, production of look instead of looked could be regarded as 

cluster reduction, a feature commonly reported to be characteristic of varieties (see, for 

instance, Washington, 2011 on AAL; Leap, 1993 on Indigenous Englishes). However, the 

child’s production could also be considered an example of the grammatical feature 

Uninflected Past Tense, and so I included it in the analysis. Further investigation of 

phonological processes is warranted. 

Some scholars may disagree with my categories. As for Topicalization, for instance, 

some researchers of AAL refer to this feature as Appositive Pronoun (Van Hofwegen & 

Wolfram, 2010; Washington, 2011) (e.g., “and the other ones they didn’t have nothing’” 

(Washington, 2011, p. 123). However, since researchers of Native American Englishes 

(Bayles & Harris, 1982) and experts in Dene languages refer to this grammatical pattern as 

Topicalization affecting the structure of the utterance (see Table 9), I decided to adopt it as 

an utterance-level feature rather than label it as “Appositive Pronoun”. 

It could be argued that my inventory is too inclusive and that some of the 

grammatical differences that I propose as being features of a variety are actually examples 
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of everyday language. One example of several instances of these discussed previously 

(see Table 3-9) is the use of gots for has. Although this form does exist in everyday varieties 

of English, I included it in my inventory of potential features because I have rarely observed 

it in my professional practice, and because Colleen Warwykow, a First Nations S-LP, also 

reported this as a possible feature used by First Nations students on Vancouver Island (Ball 

et al., 2006). This, coupled with the fact that many adult speakers in broader Bigton 

community use it, lead me to decide to include it in my analysis.  

Another objection might be raised regarding my inclusiveness, namely my decision 

to include verbs inflected for present tense to code past tense in my Present for Past 

category (e.g., Then this kid comes over and looked like she was coming from a party). The 

use of the present to code past is known as Historical Present. It occurs in everyday 

language and in literature to narrate past events (Johnstone, 1987; Schiffrin, 1981). 

According to Fludernik (1992), Historical Present is characterized by a “sudden shift into 

the present tense and the equally sudden shift back into the past tense sometimes even 

within the same sentence” (p. 78). Historical Present is used as a literary device to help the 

listener feel as if they are present as the story unfolds (Wolfram, 1984). I included it in my 

Present for Past category because the frequency of its use among Bigton students was 

another example of what appeared to me to be out-of-the-ordinary in my experience. From 

my own observations as a S-LP and from an examination of other web-based sources of 

advice regarding how to write narratives (cf. British Council, n.d.; Hill, 2012; University of 

Washington, n.d., Ask Betty), past tense is used more commonly when telling or writing 

narratives than use of Historical Present. In Bigton students’ oral and written narratives, as 

well as in published oral narratives of adults, use of Historical Present was common and 

appeared within sentences, paragraphs, and entire stories. For instance, one Elder told a 



   

 

130  
 

brief narrative using present tense, but occasionally used both uninflected and inflected 

past tense forms. When the same Elder told a second narrative a few minutes later, they 

began their story using present tense, and then switched to past tense to tell the remainder of 

it. This led me to believe that the use of Historical Present may be a feature of storytelling in 

this community (see Section 5.3 for further discussion of use of Historical Present and tense 

switching). 

There was an additional reason to include use of present tense to code past tense in 

this category. Frequently, the use of present tense to relate past events did not appear to me 

to be used as a literary device to make the listener feel as though they were present, because 

of the frequent tense switching within sentences and paragraphs. Neither did it seem to me 

that switching from present to past was always used to separate events, for evaluation, or to 

encourage the listener to feel that the character was speaking rather than the narrator 

(Johnstone, 1987; Schiffrin, 1981). Instead, upon reflection, it seemed to me that shifting 

occurred because this variety permits the present tense to code past events, and that this is a 

feature of the local variety. Present for Past and tense switching require further 

investigation. 

It could also be argued that some of my classifications are too broad. Such may be 

the case for Present for Past [DV:PP]. While it may appear that I conflated two features, 

namely Uninflected Past Tense and Historical Present, I broadened my definition of Present 

for Past because I found that it was difficult to disambiguate the two categories. Combining 

these categories reduced the cognitive load for co-reliability assessors (see also Section 5.3). 

Oetting and McDonald (2001) and Wolfram (1984) discussed how difficult it is to 

distinguish Historical Present from uninflected verbs. For instance, using one of Wolfram’s 

examples of Pueblo English, the utterance, “Last year he stop at the pueblo”, is a clear case 
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of Uninflected Past Tense. Another utterance, “They all speak in Indian when we first 

started school”, is another clear case of Uninflected Past Tense; we know that speak is 

Uninflected (irregular) Past Tense because of the context. However, the form of this second 

example is the same form that we would use if speaking in the present tense when using 

Historical Present. In other words, if the relative clause “when we first started school” had 

not been added, the utterance would have been, “We all speak in Indian”, which is a correct 

way of expressing standard English present tense, but could be also be considered to be use 

of Historical Present to recount an event that occurred in the past. This illustrates the 

difficulty sorting out Uninflected Past Tense from use of Historical Present, particularly 

with irregular verbs. Wolfram (1984) recognized a potential relationship between Historical 

Present and Unmarked Past Tense. He suggested Historical Present may explain at least 

some instances of Unmarked Past Tense and might provide an alternative explanation for 

uninflected verb tense. Present for Past as a feature of this community variety requires more 

study. In future research with these data, this feature could be disambiguated through 

alternative analysis. As Wolfram indicates, language structure that evolves as a result of 

“contact, development, and restructuring” is complex, requiring thorough investigation 

(Wolfram, 1984, p. 49).  

4.4 Overall Summary and Discussion 

 Despite these limitations, I have demonstrated that during the past decade, many 

students who entered Kindergarten in Bigton School spoke a variant of English with many 

features found in other contexts where English is learned in a location where the community 

speaks or spoke another language. As an example, a grammatical pattern observed among 

Kindergarteners in Bigton School was the use of Unmarked Tense, which Wolfram (1984) 
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has reported as being one of the most characteristic and studied features of Indigenous 

Englishes in the US. Grammatical differences produced by students in Bigton School are 

also reported to be used by other Indigenous speakers in Canada and have been anecdotally 

proposed as features of Indigenous varieties in Canada by S-LPs, educators, and academics 

alike (Ball et al., 2006; Genee & Stigter, 2010; Peltier, 2008, 2009; Wawrykow, 2011). 

Most features produced by the students also appeared in published oral narratives of local 

adult Indigenous English speakers. Those that did not, namely Absent use of “to” in the 

infinitive, Undifferentiated Pronoun Case, and Different Possession, are identified as 

features of child AAL (Washington, 2011). Therefore, they may be developmental features 

of this variety that are no longer used in adulthood. Finally, experts in Dene languages think 

that many features are consistent with the features of the ancestral language of the Bigton 

community. This suggests that some features may have transferred from the ancestral 

language and became fossilized in the English that is spoken today.  

Among children who participated in this research study, a wide variety of 

grammatical features were present (likely more than the 23 included here) in large numbers 

(up to 30% of words and 82% of utterances). This was the case for all students, whether 

they had a history of S-LP or Special Education services (NOSPED) or not (SPED). No 

significant differences were found between the NOSPED and SPED groups in terms of the 

percentage of words with features, the percentage of utterances with features, nor the 

percentage of different types of grammatical features present in their speech upon 

Kindergarten entry. However, differences between percentage use of words with features, as 

well as the different types of features, were close to significance (p = .07; p = .08 

respectively). This is noteworthy, especially considering the small number of participants (n 

= 13). Thus, upon school entry, Kindergarten students who later presented with speech and 



   

 

133  
 

language or learning challenges may have used varietal features more frequently in their 

language samples, as well as a greater variety of features, than did Kindergarteners who did 

not present with speech and language or learning challenges later in school. Further study is 

needed to determine whether frequency of use of features, or number of different types of 

features present in Kindergartener’s speech or both could be potentially used to identify 

students who may need of specific speech and language or special education intervention. 

Regarding my first research question, namely 1) “Are students speaking an 

identifiable local English variety?”, data suggest that this appears to be the case. As for my 

second question 2) “If so, what are the grammatical features of their variety?”, I have 

identified a substantial number (at least 23) grammatical features. The question that emerges 

from these findings is “What changes occur in the children’s use of features as they 

progress through the grades in a school where the language of instruction is standard 

English?. This question will be addressed in Chapters 5 and 6. 
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Chapter 5. Change in Use of Grammatical Features Over Time  
 
 
In this chapter, I present the first of two investigations I completed for the second 

part of the study. These two investigations were designed to answer Question 3, “What 

changes occur in the children’s use of features as they progress through the grades in a 

school where the language of instruction is standard English?” (see Chapter 6 for the 

second investigation). I review my research methods for this first investigation, which 

focused on exploring the changes that occurred in the varietal features that I had identified 

as children progressed through the grades. I report changes in the use of each individual 

feature over time, including for those children who did and did not receive special education 

services. I then report changes in overall use of features as a function of grade, year of 

study, or whether the students received special education services or not. I report which 

features appeared in the children’s written narratives, and the changes that occurred as 

children progressed through the grades. I conclude by providing suggestions for 

improvements in pedagogical practice, based on my results. 

5.1 Methods 

To study changes that occurred in the Bigton students’ use of features orally and in 

their writing as they progressed through the grades, I collected oral and written narrative 

language samples in May and June, each year, for three years. Oral samples were obtained 

from all 15 participants, and written samples, when possible, for those students in Grade 2 

and beyond. I used a Sequential design whereby I collected samples from children from 

Kindergarten to Grade 5 (cross-sectional) over three school years (longitudinal) (see Table 
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15 for a schematic of the research design). Witnessed child assent was obtained each 

time I collected a sample. 

 
Table 15  

Sequential experimental design: number of participants 
  

Oral narrative  
  

Written narrative  
 

 

 
Grade 

 
Year 1 

 
Year 2 

 
Year 3 

 
Total 

 
Year 1 

 
Year 2 

 
Year 3 

 
Total 
 

 
K 

 
1 

   
1 

    

1 2 1  3     
2 4 2 1 7 2 2 1 5 
3 3 4 1 8 3 3 1 7 
4 2 2 4 8 2 3 4 9 
5 3 2 2 7 3 2 2 7 
6  3 1 4  3 2 5 
7   3 3   3 3 
 

Total 
 

 
15 

 
14 

 
12 

 
41 

 
10 

 
13 

 
13 

 
36 

 

 
To control for carry-over effects, I counterbalanced the order of condition (i.e., the 

collection of oral language sample first versus the collection of written language sample 

first). However, I maintained the order of condition for each child over the three-year period 

of study, to allow for comparisons within children over time. Therefore, approximately half 

of the students completed the oral condition first and the other half the written condition 

first. To determine the order of condition and create a participatory experience valued in 

First Nations culture (Fixico, 2003), the first child in each grade tossed a coin. To include 

every child in the fun, each subsequent child also tossed a coin. However, the order of 

condition for subsequent children was predetermined by me to ensure counterbalancing (as 
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suggested by a teacher consultant to the district; Anonymous, personal communication, 

date withheld). The only exception to this pattern occurred for one student in Grade 2. This 

student completed the oral sample first at the teacher’s recommendation since this child 

found writing to be difficult. As anticipated, all children enjoyed flipping a coin. This 

procedure had the additional benefit of avoiding any potential resistance from students over 

having to perform the more difficult writing portion first.8  

Due to the success of using videos to elicit language samples for S-LP purposes, I 

again used videos to obtain narrative language samples for this Sequential portion of the 

study. I selected three videos from the original five that I had used for Kindergarten analysis 

(Chapter 4). These were Balloons (Year 1) (Kim, 2008), Fantasia Taurina (Perez Gonzolez, 

2009) (Year 2) and Wasabi Guy (Ushko, 2013) (Year 3). Two respective Bigton School 

Principals vetted the videos, to ensure their appropriateness for use with school-aged 

children. I selected these videos because they had been particularly successful in eliciting 

productive language samples for Kindergarteners, and I was able to obtain an electronic 

copy from the creator or owner. This was preferable to having to stream videos on an 

internet provider that was sometimes unreliable. I used a different video each year to 

maintain student interest and to mitigate potential practice effects that might reduce 

processing demands and thus enhance a child’s word fluency and sentence length and 

complexity (see Dollaghan et al., 1990, on the language effects of familiarity of videotaped 

events). Using a different video each year also permitted me to determine whether 

grammatical patterns persisted in subsequent years, under conditions of new vocabulary and 

                                                
8 Teachers reported to me that many students did not enjoy writing, an observation that was confirmed by one 

participating child, who expressed that they felt nervous with the written portion. 
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new content, thereby providing evidence that observed grammar differences were 

features of a local variety of English (Wolfram & Adger, 1993). While videos had been 

viewed previously for some older participants, to my knowledge, none had been viewed 

more recently than 2.5 years before data collection. Miller et al. (2011) experts in language 

sample analysis, suggest that language sampling can be repeated sooner than the six-

months-to-one-year elapsed time usually recommended for standardized testing. Thus, a 

2.5-year elapsed time further reduced the possibility of practice effects. 

To record the samples, I used the same conditions and device for this sequential 

portion of the study that I had used when collecting Kindergarten samples for S-LP 

purposes. Recordings collected for Year 2 and 3 were backed up by a Zoom H1 recording 

device (recording format: WAV; sampling frequency: 44.1 kHz; quantization: 16 bit; 

microphone sensitivity: 60), to enable future phonetic analysis.9  

5.1.1 Elicitation protocol: Oral language.  

 I designed an elicitation protocol to encourage children to produce forms that I had 

identified as being characteristic of the local variety of English. In other words, my protocol 

was designed to promote the production of verb tense and aspect, pronouns, including male 

and female cis-gender, as well as a wide variety of other word-level and utterance-level 

grammatical patterns (see Tables 3-9). 

To ensure consistency, I placed instructions for each part of the procedure on a table 

to use as a reference. In this community, I have observed that an informal rather than a 

                                                
9 During the present tense elicitation of the oral language protocol, music did mask some of the speech at least at 

some level, possibly making the samples less reliable for evaluating phonology, especially for quiet word 
endings and unstressed syllables (whether grammatical or parts of words). The WAV format is more sensitive 
than the MP3 lossy compression recordings used for this study because the MP3 recording may result in a loss 
of audio necessary for phonetic analysis (Di Paolo & Yaeger-Dror, 2011). 
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formal approach appears to be preferred during day-to-day interactions. To create a 

relaxed, fun, familiar, natural, non-test-like atmosphere, I gave these instructions orally but 

did not read them. I permitted some deviations from the script and false starts (i.e., mazes) 

when giving children instructions since a certain number of maze words are normal in 

conversation (Loban, 1976). Telling, not reading the instructions allowed me to observe the 

child, to ensure that they were comfortable and enjoying the session. I adjusted instructions 

by rephrasing or breaking them into smaller units, depending on the ability level and age of 

the child. Additionally, in some instances, comments like, “Now we’re going to do 

something special,” or “Look at me” were included to motivate the child to continue, or to 

gain their attention. Although I attempted to keep comments and conversation to a 

minimum, I permitted some direct response or conversation to establish rapport. If the 

student had already completed the Elicitation Protocol: Written Language, then I 

acknowledged that they had already heard similar instructions when they wrote their 

narrative about the video. (See Appendix A for scripts for the Elicitation Protocol: Oral 

Language). 

5.1.2 Elicitation protocol: Written language.  

As with the Elicitation Protocol: Oral Language, the purpose of the Written 

Language Elicitation protocol was to encourage the production of syntactic forms that I had 

identified as being features of a local variety of English being written in school.   

If the student had already completed the Elicitation Protocol: Oral Language, then I 

acknowledged that they had already heard similar instructions. If the student asked how to 

spell a word, I provided the spelling and made a note of the word that I spelled for them. I 

then reminded the student not to worry about spelling and to “just do their best.” If the 
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student asked a second time, then once again, I reminded the student not to worry about 

spelling and just do their best. However, I did not spell the second word. Students used 

pencils to write their stories. The type of paper used, plain or lined loose leaf, was either 

recommended by their teacher or decided upon by the students themselves. (See Appendix 

B for scripts for the Elicitation Protocol: Written Language).  

5.1.3 Analysis of transcripts.  
  

I again used the Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT) software, 

Research Version 2012, to analyze orthographically transcribed and feature-coded oral 

transcripts of C&I Verbal utterances, mazes excluded. Since I collected samples in narrative 

contexts, I omitted non-narrative type utterances, such as utterances in response to 

questions. I also used SALT to analyze features in transcribed written samples. As 

mentioned in Chapter 4, written language samples were not segmented into T-units for this 

assessment. 

 Regarding the Past Tense Elicitation, Condition 1, I coded uninflected verbs or 

verbs derived in the present tense as “Present for Past” during the first portion of the 

condition (see Appendix A, Steps 1-3); in this first portion, the student was shown the video 

and asked to retell the story after the video had been turned off and removed from the 

computer screen. I did not always code uninflected verbs or verbs derived in the present 

tense as Present for Past for the second portion of the Past Tense Elicitation, Condition 1, 

when the student was shown individual scenes of the video and asked to tell what had 

happened in each scene (see Appendix A, Step 4). That was because students sometimes 

began to respond when the image was still present and moving into place in the video. Since 

I was not sure that the context was clearly past tense, I used context to decide. If there was 
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no obvious context, due to the frequent occurrence of tense switching, then I considered 

that the student intended to code past tense (see also Sections 4.1.3 and 5.3 for further 

discussion of tense switching). As it was in the Kindergarten analysis, in the present tense 

elicitation procedure, when the students were required to describe what was happening 

while they watched the video, sometimes students described what they had just seen and 

other times described what they were seeing. Consequently, I accepted both present and past 

tense for this condition and used context to decide what tense was intended for uninflected 

verbs. Again, context did not always disambiguate what the child meant to say, due to the 

frequent occurrence of tense switching. If there was no obvious context, then I considered 

that the student intended to code the present tense. For the coding of future aspect, once 

again, I accepted both present tense and future aspect and when possible used context to 

guide my decision-making. Again, if the context did not disambiguate tense or aspect, then I 

considered that the child intended to code future aspect.  

5.1.4 Inter-rater reliability of transcription and feature identification.  

I performed inter-rater reliability assessments of oral samples using the same 

methods and working with the same variety-familiar S-LP colleague I had used to complete 

inter-rater reliability for Kindergarteners. For orthographic transcription, the word-by-word 

agreement on 2 of 15, 14, and 12 of the transcripts was calculated to be 93.35, 93.94, and 

94.73% for Years 1, 2 and 3, respectively. For SALT coding conventions, which are used to 

identify Complete & Intelligible Verbal utterances, my levels of accuracy were 87.85%, 

88.71% and 87.15% for Year 1, 2, and 3 respectively. Inter-rater reliability of feature 

identification in C&I Verbal Utterances was found to be 87.72, 94.23, and 88.41% for Year 

1, 2 and 3. 
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I assessed my ability to reliably transcribe written samples collected over the 

three-year period of this Sequential portion of the study by comparing my typed 

transcriptions of randomly selected (without replacement) anonymized language samples 

handwritten by participants to those of a teacher trained in Special Education. The word-by-

word agreement was calculated to be 99.21% on 2 of 11 transcripts for Year 1, 98.62% on 2 

of 14 transcripts for Year 2, and 99.36% on 2 of 13 transcripts for Year 3. I subsequently 

assessed my ability to identify grammatical features in typed transcripts by comparing my 

results to a different teacher trained in Special Education who was familiar with the variety 

of English spoken in Bigton School. Once again, I followed the same procedures I had 

developed for the identification of oral features. Inter-rater reliability of feature 

identification was found to be 100% on 1 of 10 transcripts for Year 1, 94.45% on 2 of 13 

transcripts for Year 2, and 100% on 2 of 13 transcripts for Year 3.  

5.1.5 Methods for statistical analysis.  

Grammatical features: Years 1, 2, & 3. To determine the frequency with which 

Bigton students used features of their variety in oral and written samples, and to investigate 

the changes that occurred over the three-year period of study, I used two token-based 

approaches I had used for the Kindergarten analysis. To calculate the rate of individual 

feature use, I divided the number of each child’s use of individual features (i.e., all features, 

including both word-level and utterance-level features) by the NTW-A in each child’s 

sample and then multiplied by 100 to obtain a percent use of each individual feature for 

each child. I then calculated the average of all children’s rate of use of each individual 

feature. I made these calculations for all children from Grade K-5 as a function of Year of 
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study. I then calculated frequency of use of individual features for the cohort of students 

who were in Grades K-2 and Grades 3-5, as a function of Year of study.  

To determine overall variety density for each child,	I divided the total number of all 

features (tokens), including both word and utterance level features, by the NTW-A in my 

samples. I then multiplied the rate metric by 100 to arrive at a VDM (see Section 4.1.5). I 

investigated changes in VDM for oral and written features over grades, and whether the 

changes for oral features were statistically significant. Finally, I examined whether 

differences in frequency of production between NOSPED and SPED students that existed in 

Kindergarten persisted, once children had begun to attend Bigton School. (See Appendix D 

for raw data). 

Convergent validity. Again, being satisfied that the data I collected for research 

purposes reflected what I had observed in my S-LP practice, I then assessed whether the 

results I obtained using my method of calculating rate of use of features produced similar 

results to those obtained using an utterance-level token-based method described in the 

literature (e.g., Oetting & McDonald, 2002; Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, 2010) (see also 

Section 4.1.5, Convergent validity).  

Statistical Analysis. Descriptive analysis of the frequency of production of 

individual features and children’s overall density of production of oral and written features 

over grades was performed using Microsoft® Excel® for Mac 2011, CHARTS, COLUMN, 

CLUSTERED COLUMN, and IBM SPSS (Version 24) GRAPHS, LEGACY 

DIALOGUES, BOXPLOTS.  

I had only one Kindergartener in this cohort. One might argue that the 

Kindergartener should not be included in the analysis because one individual cannot be 

considered to be representative of Kindergarteners’ performance generally. I decided to 
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include the Kindergartener in descriptive analyses because I felt that their data 

accurately reflected what I had observed repeatedly in my S-LP practice. Specifically, 

Kindergarteners present with high rates of use of features at school entry (e.g., mean VDM 

was 14.97; see Section 4.1.5) and then rapidly decline in their rate of use of features. In this 

regard, I felt this Kindergartener was, indeed, representative.  

To determine whether the changes that occurred over grades were statistically 

different, I performed two independent-samples t-tests between Grades 1 and 4 and between 

Grades 4 and 7. I selected t-tests for this particular analysis because I was not able to 

complete a Univariate Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on VDM for all three years 

combined. That was because, given the sequential design, the same student might appear in 

more than one grade, which therefore ruled out the use of ANOVA, which assumes 

independence of observations. Similarly, an ANOVA for each year was not appropriate 

because of inadequate samples sizes, which ranged from 1 to 4. I was not able to perform a 

t-test between Kindergarten and any other grade because there was only one Kindergarten 

participant; a t-test requires more than one observation per group. (See Appendix E for 

boxplots and tests of assumptions). 

I also explored whether differences existed between NOSPED and SPED groups 

regarding their VDMs by carrying out an independent-samples t-test. To carry out the 

analyses and to test assumptions, I used IBM SPSS (Version 24) GRAPHS, LEGACY 

DIALOGUES, HISTOGRAMS and COMPARE MEANS, INDEPENDENT-SAMPLES T 

TEST. (See Section 4.1.5 for a discussion of issues of independence of observations in 

Bigton School; see Appendix E for boxplots and tests of assumptions). 

To assess the relationship between measurements of density of variety obtained 

using my method to those obtained using a rate of features per utterance metric, a Pearson 
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correlation analysis was carried out using IBM SPSS (Version 25), CORRELATE, 

BIVARIATE, and GRAPHS, LEGACY DIALOGUES, SCATTER/DOT for evaluation of 

assumptions (see Appendix E for scatterplots and tests of assumptions).  

5.2 Results and Discussion 

5.2.1  Grammatical features, Years 1, 2, & 3: oral samples. 

In this section, I report the results of the quantitative analysis of the production of 

each individual grammatical feature (i.e., including both word-level and utterance-level 

features) for each Year of the study. I do so first for all students (Grade K-5) (see Table 16; 

Figure 4). Features are arranged in in descending order of mean frequency of production, as 

they appeared in the first year of this Sequential part of the study. Figure 4 (a) displays these 

data graphically using the same scale as was used for Figure 1, to make it easier to compare 

these results to frequency of production as they appeared in Kindergarten. Figure 4 (b) 

displays these data with a reduced scale, to enhance readability. As a further layer of 

analysis, I also report the rate of feature production for students who were in early 

elementary (i.e., Grade K-2) and late elementary (i.e., Grade 3-5) at Year 1 of the study, for 

each Year (see Table 17, Figure 5). I also provide a qualitative discussion of the changes in 

the use of individual features from Kindergarten entry, and over the three years of the study.  

When comparing Figure 4 (a) to Figure 1, it can be seen that there was a reduction in 

the use of most features from rates at Kindergarten entry, once participant children began to 

attend Bigton School. Five features showed further decline from Grade K-2 through to 

Grade 5-7 (see Table 17 and Figure 5). These were Regularization, Different Preposition, 

Undifferentiated Pronoun Case, Word Order, and Gender Neutral Pronoun. Eleven features 

showed fluctuating rates of production. These were Absent Phrase, Conjunction, 
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Topicalization, Absent Third Person Singular <s>, Absent Copula or Auxiliary, 

Repetition, Absent <ing>, Different Article, Subject-Verb Agreement, Different 

Determiner, and That for The (see Table 17, Figure 5). Five features showed low levels of 

production in all grades. These were Absent to, Gots for Has, Different Possession, 

Different Plural, and Different Negation (see Table 17, Figure 5).   

While most features declined in their rates of use from Kindergarten entry, one 

exception was String, which increased in use from an average of 0.20% of words at 

Kindergarten entry to 0.58% at the end of Year 3 of the study (see Table 16 and Figure 4). 

This upward trend is confirmed by the analysis of early and late elementary groups (see 

Table 17 and Figure 5). As was outlined in Table 3, I defined String as (a) 2 clauses within 

sentence; subject optional, is not repeated but implied; no coordinating conjunction, or (b) 

>2 clauses within sentence; subject optional, is not repeated but implied; coordinating 

conjunction may or may not be included. Increased use of String over the three-year 

Sequential portion of the study may reflect the students’ development of their ability to 

produce multi-clause utterances.  

Present for Past and Topicalization were other features that did not continue to 

decline over time. Present for Past declined from rates of use at Kindergarten entry, 

reaching its lowest rates of production in Grades 4-6. However, it then jumped again to rates 

of production that were similar to those observed at Kindergarten entry. Topicalization also 

fluctuated over time, but reached its highest rates of production among children in Grades 5-

7 (see Table 17 and Figure 5). 
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Table 16  
 
Mean percentage of words with features of NTW-A, for each type of feature, Years 1, 2, & 3 
 
Feature 
 

 
Year 1 

 
Year 2 

 
Year 3 

Present for Past 0.63 0.21 0.79 
Absent Phrase 0.46 0.36 0.38 
Regularization 0.42 0.29 0.07 
Preposition 0.40 0.19 0.15 
String 0.29 0.47 0.58 
Undiff. Pro Case 0.23 0.00 0.00 
Conjunction 0.23 0.10 0.04 
Word Order 0.21 0.04 0.04 
Topicalization 0.19 0.18 0.48 
Absent 3rd per sing s 0.15 0.10 0.05 
Gender neutral pron 0.13 0.07 0.09 
Absent cop/aux 0.12 0.09 0.33 
Repetition 0.06 0.13 0.07 
Absent-ing 0.03 0.05 0.02 
Articles 0.02 0.25 0.01 
Subject-Verb Agree 0.02 0.09 0.04 
Determiner 0.02 0.14 0.05 
Absent to 0.02 0.04 0.00 
That/the 0.00 0.05 0.08 
Gots/has 0.00 0.00 0.02 
Possession 0.00 0.01 0.00 
Plural 0.00 0.02 0.00 
Negation 0.00 0.03 0.04 
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Figure 4. Mean percentage of words with features, for each type of feature, Years 1, 2, & 3: 
(a) scale aligns with Figure 1; (b) same data re-scaled for readability (Abbreviations are 
defined in Glossary A; see Appendix D for raw data) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0.00	

0.50	

1.00	

1.50	

2.00	

2.50	

DV
PP
	

AP
HR
AS
E	

DV
RE
G	

DP
RE
P	

ST
RI
NG
	

DP
UP
C	

DC
ON

J	
W
O	

TO
P	

DV
A3
S	

DP
GE
N	

DV
AC
OP
AU
X	

RE
P	

DV
IN
G	

DA
RT
	

DV
SV
A	 DD
	

DV
AT
O	

DD
TH
E	

DV
GO
TS
HA
S	

DP
OS
S	

DP
L	

DN
EG
	

M
ea
n	
Pe
rc
en
ta
ge
	

(a)	Grammatial	Features	-	Oral	

Year	1	
Year	2	
Year3	

0.00	
0.10	
0.20	
0.30	
0.40	
0.50	
0.60	
0.70	
0.80	
0.90	
1.00	

DV
PP
	

AP
HR
AS
E	

DV
RE
G	

DP
RE
P	

ST
RI
NG
	

DP
UP
C	

DC
ON

J	
W
O	

TO
P	

DV
A3
S	

DP
GE
N	

DV
AC
OP
AU
X	

RE
P	

DV
IN
G	

DA
RT
	

DV
SV
A	 DD
	

DV
AT
O	

DD
TH
E	

DV
GO
TS
HA
S	

DP
OS
S	

DP
L	

DN
EG
	

Re
-s
ca
le
d	
M
ea
n	
Pe
rc
en
ta
ge
		

(b)	Grammatial	Features	-	Oral	

Year	1	
Year	2	
Year3	



   

 

148  
 

Table 17  
 
Mean percentage of words with features of NTW-A, for each type of feature, Cohort K-2 & 
3-5 over Years 1, 2, & 3 
 
Feature 
 

 
Year 1 

 
Year 2 

 
Year 3 

 K-2 3-5 1-3 4-6 2-4 5-7 
       
       
Present for Past 0.76 0.51 0.25 0.18 0.29 1.29 
Absent Phrase  0.23 0.67 0.13 0.58 0.46 0.30 
Regularization 0.73 0.16 0.51 0.07 0.11 0.03 
Preposition 0.63 0.20 0.23 0.15 0.21 0.10 
String 0.08 0.47 0.55 0.39 0.25 0.90 
Undiff. Pro Case 0.50 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Conjunction  0.00 0.43 0.00 0.21 0.00 0.09 
Word Order 0.34 0.10 0.06 0.02 0.05 0.02 
Topicalization  0.29 0.10 0.11 0.26 0.40 0.57 
Absent 3rd per sing s 0.15 0.16 0.08 0.11 0.07 0.03 
Gender neutral pron 0.17 0.09 0.06 0.09 0.17 0.02 
Absent cop/aux 0.08 0.15 0.05 0.14 0.59 0.07 
Repetition  0.12 0.02 0.14 0.12 0.11 0.02 
Absent-ing  0.00 0.05 0.06 0.03 0.05 0.00 
Articles 0.00 0.03 0.37 0.14 0.00 0.03 
Subject-Verb Agree  0.00 0.03 0.11 0.07 0.05 0.03 
Determiner  0.00 0.03 0.11 0.17 0.11 0.00 
Absent to 0.00 0.03 0.07 0.02 0.00 0.00 
That/the  0.00 0.00 0.00 0.09 0.10 0.06 
Gots/has 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.00 
Possession 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.00 
Plural 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.02 0.00 0.00 
Negation 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.03 0.05 0.02 
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Figure 5. Mean percentage of words with features, for each type of feature, Years 1, 2, & 3: 
(a) Grade K-2 cohort; (b) Grade 3-5 cohort (Abbreviations are defined in Glossary A; see 
Appendix D for raw data) 
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of Kindergarten. Among Kindergarteners at school entry, Undifferentiated Pronoun Case 

was the most frequently occurring feature, followed by Absent Copula or Auxiliary. After 

Year 1 of the study, however, Present for Past was found to be the most frequently 
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occurring feature used by participants, and it maintained its status as a frequently 

occurring feature throughout the three years.  

In summary, then, once participant Bigton students began to attend school, the 

relative frequency of use of most features declined over rates measured at Kindergarten 

entry (see Chapter 4). An exception was the use of String, which increased over levels in 

Kindergarten and continued to increase over the three years of the Sequential study. 

Increased use of String may be related to the participant’s development of their ability to 

speak in multi-clause sentences. Many features showed a fluctuating rate of production, 

after an initial decline from Kindergarten entry, and some features showed consistently low 

rates of production throughout. Also of note was the decline in the use of Undifferentiated 

Pronoun Case and the rise of Past for Present as the most frequently occurring feature. 

Present for Past showed a curvilinear pattern of production. Whereas Bigton students 

learned the standard English way of differentiating pronoun case, once they began to attend 

school, verb tense appears to have persisted as being an area of difficulty for students. 

Children’s use of verb tense will require further study. 

5.2.2 Variety Density Measure (VDM), Years 1, 2, & 3: oral samples.  

 In this section, I report the results of my analysis of the mean number of words with 

features as a percentage of NTW-A (VDM) per Grade for all three years of this Sequential 

portion of the study (see Table 18). Figure 6 shows a bar graph of these data. For ease of 

comparison, the average VDM obtained by Kindergarteners at school entry (see Chapter 4) 

is also included in Table 18 (see first row, italics), and on Figure 6 (zebra striped bar). As 

can be seen from Table 18 and Figure 6, based on this small sample of 15 children, VDM 

declined rapidly from Kindergarten entry to the end of Kindergarten. It declined further to 
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Grade 1, levelled out until Grade 4 and then gradually increased until Grade 7. The 

decline in the production of features between Kindergarten and Grade 4 was greater than the 

increase in production between Grade 4 and Grade 7. Overall, taking the high rates 

produced at Kindergarten entry into consideration, as well as the behaviour of the single 

Kindergartener in this cohort, VDM appeared to follow a curvilinear trajectory.  

Figure 7 shows boxplots of these sequential data. Since there was only one 

Kindergartener, there was no range of data to report, and so the Kindergartener’s data was 

represented by a single point in the figure, rather than a boxplot. Figure 7 shows no overlap 

between the percent of words with features produced by the Kindergartener and students in 

older grades. These data, as well as the data collected for Kindergarteners at school entry 

(see Figure 6), suggest that there was a significant decrease in the use of features after 

school entry. Boxplots illustrate that there was variation within grades, as well as overlap 

between grades among students. Boxplots in Figure 7 and SDs in Table 18 also indicate that 

the greatest variability in feature production among students occurred in the early grades, 

particularly in Grade 2. Except for Grade 5, variability lessened after Grade 2 as children 

progressed through the grades and entered middle school.  
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Table 18  
 
Summary statistics – mean oral VDM (SD) calculated as a percentage of words with 
features of NTW-A & number of students (N) for Kindergartens at school entry (italics); 
mean oral VDM (SD), calculated as a percentage of words with features of NTW-A, & 
number of students (N) - for grade, all 3 years 

    
GRADE N Mean SD 

    
    

Kindergarten Entry 
 

13 14.97 7.92 

Kindergarten 1 10.03 - 
Grade 1 3 3.39 2.27 
Grade 2 7 3.95 2.37 
Grade 3 8 2.58 1.40 
Grade 4 8 2.38 1.10 
Grade 5 7 3.17 2.07 
Grade 6 4 3.73 1.35 
Grade 7 3 4.74 1.67 
    
   
  
 

 
 
Figure 6. Mean oral VDM, calculated as a percentage of words with features of NTW-A, at 
Kindergarten Entry (KE; zebra-striped bar), and Grade, all 3 years (K-7; filled bars) 
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Figure 7. Boxplots of mean oral VDM, calculated as a percentage of words with features of 
NTW-A, per grade, all 3 years (n = number of students) 
 

 
Table 19 shows mean VDM for each grade for Years 1, 2, and 3 separated by year, 

and Figure 8 displays these data graphically. An examination of Table 19 and Figure 8 

reveals the same curvilinear trajectory appeared to be present in each year of the study, as 

students progressed from elementary to middle school.  

An independent-samples t-test for VDM between Grade 1 and 4 (Years 1, 2, & 3 

combined) was not significant (t (9) = 1.04, p = .33). Thus, the results of the t-test supported 

the descriptive analysis that showed a levelling in the production of features in the early 

grades in school. However, a t-test for independent samples between Grade 4 and 7 was 

significant (t (9) = -2.80, p = .02). Again, this result supported the descriptive analysis that 

showed a gradual rise again in the use of features as children entered middle school (see 
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Table 18 and Figure 6). The t-test thus indicated a statistically meaningful difference 

between Grade 4 and 7.  

 
Table 19  
 
Summary statistics - mean oral VDM (SD) calculated as a percentage of words with 
features of NTW-A & number of students (N) - for grade - each year of study 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
In summary, the descriptive and statistical analyses on this sample of 15 students 

followed over a 3-year period suggested that their overall rate of use of features appeared to 

follow a curvilinear trajectory, although the slope of the initial decline was greater than the 

slope of the subsequent rise. After school entry, the rate of feature use declined rapidly. It 

reached its lowest rates in Grade 3 and 4 and then gradually rose again as children entered 

Middle School. This trend is supported in the literature. Craig and Washington (2006) 

reported an initial decline in feature use by African American children after Kindergarten, 

which levelled out in early elementary school. Van Hofwegen and Wolfram (2010) also 

reported the same early decline for African American children after Kindergarten, a 

levelling out in early elementary school, followed by a rise in middle school. In their study, 

the students’ rate of use of features either continued to rise in high school or declined again 

in high school (see Section 5.5 for their hypothesis for why this might be taking place). 

Further study is needed to determine trends in use for individual features. 

 
GRADE 
 

   Year 1 
 

 
N   Year 2 

	

	
N   Year 3 

	

	
N 

Kindergarten 
 

Kindergarten 
 

10.03 (-)  
 

1 
1 	

	
	

	
Grade 1 

 
2.52 (2.40) 

 
2 5.13 (-) 

 
1 	 	

Grade 2 
 

3.74 (2.44) 
 

4 3.69 (3.71) 
 

2 5.34 (-) 
	

1 
Grade 3 

 
3.35 (1.34) 

 
3 2.02 (1.54) 

 
4 2.53 (-) 

 
1 

Grade 4 
 

2.21 (1.63) 
 

2 1.96 (0.01) 
 

2 2.67 (1.29) 
	

4 
Grade 5 

 
4.44 (2.49) 

 
3 2.28 (2.10) 

 
2 2.16 (0.68) 

	
2 

Grade 6 
  

 3.97 (1.55) 
 

3 3.01 (-) 
	

1 
Grade 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
	

	
	 4.74 (1.67) 

 

 

	

	

3 
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Figure 8. Mean oral VDM, calculated as a percentage of words with features of 
NTW-A, per grade, Year 1, 2, & 3 
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5.2.3 NOSPED and SPED students: oral samples.  

In this section, I discuss the results of the analyses I performed to investigate 

whether there was a significant difference in VDM between students in all Grades K-5 in 

the NOSPED and SPED groups. I was unable to compare rates of production between 

NOSPED and SPED children for the cohorts of children in Grades K-2 and 3-5 due to low 

numbers of participants per group and a potential loss of anonymity. Table 20 and Figure 9 

show the mean percentage production of each individual feature for all NOSPED and SPED 

students during Year 1 of the Sequential portion of the study, calculated for students who 

had attended Kindergarten at Bigton School. When comparing Figure 2 to Figure 9, it can 

be seen that differences that existed between the NOSPED and SPED groups in 

Kindergarten at school entry diminished after children began to attend Bigton School. For 

instance, in Kindergarten the SPED group produced more words with features with higher 

frequency than the NOSPED group. However, this was not the case by the end of Year 1 of 

the Sequential study. In Year 1, NOSPED students produced six features more frequently 

than SPED students (e.g., Present for Past, Undifferentiated Pronoun Case, Topicalization, 

Absent 3rd Person Singular ‘s’, Neutralization of Gender, and Repetition; SPED students 

produced seven features more frequently than NOSPED students (e.g., Absent Phrase, 

Regularization, Preposition, String, Conjunction, Word Order and Absent Copula or 

Auxiliary). Production of many features declined to negligible or non-use for both groups. 

As for three features that might be developmental or indicators of developmental language 

disorder, namely Undifferentiated Pronoun Case, Absent 3rd person singular <s>, and 

Absent <ed> marker (incorporated under Present for Past in this study), the NOSPED 

students used them more frequently than did the SPED students.  
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Table 20  
 
Mean percentage of words with features, for each type of feature produced by NOSPED and 
SPED groups who had attended Kindergarten at Bigton School, Year 1 
 
Feature 
 

 
NOSPED 

 
SPED 

Present for Past 
 

0.86 
 

0.40 
Absent Phrase 0.26 0.43 
Regularization 0.35 0.51 
Preposition 0.34 0.42 
String 0.17 0.26 
Undiff. Pron. Case 0.70 0.00 
Conjunction 0.00 0.43 
Word Order 0.02 0.38 
Topicalization 0.27 0.09 
Absent 3rd per. Sing s 0.11 0.10 
Gender neutral pron. 0.17 0.06 
Absent cop/aux 0.09 0.13 
Repetition 0.16 0.00 
Absent-ing 0.02 0.04 
Articles 0.00 0.01 
Subject-Verb Agree 0.02 0.02 
Determiner 0.00 0.01 
Absent to 0.02 0.01 
That/the 0.00 0.00 
Gots/has 0.00 0.00 
Possession 0.00 0.00 
Plural 0.00 0.00 
Negation 
 

0.00 0.00 
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Figure 9. Mean percentage of words with features, for each type of feature produced by NOSPED (bottom column) and SPED (stacked 
column) students who had attended Kindergarten at Bigton School, Year 1 (Abbreviations defined in Glossary A)  
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Table 21 shows the summary statistics of VDM for NOSPED and SPED students 

in Year 1 of the study. An independent-samples t-test between NOSPED and SPED for 

Year 1 was not significant (t (11) = -0.08, p = .94). When comparing the p-value obtained 

for differences between NOSPED and SPED groups in Kindergarten (p = .07 for t-test; see 

Section 4.2.4) to the p-value obtained with the t-test analysis when comparing NOSPED to 

SPED students after Year 1 (p = .94), it can be seen that the probability that NOSPED and 

SPED students are different from each other reduced markedly. Thus, the t-test statistical 

analysis carried out on data collected during Year 1 of the study supported the descriptive 

analysis which indicated that differences in the production of features between NOSPED 

and SPED students that existed upon school entry diminished after attendance at Bigton 

School. 

 
Table 21  

Descriptives - Mean percentage of words with features, for each type of feature, produced 
orally by NOSPED and SPED groups, Kindergarteners at Bigton School, Year 1 

 
YEAR 

 

 
SPED 

 
N 

	
Mean 

	
SD 

  
NOSPED 

 
5 

 
3.59 

	
3.94 

 SPED 
 

8 3.72 1.88 

 

  
In summary, analysis of these data suggests that differences in the production of 

features between NOSPED and SPED students diminished from their rate of production 

upon Kindergarten entry to their rate of production after Year 1 of the study. After Year 1, 

there was no significant difference in production rates between NOSPED and SPED groups. 

In fact, NOSPED students used three features associated with development and 
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developmental language disorder, namely Undifferentiated Pronoun Case, Absent 3rd 

person singular <s>, and Absent <ed> marker (incorporated under Present for Past in this 

study) more frequently than SPED students after Year 1. 

5.2.4 Relationship between VDM calculated as words with features as a 
percentage of total words and VDM calculated as the rate of features per 
utterance – all students 

 
In this section, I present the results of a comparison of my percentage-feature-per-

NTW-A method of calculating overall density of feature use with a features-per-utterance 

calculation. A Pearson correlation analysis was computed to assess the relationship between 

(a) VDM derived for students using my computational method, which involved calculating 

the number of words with features as a percentage of adjusted total words and (b) VDM 

calculated as a rate of features per utterance (Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, 2010) for Years 1, 

2, and 3 (See Table 22 for the Descriptives and Table 23 for the Correlations). There was a 

significant and strong positive correlation between the two variables for each year: r = .96, n 

= 15, p = .00 for Year 1; r = .98, n = 14, p = .00 for Year 2; r = .94, n = 12, p = .00 for Year 

3. This analysis thus indicates that the two methods produce VDMs that are very similar. As 

a result of this analysis, I can be confident that the method I created to determine density of 

variety use for students who participated in the Sequential portion of the study, namely 

features as a percentage of adjusted total words, will produce a VDM that is highly similar 

to the VDM I would obtain if I used a rate of features per utterance metric. 
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Table 22  
 
Descriptives: the relationship between VDM calculated as a percentage of words with 
features of NTW-A and VDM calculated as the rate of features per utterance  
 
Year of Study 

 
Variable 

 
N 

 
Mean 

 
SD 

 
Year 1 % Words with features 15 3.85 2.55 
 Rate features per utterance  .26 .17 
Year 2 % Words with features 14 2.93 1.87 
 Rate features per utterance  .20 .13 
Year 3 % Words with features 12 3.34 1.55 
 Rate features per utterance  .25 .14 
 
 
Table 23  
 
Correlations: relationship between VDM calculated as percentage of words with features 
and VDM calculated as percentage of features per utterance 
 
Year 1: 
Variables 

  
% words with 
features 

 
Features per 
utterance 

% words with features Pearson correlation 1 .96** 
 Sig (2-tailed)  .00 
 N 15 15 
Features per utterance Pearson correlation .96** 1 
 Sig (2-tailed) .00  
 N 15 15 

 

 
Year 2: 
Variables 

  
 

 
 

% words with features Pearson correlation 1 .98** 
 Sig (2-tailed)  .00 
 N 14 14 
Features per utterance Pearson correlation .98** 1 
 Sig (2-tailed) .00  
 N 14 14 

 

 
Year 3: 
Variables 

  
 

 
 

% words with features Pearson correlation 1 .94** 
 Sig (2-tailed)  .00 
 N 12 12 
Features per utterance Pearson correlation .94** 1 
 Sig (2-tailed) .00  
 N 12 12 
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5.2.5 Grammatical features: written samples.  
 

Table 24 shows the mean production of spoken and written words with features 

calculated as a percentage of NTW-A in samples for Years 1, 2, and 3. Figure 10 displays a 

bar graph of these data. Examining Table 24, and comparing Figures 10 and Figure 4, it can 

be seen that most features that appeared in oral samples also appeared in written samples. 

Exceptions were Different Conjunction and Absent “to”, which only appeared in oral 

samples. That speakers of varieties use the same features in both their speaking and their 

writing is supported by the literature (see, for instance, Washington, 2011 on AAL; Snell & 

Andrews, 2017 on regional varieties in the United Kingdom [UK]).  

As it was for oral features, the most frequently occurring written feature was Present 

for Past. Wolfram (1984) reported that use of uninflected past tense is a commonly 

occurring feature of Indigenous Englishes. The fact that Present for Past appears at high 

rates of production in both speech and writing among participants may speak to the 

robustness of it as a feature in this community. In the case of the written samples, however, 

the amount of production of the Present for Past feature relative to the amount of production 

of other written features exceeded the amount of production of Present for Past oral feature 

relative to other oral features. As was the case for oral samples, the amount of production of 

Present for Past increased from Year 1 to Year 3 in written samples. These latter two 

observations lend further support to the robustness of Present for Past as a feature. Verb 

tense may, therefore, require more direct intervention for students to become bivarietal 

writers. This requires further study. 
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5.2.6 Variety Density Measure (VDM): written samples.  
 

In this section, I present the results of the analysis of the students’ use of features 

in their writing. Table 25 shows the mean VDM for students’ written samples per grade 

for all three years. As can be seen from Figure 11, which displays these data graphically, 

the density of use of variety fluctuated from Grades 2 to 6, and then increased in Grade 7. 

Thus, no clear trend emerged between Grades 2 and 6. The observed increase in Grade 7 

was likely influenced by the increased use of Present for Past by 2 of 3 students. 

Previously, these two students wrote their story of “what happened in the video” 

primarily in the past tense, with some use of uninflected verbs. On this occasion, for the 

first time, both of these students used the present tense, with only minimal use of past 

tense or uninflected past tense. Figure 12 shows the density of features in written samples 

for each year of the study. From an examination of Figure 12, it can be seen that no clear 

trend occurred regarding feature use in written samples, for each year.  
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Table 24  
 
Mean percentage of oral and written words with features, for each type of feature, Years 1, 
2, & 3 (Abbreviations defined in Glossary A; see Appendix D for raw data) 

Feature Year 1 
	

Year 2 
	

Year 3 
	
	

 

Oral 
 

Writing 
 

Oral 
 

Writing 
	

Oral 
	

Writing 
	

 
Present/Past 0.63 2.39 0.21 0.84 0.79   3.24 
Absent Phrase 0.46 0.26 0.36 0.67 0.38   0.82 
Regularization 0.42 0.16 0.29 0.15 0.07   0.00 
Preposition 0.40 0.48 0.19 0.27 0.15   0.08 
String 0.29 0.18 0.47 0.13 0.58   0.24 
Undiff. Pro Case 0.23 0.00 0.00 0.04 0.00   0.08 
Conjunction 0.23 0.00 0.10 0.00 0.04   0.00 
Word Order 0.21 0.00 0.04 0.00 0.04   0.03 
Topicalization 0.19 0.12 0.18 0.18 0.48   0.11 
Ab. 3rdper. Sing s 0.15 0.35 0.10 0.16 0.05   0.38 
Gen neut. pron. 0.13 0.00 0.07 0.06 0.09   0.08 
Ab. cop. or aux. 0.12 0.00 0.09 0.70 0.33   0.27 
Absent-ing 0.03 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.02   0.09 
Articles 0.02 0.15 0.25 0.60 0.01   0.51 
Sub-Verb Agree 0.02 0.11 0.09 0.10 0.04   0.27 
Determiner 0.02 0.23 0.14 0.04 0.05   0.11 
Absent to 0.02 0.00 0.04 0.00 0.00   0.00 
That/the 0.00 0.05 0.05 0.00 0.08   0.07 
Gots/has 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.02   0.03 
Possession 0.00 0.05 0.01 0.00 0.00   0.00 
Plural 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.13 0.00   0.20 
Negation 
 

0.00 
 

0.00 
 

0.03 
	

0.00 
	

0.04 
 

  0.07 
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Figure 10. Mean percentage of written words with features, for each type of feature, Years 
1, 2, & 3 (Abbreviations defined in Glossary A; see Appendix D for raw data) 

 

Table 25  
 
Mean VDM (SD), calculated as percentage of written words with features of NTW-A, per 
grade, all 3 Years 
 
Grade 
	

	
Year 1 

	
N 

	
Year 2 

	
N 

	
Year 3 

	
N 

	
Mean (SD) 

	
N 

 
2 

 
5.17 (2.59) 

 
2 

 
5.36 (7.58 

 
2 

 
6.32 (-) 

 
1 

 
5.47 (4.03) 

	
5 

3 4.15 (0.50) 3 2.75 (2.53) 3 5.71 (-) 1 3.77 (1.85) 7 
4 3.52 (2.68) 2 5.34 (1.58) 3 6.86 (4.72) 4 5.61 (3.43) 9 
5 5.30 (3.52) 3 2.04 (1.75) 2 6.46 (4.03) 2 4.70 (3.31) 7 
6   4.66 (2.24) 3 4.79 (4.48) 2 4.71 (2.75) 5 
7 
 

    9.04 (4.96) 3 9.04 (4.96) 3 
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Figure 11. Mean VDM, calculated as a percentage of written words with features of NTW-
A, per grade, all 3 Years 
 

5.3 The Case of Present for Past 

In this section, I discuss the feature Present for Past in more detail. One of the 

definitions I operationalized for Present for Past was “use of Uninflected Past Tense” (e.g., 

He look there yesterday; Then he hold it tighter). The other was “use of verbs inflected for 

present tense to code past tense events” (e.g., Then this kid comes over and looked like she 

was coming from a party) (see Section 4.3). 

Present for Past was not the most frequently occurring feature used by 

Kindergarteners when they entered school. However, Present for Past became the most 

frequently used feature by participants in Year 1 of the sequential portion of the study. The 

use of Present for Past was variable within both oral utterances and written sentences and 

within paragraphs and stories.  
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Figure 12. Mean VDM, calculated as a percentage of written words with features of NTW-
A, per grade, Years 1, 2, & 3 
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Another interesting pattern regarding use of Present for Past revealed itself 

during my investigation of the use of features over time. As mentioned in Section 4.3, 

Kindergarten children used tense switching when relating events. My cursory observation 

indicated that after Kindergarten entry, Bigton students’ use of tense appeared to change 

over time for both oral and written narratives. I observed some use of uninflected verbs in 

the early grades (e.g., Then he lift it up; Then he hold the balloon tighter), and that children 

might switch tenses from one sentence to the next when retelling what had happened in a 

story (e.g., Then [the bull] got out. The girl, she’s still in the lake. She put her hand up. The 

bull pulled her out). As students advanced through the grades, they appeared to increase 

their use of present tense when past tense was expected (i.e., Historical Present), as well as 

their use of tense switching between past to present within their story retells. This prediction 

was met in their oral narratives, as well as for their written narratives. Thus, children 

seemed to get more variable as they aged.  

Wolfram (1984) provided examples that demonstrate variable use of uninflected 

verb tense within utterances (e.g., “They all speak in Indian when we first started school”) 

and between utterances (e.g., “We would stay out there the whole day and when the train is 

coming, we useta run over to the railroad tracks”) among speakers of Pueblo English (p. 

33). Wolfram discusses that variability in the use of unmarked tense is a characteristic of 

speakers of Indigenous varieties. Tense switching may be a feature of storytelling in the 

Bigton community. Bigton students’ use of verb tense and tense switching requires further  

study. 
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5.4 Limitations 

My study site was remote, and travel to it was lengthy. As a result, my time on site 

was limited. This meant that I was unable to conduct a pilot study and had to rely on my S-

LP experience when designing methods and adjust methods slightly for the first few 

students who participated in the first year. On-site time constrictions, as well as the fact that 

children were not always in attendance due to illness, medical appointments or family 

matters also meant that each student’s elapsed times for collection of language samples 

from one year to the next varied. Because language develops over time (Brown, 1973; 

Loban, 1976; Miller et al., 2011) varying elapsed times between the collection of samples 

introduced another source of experimental “noise”. Limited time at my study site also meant 

that limited time elapsed between collection of written and oral language samples in each 

year. Sampling order was counterbalanced to account for carry-over effects. However, it is 

possible that the short elapsed time between the collections of oral versus written samples 

caused students to express themselves in more similar ways in both samples than might 

normally occur. On the other hand, I argue that talking and then writing, or writing and then 

talking about a topic, is a typical occurrence in school settings. Thus, my method aligns with 

authentic classroom experience. 

Loss of three participants occurred over the three years of the study (see Table 15), 

which increases the potential for error from a statistical point of view. Also, variable 

attendance at Bigton School, and influences from spending time in other communities may, 

of course, have influenced the students’ language development. Not controlling for 

attendance is another limitation to the study. 

As for the language samples, they were collected by me, a standard English speaking 

adult. Therefore, I cannot comment on students’ language behaviour in other contexts, such 
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as when they participate in community gatherings or interact with their family or peers, 

other than to make comments derived from anecdotal observations. Future research should 

focus on the study of conversational speech and expository speech in a broader variety of 

contexts and with a wider variety of communicative partners.  

Similarly, there was no control group in this study. All participating Bigton students 

received ESD services. Students who do not receive ESD services or receive alternative 

forms of intervention might behave differently when learning standard Canadian English. 

However, Craig and Washington (2006) and Van Hofwegen and Wolfram (2010) also found 

that students in their studies followed similar trajectories in terms of their rate of production 

of features, and they did not report that the children received specific interventions to assist 

them to learn to speak standard American English. Given this, I am lead to believe that this 

trend may be robust.  

Finally, my small sample size posed a significant limitation to this study, affecting 

the statistical analysis and reducing its power. For instance, in the Sequential portion of the 

study, I had only one Kindergarten participant, which meant the Kindergartener could not 

be included in any parametric statistical analysis. I decided to include the Kindergartener’s 

data in the descriptive statistics because this child’s data appeared to align with what I 

repeatedly observed among other Kindergarteners I had assessed when providing S-LP 

services. My small sample size also affected my data’s generalizability. Even though I was 

able to recruit half of the eligible students in Bigton School, it is not possible to make 

absolute statements about the language behaviour of other First Nations students in British 

Columbia and Canada based on data collected on 15 students. Despite the small number of 

participants, my data nonetheless converged with data collected by researchers of AAL 

(Craig & Washington, 2006; Van Hofwegan & Wolfram, 2010). It also converged with 
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other data collected on speakers of Indigenous American English, well as with First 

Nations speakers (see Tables 3 - 9). So I argue that there is enough overlap that at the very 

least, educators can use the inventory I have created as a guide when assessing and teaching 

children. 

5.5 Summary 

My study of participant Bigton students’ use of oral and written grammatical 

features, collected in narrative contexts over three years, showed several important findings. 

I discovered that once children began to attend school, where standard English is expected, 

and children are receiving interventions for ESD, the participant children’s overall oral 

production of features of a local variety declined. In addition, the variability in the rate with 

which features were used from one student to the next appeared to decrease. Production 

rates then leveled out to their lowest rates in Grade 3 and 4 and subsequently rose again 

gradually as children entered middle school.  

This finding mirrors the work of Craig and Washington (2006) who reported that 

variety use declines in early elementary school grades. My work also supports the work of 

Van Hofwegen and Wolfram (2010) who also found a curvilinear trend from elementary to 

middle school when retroactively studying the oral language of African American children 

at specific points of time (i.e., age 48 months and Grades 1, 4, 6, 8, and 10). While their data 

came from samples collected in a variety of sampling contexts with different 

communicative partners, the result they obtained was similar to the trend I observed. In Van 

Hofwegen and Wolfram’s study, the children’s use of all features underwent a rapid decline 

in the early grades of school, leveled out in Grade 1 and 4, and then either rose again in 

Grades 6, 8, and 10, or rose until Grade 6 and then declined again in Grade 8 and 10.  
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Van Hofwegen and Wolfram (2010) suggest that the early decline in the use of 

features can be explained by socialization forces of the standard English School. My 

additional observation that variability in the rate of production from one student to the next 

reduces in the early grades at Bigton School buttresses this observation. Reduction in 

variability may imply that the children begin to conform to the expectations of their 

teachers, once they start to attend Bigton School.  

As for why children’s use of features rises again in middle school, the phenomenon 

may be explained by the children’s search for identity, a developmental phase associated 

with the teenage years (Albarello, Crocetti, & Rubini, 2018). Eckert (2008) found that high 

school students in California adopt the variety of English spoken by members of cliques 

with which they identify. Bigton School middle school-aged students may begin to modify 

their language to “fit in” with those members of the school and community with whom they 

identify. This idea of seeking to conform may also explain the persistence of lack of 

variability beyond Grade 2.  

As for individual features produced orally, whereas Undifferentiated Pronoun Case 

was the most frequently occurring feature at school entry, use of Present for Past became the 

most frequently occurring feature once children began to attend Bigton School. Present for 

Past then followed a curvilinear trajectory, reaching its lowest levels in Grade 4-6, and then 

rising again in Grade 5-7. Most individual features declined in their use, some fluctuated, 

and others remained at low levels of use. One feature, String, increased from Kindergarten. 

Increased use of string might reflect language development. As for written output, many of 

the features that appeared in the children’s speech also appeared in their writing. Present for 

Past was the most frequently used feature in writing, and continued to be throughout the 

study. 
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 My research also showed that a leveling regarding overall feature use occurred 

between NOSPED and SPED students, once children entered school. Whereas NOSPED 

students appeared to use fewer features than SPED students (although the differences were 

not statistically significant) in their oral narratives at school entry, these differences 

diminished once students began to attend Bigton School. The argument that differences that 

existed between NOSPED and SPED groups at Kindergarten disappeared after children 

began to attend Bigton School is buttressed by an additional observation. Specifically, the 

NOSPED students used features that might be developmental or indicators of 

developmental language disorder, namely Undifferentiated Pronoun Case, Absent 3rd person 

singular <s>, and absent <ed> marker (incorporated under Present for Past in this study) 

more frequently than the SPED students. Since all students shifted from using features of 

their variety to using standard English, and since SPED students became more similar to 

NOSPED students regarding their production of features, it can be assumed that SPED 

students made the greatest shift once they began to attend Bigton School.  

It may be that the additional instruction SPED students received accelerated their 

learning of standard English such that they were able to catch up to their NOSPED peers. If 

this is the reason they caught up, then the argument that children who speak varieties benefit 

from having the differences between their variety and the standard variety explicitly pointed 

out via direct instruction is supported (Devereaux, 2014; Edwards & Rosin, 2016; Fogel & 

Ehri, 2000; Wheeler & Swords, 2004; Yiakoumetti, 2007). The effectiveness of using 

techniques such as Contrastive Analysis that employ direct instruction to assist children to 

become bivarietal speakers and writers should be researched in more depth with First 

Nations children who speak varieties.  
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In summary, regarding my third research question, namely What changes occur 

in the children’s use of features as they progress through the grades in a school where the 

language of instruction is standard English?, I determined that the children’s overall use of 

features in speech appeared to decline rapidly and then rose again gradually as children 

entered middle school. Second, relative differences between NOSPED and SPED students 

moderated, once children began to attend Bigton School. In addition, I found that many of 

the features the children used in their speech, they used in their writing. Differences in the 

way Bigton students formed verb tense persisted in both speech and writing over time. A 

final question remains regarding changes in children’s use of variety over time, which has to 

do with MLU (i.e., average sentence length). This question will be addressed in Chapter 6. 
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   Chapter 6. Mean Length of Utterance and Use of Complex 
Sentences 

 

In this chapter, I continue to address my third research question, What changes 

occur in the children’s use of features as they progress through the grades in a school 

where the language of instruction is standard English? I do so by investigating whether 

MLU and style of sentence complexity are also features of Bigton school children’s variety 

of English. I discuss how measurements of syntactic complexity such as MLU are used in 

research. I then discuss problems associated with using MLU or SALT’s Subordination 

Index (SI) metrics to determine if students who speak English varieties have a language 

disorder. I demonstrate this point by showing that Bigton students have a different (shorter) 

MLU than that obtained by students in SALT’s database, owing to the different way they 

speak English. Bigton students also use less subordination with embedding, again because 

of the syntactic structure of their variety of English, not because of a language difficulty. 

Finally, I demonstrate that just like mainstream speakers of English, Bigton students also 

develop the length and complexity of their utterances as they progress through to middle 

school, albeit in a way that is unique to their variety. I conclude by discussing implications 

for assessment and teaching. 

6.1 MLU and Sentence Complexity 

Mean length of utterance (MLU) is a metric that is used to measure language 

development and complexity. It is commonly measured by calculating an average number 

of morphemes or words per utterance in a language sample (Craig & Washington, 2006, 

Chapter 6, Section 1, Mean Length of C-units (MLCU), para. 1). Brown (1973) used 

morphemes as his unit of measurement when studying the morphological and syntactic 
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development of preschool children. Brown (1973) created age-related stages of language 

development, with each age and stage being associated with a range of MLUm. Loban 

(1976) used words as his unit of measurement when studying the language development of 

school-aged children from Grade 1 to 12. He segmented utterances into “Communication 

Units” (C-units); he defined a C-unit as an independent clause and its modifiers. Once a 

sample was segmented into C-units, the length of each utterance was calculated in words, 

and an average Mean Length of Communication Unit (MLCU) was calculated for the 

sample. Just as Brown found that an increase in MLU was associated with an increase in 

language development and with age for preschoolers, Loban found that an increased MLCU 

was associated with an increase in language development, syntactic complexity, and grade. 

The Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT) software program (Miller & 

Iglesias, 2012), which I used to analyze transcripts in this study, segments utterances by C-

unit and can calculate mean utterance length in both morphemes (MLUm) and words 

(MLUw). It also provides comparison databases of MLU for samples of typically 

developing children in other locations in North America, although it lacks specificity and 

sensitivity measures regarding the accuracy with which it predicts language disorder.   

Mean Length of Utterance remains a productive measure for research purposes, as a 

means to match peers with respect to language complexity (Craig & Washington, 2006). It 

is also used as a way of segmenting utterances so they can be counted in a standardized way 

(see, for instance, Van Hofwegen and Wolfram, 2010). MLU and MLCU are also used by 

S-LPs for evaluation purposes since they are associated with age and grade (Brown, 1973; 

Loban, 1976). S-LPs might use MLU as a criterion-referenced method of assessment, along 

with other methods such as standardized tests, to decide whether a child’s expressive 

language is developmentally normal (i.e., MLU or MLCU falls within a predicted age 
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range) or is disordered (i.e., MLU or MLCU falls below the predicted age range) (Miller 

et al., 2011; Paul, 2007). If a community speaker of an English variety speaks with a shorter 

MLU, owing to the differences in the way they speak English, and a S-LP is not aware of 

those differences, then the S-LP is at risk of incorrectly concluding that the shorter utterance 

length produced by the variety-speaking child may be an indicator of language disorder.  

When providing S-LP services to Bigton School, I became concerned that the use of 

MLU as a predictor of language disorder might be inappropriate. First, I observed that 

Bigton School students tended to express themselves in a different way or use fewer words 

and morphemes than are typically used by speakers of standard Canadian English. As one 

example, the copula or auxiliary was not always included in their speech (e.g., They ___ 

waitin’), or final <ed> was not always produced when forming past tense (e.g., He look 

there yesterday). Such distinctions resulted in a lowered MLU score. At the same time, 

words not typically included in standard Canadian English might be included in their variety 

(e.g., use of then here instead of then). A distinction such as this would result in a higher 

MLU score because of the addition of here. I suspected that differences like these in the 

morphosyntax of Bigton School students’ English variety would cause their MLU to be 

different from the MLU of comparison groups of age-matched mainstream English speakers 

that are provided in SALT software (Miller & Iglesias, 2012).   

Second, I observed that the children in Bigton School tended to speak in single-

clause sentences, or they tended to “string” single clauses together to form multi-clause 

sentences (e.g., And then they come out then help and sit down and have more apples) rather 

than use subordination and embedding (e.g., The bull, who helped the girl out of the water, 

sat down with her and shared some apples). Since lack of use of complex sentence 

construction has been thought to be an indicator of language disorder (Aram & Nation, 
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1975; Miller et al., 2011), I felt it was important to determine whether a preference for 

using simple sentence constructions was actually a feature of the community’s variety and 

not an indicator of language disorder. An examination of MLU is one way to study sentence 

complexity, so I decided to use it as a metric. 

SALT also uses a Subordination Index (SI) score to measure sentence complexity 

(Miller et al., 2011) that is based on Loban’s (1963) Index of Subordination. Subordination 

Index produces a ratio of the total number of clauses to the total number of C-units (Miller 

et al., 2011). Since I had already decided to use SALT to establish MLU, I also used its SI 

score to further study the syntactic complexity of Bigton School children’s utterances. 

Finally, I was interested to learn more about what a typical MLU might be for 

participant Bigton School students, and how their MLU might change over time. This would 

allow me to establish community norms for S-LP purposes. Although the sample for this 

study is too small for such purposes, I hope that the preliminary data I collected can act as a 

springboard for further research.  

6.2 Methods 

To examine Bigton children’s sentence complexity as measured by MLU, ten 

randomly selected participants (both NOSPED and SPED) also completed SALT’s 

Narrative Story Retell task (Miller et al., 2011, pp. 198-202). In this procedure, the child 

hears a story (e.g., Frog Where Are You?) (Mayer, 1969) and then retells the story while 

looking at illustrations in the storybook. This particular standardized elicitation protocol was 

selected because comparison groups for all of my participants’ grades were provided in the 

SALT database. By using this protocol, I could confirm whether participant Bigton 

students’ MLU scores were, in fact, different (likely shorter) than those obtained by samples 
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of other students in North America, and yet were not indicative of language delay or 

disorder. I could thus be more confident when advising S-LPs against using SALT’s norms 

for First Nations students.  

For students in Kindergarten and Grade 1, I followed Option 1 and used a script 

rather than an audiotape of the story. I did so because I was already managing two recording 

devices and wanted to simplify the procedure (see Section 4.1.2). As it was for the 

collection of Video Retells, I collected Story Retell samples in the spring, but only in Year 2 

of the study. Collecting samples in Year 2 as opposed to Year 1 or 3 allowed me to avoid 

possible participant attrition, while also giving me time to become familiar with the 

procedures I developed for the Video Retells in Year 1. To improve efficiency and decrease 

assessment time for the children, I implemented minor changes in the way I managed the 

recording devices from the methods outlined by Miller et al. (2011). For instance, I recorded 

only a portion of the demographic information, namely the child’s name, and date. One 

participant provided me with the Story Retell language sample, as well as the Oral and 

Written Video Retell, over two days; the remainder of the participants did so over three 

days. 

To measure MLU in words (MLUw) and morphemes (MLUm), I used SALT 

scoring conventions to segment utterances and code orthographically transcribed language 

samples (Miller et al., 2011). For instance, if a child said, I kicked the ball, I followed 

SALT’s definition of an utterance as being an independent clause and its modifiers and 

transcribed this sentence as one utterance. I entered I kick/ed the ball into the software 

program, coding the bound <ed> morpheme in kicked. SALT could then calculate that this 

utterance contained four words and five morphemes. SALT could also subsequently 

calculate an MLUw and MLUm for the entire sample.  
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I assessed my ability to reliably code transcripts with SALT conventions 

necessary to calculate an MLUw and MLUm. I did so by comparing my SALT-coded 

transcripts with those of professional transcriptionists from SALT Software, LLC. Word-by-

word agreement on 1 of 10 (10%) transcripts was 91.47%. Agreement on conventions 

needed to calculate MLU, including utterance segmentation, relevant SALT codes, 

identification of C&I Verbal utterances, and maze placement on 1 of 10 (10%) transcripts 

was calculated to be 91.49%. Comparing my transcription and coding to SALT 

transcriptionists, I was 97.66% and 97.70% accurate in calculating MLUw and MLUm, 

respectively.  

To further investigate Bigton’s students’ syntactic complexity, I used SALT’s 

Subordination Index (SI) scoring system. I subsequently assessed my ability to reliably 

determine Subordination Index scores by comparing my SI-coded transcripts with those of 

transcriptionists from SALT Software, LLC. On 1of 9 (11%) transcripts, I reached 100% 

agreement. 

To study the change in MLUw and MLUm over grades, I analyzed language 

samples collected from the Video Retell (see Chapter 5) rather than the Story Retell. That 

was because I collected more samples (41 versus 10) and a larger number of data points 

afforded me greater confidence in my results. I assessed my ability to reliably code 

transcripts with SALT conventions necessary to calculate MLUw and MLUm. I did so by 

comparing my SALT-coded transcripts with those of professional transcriptionists from 

SALT Software, LLC. Word-by-word agreement on 2 of 15 (13.33%) transcripts collected 

in Year 1 was 93.35%, on 2 of 14 (14.69%) collected in Year 2 was 93.94% and 2 of 12 

(16.67%) collected in Year 3 was 94.73%. Agreement on conventions needed to calculate 

MLU, including utterance segmentation, pertinent SALT codes, identification of C&I 
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Verbal utterances, and maze placement for Year 1, 2, and 3 was 87.85%, 88.71%, and 

87.15% respectively. Comparing my transcription and coding to those of SALT 

transcriptionists, I was 97.64% and 98.23% accurate in calculating MLUw and MLUm for 

Year 1, 96.29% and 95.37% for Year 2, and 96.74% and 97.41% for Year 3.  

To determine whether changes in MLU between grades were statistically significant, 

I performed two independent-samples t-tests between Grades 1 and 4 and between Grades 4 

and 7 using IBM SPSS (Version 24) COMPARE MEANS, INDEPENDENT SAMPLES T-

TEST. I selected t-tests for this particular analysis because I was not able to perform an 

ANOVA on MLUw and MLUm for all three years combined for the same reasons that I was 

not able to do so for percent of words with features (see Section 5.1.5) (see Appendix E for 

boxplots and tests of assumptions). 

6.3 Results and Discussion 

In this section, I present the results of an analysis of Bigton children’s MLUw and 

MLUm, as well as their SI scores, and compare their scores to those in SALT databases. I 

then present the results of an examination of how Bigton student’s MLU changes as a 

function of grade. I also discuss my interpretation of these findings. 

Table 26 shows individual NOSPED (n = 5) and SPED (n = 5) student’s MLUw and 

MLUm on the Story Retell task, the mean and standard deviation (SD) of the SALT 

database comparison group, the participant’s SD from the SALT database comparison group 

for both words and morphemes, and the n of the SALT comparison group. Comparison 

groups were comprised of “English-fluent” (Miller et al., 2011, p. 197) age-matched (+/- six 

months) students from Wisconsin and California. Students from Wisconsin came from a 

range of SES and were typically developing as measured by their normal progress in school 
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and absence of special education services. Students in California were of average ability 

as per their performance in class and on standardized tests and by their non-use of special 

education services. They were balanced for “race, ethnicity, gender, and SES” (Miller et al., 

2011, p. 198).  

From an examination of Table 26, it can be seen that the SD of Bigton students’ 

MLUw when compared to SALT’s database of typically developing English-speaking 

students in the US, ranged from -0.39 to -4.82. Similarly, the SD of Bigton students’ MLUm 

ranged from -0.32 to -4.87. The Bigton student who obtained -4.82 and -4.87 SD for MLUw 

and MLUm respectively should be considered to be an outlier because the student’s scores 

were more than 3.29 SD from the mean of scores obtained by students in comparison groups 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014). This particular student had difficulty remembering the story 

and formulating an account of it. If this student is removed from the analysis, the range of 

SD of MLUw was -0.39 to -2.43, and of MLUm, was -0.32 to -2.26.  

In summary, all participant Bigton school children’s SDs of their MLUw and 

MLUm were negatively skewed compared to the MLU’s of age-matched peers in SALT’s 

databases. This was the case regardless of whether Bigton students had a history of 

receiving S-LP or special education services or not. This result supports my hypothesis that 

Bigton students who speak varieties speak in sentences that are shorter than those spoken by 

fluent speakers of mainstream English, not because of a language delay or disorder but 

because of a language difference.  

Table 27 shows individual participant’s SALT Subordination Index (SI) score, the 

mean, SD, and n of the SALT database comparison group, and the participant’s SD from the 

mean of the SALT comparison group, for Bigton students with no history of S-LP or special 
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education services (NOSPED) (n = 5) and for students with a history of S-LP or special 

education services (SPED) (n = 4).  

 
Table 26  

Individual NOSPED and SPED student's MLUw & MLUm, Mean of & SD from SALT 
database comparison groups (CG) and N CG - Story Retell task (* = at least 1 SD; ** = 
2SD or greater from database mean; Database selection criteria: +/- 6 months 

Individual 
NOSPED 
& SPED 
Students 

MLUw 
 
 

 

 
Mean 

(SD) of 
CG 

 
SD from 

CG 
 

 

 
MLUm 

 
 
 

 
Mean 

(SD) of 
CG 

SD 
from 
CG 

 

N CG 
 
 

 
 

NOSPED 
 

7.35** 
 

 
10.32 
(1.45) 

-2.05 
 

8.14** 
 

 
11.29 
(1.57) 

-2.01 
 

83 
 

 
 

 
7.26** 

 

 
10.59 
(1.54) 

-2.17 
 

7.85** 
 

 
11.63 
(1.68) 

-2.26 
 

37 
 

 
 

9.19 
 

 
9.72 

(1.38) 

 
-0.39 

 

 
10.09 

 

 
10.56 
(1.49) 

 
-0.32 

 

 
46 
 

 
 

7.24* 
 

 
8.24 

(0.96) 
-1.04 

 
8.04* 

 

 
9.26 

(1.08) 
-1.13 

 
82 
 

 
6.68 

 

 
7.66 

(1.22) 
-0.80 

 
7.23 

 

 
8.42 

(1.36) 
-0.88 

 
58 
 

 
SPED 

 
8.84 

 

 
10.27 
(1.46) 

-0.98 
 

9.60* 
 

 
11.25 
(1.60) 

-1.04 
 

91 
 

 
 

7.85* 
 

 
10.30 
(1.47) 

-1.66 
 

8.63* 
 

 
11.28 
(1.61) 

-1.65 
 

88 
 

 
 

5.72* 
 

 
7.19 

(1.14) 
-1.29 

 
6.40* 

 

 
8.23 

(1.29) 
-1.42 

 
24 
 

 
 

 
6.17** 

 

 
8.37 

(0.90) 
-2.43 

 
7.10** 

 

 
9.42 

(1.02) 
-2.26 

 
50 
 

 

2.14** 
 
 

 
7.37 

(1.08) 
-4.82 

 
 

2.50** 
 
 

 
8.41 

(1.21) 
 

-4.87 
 
 

39 
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From an examination of Table 27, it can be seen that 33% (3 of 9) of Bigton 

students’ SI scores were more than 1 SD below the mean of age-matched peers in SALT 

comparison groups. Twenty-two percent (2 of 9) students obtained scores above the mean, 

while the remaining 78% (7 of 9) obtained scores below the mean. Thus, the majority of 

Bigton school children’s scores appeared to be negatively skewed compared to the scores 

obtained by fluent speakers of mainstream American English in SALT comparison groups. 

This was the case for all students, including those with no history of receiving special 

education services. The results suggest that Bigton school students did appear to speak in 

sentences that contained fewer subordinated and embedded clauses than those of 

mainstream fluent speakers of English who live elsewhere in North America. Their less 

frequent use of clauses cannot be considered to be indicators of language disorder because 

even typically developing Bigton School children used less subordination and embedding 

that did the students in the SALT comparison groups. 

When comparing Table 26 to Table 27, it can be seen that sentence complexity as 

measured by an SI score was not as negatively discrepant as sentence complexity as 

measured by MLUw and MLUm, when compared to SALT’s comparison groups. The 

explanation for the difference likely lies in the way the two metrics are calculated. 

Subordination Index measures the use of subordination, and MLU takes into consideration 

both the use of subordination and number of words used in grammatical structures. Bigton 

school children use less subordination and fewer words in their grammatical constructions. 

Therefore, it stands to reason that Bigton School children’s MLU would be more negatively 

discrepant than their SI scores.  

In summary, Bigton students appeared to use fewer sentences with subordination 

and embedding in their utterances than are used by age-matched fluent speakers of 



   

 

185  
 

mainstream American English. Their MLU was even more discrepant than the MLU 

obtained by age-matched peers who are fluent speakers of mainstream American English in 

comparison groups. That is because they use fewer words and fewer clauses with 

subordination and embedding owing to their different English grammar; MLU measures 

both factors. This result lends further support to my observation that Bigton students who 

speak varieties use fewer sentences with subordination and embedding than do speakers of 

more standard English. 

 
Table 27  
 
Individual student's Subordination Index (SI) score, and Mean of & SD from SALT database 
comparison groups (CG) - Story Retell task (* = at least 1 SD; ** = 2 SD from the database 
mean; Database selection criteria: age +/- 6 months) 

 
Individual 

NOSPED & 
SPED students 

 

 
SI 

 
Mean (SD) 

CG 

 
SD from 

CG 

 
N 

CG 
 

     
NOSPED 

 
NOSPED 

 

1.27* 
 

1.27* 

1.51 (0.15) 
 

1.51 (0.15) 

-1.56 
 

-1.56 

83 
 

83 
 1.29* 1.53 (0.20) -1.20 37 
        1.35 1.43 (0.12) -0.64 46 
 1.29 1.27 (0.12) 0.18 82 
 1.07 1.14 (0.10) -0.62 58 

SPED 1.59 1.51 (0.16) 0.52 91 
 1.50 1.51 (0.16) -0.08 88 
 1.20 1.24 (0.11) -0.35 24 
 1.12* 1.30 (0.12) -1.52 50 
     

 

 
Table 28 shows the mean, SD and samples size of MLUw and MLUm for Grades. 

Figures 13 and 14 illustrate these data graphically. Table 28 and Figures 13 and 14 show 

that MLUw and MLUm declined from Kindergarten to Grade 1. There appeared to be a 
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leveling in MLUw and MLUm between Grade 1 and 2, and then an increase from Grade 

2 to Grade 5. Between Grade 5 and 6, there was a slight decrease in MLUw but a leveling in 

MLUm. This was followed by a jump in MLUw and MLUm between Grade 6 and 7. 

 
Table 28  

 
Summary statistics - Mean (SD) of Video Retell & sample size (N) - for each Grade 

     
GRADE N Outcome Mean SD 

     
     

Kindergarten 1 MLUw 6.28 - 
  MLUm 7.16 - 
     

One (1) 3         MLUw  6.07  0.28 6.07 0.28 
  MLUm 6.91 0.25 
     

Two (2) 7         MLUw  6.07  0.28 6.05 0.97 
  MLUm 6.92 1.03 
     

Three (3) 8         MLUw  6.07  0.28 6.56 0.91 
  MLUm 7.40 0.91 
     

Four (4) 8         MLUw  6.07  0.28 6.69 1.00 
  MLUm 7.54 1.06 
     

Five (5) 7         MLUw  6.07  0.28 7.43 1.25 
  MLUm 8.39 1.29 
     

Six (6) 4         MLUw  6.07  0.28 7.31 1.02 
  MLUm 8.38 1.39 
     

Seven (7) 3         MLUw  6.07  0.28 8.75 0.92 
  MLUm 10.14 0.82 
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Figure 13. Mean Length of Utterance in words (MLUw) per Grade, all 3 years 

 

 
Figure 14. Mean Length of Utterance in morphemes (MLUm) per Grade, all 3 years 
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 An independent-samples t-test for MLUw between Grade 1 and 4 was not 

significant (t (9) = -1.03, p = .33). Thus, despite the apparent upward trend of MLU between 

these two grades, the difference was not significant. However, an independent-samples t-test 

between Grade 4 and 7 was significant (t (9) = -3.10, p = .01), confirming an upward trend 

in MLUw, particularly after Grade 4. Similarly, an independent-samples t-test for MLUm 

between Grade 1 and 4 was not significant (t (9) = -1.00, p = .34). However, an 

independent-samples t-test between Grade 4 and 7 was significant (t (9) = -3.82, p = .00). 

Again, t-test statistical analyses supported the descriptive analysis that showed an upward 

trend in MLUm, and that the change was significant after Grade 4. Thus, these data show 

that Bigton students’ MLU in words and morphemes increased over time, particularly after 

Grade 4, followed by a jump between Grades 6 and 7.  

6.4 Limitations  

 Limited time at my study site caused a potential limitation to my research of MLU. I 

collected the Story Retell sample last, so as not to interfere with the consistency of 

administration of the oral and written Video Retell samples that were collected each year. 

Since Story Retell was the third sample collected within 2-3 days, fatigue may have 

influenced the results. However, when questioned, many students indicated that they 

enjoyed the Story Retell task. It was novel, in that they had not completed this type of 

protocol before, which may have increased their motivation and counteracted fatigue. 

6.5 Summary 

My investigation of participant Bigton School student’s MLU in words and 

morphemes supported observations I made as part of my S-LP practice, that students spoke 

in sentences that were shorter than the mean utterance length of age-matched samples of 
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English speaking children in the US when retelling stories. Additionally, their 

Subordination Index (SI) scores, another measure of syntactic complexity, appeared to be 

lower than scores obtained by age-matched mainstream English speaking peers in the US, 

indicating that they used less subordination and embedding. These results are similar to 

those obtained by Pearce and Flanagan (2018), who studied the language of Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous children in narrative language sampling contexts in Australia. They found 

that Indigenous students’ sentence length was significantly shorter than non-Indigenous 

students’ sentence length, which they attributed to a reduced number of different words, less 

use of subordination and less use of morphemes owing to the grammar differences between 

their variety and standard Australian English. Differences between the scores obtained by 

Bigton students and those obtained by general populations of English speaking students 

from elsewhere in North America are also likely due at least in part to syntactic differences 

between their variety of English and the standard English variety (e.g., the copula or 

auxiliary was not always included in their speech [e.g., They ___  waitin’], final <ed> was 

not always included when forming past tense [e.g., He look there yesterday], and so on).  

Both MLU and SI scores are measurements of standard English syntactic complexity 

(Brown, 1973; Craig & Washington, 2006; Loban, 1976; Miller et al., 2011). Failure to 

acquire complex utterance construction has been thought to be an indicator of language 

disorder (Aram & Nation, 1975; Miller et al., 2011). However, this may not be the case for 

students who speak a variety in Bigton School, and it may not be the case for all other 

students who speak varieties. Rather, the frequent use of simple sentences may be a stylistic 

feature of a local variety, reflective of the speakers’ desire to adopt a laconic way of 

speaking. 
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Even though many students in Bigton School speak in utterances that are shorter 

than those of age-matched peers, or tend not to subordinate and embed clauses in their 

utterances, their sentence length does increase as they progress through the grades. This was 

also found to be the case for speakers of AAL (Craig & Washington, 2006). Since MLU is a 

measure of language development, it follows that the language of variety-speaking students 

who attend Bigton School also develops over time, albeit in a way that is unique to the 

Bigton community variety.  

It is noteworthy that the Bigton student’s increase in average sentence length 

appeared to coincide with an overall increase in rate of feature use. If one compares Figures 

13 and 14 with Figure 6, it can be seen that student’s sentence length underwent a rapid 

increase after Grade 4, just as their rate of feature use rose again. As a S-LP I saw similar 

patterns and trends with Bigton students’ learning. Often when a child increased their 

sentence length and complexity, their rate of use of features also increased for a time. Thus, 

the “socialization of the school” explanation (see Section 5.5) for a curvilinear trend in use 

of features in school may not be the only explanation. Concurrent increases in MLU and 

density of feature use may be related to the types of features that increased in use. For 

example, increased use of longer Strings would be associated with an increased MLU. Also, 

I speculate that the curvilinear trend may be explained by issues of cognitive load (see 

Chapter 7 for a further discussion of this speculation). 

As for my third research question, What changes occur in the children’s use of 

features as they progress through the grades in a school where the language of instruction 

is standard English?, I have also determined that a relatively short MLU is likely a feature 

of Bigton students’ variety. However, like other varieties of English, the Bigton variety also 

shows MLU development over time.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusion: The Linguistic Landscape in Bigton 
 

 
An important story has emerged from this work. Many students who attend Bigton 

School entered Kindergarten speaking a variety of English that is different from the variety 

spoken by most of the teachers in the school, and from the variety in which they are being 

taught to read and write. The Bigton variety is characterized by numerous grammatical 

differences from what we think of as standard Canadian English. These differences are 

similar to the features that researchers have found to be characteristic of Indigenous 

American English speakers (Bayles & Harris, 1982; Dyc, 2002; Leap, 1993; Rowicka 2005; 

Wolfram et al., 2002), speakers of other well-studied varieties (see, for instance, Butcher, 

2008 on Australian Aboriginal English; Craig & Washington, 2006; Van Hofwegen & 

Wolfram, 2010; and Wolfram, 2006 on AAL), and that preliminary research (Genee & 

Stigter, 2010) and anecdotal observation (Ball et al., 2006; Peltier, 2008, 2009; Wawrykow, 

2011) have found to be characteristic of other First Nations English adult and child 

speakers. Many differences are also found in published oral narratives of local adult English 

speakers, suggesting that the variety spoken by many children in Bigton School is 

characteristic of the variety spoken by many other residents of the Bigton community. 

Indeed, we would expect that children should speak like those around them. As a prominent 

member of the Bigton community said, many residents in Bigton and surrounding areas 

“have a different way of talking to their children” (Anonymous, personal communication, 

date withheld).  

At the same time, some grammatical differences observed in Bigton may seem to be 

features of everyday English outside the local context. In these cases, Bigton students 

appeared to have used the features more frequently than speakers of more standard 
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Canadian English use them. Some features may be developmental for the variety. That 

is to say, Bigton students use them at older ages than child speakers of more standard 

English-speaking use them. They eventually replace them with other forms. Many features 

may derive from or are buttressed by the local Nation’s ancestral language (L. Saxon, 

personal communication, August 18, 2015; P. Moore, personal communication, March 21, 

2016). Features may have arisen from universal processes that influence and shape the 

formations of varieties, such as phonological reduction and grammatical simplification. 

Others may have arisen when Bigton residents were first learning English, and these 

English-language learning-related differences became fossilized in English. 

Regardless of their ultimate origin, many of the grammatical features observed in 

Bigton School resemble the “errors” produced by children with language disorders. For 

instance, the standard English copula or auxiliary may be omitted, which are grammatical 

errors commonly associated with a language disorder. For some children, at least some of 

their features may, indeed, be indicators of language disorder, indicating that these children 

need specialized support. However, this research suggests that in most cases, the Bigton 

way of speaking English is not a language problem; instead it is an English language 

difference. Both Kindergarten students who were typically developing, and those who 

required special education or S-LP services, presented with the same features in large 

numbers. While children who received Special Education or S-LP services appeared to 

present with more features than typically developing students, once children began 

attending Bigton School, the differences between the two groups moderated. If a teacher, S-

LP or psychologist does not know what the local features are, they may misdiagnose in that 

light. 
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As children who spoke the local English variety progressed through the early 

grades in Bigton School, the grammatical features they produced orally when telling stories 

to me, a settler and speaker of standard Canadian English, rapidly reduced in frequency. 

They reached their lowest levels of use in Grade 3 and 4. The rate at which they used 

features subsequently rose again as children began to attend Middle School, albeit not at the 

same rate at which they reduced after school entry.  

This pattern of early reduction in the use of the variety, followed by a rise in Middle 

School, has been found to characterize the course of use followed by AAL speakers (Craig 

& Washington, 2006; Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, 2010). Van Hofwegen and Wolfram 

(2010) hypothesized that African American school children initially comply with the 

socialization of the standard English school and later seek to fit in with the African 

American community with whom they identify by adopting the AAL variety. Students in 

Bigton School may also at first seek to identify with their teachers at Bigton School, and the 

version of English they read in their textbooks. Later, as students approach their teenage 

years, they may begin to adopt the pattern of English used by the broader community in 

which they live and to which they identify, Bigton.  

Most features that appeared in participant Bigton School children’s speech also 

appeared in their writing. Thus, this research confirmed that children often wrote the way 

they spoke. One feature, use of Present for Past, which included both use of Verbs 

Uninflected for Past Tense and use of Historical Present, occurred frequently in the writing 

of many children. Also, Present for Past occurred more frequently in writing relative to the 

use of other features than it did in oral samples, and increased in frequency of use during 

Middle School. Although comparisons between rates of production of features in oral versus 

written contexts require further study, these results appear to concur with those of Kligman 
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and Cronnell (1974) who found that past tense deletions were more likely to occur in 

writing for children who spoke AAL.  

Another difference that emerged as being characteristic of the Bigton School variety 

was the tendency to speak in sentences with single clauses (i.e., utterances without 

subordination or embedding). Use of subordination and embedding was sometimes used. 

However, when students spoke in longer sentences when retelling stories, they often 

“strung” a series of single clauses together, with or without the use of coordinating 

conjunctions, and without repeating the subject (e.g., And then they come out then help and 

sit down and have more apples). While a child with a language disorder may also use a 

laconic style of speaking, the fact that students without a history of speech and language 

difficulty and adults in the community may use a laconic style suggests that it is a feature of 

a local variety. Use of String, that seems to reflect a laconic style of minimalism, appears to 

support Scollon and Scollon’s (1981) observation that Athabaskan speakers prefer their 

stories to be brief (see also Sections 4.2.1; 4.2.2).  

In Bigton School, I have found that the tendency for many children to omit many 

words that are required in standard Canadian English, combined with the Bigton variety’s 

apparent preference for the use of sentences without subordination and embedding, leads to 

a shorter average sentence length than what one typically finds among speakers of standard 

English (Miller & Iglesias, 2012). Pearce and Flanagan (2018) also found this to be the case 

for child speakers of Australian Aboriginal English. Again, educators, including S-LPs and 

school psychologists, must not use a shorter MLU of speech, or lack of use of subordination 

and embedding in writing, as diagnostic indicators of a language or literacy problem, when 

assessing Bigton School children’s oral or written language. It is critically important that 

educators be aware of shorter sentence length as a feature, so that they do not devalue this 
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local style, or mistakenly attribute children’s shorter MLU and lack of embedding to be 

symptomatic of both language disorder (Loban, 1976; Miller et al., 2011) and delayed 

literacy development (BC MoEd, FSA, 2018c). 

Even though students who participated in my research spoke in sentences that were 

shorter than the sentences used by their standard English speaking peers, their MLU did 

increase over time. If MLU is an indicator of language development (Brown, 1973; Craig & 

Washington, 2006; Loban, 1976; Miller et al., 2011), then this research has found that 

participant Bigton School children’s language also developed over time, albeit in a way 

perhaps unique to the Bigton community. 

7.1 Moving Forward: Suggestions for Future Research  

Substantial additional research needs to be undertaken to improve our understanding 

of First Nations English varieties, and the effect variety has on students’ performance in 

schools where the language of instruction is standard Canadian English. In this dissertation, 

I have made an initial inventory of grammatical features in the hope that my results and 

observations will improve pedagogical practice and promote a celebration of the Bigton 

variety of English. I have not even begun to study vocabulary, or phonology, or how 

students use language in Bigton School. These aspects of language are also related to school 

success (Shanahan & Lonigan, 2010; Wolfram & Christian, 1989). Further study of these 

domains would likely lead to additional suggestions regarding how to improve pedagogical 

practice.  

Wolfram and Adger (1993) laid out steps for S-LPs to follow when documenting 

AAL in Baltimore, including making preliminary observations in a variety of naturalistic 

contexts, manipulating the suspected feature to test hypotheses regarding patterns, and 
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examining whether the observed rule can predict the pattern of new items. I have only 

made preliminary observations, as a first step toward creating an inventory. I have not 

determined where these features are variable, nor have I determined their constraints of use. 

My observations came primarily from language samples collected in a one-on-one setting 

with me, a so-called standard Canadian English speaking adult. Although a language sample 

is considered to be a sample of oral language collected in a naturalistic context (Heilmann, 

Nockerts, & Miller, 2010), I have not made systematic observations in other naturalistic 

contexts, such as the classroom, on the playground, in other school settings, or in the 

community or with other communicative partners such as peers. Similarly, I have not 

analyzed features in conversational or expository contexts, except when these contexts arose 

in Kindergarten samples. In the future, it would be important to examine feature production 

in a variety of contexts, and determine their variability and constraints. 

It would also be essential to undertake a more in-depth study of each of the features I 

have identified. For example, the category I referred to as “Present for Past” included both 

Uninflected Past Tense, as well as the use of present tense to code past tense, which is 

known as Historical Present. For my study, I combined these two forms because of the 

difficulty discriminating one from the other. As for the use of Historical Present, whether it 

is being used as a literary device to help the story “come alive” or whether it is being used 

because the use of present tense to code past is permitted in this variety, or both, should be 

investigated in a systematic way. The use of here instead of then as a discourse connector, 

when recounting a series of events, may lend support to the notion that there is a desire to 

connect the story to the land, in addition to transporting the listener to the event. Whether 

this is indeed the case, also requires further study. Finally, the practice of tense switching, 
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and the changes that occurred in tense switching as children progressed through the 

grades warrants further systematic investigation. 

Another question I have is, “Is there is a relationship between the use of Absent 

Phrase and String?” That is because both features involved the omission of a subject phrase. 

In other words, very often the subject phrase was omitted in a single utterance (e.g., ___ 

waiting for her to come), which was coded as Absent Phrase. Alternatively, the subject 

phrase was omitted in a series of clauses within an utterance (e.g., And then they come out 

then ___ help and ___ sit down and ___ have more apples), which I coded as String. I feel 

this relationship warrants further study. I also believe it would be interesting to explore the 

development of the use of String over time, and compare its development to the 

development of the use of sentences with subordination and embedding (see, for instance, 

Loban, 1976).  

It is also important to study grammatical features that were excluded from the 

analysis because they only revealed themselves during the Sequential portion of the study. 

Examples of these include the use of articles instead of personal pronouns to modify body 

parts (e.g., use of “the head” instead of “my head”) and the use of a combination of the 

present tense of the copula in contracted form, followed by a present or past, regular or 

irregular verb (e.g., She’s smiles; And the bull’s opened his mouth; The bull’s came; 

They’re was) (see Section 4.2.1). I also did not include the use of the past particle seen for 

saw or the occasional use of done for did because their use did not seem to me to be out of 

the ordinary in the Canadian context. Other scholars identify their use as a feature in their 

studies of varieties, however. In the future, consideration should be given to their inclusion 

in this inventory. 
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As I have discussed throughout this dissertation, currently it is challenging to 

sort out which students speak a variety and which students need specialized support with 

language development. In our effort to not over-pathologize, it is also vital that we not 

under-diagnose either, and fail to provide support to children who need it. Since early 

identification of and intervention for speech and language delay or disorder is associated 

with improved language development (SAC, 2019), and since oral language is predictive of 

literacy development (Shanahan & Lonigan, 2010), it is important to identify students who 

need support early on in their school careers. My results suggest that there may be early 

indicator variables that could be used to identify which students who speak varieties also 

have language disorder and need specialized support from Special Education or S-LP 

services. For instance, I found that SPED Kindergarten students appeared to use words with 

features at higher rates than NOSPED students, as well as a greater percentage of different 

types of features. While differences between groups were not statistically significant, they 

approached significance, despite the small number of participants. Thus, differences 

between the groups may, indeed, be meaningful. Rate of variety use, and greater percentage 

use of different types of features, therefore, might be used to identify those students who 

need extra support with their language development. This requires further research.  

Similarly, those Kindergarten students who required Special Education and or S-LP 

services used Undifferentiated Pronoun Case and Absent Copula or Auxiliary more 

frequently than did children who received no Special Education or S-LP services. Frequent 

use of these features by students might also be used to identify those who are in need of 

additional support with speech and language development. Again, more research is needed 

to determine if this is the case. 
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Unfortunately, differences in rates of production of potential indicator variables 

disappeared once children began to attend school. Dynamic assessment has been used with 

other students to sort out which students need specialized help from those who do not. It 

would be important to study whether Dynamic Assessment can be used to identify older 

Bigton School children who need specialized help. It is also important that more 

information is collected on MLU of First Nations children so that normative databases can 

be created and used in assessment.  

I have found that children’s overall use of features followed a curvilinear trajectory 

over time; use of features declined in the early years of Elementary School, and then 

gradually rose again. My research indicated that the rise after Grade 4 was statistically 

significant. The rise might be related to the children’s wish to fit in with the broader 

community. The rise in feature use also coincided with an increase in sentence length. This 

observation accords with what I have observed as a S-LP: children may increase their use of 

features when they are simultaneously increasing the length and complexity of their oral 

output. It may be that sentence length increased concurrently with density of feature use 

because the features that the children used more frequently were associated with more 

words. For example, I observed that children used Strings more frequently as they advanced 

through the grades, and the length of individual Strings increased, as well. Thus, it follows 

that an increased used of Strings would lead to an increased sentence length. Another 

explanation for the gradual rise again in use of features may be related to issues of cognitive 

load. While this explanation is speculative, it may be that the children defaulted to using 

grammatical features they learned in their home and community before they entered school 

when they began to learn the more cognitively demanding task of speaking in longer 
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sentences containing subordination and embedding. The relationship between increased 

feature use and increased sentence length warrants further investigation. 

My research needs to be replicated with other First Nations children, to ensure the 

curvilinear trend I observed in Bigton School is authentic and generalizable. Also, I have 

not, as yet, studied the interaction between individual features and grade. It would be 

important to examine the trajectory of use of individual features next. Such information may 

serve to hone pedagogical recommendations.  

The effectiveness of using instructional techniques such as Recasting, Contrastive 

Analysis, and Code-switching with First Nations children should be studied in more depth. I 

have found that acquiring standard English verb tense may be particularly challenging for 

Bigton students. The effectiveness of using these techniques to teach standard English verb 

tense, or whether verb tense requires even more direct instruction, requires further research. 

In addition, the effectiveness of these techniques for use in maintaining standard English 

once acquired, should be studied.  

Finally, more in-depth analysis of the origins of Bigton’s grammatical features is 

recommended to determine the extent to which the linguistic structure and cultural practices 

of the ancestral language shaped the way English is spoken today. While I was able to 

discuss possible origins with experts in the linguistic structure of Dene, I have not yet been 

able to have these same discussions with fluent speakers of the ancestral language of the 

First Nations’ territory. I believe that further information gathered from fluent speakers 

about the relationship between the way the community’s ancestral language is spoken and 

the way English is spoken today is essential. More knowledge about the history of the local 

variety and its relationship to the heritage language would be a foundation for celebrating 
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the local variety, as a variety at least partially rooted in the complex structure of the 

Nation’s native language. 

7.2 Moving Toward More Competent, Culturally Safe Assessment and Teaching 

During the past 15 years, the BC Ministry of Education has recommended and 

implemented numerous changes in the way Indigenous students are educated. School 

Districts in British Columbia have been encouraged to create Aboriginal Education 

Enhancement Agreements (BC MoEd, n.d., AEEA) between local Indigenous groups and 

school districts so that local community members can be equal partners when deciding what 

their children will learn and how they will be instructed in school. Teachers have been 

encouraged to use culturally appropriate teaching philosophies and methods (BC MoEd, 

2006). Most recently, with the creation of the new BC Curriculum (BC MoEd, n.d., BC’s 

New Curriculum), the Ministry of Education has sought to promote the inclusion of 

Aboriginal perspectives in all parts of the curriculum “in authentic and meaningful ways” 

(BC MoEd, n.d., Curriculum Overview, Aboriginal Perspectives and Knowledge, para. 4). 

Despite these past and ongoing efforts, British Columbia’s Indigenous student 

school achievement gap persists. Based on my professional experience, I suggest that at 

least a portion of the gap persists because provincial leaders in education have not paid 

sufficient attention to language variety as a factor in lower school achievement. This is 

puzzling to me, considering that a meta-analyses of research conducted among speakers of 

other ethnic varieties has shown that children who speak varieties and who are educated in 

the standard language are at an educational disadvantage, and that variety is a contributing 

factor (see Gatlin & Wanzek, 2015 on meta-analysis and Chapter 2). Even in British 

Columba, there is statistical evidence that funding designed to support the education of 
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children who speak varieties resulted in a significant positive effect in reading outcomes 

on the British Columbia Foundation Skills Assessment results (Battisti et al., 2014). And 

yet, educators appear to give variety minimal attention. 

There are many factors at play that could explain why language variety has been 

ignored as a factor. These include lack of teacher awareness and training and knowledge of 

role boundaries as to who is responsible for addressing it. But the underlying problem, I 

believe, is that research is scant. It is difficult to know how to improve the educational 

experience of students who speak varieties when there is virtually no research devoted to the 

study of language variety in British Columbia specifically, where I practice, nor in the 

Canadian context more generally. In fact, it is not possible to identify students who need 

support if no one has created an inventory of features by which to identify them. My 

research represents a first attempt at carrying out a more systematic look at the grammatical 

features of the variety of English that is spoken by many students in a school in Northern 

BC. It is also a first attempt at investigating the students’ use of these specific features over 

time, while students are being educated in schools where the language of instruction is 

standard Canadian English.  

I believe that there is another reason why we have ignored variety as a factor. I have 

observed that not all educators and educational professionals, including those in post-

secondary institutions, as well as in government, recognize that many First Nations students 

speak varieties of English. Neither do many of these people recognize that differences in 

sound systems, vocabulary, grammar, and language use, as well as attitudes toward variety, 

place children who speak them at a disadvantage in schools where the method of instruction 

is standard Canadian English. Instead, it has been my experience that many people continue 

to hold onto the mythical and colonial view that standard Canadian English is “correct 
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English” and speakers of other varieties of English speak substandard versions of 

English needing correction. If educators, educational professionals, researchers, and the 

government had recognized variety as a factor in British Columbia’s classrooms, then I 

think more research would have been carried out.  

The current study has provided evidence to support that many students in Bigton do, 

indeed, speak a variety of English that differs from standard Canadian English along 

multiple parameters – a typical varietal circumstance. Some of the features may have arisen 

when an early common trading language converged with English. Some of the features may 

have arisen because of a universal pattern of grammatical simplification and phonological 

reduction that became fossilized in English. Other grammatical features may have arisen 

when speakers first came in contact with English speakers and learned the English language. 

Others may have transferred from the ancestral language of the community.  

The features used in Bigton School are similar to the features found by researchers 

of other Indigenous speakers in North America and Canada, supporting the hypothesis that 

many First Nations students in Canada also speak First Nations varieties. Research on other 

ethnic varieties of English has found that differences cause difficulties in schools that favour 

the standard (Gatlin & Wanzek, 2015). Varietal differences likely cause similar difficulties 

for First Nations students in Canada. 

To improve our educational practice with First Nations students who speak varieties, 

changes are needed in the way students are assessed and supported (See also Hart Blundon, 

2016). For the assessment of oral language, both ASHA (1983) and SAC (1997) have 

advised against using tests that have been standardized for use with standard English-

speaking students when assessing speakers of varieties. Wolfram and Adger (1993) 

suggested modifying the tests, taking the features of the variety into consideration, and 
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reporting both the score obtained by using the standardized procedure and the adjusted 

variety score. Modifications are also suggested by certain language assessment batteries, 

such as the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals–Fourth Edition (CELF-4, Semel, 

Wiig, & Secord, 2003) and Fifth Edition (CELF-5, Wiig, Semel, & Secord, 2013), taking 

into consideration grammatical differences between the child’s variety and the more 

standard American variety. When modifying test protocols, however, tests will need to be 

re-normed on the population of students for which the test is redesigned. If individual test 

items are changed without re-standardization, then the test will become a criterion-

referenced assessment tool, and norms will be invalidated (Paul, 2007) (on this final point, 

see Eriks-Brophy 2014). Advice against modifying language assessments is supported by 

Hendricks and Adlof (2017). They found that modifying the CELF-4 for use with students 

who spoke African American Language or Southern White nonmainstream English 

according to the directions provided in the manual, increased both false positive and false 

negative diagnoses of language impairment.  

Eriks-Brophy (2014) and Wolfram and Adger (1993) suggested combining 

standardized assessment with other types of assessment, such as child-centred approaches 

that take into consideration the child’s language in different contexts. Bayles and Harris 

(1982) suggest that S-LPs create community norms by administering standardized tests to 

50 or more randomly selected age-matched students and calculating means and standard 

deviation. This may not be realistic in small communities, however (Eriks-Brophy, 2014).  

As discussed in Section 7.1, Dynamic Assessment is another strategy being 

evaluated (Kramer, Mallett, Schneider, & Hayward, 2009; Laing & Kamhi, 2003; Peña et 

al., 2006). This protocol uses a test-treatment-retest paradigm and assesses rapidity of 

response to intervention, to distinguish difficulty versus difference. Kramer et al. (2009) 
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found the Dynamic Assessment and Intervention (DAI; Miller, Gillam, & Peña, 2001), a 

culturally sensitive narrative assessment tool, successfully identified Grade 3 First Nations 

children living in Alberta who had learning difficulties. The DELV (Seymour, Roeper, & de 

Villiers, 2003), a test designed to sort out language disorder versus difference, is 

standardized with American speakers of mainstream and non-mainstream varieties of 

English. The majority of non-mainstream speakers spoke AAL, but also included were 

speakers of Appalachian English, Cajun English, Southern English, and Spanish-influenced 

English. The DELV is accurate in determining which students speak variety versus which 

present with language delays or disorders (Baugh, 2015; Pearson, Jackson & Wu, 2014). 

Since no Canadian speakers of variety were included, it is not known if it can be used with 

them.  

To overcome cultural bias, researchers and scholars also use language sampling as a 

more authentic way to assess language (Heilmann et al., 2010; Pearce & Flanagan, 2018; 

Pearson et al., 2014). Language sampling can provide information about many aspects of 

expressive language production, such as vocabulary development, fluency, articulation of 

speech, and so on, in natural environments. Language sampling can also be used to 

determine MLU, that is used to measure language development and complexity.  

However, given that many Bigton students use a different version of English grammar when 

speaking English, and may speak in shorter sentences without the use of subordination and 

embedding, it is not appropriate to use assessment instruments or databases that have been 

standardized with standard English speaking students when trying to determine which 

Bigton students are typically developing and which need specialized assistance. Since many 

of the features produced by Bigton School children are similar to those used by other 

Indigenous students in Canada, this thesis suggests strongly that S-LPs and educators do not 
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compare Indigenous students’ MLU and SI scores to the scores obtained by other 

standard English students in North America when trying to determine if Indigenous students 

have a language disorder.  

At the same time, however, in our effort to not over-pathologize, we must not 

assume that all grammatical differences are varietal and under-diagnose. A test-intervene-

test type dynamic assessment may be a best practice at the present time. That is, first an 

assessment, then provision of respectful interventions such as Recasting or Contrastive 

Analysis, and then re-evaluation to determine whether the interventions have been at least 

introductorily successful. For persisting grammar differences, we could then provide more 

individualized supports, such as group or individual instruction. Also, if we are unsure 

whether a child presents with a language disorder or is using features of a local variety, we 

must indicate our uncertainty when reporting our results to parents. 

I am also concerned that Bigton students who use features in their writing may also 

be at risk for unnecessary pathologization. If educational professionals are not aware of the 

grammatical features of the local variety, then they may treat the features as errors, 

mistakenly pathologize the grammatical differences, and devalue local language (spoken 

and written). Just as it is the case for educational professionals such as S-LPs and 

Educational Psychologists, teachers cannot rely on tests standardized on children who speak 

more standardized varieties to determine which students who speak varieties are developing 

normally and which need specialized support. While the inventory of grammatical features 

that I have created has limits in its generalizability, I have found that my inventory of 

features is very similar to features reported by other researchers of Indigenous Englishes 

(Bayles & Harris, 1982; Dyc, 2002; Genee & Stigter, 2010; Leap, 1993; Rowicka, 2005; 

Wolfram et al., 2002), or reported anecdotally (Ball et al., 2006), and to inventories of other 
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varieties, such as AAL (Van Hofwegen & Wolfram, 2010; Washington, 2011) and 

Australian Aboriginal English (Butcher, 2008). In addition, my longitudinal data converge 

with data collected by researchers of AAL (Craig & Washington, 2006; Van Hofwegan & 

Wolfram, 2010). I argue there is therefore enough overlap that at the very least educators 

can use my inventory to start identifying grammatical features used by children in other 

First Nations communities, bearing in mind that there will be local differences that reflect 

cultural norms, heritage languages, and expectations regarding how language is used.  

To improve our pedagogical practice for First Nations students who speak varieties, 

I suggest we make modifications to the way we teach them, with the community’s wishes 

guiding our methods (see also Hart Blundon, 2016). This means crucially that we talk to 

parents, community leaders and Elders, to learn their preferences. Districts need to 

participate with the community in the creation of Aboriginal Education Enhancement 

Agreements (BC MoEd, n.d., AEEA). Those educators who have not been directly involved 

in their formation should become very familiar with the document and use it to guide 

teaching practice. Practitioners and educators should be familiar with the limited research 

that exists and not rely on myths and stereotypes to influence our practice. For instance, 

silence as a form of respect has been thought to be characteristic of many Indigenous 

people. However, Ball and Lewis’ (2014) survey of Elders indicated that it is much more 

complicated than that. Yes, Elders want their children to be silent. But they also want them 

to be talkative. They want their children to talk when it is appropriate to talk, such as when 

learning in school, and silent in certain other situations, such as “when Elders, teachers, 

adults, or visitors are talking” or during “ceremonies, prayers, and feasts” (Ball & Lewis, 

2014, p. 229).  
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If it is the community’s wish that their children become fluent in the standard as 

well as in their local variety, then educational practices will need to help the children 

become bi-varietal. Research suggests that many students will require support to make the 

shift from using the local variety to using both their variety and the standard (Craig & 

Washington, 2006). To support them in making this shift, educators need to use evidence-

based techniques that celebrate, rather than devalue varieties, and that incorporate local 

knowledge and epistemologies about language practices.  

In my work as a S-LP, I have recommended that teachers in the early grades begin to 

facilitate children’s ability to speak both their variety and the more standard variety by 

Recasting the child’s sentences, to provide a model of standard Canadian English without 

correcting. Larre (2009) also recommended this approach when teaching First Nations 

students on Vancouver Island who spoke varieties of English. The Recasting approach has 

been found to be effective in facilitating the language development of both children with 

specific language impairment, as well as younger language-normal children (Nelson et al., 

1996). When combined with Contrastive Analysis, recasting has also been found to be an 

effective strategy to use with AAL kindergarten students (Edwards & Rosin, 2016).  

Contrastive Analysis, which I have recommended for use for children in Grade 3-4 

and above, is also an evidenced-based technique. It is a respectful and effective way to teach 

the standard to students (Devereaux, 2014; Edwards & Rosin, 2016; Wheeler & Swords, 

2004; Yiakoumetti, 2007). When using a Contrastive Analysis MOI, the teacher 

systematically teaches the points of contrast between the home variety and the standard. 

Teaching points of contrast is important because children may not discriminate between 

their variety and the standard language model (Geiger & Greenberg, 1976). Indeed, I have 

observed that children in northern BC may need to have differences explicitly pointed out. It 
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is the variety-speaking child’s difficulty with discrimination that may make the 

acquisition of the standard more difficult than it would be if their first language was not 

English (Siegel, 2010). Clopper (2012) found that the discrimination abilities of young 

adults decreased with unfamiliar speech varieties. Noise also decreased their ability to 

discriminate, because they were less able to use context to infer what they were hearing. 

Edwards and Rosin (2016) proposed that children who speak varieties might be at an 

additional disadvantage if required to discriminate in noisy classrooms. Yiakoumetti (2007) 

found the Contrastive Analysis MOI to be an effective way to teach 11- and 12-year-old 

students whose first language was Cypriot-Greek to learn standard Greek, the language of 

instruction in their schools. Wheeler and Swords (2004) described how Contrastive Analysis 

was used to teach Grade 3 African American students in the US to use standard American 

English. The contrastive approach had been used to teach African American students in 

Grade 2 and 4 (Johnson et al., 2017). Edwards and Rosin (2016) have even used this 

approach to teach 5-year-olds who speak AAL.  

Since variety use is context dependent, and since writing allows for more processing 

time than speaking, it might be that standard English is best taught in writing (Craig & 

Washington, 2006; Thompson, Craig, & Washington, 2004). As Washington (2011) 

suggested, when editing the written work of our students, we must make sure we treat their 

grammatical features differently than we treat errors of punctuation, for example. We must 

assist students to learn the social norms about when the local variety is expected and when 

the standard variety is expected so that they can make socially informed choices about 

language use. This would enable them to expand their variety repertoire, giving them the 

tools to transition across that repertoire should they wish to.  
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The current English as a Second Dialect (ESD) intervention being used in Bigton 

School, that incorporates use of Recasting and Contrastive Analysis, individualized 

instruction for students who are not making the shift to using more standard forms, and 

ongoing monitoring, appears to be successful; once children began to attend Bigton School, 

most of their features declined in use in the early elementary grades. However, the slight 

upward trend in the later elementary school years may indicate that the current pedagogical 

approach is not effective in maintaining students’ fluency in standard Canadian English. In 

particular, this may not be the case for past verb tense. Verb tense persisted as being an area 

of difficulty for many students. If it is the wish of the Bigton community that their children 

become fluent speakers and writers of standard Canadian English, verb tense may need to 

receive more direct instruction.  

The notion that verb tense may require more direct instruction is supported by 

research of other varieties. For example, Isaacs (1996, p. 441) found that a verb-related 

feature, copula deletion (e.g., “She ___  going to the circus”), persisted at high rates for 

speakers of AAL, even though their use of features declined over grades. Similarly, Snell 

and Andrews (2017), summarizing research on the effects of regional varieties on writing in 

the UK, suggested that the verb phrase appears to be a core varietal feature that is resistant 

to change over time among speakers of regional varieties. Direct instruction of verb tense 

may be required for other students who are Indigenous speakers of English in Canada, as 

well.  

Related to verb tense, is the issue of tense switching, which occurred frequently for 

students in Bigton. If tense consistency is required at schools that favour the standard, and 

tense switching is a feature of storytelling, as it may be in Bigton, then differing 

expectations regarding verb tense when retelling or writing narratives may require more 
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explicit instruction and more practice. Students may also require more direct instruction 

and practice to learn how to incorporate subordination and embedding in their sentences, in 

their stories. Furthermore, when evaluating a student’s narrative abilities, educational 

professionals need to be aware that what constitutes a quality story may differ, depending 

on the cultural background of the student. Holmes (1998) argued that, as a result of 

colonialism, speakers of Maori English now need to be fluent in both cultures to be 

successful. Peltier suggested, instead, that western-style schools should become bicultural: 

students should be taught storytelling styles of First Nations cultures in addition to western 

ways of telling stories (Peltier, 2014).  

To improve pedagogical practice, teachers need support. Preparation programs need 

to ensure that new teachers are aware that they need to familiarize themselves with local 

cultural and linguistic differences, including potential varietal differences. Teachers should 

be provided with initial teacher education and ongoing professional development, so they 

feel confident implementing authentic Indigenous curriculum content (Milne, 2017). It is 

particularly important that teachers be aware of the aforementioned differences in northern 

communities where new teachers may take their first employment and where the majority of 

students may be of First Nations descent (Oskineegish, 2015). Teachers may need to 

develop self-awareness, community engagement and attitudes of “flexibility, humour, open-

mindedness, credibility, and patience” to be successful (Oskineegish, 2015, p. 20). 

In teaching, we must value our students’ variety and make it clear to the students 

that we value it. We must avoid using terms such as error, and start using terms like 

difference, and the difference must not be perceived as warranting Special Education. We 

must make it clear to our students that grammatical features of the local variety have as 

much value as the grammatical features of standard Canadian English. We must maintain a 
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respectful approach throughout the school years. In Bigton School, as it is for African 

American children, I have found that children who speak varieties decrease their use of 

features in the early elementary years. However, similar to what has recently been reported 

for AAL speakers, participant Bigton school children’s use of features appeared to increase 

as they approached middle school. If students begin to use more features as they enter their 

teenage years, in order to identify with their culture and community, then that needs to be 

accepted, and acceptable. While not lowering expectations, educators must be patient with 

First Nations students’ learning, as with any child who arrives in school having acquired a 

different linguistic system. We must remember that they may be defaulting to aspects of 

their original linguistic system when they are simultaneously developing new ways to 

communicate. The variety of English being spoken by many children in Bigton School is a 

rule-governed variety of English, like any other variety of English. This variety, and its rich 

history are to be celebrated.   

In summary, based on my research, I make suggestions in the following areas: 

1. Assessment: 

• Educational professionals need to use authentic and culturally appropriate 

assessment methods that have either been standardized with First Nations students or 

follow a dynamic assessment model when trying to determine whether children need 

specialized support. My research has specifically demonstrated that First Nations 

students who speak varieties may have a different MLU and level of sentence 

complexity, owing to the different way they speak English. As a result, MLU, or 

other measures of sentence complexity, for example, are not appropriate for 

determining whether a student has a language disorder or difficulty with literacy 

development. When educators are uncertain whether a child needs support, it is 



   

 

213  
 

important to obtain the community and family perspective and think about the 

particular child in relation to peers of the same ethnicity, age and experience.   

• Related to both assessment and teaching, I suggest that teachers and other 

educational professionals be aware that many First Nations children speak English 

using grammar that is different than the grammar used by speakers of standard 

Canadian English. I suggest that they become familiar with these differences, and 

celebrate the contribution that varietal difference brings to their classroom. It is 

hoped that educational professionals, including S-LPs and Psychologists, can use the 

inventory I have created as a guide to help them identify grammatical features (see 

Glossary A), bearing in mind there will be local differences. 

• In our effort to avoid unnecessary pathologization, we should not under-diagnose 

either. Some of the grammatical differences we observe in our students may, in fact, 

be symptoms of language disorder, and the students who exhibit them need 

specialized support. I suggest we use a dynamic assessment approach, whereby we 

first assess, then provide evidenced-based culturally sensitive Recasting for younger 

elementary students and Contrastive Analysis for older elementary students, as our 

first form of intervention. If ongoing monitoring via repeated assessment indicates 

that students are continuing to struggle, we can then provide more direct 

intervention. 

2. Teaching: 

• When teaching children to become fluent in the standard, in addition to the 

community variety, I suggest that we use evidenced-based teaching practices. 

Recasting, Contrastive Analysis, and Code-switching have been found to be 

effective, culturally respectful ways to do so with children who speak varieties. The 
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research literature on language acquisition in many contexts needs to be 

continuously monitored as new interventions are tested.  

• My research has shown that verb tense showed the greatest number of differences 

from the standard. Given that research with speakers of AAL has shown that 

children might need support to make the switch from their home variety to the 

standard, and given my results, I recommend that children receive more direct 

instruction in learning English verb tense in ways that are respectful of their home 

variety. 

• We need to adjust our expectations regarding the time it will take for students to 

learn the standard English variety. They may require more time to learn new 

grammatical forms that are not the first forms they learned as children. 

• Teacher training programs need to incorporate more information about variety and 

its impact in the classroom. Teachers should be taught to use evidenced-based 

approaches when teaching the standard to their students. 

3. First Nations communities as respected equal partners:  

• Districts must continue to treat First Nations families and communities as equal 

partners in the education of First Nations children. As part of that process, Districts 

need to determine if it is the wish of the community that their children become fluent 

in standard Canadian English, in addition to their local variety or in one or the other. 

An open discussion about this is particularly important considering the movement 

toward ancestral language revitalization. Children who are also learning their 

ancestral language in school will need to become bilingual (Heritage 

Language/English), as well as tri-varietal. As an Elder articulated to me, this is a lot 
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to learn. I believe that the cognitive load for students can be reduced if we teach 

them using respectful evidenced-based methods, which leads me to my next point. 

• We must recognize First Nations Englishes (and indeed, all Indigenous Englishes) 

as varieties of English to be celebrated for their rich histories and cultural meanings. 

4. Research: 

• Finally, and most importantly in my view, we need to carry out substantially more 

research. For instance, we need to create more inventories of features in a wider 

variety of language domains and conduct research in a wider variety of 

communicative contexts. We need to develop better assessment protocols, including 

the gathering of information on typical language development. We need to research 

how First Nations Englishes developed. We need to assess the effectiveness of 

evidenced-based instructional approaches designed to teach children to become bi-

varietal. 

 
In conclusion, Craig and Washington (2006) observed there is no easy solution to 

providing education to the African American student who is “living in an AAE[AAL]-

speaking community and educated in a different linguistic system” (Chapter 10, Section 2, 

para. 1). Similarly, there is no easy solution to achieving parity in educational outcomes 

between First Nations students and non-First Nations students in Canada. However, it 

behoves us to consider the evidence such as that presented in this dissertation, evidence that 

points to variety as a contributing factor to the so-called “gap” and to adjust our assessment 

and pedagogical practices accordingly.  
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Appendix A 
 

Elicitation Protocol: Oral Language 

Condition 1: Past Tense Elicitation (approximately 3+ minutes) 

This is a story tell procedure. The child is shown the video and then afterwards asked to tell 

the story.  

Steps 

1. Child is seated at the table in the therapy room and laptop is placed on the table. Digital 

recorder has been checked to make sure it is ready and functioning. 

2. Directions are given to child.   

 I have the video here on my laptop/computer. First, I want you to watch the video 

and when you’re finished watching it, I’m going to ask you to tell me all about what 

happened in the story. The video is about 2 minutes long. I’ll record your voice on 

my recorder, so I can listen to your story later. Then I’m going to ask you to tell me 

the story while you’re watching the video. Then I’ll ask you a few questions about 

it. This year the video is a… [Discussion about video, and training to ensure child is 

familiar with specific vocabulary]. 

3. Then the child is asked to watch the video. When the video concludes, the child is asked 

to tell the story of what happened in the video: 

 Ok, now it’s time for you to tell me the story of what happened in the video. I want 

you to tell me what happened in the beginning, the middle parts, right through to 

the end. I want you to tell me the whole story of what happened. Are you ready? Ok, 

let’s start. 
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The recorder is then turned on, the child’s name and date are recorded and then the child is 

asked to begin to tell the story. A brief reminder of the task is given, as necessary. 

4. If the child pauses as if they have run out of things to say, or if they indicate that they are 

finished, then the video is advanced to strategic parts. The child is then instructed to look at 

each part, then the image is reduced, and then the child is asked to tell what happened in 

each part. When the child pauses and the child’s intonation, body language and facial 

expression indicates that they are finished talking about the image, ask questions such as: 

   • (Got) (Do you have) anything else/more to say (about it)? 

  • Is there anything else you want to tell me about it? 

  • Can you tell me more about what happened? 

  • Anything else? 

If the child continues to tell the story of what happened in the image, these utterances will 

be included in the analysis. If the child responds with “no”, this closed-ended response will 

not be included in the analysis. 

5. Acceptable open-ended prompts include (adapted from Miller et al., 2011, with the 

exception of the “What happened?” prompts): 

   • Tell me more; Keep going; Go ahead. 

  • Mhm; Yup; Yes; Sure; Uhhuh; That’s right; OK; Cool. 

  • Yeah?; Oh yeah?  

  • Then what (else) happened? 

  • What happened there? 

  • Oh, that’s interesting. Tell me about that part. 

  • Now tell me (more about) what happened in that part. 
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10 Using hockey to illustrate the task is culturally appropriate. Residents of this community are 

huge hockey fans. The community fundraised for many years and recently built a hockey 
arena. Community members, including the teachers, have taken turns running the Zamboni. 
All the children appeared to have understood the play-by-play analogy. 
 

Condition 2: Present Tense Elicitation (approximately 3+ minutes) 

Steps. 

1. The child is provided with lead-in statements from the previous portion of the sample 

such as, “You wanted to watch the video again. Now we’re going to”; “Now we’re ready to 

play the video again”, etc. They are then provided with the instruction: 

This time, I want you to tell me what you see happening, while it’s happening, right  

while you watch the video (adapted from Dollaghan et al., 1990). You know those 

hockey commentator guys that give the play-by-play in hockey games. They might 

say, here comes Daniel Sedin. He’s crossing the blue line. He passes the puck to 

Henrik. Henrik shoots, he scores. I want you to tell about what you see happening 

just like you were a hockey commentator. Tell me everything you see happening on 

the video, right while you watch it.10 

2.  The video is then started and the child is asked, “What’s happening?." If the child   

seems confused, the child is presented with a scene from the first part of the video, 

and a demonstration of the task is given. 

3.  If the child pauses, looks puzzled or switches to past tense, the following open-ended 

prompts are given (adapted from Miller et al., 2011, with the exception of the “What’s 

happening?” prompts): 
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  • Mhm. 

  • Great. Keep Going. 

  • (Tell me) (Now) What do you see happening (here)? 

  • (Tell me) (Now) what’s happening (right) (here/there) (now)?  

  • What’s going on? 

  • Now what? 

  • Tell me about that part. 
 
 

Condition 3: Future Tense Elicitation (approximately 3+ minutes) 
 
Steps. 

1. The child is then told, “Now I have a few questions to ask you. What do you think will 

happen next in the story? What do you think’s gonna happen next?” 

2. Acceptable prompts include: 

   • Hmm; Mhm. Yeah; Yup; OK; Right; Really; I see 

  • Wow; Ahhah; Cool; Oh my goodness; What a story!; You got to be kidding me! 

  • Keep going; (And) then what?; Tell me more (about that) (part). 

  • That sounds (very) interesting. 

  • (Then) what do you think will happen (next)? 

  • (Now) (and then) what’s gonna happen? 

  • What (do you think)’s gonna/will happen to [character]? 

  • What (do you think) about [character]? 

  • What do you think [character]’s gonna/will do next? 

  • What (do you think) is going to happen next (for/with [character])? 
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  • Then what happens to the [character]? 

  • (And) then what (do you think) will/might/would happen? 

  • What did you say was gonna happen? 

 



   

 

251  
 

Appendix B 
 

Elicitation Protocol: Written Language 

Condition 1: Past Tense Elicitation (approximately 15 minutes) 

This was a story write procedure. The student was shown the video and then afterwards 

asked to write the story. 

Steps. 

1. Child is seated at the table in the therapy room, and laptop is placed on the table. 

2. Directions are given to Child.   

 I have the video here on my laptop. First, I want you to watch the video, and when 

you’re finished watching it, I’m going to ask you to write about what happened in 

the story. The video is about 2 minutes long. Then I’ll show you certain parts and 

ask you to write about them. Then I’ll ask you to write answers to a few questions I 

have about the video. [Discussion about video and training to make sure vocabulary 

is familiar]. Ok, let’s watch the video now. Are you ready? 

3. When the video concludes, the examiner says:  

 Ok, now it’s time for you to write about the story of what happened in the video.  I     

 want you to write about what happened in the beginning, the middle parts right to   

 the end.  Don’t worry about your spelling or how messy you are. I want you to write  

 about the whole story.  Are you ready?  

 The examiner then says, “Ok, let’s start.” 

4. If the student pauses as if they had run out of things to write, or if they indicate that they 

are finished, then the video is advanced to strategic parts, and the child is told to look at 
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each part, and the image is reduced. Open-ended prompts are provided to encourage the 

students to continue writing, such as: (adapted from Miller et al., 2011) 

 • Write about what happened in the part I just showed you. 

• Write about what happened in that part 

• Write more about that part. 

• Write more if you can. 

• Just do your best. 

• Write about that. 

• You’re doing great, keep going. 

• I’d like you to write more about that. 

• Write about what you can. 

• That sounds interesting. 

• What else happened? 
 

 
Condition 2:  Present Tense Elicitation (approximately 7 minutes) 

Steps. 

1. The child is provided with lead-in statements from the previous portion of the sample. 

Directions to the student (adapted from Dollaghan et al., 1990): 

 Now I’m going to show you parts of the video, and I want you to write about what is 

happening in each of the parts I show you. You know those guys that give the play-

by-play in hockey games. They might say, here comes Daniel Sedin. He’s crossing 

the blue line. He passes the puck to Henrik. Henrik shoots, he scores. I want you to 

watch these parts and pretend they’re happening right now and write about what 

you see happening, just like you were a hockey commentator.  
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Give the child an example if they still seem confused, using a scene from the first part of the 

video and demonstrate. 

2. The video is advanced to the first strategic location, and the examiner says, “Now I want 

you to write about what’s happening in this part.” The image is kept visible. 

3. Then the video is advanced to the next strategic location, and then the examiner says, 

“Now I want you to write about what’s happening in this part.” The image is kept visible. 

4. If the child pauses for approximately 3 seconds or seems to have run out of things to say, 

then the child is prompted with the following comments (adapted from Miller et al., 2011). 

 • Now, what’s happening? 

• Write about this part (of the story). 

• Write (more) (about this). 

• Just do your best. 

• You’re doing great. Keep going. 

• I’d like you to write more about this part if you can. 

• Tell me what you can. 

• That sounds interesting. 

• What else? 

• Write about what’s happening in this part. 

 

Condition 3:  Future Tense Elicitation (approximately 7 minutes) 

Steps. 

1. The child is told, “Now I want you to write about what you think will happen next in the 

story. Write about what’s gonna happen next”. 
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2. Acceptable prompts include: 

             • Write what will happen/gonna next. 

             • Write about what would happen (if appropriate, given what child said). 

             • Write more.  

             • Tell me what you think will happen to [character]. 

             • Just do your best. 

             • Write more about that. 

             • You’re doing great, keep going. 

             • I’d like you to write more about that. 

             • Write about what you can. 

             • That’s sounding interesting. 
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Appendix C 
 

Expanded tentative list of morphosyntactic features of children who speak varieties in 
Northern BC; this list was subsequently revised and consolidated for analysis 

 
Feature Example Code Action taken in 

preparation for 
analysis 

 
Different Verb: 
Deletion of copula 
& aux – all tenses, 
including future 
 

They ___  waitin’. DV:COP Remained in 
inventory; code 
changed to 
[DV:ACOPAUX] 

Different Verb: Base 
verb + ed/Past 
Irregular 

Her blowed that 
to him. 

DV:BV+ED/PAST 
IRR 

Consolidated under 
general category 
labeled 
Regularization [REG] 
 

Different Verb: Base 
Verb +ed +ed/Past 
Irregular 

The balloon 
spinneded 

DV:BV+2ED/PAST
IRR 

Consolidated under 
general category 
labeled 
Regularization [REG] 
 

Different Verb: Past 
Irregular + ed/Past 
Irregular 

He felled down DV:PASTIRR+ 
ED/PASTIRR 

Consolidated under 
general category 
labeled 
Regularization 
[REG] 
 

Different Verb: 
PAST+ ed/simple 
past 

He didn’t wanted DV:PAST+ED/ 
PAST  

Consolidated under 
general category 
labeled 
Regularization 
[REG] 
 

Different Verb: Zero 
past tense  

Him look right 
there; her blow 
something. 

DV:ZPT Renamed 
“Uninflected Past 
Tense” and combined 
with “Historical 
Present” to create one 
category labeled 
“Present for Past” 
[DV:PP] 
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Different Verb: Zero 
“to” 

 
She was waiting 
for the girl ___ 
come back 
 

 
DV:ZTO 

 
Remained in 
inventory; changed 
code to [DV:ATO] 

Different Verb: 
Subject-verb 
agreement  
 

They was coming DV:SVA Remained in 
inventory 

Different Verb: Zero 
third person singular 

The boy kick the 
ball 

DV:Z3S Renamed and code 
changed 
[DV:A3S] 
 

Different Verb: 
Future Auxiliary/ 
Conditional Present 
Auxiliary 
 

She will/would 
stay in there 

DV: 
FUTAUX/CONPRE
AUX 

Consolidated under 
category 
DV:ACOPAUX 

Different Verb: 
gots/has 
 

The woman gots a 
... 

DV:GOTS/HAS Remained in 
inventory 

Different Verb: 
Omission of ing 
 

The girl is bounce 
all over 

DV:ZING Remained in 
inventory; code 
changed to [DV:ING] 
 

Different Auxiliary 
Verb: Omission 
“should” 
 

Auntie ___  do it. DAUX:ZSHOULD Consolidated to 
[DV:ACOPAUX] 

Different 
Determiner: Use of 
“that” for “the” 
 

Him got in 
that/the lake. 

DD:THE Remained in 
inventory 

Different 
Determiner: 
Pronoun/Determiner 

Them bees are 
going to get him 

DD:P/D Removed because 
thought to be an 
isolated case 
 

Different Pronoun: 
Undifferentiated 
Pronoun Case; 
Subject in third 
person 
 

Her blowed that 
to him. Them are 
in the lake. 

DP:UPC Remained in 
inventory; description 
revised 

Different Personal 
Pronoun 

Around the/his 
head 

DPERP Removed because 
thought to be an 
isolated case 



   

 

257  
 

 
Different Pronoun 
Masc/Fem Gender; 
Subject 
 

 
Him/She trying to 
catch it 

 
DP:FGEN 

 
Remained; code 
changed to DP:GEN 

Different Pronoun 
Fem/Masc Gender; 
Subject 
 

Her/He pick her 
up. 

DP:MGEN Consolidated to 
DP:GEN 

Appositive Pronoun He got the 
octopus, the boy 
octopus 

PRO Remained in 
inventory; renamed 
Topicalization [TOP] 
 

Indefinite Article 
before a vowel 

I saw a little kid 
pickin’ from a 
apple tree 
 

DA:ARTV Remained in 
inventory; renamed 
Different Article 
{DART] 
 

Omission of definite 
or indefinite articles 

The girl tryin’ get 
apple  

DAR:ZAR Consolidated with 
Different Article 
[DART] 
 

Substitution 
definite/indefinite 
article; Article noun 
agreement  
 

And a bees comed DAR:THE/A Consolidated with 
Different Article 
[DART] 

Different Article 
Determiner noun 
agreement 

And he gots a 
mustache and a 
glasses 
 

DAR:DNA Consolidated with 
Different Article 
[DART] 

Different Negative I not know; now 
they’re ain’t; he 
didn’t wanted to 
eat; he never took 
his nose; he don’t 
want him to see 
 

DNEG Remained in 
inventory 

Different 
Preposition or 
Omission of 
Preposition 
 

The girl got along 
/ out of the way 

DPREP Remained in 
inventory 

Different Plural The bee are 
gonna come out 

ZPL Remained in 
inventory; renamed to 
Different Plural 
[DPL] 
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Use of Adverb 
“here” for “then” 

Then_here/then 
he is bouncing all 
over; And here 
the bus came. 

DADV: 
HERE/THEN 

Remained in 
inventory; code 
revised to Different 
conjunction [DCONJ] 
 

Different Word 
Order 

That you see she 
have a balloon. 

DU:WO Remained in 
inventory; code 
revised to [WO] 
 

Different Utterance Then that was 
laying again. 

DU Removed and tagged 
Other in the analysis 
 

Series of incomplete 
utterances 

Done, left. STRING Remained in  
inventory; definition 
expanded  
 

Omission of subject 
in utterance 

___ waiting for 
her to come. 

SUB Changed to Omission 
of Subject, Verb, or 
Object Phrase in 
sentence [APHRASE] 
 

Repetition for 
emphasis 
 

And jump jump 
jump on 

REP Remained in 
inventory 

Non-inverted 
question 

Why it has to be a 
battery in there? 

NIQ Removed, since 
appeared to be 
isolated case 
 

Different Possession The bull horns 
are stuck in the 
tree 

DPOSS Added due to its 
appearance in 
Sequential portion 
and prevalence of 
identification in 
literature [DPOSS] 
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Appendix D 
 
 
Features: Raw Data 

 
NS=NOSPED; S=SPED; TWF=Total Number Word-level Features; TUF=Total Number 
Utterance-level Features; TF=Total Features; NTW=Number of Total Words; 
ANTW=Adjusted Number of Total Words; TC&IU=Total Complete & Intelligible 
Utterances; TU=Total Utterances; DVACA=DVACOPAUX; DVGOT=DVGOTSHAS; 
STR=STRING; APA=APHRASE: See also Glossary A: Features 
 

 

Kindergarten: Oral Features 

 

 

Year 1: Oral Features 

 

 

Year 2: Oral Features 
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Year 3: Oral Features  

 

 

Year 1: Written Features 

 

 

Year 2: Written Features 

 

 

Year 3: Written Features 
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Appendix E 
 

Histograms, Boxplots, and Evaluation of Assumptions 
 

  
VDM: Percentages of NTW-A words with features: NOSPED & SPED 

Kindergarteners 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .60 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; skewness for NOSPED students not opposite to 
SPED; parametric stats are robust to 1 or 2 violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008, p. 23) 
• (t (11) = -2.04, p = .07) 
 

  

Percentages of utterances with features for NOSPED & SPED Kindergarteners 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .76 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; skewness for NOSPED students but not opposite to 
SPED; parametric stats are robust to 1 or 2 violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008) 
• (t (11) = -1.71; p = .12) 
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Percentages of different feature types (of 23 possible types) for NOSPED & SPED 
Kindergarteners 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .66 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; skewness for NOSPED students but not opposite to 
SPED; parametric stats are robust to 1 or 2 violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008) 
• (t (11) = -1.96; p = .08) 

 

 

Relationship between VDM calculated as (a) 
percentage of words with features and (b) rate of 

features per utterance: Kindergarteners 
r = .874; Correlation strong; significant, p = .00 
• presence of homoscedasticity and linearity; n = 13 
• no extreme values  
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VDM Oral – Percentages of NTW-A words with 
features – Year 1 

 

 

VDM Oral – Percentages of NTW-A words with 
features – Year 2 

 

 

VDM Oral – Percentages of NTW-A words with 
features – Year 3 
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VDM: Percentages of NTW-A words with features: Grade 1 & Grade 4; Grade 4 & 

Grade 7 
Grade 1&4 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .10 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; some opposite skewness; parametric stats are 
robust to 1 or 2 violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008, p. 23) 
• (t (9) = 1.04, p = .33) 
Grade 4&7 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .34 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; some opposite skewness; parametric stats are 
robust to 1 or 2 violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008, p. 23) 
• (t (9) = -2.80, p = .02) 
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VDM for NOSPED & SPED students who participated in the retrospective 
Kindergarten analysis: Year 1 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .09 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; skewness for NOSPED students but not opposite to 
SPED; parametric stats are robust to 1 or 2 violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008) 
• (t (11) = -0.08; p = .94) 
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Relationship between VDM calculated as (a) percentage of 
words with features and (b) rate of features per utterance - 

Students Sequential 

 

Year 1 
r = .96; Correlation strong, significant, p = .00 
• presence of homoscedasticity and linearity (n = 15); no extreme values 

 

Year 2 
r = .98; Correlation strong, significant, p = .00 
• presence of homoscedasticity and linearity (n = 14); no extreme values 

 

Year 3 
r = .94; Correlation strong, significant, p = .00 
• presence of homoscedasticity and linearity (n = 12); no extreme values 
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VDM Writing – Percentages of NTW-A words 
with features – Year 1 

 

 

VDM Writing – Percentages of NTW-A words 
with features – Year 2 

 

 

VDM Writing – Percentages of NTW-A words 
with features – Year 3 
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MLUw: Grade 1 & Grade 4; Grade 4 & Grade 7 
 

Grade 1&4 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .18 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; no skewness; parametric stats are robust to 1 or 2 
violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008, p. 23) 
• (t (9) = -1.03, p = .33) 
Grade 4&7 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .94 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; skewness for Grade 7; parametric stats are robust to 
1 or 2 violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008, p. 23) 
• (t (9) = -3.10, p = .01) 
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MLUm: Grade 1 & Grade 4; Grade 4 & Grade 7 

 
Grade 1&4 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .16 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; skewing not problematic; parametric stats are robust 
to 1 or 2 violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008, p. 23) 
• (t (9) = -1.00, p = .34) 
Grade 4&7 
• Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance confirmed homogeneity of variance; p = .70 
• Observations are independent 
• No outliers that are > 3.29 SD from the mean (p < .001, two tailed test) (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2014); Mounding for normality; skewing not problematic; parametric stats are robust 
to 1 or 2 violations of assumptions (Warner, 2008, p. 23) 
• (t (9) = -3.82, p = .00) 
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Glossary A: Features 
 

 
 
Abbreviation 
 

 
Explanation 

 
Example(s) 

 
[DV:ACOPAUX]  
 

 
Different Verb: Absent copula or 
auxiliary  
 

 
They ___  waitin’. 

[DV:PP] 
 

Different Verb: Present for Past 
 

He look there yesterday. 

[DV:A3S] Different Verb: 
Absent 3rd person <s> 
 

He kick the ball. 

[DV:ING] Different Verb: Absent-ing 
 

The girl is bounce all over. 

[DV:REG] Different Verb: Regularization 
 

Her blowed that.  
The balloon spinneded.  
He felled down. 
She poppeded the balloon. 
 

[DV:ATO] Different Verb: Absent “to” 
 

She was waiting for the girl 
___ come back 
 

[DV:SVA] Different Verb: Subject-verb 
agreement  
 

They was coming. 

[DV:GOTS/HAS] 
 

Different Verb: gots/has 
 

The woman gots a …. 

[DP:UPC] 
 

Different Pronoun: 
Undifferentiated Pronoun Case 
 

Her blew that to him. Them 
are in the lake. 

[DP:GEN] Different Pronoun: Neutral 
Gender 
 

He/She is trying to catch it 
 

[DD:THE] Different Determiner: Use of 
that for the 
 

Him got in that lake 

[DD] Different Determiner: 
Pronoun/Determiner; Absent 
Determiner  
 
 

Them bees are going to get 
him; Then ___ bull breathe in 
her face 
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Abbreviation 
Cont. 
 

 
Explanation 

 
Example(s) 

 
[DART] 

 
Different Indefinite Article 
 

 
And he gots a glasses; 
I saw a little kid pickin’ 

 
[DPREP] 
 

 
Different Preposition or Absent 
preposition 
 

 
The girl got along/out of the 
way 

[DPOSS] Different Possessive 
 

The bull horns are stuck in 
the tree 
 

[DPL] Different Plural 
 

The bee are gonna come out 

[DNEG] Different Negative 
 

I not know; now they’re 
ain’t; he never took his nose; 
he don’t want him to see 
 

[DCONJ] 
 

Different Conjunction: “and 
here” or “then here” for “and 
then” 
 

Then here he is bouncing all 
over; And here the bus 
 

[APHRASE] 
 

Absent subject, verb or object 
phrase 
 

___ waiting for her to come 

[STRING] 
 

(a) 2 clauses within sentence; 
subject optional, is not repeated 
but implied; no coordinating 
conjunction or (b) > 2 clauses 
within sentence; subject 
optional, is not repeated but 
implied; coordinating 
conjunction may or may not be 
included.  
 

And then they come out then 
help and sit down and have 
more apples 

[TOP] Topicalization 
 

That bull, he was mad 
 

[REP] 
 

Repetition for emphasis 
 

He got really mad and really, 
really mad 
 

[WO] 
 

Different word order 
 

That you see she have a 
balloon 
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Glossary B: Terms 
 

African American  
 

Americans who descended from enslaved 
Africans  
 

African American Language (AAL) A variety of English spoken by many 
African Americans 
 

Australian Aboriginal English A variety of English spoken by Aboriginal 
people in Australia 
 

Communication Unit A main clause and its modifiers 
 

Content Vocabulary; the meaning of language; 
semantics 
 

Dialect A version of language spoken by a group 
of people, but the word dialect is usually 
used to describe a version spoken by an 
ethnic or regional group. 
 

English as a Second Dialect (ESD) A funding category, BC Ministry of 
Education. Monies are intended to be used 
to help ESD students learn standard 
English. Also sometimes referred to as 
Standard English as a Second Dialect 
(SESD) by some scholars 
 

Form Another word for grammar 
 

Grammar The structure of language 
 

Lexicon Vocabulary 
 

Mean Length of Communication Unit 
(MLCU) 

Average number of words per 
communication unit 
 

Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) Average sentence length calculated in 
words (MLUw) or morphemes (MLUm) 
 

Morpheme The smallest unit of meaning in language. 
For example, the word kicked is composed 
of two units of meaning: (1) kick, which 
refers to the action, and (2) ed, which 
signifies the action took place in the past. 



   

 

273  
 

 
Morphosyntax Grammar, which is comprised of 

morphology and syntax 
 

Settler 
 
 
Standard Canadian English 

A non-Indigenous person in Canada 
  
 
The version of English promoted in 
Canadian English Schools and Canadian 
places of employment 
 

Standard English  The version of English that is codified in 
usage guides and promoted by influential 
people such as teachers or employers. 
Standard English does not actually exist 
because there are as many versions of 
standard English as there are people who 
claim to speak it 
 

Subordination Index The average number of clauses per total 
sentences in a language sample 
 

Syntax Rules for the way words are organized in 
sentences 
 

Use The way we use language to communicate; 
the way we converse, tell stories, and so on 
 

Variety A less stigmatizing word for dialect 
 

Vernacular Another word used to describe dialect 
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Glossary C: Abbreviations 
 

AAL African American Language 
AEEA Aboriginal Education Enhancement Agreements 
AI/AN American Indian/Alaskan Native 
ANOVA Analysis of Variance 
ASHA American Speech and Hearing Association 
BC British Columbia 
BC MoEd British Columbia Ministry of Education 
C-Unit Communication Unit 
C&I Complete and Intelligible 
CELF Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals 
DELV The Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation 
EAL/D English as an Additional Language/Dialect 
ELL English Language Learners 
ESD English as a Second Dialect 
FSA Fundamental Skills Assessment 
GA Grammatical Accuracy 
HI Hollingshead Index 
IRE Initiation, Response, Evaluation 
LE Latino English 
LSA Language Sample Analysis 
M Moderate effect size 
MAE Mainstream American English 
MLCU Mean Length of Communication Unit 
MLU Mean Length of Utterance 
MLUm Mean Length of Utterance in Morphemes 
MLUw Mean Length of Utterance in Words 
MOI Method Of Instruction 
N Number 
NDW 
NTW 
NTW-A 

Number of Different Words 
Number of Total Words 
Number of Total Words - Adjusted 

NMAE Non-mainstream American English 
NOSPED Students who did not receive Special Education and/or S-LP services 
NSS Narrative Sentence Scoring Scheme 
PPVT Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 
S-LP Speech-Language Pathologist 
SAC Speech & Audiology Canada 
SALT Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts 
SES Socioeconomic Status 
SESD Standard English as a Second Dialect 
SI Subordination Index 
SPED Students who received Special Education and/or S-LP services 
TFALC Task Force on Aboriginal Languages and Cultures 
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TNW Total Number of Words 
TRC Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 
VDM Variety (Dialect) Density Measure 
 

 


