
 

 

                                                  MAE Instruction Encounters Resistance in Black Boys 

Addressing the dialectical effects of schooling on children with respect to the pronunciation of 

the final [ng] in gerunds, Dr. Trudgill some time ago produced the above graph using statistics 

he collected in the second and fifth grades. This study produced two significant findings as well 

as a surprising anomaly that merits our special attention.  

           While some “g-dropping” occurred in the speech of all the children in the study 

regardless of sex or ethnicity, Trudgill’s first finding was that black boys and girls exhibited a 

much greater [g] deletion than white boys and girls. This fact is doubtlessly reflective of 

recognizable dialectical differences.  

           Perhaps a more important discovery was that boys (regardless of their ethnicity) dropped 

the [g] significantly more than the girls of the same ethnicity. This we can presume may be 

because boys, in general, are bigger “risk takers” and consequently freer with their language 

than girls. That is girls, perhaps because of their nature, tend to be more accommodating and 

malleable. It can thus be proposed that the reason why boys tend to exhibit these 

characteristics is that they are more precocious and more likely to openly rebel than their 

female counterparts.  

          In the fifth grade this same proportional order of [g] dropping with respect to the 4 

different groups maintained itself. However, though [g] dropping continued to diminish 

proportionately with respect to white males and all females, indicating the success of imparting 

this feature of Mainstream American English (MAE) to the pupils, the dropping of the [g] 

surprisingly increased with black males and this is the anomaly which I would like to address in 

this paper. That is, whereas the impact of schooling on white boys, black girls, and white girls 

produced the desired lessening of [g] deletion in speech, it actually led to the increase of [g] 

deletion with respect to black boys. The purpose of the remainder of this essay is to offer an 

explanation for this seemingly inexplicable and undesirable anomaly.  



         The  answer to this problem may lie in a desire, on the part of the black boys, to project 

their “ethnic identity” due to alienation, rejection, non-acceptance or perceived hostility from 

teachers or classmates. Since their dialect (as reflected by [g] dropping) is perceived to be a 

significant constituent of their ethnic identity, black boys will, therefore, intentionally 

emphasize it to defensively identify more closely with their own group.  

         This phenomenon was also noted among the Lumbee indigenous ethnicity of South 

Carolina who would use their own dialect in detriment to MAE to more emphatically project 

their identity. Indeed, this is clearly stated when a Lumbee boy is cited on page 201 of Walt 

Wolfram’s  American English Dialects and Variations as having said: “We know just who we are 

by our language”, even though the Lumbee have no Indigenous language but rather a 

somewhat unique dialect of English.   

         We should note also that this phenomenon of “group identity” through language usage 

holds true even within subdivisions of the same ethnic group as evidenced by a famous socio-

linguistic study dealing with the “jocks” and the “burn-outs” or the dichotomy between 

speakers of northern and southern dialects of English, where the latter dialects are often 

denigrated (e.g. compare the southern variety “tin cents” instead of  MAE “ten cents”). 

         In conclusion, though Trudgill’s study dealt only with one feature of MAE speech, we can 

consider it to be reflective of the teaching of the conglomerate of other MAE features as well. 

While teaching MAE in schools is highly desirable, it must be done in such a way that vernacular 

speakers are respected and not unnecessarily alienated. Otherwise, there will be resistance and 

many children (particularly black boys) will fall by the wayside 

 


