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Some comments
on the English-
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bilingual-
bicultural
education
program in
Zelaya Sur
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January 5-10, 1987 in Bluefields, Nicaragua,
Linguists for Nicaragua, working through CIDCA
(Centro de Investigaciones y Documentacion de la
Costa Atlantica) and MED (Ministerio de Educa-
cién), conducted a workshop for 70 educators
from the English-Spanish bilingual-bicultural edu-
cation program in Zelaya Sur. There 25,000
Nicaraguans speak a variety of English as their
first language, an English-based Creole. I came to
this experience from Australia where I have done
work on bilingual education with Australian Abo-
riginal people.

At the workshop I worked with teachers
preparing the first texts in Nicaraguan English
to be used in the schools. We made a major inno-
vation by writing Nicaraguan English in standard
English spelling. This practice should be discussed
with people in the community. If the idea gains
approval it can have important consequences for
the education program.

GOALS

The program aims to teach the children Inter-
national English. International English can bring
great benefits. In an interview reported in Wani
and speaking of standard International English,
Ray Hooker has said (Wani Numero 2-3 dic-mayo
1985, p. 56):

In the area of the world where we live, knowledge
of English is an advantage for us tn many situations.
The country needs lots of speakers of English,
lots of writers of English. For example, with
translations most translators are people from
abroad; there’s definite lack of people who handle
the language. Our diplomats need to know English,
the people who conduct our foreign trade must
know English well. Also, the most modern techni-
cal books are first published in English before
being published in any other language. So to know
English is definitely an advantage.

But International English differs in significant
ways from Nicaraguan English. Together with
Spanish, this means the children are expected to
learn two language varieties which are not native
to them. The Spanish-English program involves
three distinct language varieties, International
English, Nicaraguan English and Spanish. This
must be understood for coherent planning.

What the children are being asked to do is
harder than in many other bilingual programs
where there are just two language varieties, one
of them the one the children come to school
speaking and only one unfamiliar. In this respect
the English-Spanish program may be more difficult
than the programs for Mistits or Sumu children.

The teachers in this program are themselves
speakers of Nicaraguan English. They can approxi-
mate International English to varying degrees in
careful speech and writing. Although they can
help them learn some of its features, most of
them cannot provide models for the children
in this variety. Until they have the opportunity
to improve their speaking ability, the main
source of International English for the children
will be from written materials. Most oral work
is in Nicaraguan English, most written work in
International English. This imbalance is a problem.
There should be effective work on oral and literacy
skills in both varieties of English.

The program faces a second problem different
from any faced by the Miskitu and Sumu programs,
the relative status of the two varieties of English,
Nicaraguan English and International English. This
is a sensitive issue because the language and culture
of English-speaking Nicaraguans is a principal
source of identity and pride, but something which
has not always had the most respected social status,
even among these people themselves. In the same
interview, Ray Hooker expressed the attitude
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is sometimes used, Miskito Coast Creole. English
speaking Nicaraguans can call their language
variety ‘“‘Creole”, or they can call it “English”.
Both names are good. When they call it “Creole”,
they emphasize its distinctive character, and
when they «call it “English”, they identify
themselves as speakers of a major world language.
With either name, they have a strong sense of
identity with other English speakers.

Around the world, language identity is decided
on social and political grounds. Consider Trudgill’s
discussion of a Western European example and his
notions of autonomy and heteronomy (Sociolin-
guistics, Penguin 1983, pp. 15-16):

...Dutch and German are known to be two distinct
languages. However, at some places along the
Dutch-German frontier the dialects spoken one
etther side of the border are extremely similar. If
we choose to say that people on one side of the
border speak German and those on the other
Dutch, our choice is again based on social and
political rather than linguistic factors. This point
is further emphasized by the fact that the ability
of speakers from either side of the border to
understand each other will often be greater than
that of German speakers from this area to understand
speakers of other German dialects from distant
parts of Austria or Switzerland. Now, in attempting
to decide which language someone is speaking, we
could say that if two speakers cannot understand
one another, then they are speaking different
languages. Similarly, if they can understand each
other, we could say that they are speaking dialects
of the same language. Clearly, however, this would
lead to some rather strange results in the case of
Dutch and German, and indeed in many other
cases.

The criterion of ‘mutual intelligibility’, and
other purely linguistic criteria are, therefore, of
less importance in the use of the terms language
and dialect than are p olitical and cultural factors of
which the two most important are autonomy and
heteronomy. We can say that Dutch and German
are autonomous, since both are independent,
standardized varieties of language with, as it were,
a life of their own. On the other hand, the non-
standard dialects of Germany, Austria and German-
speaking Switzerland are all heteronomous with
respect to standard German, in spite of the fact
that they may be very unlike each other and that
some of them may be very like Dutch dialects.
This is because speakers of these German dialects

look to German as their standard language, read
and write German, and listen to German on radio
and. television. Speakers of dialects on the Duich
side of the border, in the same way, will read
newspapers and write letters in Dutch, and any
standardizing changes that occur in their dialects
will take place in the direction of standard Dutch,
not standard German.

On both linguistic and social grounds, Nicara-
guan English can be considered a dialect of English.
(Here I am using the term ‘dialect’ as linguists use
it, meaning a variety of a language with distinct
grammar, pronunciation and vocabulary. Everyone
speaks a dialect in this sense, including the queen
of England.) Adult English speakers in Bluefields
can communicate quite well with people from
other English-speaking countries. That satisfies
the linguistic criterion, but the criterion of overri-
ding importance is social. Nicaraguan English is
heteronomous  with respect to standard Inter-
national English. Costefios regard this variety as
their standard. They want their children to leam
it in school. They listen to it on the radio and
in movies. They shift towards it when they write
and when they speak in formal registers. They
make standardizing changes in that direction.
It is perfectly consistent then that they would
prefer the standard spelling system. It makes
their language variety look like English.

Speakers of Nicaraguan FEnglish want to
emphasize cultural autonomy from the Spanish-
speaking majority around them, and their link
to International English gives them some
legitimacy in this regard. By contrast, there are
two English-based creoles in Australia, each with
25,000 speakers. These people also want to
emphasize their cultural autonomy from the
majority, but in this case the majority language
is English, and so this leads them to call their
language varieties only by separate names, -not
English. As one might expect, they have adopted
different spelling systems.

COMPLEMENTARY USES OF NICARAGUAN"
ENGLISH AND INTERNATIONAL ENGLISH
IN THE SCHOOL

One should distinguish between self-expression
and practice in a new language variety. From
teachers I understand that in school children
speak Nicaraguan English but are expected to write
in only International English. In fact, for both
speaking and writing it would be good to distin-












