AGENCIES OF LANGUAGE STANDARDIZATION IN AUSTRALIA*

Elizabeth Thuan

Unlike the course of development of English in the United States,
the development of English 1n Australla has produced remarkably little
regional variation 1n two hundred years 1n what has been, historically,
a wldely scattered population. Ramson (1972) considers the homogeneity
of General Australlan Engllish to be perhaps the most distinctive feature
of the language. He attributes thilis lack of varlation to the similarity
in regional and soclal background of the convicts and early settlers,
and to a pattern of occupational and soclal mobility during the nine-
teenth century, which at times amounted to soclal upheaval, and which
served to discourage the formatlion of areas of reglonal varlation.
However, Gunn (1972a) suggests that the extent of regional homogeneity
in Australlian English has been assumed rather than investigated, and he
draws attention to a growlng appreclation of regional and socilal dif-
ferences 1n usage.

Southern British English was early percelved as providing a norm of
correctness for speakers of English in Australia. Gunn (1972b) suggests
that a second variety of Australian English - Cultivated Australian -
developed later than General Australlan as a result of attempts to
speak Standard (Southern British) English. The dependence upon the
norms of Southern British English has persisted and 1s still to some
extent current. There 1s, for example, still no dictionary of
Australlan English to supplant the Concise Oxford Dictionary.2 However,
the development of Australian English has resulted in a gradual diver-
gence from these norms and in the establishment of Australlan replace-
ments for them, although the degree of difference between the two
standards 1s not great. Australia has developed a number of 1ts own
agencles for standardizing language, and 1s slowly acquiring a body of
literature codifying the norms produced by these agencles.
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The historical pattern of population distribution in Australia has
ylelded in the last three decades to one which differs radically in two
major dimensions. The vast majority of Australians are now clustered in
the coastal cities: Australia has become one of the most urbanized
countries in the world. Secondly, approximately one quarter of the
total population of Australia consists of immigrants who have entered
the country since the Second World War. These immigrants have intro-
duced a number of other regional varieties of English, as well as other
European and some non-European languages. These two factors of urban-
ization and massive immigration are undoubtedly producing profound
alterations in the traditional Australian distribution of language
varieties. Just what these changes entall, however, 1is simply not known
at the present time. Lingulstic pressures are only now starting to
emerge and to affect the established patterns of language and language
treatment.

Recent literature on language change has sought to provide a theory
of language treatment which encompasses the problems and decision-
making procedures found in different types of society (cf. Jernudd
1972). Haugen (1969) provides a model of language planning which dis-
tinguishes between language treatment that 1s primarily concerned with
form - normalization, requiring the selection and codification of the
form of language - and that which is primarily concerned with function -
cultivation, requiring the elaboration and the propagation of the
functions of language. Neustupny (1970) proposes a model linking two
extreme types of language treatment with two different types of society,
each type having characteristic language problems. He assoclates a
policy approach to language treatment with the language problems of less
well-developed socileties, involving problems such as the selection of
a national language, standardization, literacy and so on. In contrast,
his cultivation approach is found in modern, industrialised socileties
and 1s concerned with questions of correctness, efficiency, style and
so on. Jernudd (1972) notes that the features characterizing the dif-
ferent types of society are not exclusive, and suggests a scale of
policy-cultivation types, with linguistically mature speech communities
exhibiting a wide range of language treatment activities.

Language standardization 1is one of the most familiar forms of planned
language change. The task of language standardization differs in form
and magnitude in different types of society. Broadly, it consists of
the establishment of norms of the correct use of language, and the
acceptance of these norms by a speech community. Even within societies,
the level of formality of language standardization may vary. 1In a
diversified society, formal language standardisation is carried out on
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a professional basls by speclallist groups; 1t includes the selection

of lingulstic structure as a norm, the specification of thls structure
(codification), 1ts presentation to the speech community in the form

of grammars, dictlonaries, style manuals, and the advancement of
community acceptance of the norm (Fishman, 1970). Informal standard-
1zation operates in any community in which there 1s a high level of
agreement in usage, even without the formal statement of rules (Haugen,
1966) Current officlal language treatment3 in Australia is concerned
with Australlian English: 1t approaches the cultivation end of the
scale. The language problems encountered typically have not constituted
soclal problems of any magnitude, and the decisions made on language
problems have not had the wlderanging consequences that may attend
decislons made under a pollcy approach, as for example, the selectlon
of a national language. However, there 1s a small but growlng officlal
recognition of the significant presence of other languages in the
Australian speech community, and changes 1n the established pattern

of language treatment are starting to appear.

Agencles of language standardization have developed in Australila
along the lines of those found 1n other Anglo-Saxon countries. Unlike
the European model, which 1lncorporates a centralized, authoritarian
academy, the Australlan agencles of language standardization consist of
independent, non-authoritarian organizations, none of which has evolved
for the single, primary purpose of language treatment, although in some
cases language treatment forms part of a set of major functlons for a
particular organization. These groups are concerned with different
areas of language, and the extent and force of thelr decisions varies.
Three broad areas of standardization may be discerned.

1. TECHNICAL TERMINOLOGY AND PLACE NAMES

The standardization of technical terminology 1s carrled out 1n
Australia by the Standards Associlation of Australia (SAA). The SAA 1s
an independent, nonprofit body incorporated by Royal Charter and 1s the
recognised national organization for the promotion of industrial
standardization. It is the Australian member body of the two inter-
national standards organizations - the International Organilzation for
Standardization (ISO) and the International Electrotechnical Commission
(IEC). 1In general, the standards prepared by the SAA are adopted
voluntarlily by industries, producers, consumers and various Government
bodlies on the authority of their intrinsic merit, although standards
concerning the safety of l1life or property may be enforced through
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reference in statutory regulations. In formulating standards, the SAA
consults with representatives of all parties to be affected by the
decisions taken, and it 1is to this policy that the SAA attributes the
success of the method of voluntary adoption of its standards.

One of the functions explicitly stated in the SAA Charter 1is the stan-
dardization of technical terms and nomenclatures in various industrial
and commercial fields. The SAA acts to compile and publish glossaries
of the terms that have been standardized. Usually, the SAA standardizes
existing terminology rather than introducing new terms, although there
are cases where the acceptance of a classificatory system for new prop-
erties of substances influences the choice of terminology. In the
selection of nomenclature to be standardized in a particular field,
both overseas standards and local usage are investigated. Where there
1s one, international standards are adopted; otherwise, a local term
1s selected, rigorously defined and listed in a final glossary together
with alternative terms which are commonly used in local areas.

The standardization of place names in Australia is carried out by
independently constituted place names committees in the various states;
these maintain contact through the National Mapping Division, which
acts as the national names authority. The place names committees are
concerned not only with the assigning of names to topographical features,
townships, post offices and so on, but also with the standardization of
the form and spelling of new and existing names. Decisions regarding
place names take account not only of current local usage and the
earliest written form of names, but in the case of non-English names -
usually those of aboriginal origin - consideration is also given to
rendering the name pronounceable by English speakers. Committee
decisions are gazetted, published and disseminated to all interested
parties and to the public. An example 1is the postcode book, produced
in conjunction with the Post-Master General's Department, which gives
the official name (and postal code) of every recognised postal area
in the country.

2. STANDARDIZATION OF USAGE

In the not quite complete absence of works codifying norms of accept-
able usage of English in Australia, by far the most significant organ-
ization acting towards the development of a Standard Australian English
is the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC). Under the terms of
the Broadcasting and Television Act 1942-1969, radio and television
broadcasters in Australia are required to use correct English, to avoid
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slang, bad grammar and wrong pronunciation. These terms are applied,
without elaboration, to the commerclal broadcasting stations, which
appear to have no difficulty 1n fulfilling thelr requirements. The
ABC, however, accepts these as minimal requirements only, and has
established a Standing Committee on Spoken English which has set up far
more stringent standards for application within the organization, and
whilch malntains constant supervision of the standaxd of English broad-
cast on national stations.

The Standing Committee engages 1n research into pronunciation and
usage within the Australian community, and on the basils of thils research
and a comparison of the English norms employed in British and American
broadcasting, 1t makes normative declisions on pronunciation. The
decislons are circulated to personnel involved 1n broadcasting, and
they are required to use them. The Standing Committee endeavours to
provide an Australian standard of correctness for the usage and pro-
nunciation of English, and percelves such a standard as being different
i1n many respects from the Southern British standard. The Standing
Committee has no authority to enforce its norms beyond the ABC, and 1its
norms come before the public only insofar as the ABC provides consistent
materlal of a high degree of correctness through a nationwide network
of radio and television statlons.

Other agencles which may possibly be involved in the standardization
of English are far less directed in thelr activitles, and the signifi-
cance of thelr impact 1s far more restricted. For example, the struc-
ture of the educatlon system in Australla renders nationwide standard-
1zation 1mpossible. Thls 1s 1in strong contrast to cases of natilons
employlng a policy approach to language treatment, where the education
system provides one of the chief agencles for the dissemlination of the
standard language. Australian educatlonal practice differs from state
to state, and there may be considerable variation in English teaching
practice even within the states. Generally, little emphaslis 1s placed
on the teaching of specifically Australian varietles of English, as
opposed to the other maln varleties of English, although this may vary
In i1ndividual instances. Textbooks differ 1n the selectlon of the
variety which they codify: there appears to be some tendency away from
British norms.

The Australian Department of Labour and Immigration (formerly the
Australian Department of Immigration), in consultation with the
Australlan Department of Education, provides a variety of courses for
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the teaching of English to various categories of immigrants and intend-
Ing Immigrants. The courses include instruction in basic English for
adults and secondary school age children and more advanced courses
designed to equip Iimmigrants with occupational terminology and usage
appropriate to thelr chosen occupational field. The Department's
program also includes the provislion of speclal English classes 1n
schools where there are chlldren who are handicapped in thelr studiles
by lack of English.

There are very few reference works deallng with Australian English
usage and directed to an audlence other than schoolchlildren. Of those
that do exist, by far the most authoritative 1s the Styfe Manual foxr
Authons and Printens of Australian Government Publfications which sets
out official recommendations on many aspects of the writing, editing,
publishing and printing of Government publications. Later editions of
the Style Manual have been directed towards the public also, as a gulde
to correct usage of Australlan English. Much of the text remains
technlical, directed to the speclalised needs of printers, but 1t does
offer specific guldance on spelling, abbreviation, the use of punctu-
atlon and 1talics, a discussion on style and some direction on grammar.

An Interesting recent addition to the literature on Standard
Australian English is Good Australian English, edited by Turner (1972),
which offers material on the development of English 1n Australla and
discussions on the concept of correctness 1n language, style, spelling
and brief guldes to both spelling and usage. Articles have been con-
tributed by academlcs, educatlonlists and journalists, and the book as
a whole 1s directed to a general public.

3. STANDARDIZATION OF VARIETIES

It is only very recently that 1t has become possible to talk meaning-
fully of the formal selectlon of a language code for use 1n a particular
situation or set of situations 1in Australia. One of the consequences
of the historical language situatlion 1n Australia has been that English
has been the only thinkable candidate for use 1n officlally sanctioned
language situations. Education has been carried on entirely 1in English,
with the exceptlion of courses of instruction in a select number of
foreign languages - not necessarily immigrant languages - and thils has
necessltated the makling of special provision for the children of immi-
grants and Australian Aboriginals, who have had to be taught English in
order to be able to engage 1n the study of other school subjects. Adult
Immigrants have had to be educated 1n English to take up thelr appro-
priate occupational roles. Offlclal documents are printed in English,
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even including ones of such wide application as the taxation forms.
Until recently, all radio and television broadcasting in Australia was
effectively monolingual in English. Stations were permitted only a
minute fraction of thelr broadcasting hours in other languages - and
flood and bushfire warnings were allowed to be broadcast multilingually.

It is in some of these areas of language standardization that the
recent signs of change have appeared, and it 1is in these areas that
further changes may take place. Some very few inner suburban schools
with a majJority of immigrant students are attempting to develop bi-
lingual education programs. The Australian Government has established
a bilingual education scheme for Aboriginal children in the Northern
Territory, so that they may become literate in their mother tongues
before they learn English, in which higher level instruction will be
continued. (The vernacular language program forms part of a wider
program to encourage and assist the preservation and development of
Aboriginal language and culture in the wider context of Australian
society.) The question of the provision of bilingual education programs
on radio and television, and the restrictive nature of the regulations
governing broadcasting in languages other than English was raised in
the House of Representatives (Hansard, 1.5.73) and the restrictive pro-
vision was withdrawn by the Australian Broadcasting Control Board in
November 1973. Most recently, the Federal Minister for Education has
announced an enquiry into the teaching of the major immigrant languages
in Australian schools.

Individually, these changes do not constitute major alterations to
the overall perspective of language use in Australia. Collectively,
they indicate the gradual development of a new level of official aware-
ness of language as an 1ssue in a community undergoing change and a
growing appreciation of language as a community resource that should
not be wasted.

English has by tradition been the major and official language used
in Australia. Dependence upon Southern British norms of correctness
has only gradually been eroded, and the establishment of Australian
norms to replace them has been equally gradual. Agencies of language
standardization do, however, exist in Australia for the purposes of
formulating local English norms. Recent changes in the composition and
distribution of the population of Australia and the introduction of new
varieties of language with significant numbers of speakers are resulting
in new social and linguistic situations about which 1little 1is currently
known, but which are exerting pressures on the traditional patterns of
language treatment, and are forcing new developments in them.
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NOTES

1. This is a revised version of a paper delivered to the Linguistic
Society of Australia symposium on 'The Linguistic Situation in
Australia' in May 1972 and subsequently published under the title 'The
Codification of English in Australia' in Lingudstic Commundications 10,
1973.

2. The topic of dictionaries was discussed by J.R. Bernard in 'The
Need for a Dictionary of Australian English' in Southerly 22:2, 1962.

3. Language treatment 1is also carried out at other levels of soclety.
These have not been considered here.
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