The Role of Language In Dealing with Individuals at the Poverty Level

Every language has five “registers” or levels of discourse.  These are:

Frozen language is always the same, such as the Pledge of Allegiance.

Formal language is usually used in written form.  Standard sentence syntax and word 

              choice are very precise when utilized for school and  work.  This list is written in

              formal register.

Consultative language is the Formal register that is used in speech.  It is slightly less 

              direct than in written form.

Casual language is the discourse between friends and family.  It usually consists of a

              400-800 word vocabulary.  The language is more general and depends a great 

              deal on non-verbal assistance. Sentence fragments are common.

Intimate language is used between lovers or close family (such as twins).  When it is 

               used between people who are not in these categories, it often constitutes sexual 

               harassment.

Middle class and upper class individuals find it easy to use all of these registers.  However, people whose background is generational poverty tend to use the casual register for any situation.  Their working vocabulary is less extensive than middle class people.  

This is a disadvantage when poor individuals try to communicate in situations where the consultative or formal registers are the norm, such as applying for services, legal situations, and in school and higher education.

To survive in poverty, one must be fluent in non-verbal and sensory-based communication.  To survive in school and in many workplaces, one must be able to use and understand the formal and consultative registers.

People learn the formal and consultative registers most easily when they are acquired from their family.  Since these registers are not always available for people in poverty situations, they must learn these registers in a more direct way.

