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To My Students

Over the years, many of you asked me if I‟d ever considered getting a tattoo. I would
shudder and tell you no, and that it was because of my fear of needles.
Besides, I‟d tell you, ink fades over time. Why bother?
But I had a secret…

I had already inscribed each of your names upon my heart.
Love, Ms.O
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"Did you hear about the rose that grew from a crack in the concrete? Proving nature's
laws wrong, it learned to walk without having feet. Funny, it seems to be keeping its
dreams; it learned to breathe fresh air. Long live the rose that grew from concrete when
no one else even cared.”
Tupac Shakur
(1971-1996)
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
African American Vernacular English (AAVE) is a common dialect spoken by
many African Americans in the United States. While a great deal of research has been
done on the achievement gap between African American males and students of other
races, a particular area of interest of mine is how African American males use AAVE and
whether they perceive the use of this language as a significant factor in how successful
they are in college.
My research will focus on the perceptions of ten African American males who
attended a community college in Minnesota between 2000 and 2008. I want to learn
which internal or external factors participants perceive to have been the greatest barriers
to their success in college and the degree to which participants believe that using AAVE
while in college impacted them educationally. I will conduct personal interviews with
each participant using a set of self-designed, open ended questions to gather qualitative
data. I will also conduct a thorough review of literature related to AAVE‟s origins, the
cultural and social significance of AAVE to African Americans, the achievement gap
between African American males and others who enter college, and the possible reasons
for this disparity.
I chose this topic as the basis of my capstone project because of my experiences
teaching developmental writing courses at a comprehensive community college and my
recollections of one former student, in particular.

He was a six foot tall, three hundred

pound, eighteen year old football recruit with an intricate tattoo of Malcolm X and the
words “by any means necessary” inscribed on his thick right forearm. This individual
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made it clear from the first day of my developmental writing course that he was unhappy
about having been placed in a pre-college course that according to him, “didn‟t count for
anything” because it was a remedial, non-credit course required of students whose
assessment scores indicated the need for remediation.
At nine o‟clock three times a week, he arrived wearing an oversized red “hoodie”
and sweatpants to my classroom. From the start, the only thing he seemed to enjoy about
my class was the opportunity to deliberately jostle the desks of others as he made his way
to the last desk in the middle row. He spent the semester glowering at me in silence.
While it is fair to say that he didn‟t like being in my class, I soon discovered that
he did like to write. He understood how to use dialogue and had a strong writer‟s voice.
One essay that I recall with particular fondness was a persuasive essay entitled
Whuppins: Child Abuse or Discipline? he submitted toward the end of the semester. In
this essay, he defended his mother‟s use of “Switches” as a form of effective discipline.
His argument in defense of the physical punishment his mother used on him was well
constructed. He concluded that he learned to respect others because of this discipline, to
follow rules, and to make good choices. The discipline served another important
purpose. He believed it was a vaccine that protected him from a life of danger his mother
could see outside the fences of the housing project where they lived.
When the course began, this student wrote essays that displayed many common
features of African American Vernacular English. However, as the semester progressed,
he began to develop fluency and proficiency in Standard English. He also became more
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adept at switching between the two forms of discourse in his essays. This talented
student passed my course that semester with an A. He proceeded to successfully
complete the college level writing courses required for a two year degree and transferred
to a four year university where he also completed a B.A. in Psychology. Recently, he
contacted me to request a letter of recommendation to include with his application to
graduate school. Why did he succeed academically when so many other African
American males fail? Had his use of AAVE been a barrier, or hadn‟t it?
My interest in this topic began long before I met this talented individual. Each
semester, as a new group of students filed into my classroom, many of the students I saw
walking through the door were African American males. I often wondered how it was
possible that so many African American males who were clearly bright and motivated
ended up taking the remedial writing course I taught. While it was true that a number of
African American students struggled with written Standard English, many achieved the
level of proficiency required to pass not only the pre-college course, but the college level
writing courses at the college, as well. At times, I questioned why certain students had
been placed in a remedial course at all, based upon what they were producing in class. I
was left wonder if one reason was because many of them had ceased to “count”
academically long before they enrolled in college.
During this time, I began pursuing my MAESL at Hamline, and through the
courses I was taking, began to learn more about the specific features of AAVE so
prevalent in the essays of my African American students. I began to recognize that many
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of the common “errors” I‟d been painstakingly correcting on essays were consistently
used by African American males regardless of where they‟d lived prior to enrolling on
our campus.
While many of the students in my course struggled with proper punctuation, verb
tense, and spelling in Standard English, I also learned through conferencing that many of
the African American male students in my class who used AAVE in their essays used this
form of English deliberately. Most often, it was used to describe certain situations or to
create authentic sounding dialogue. I found that their essays were a lot more interesting
when they these aspects of AAVE were used in concert with the SAE I was teaching.
Unfortunately, the course outline I was expected to follow didn‟t leave much
room for AAVE. The primary objective of the course was to prepare students to master
the types of writing assignments they would encounter in college. It was my
responsibility to teach each student to write proficiently in Standard English, the
language of academia. I began to question whether it was possible to achieve this goal
without marginalizing or ignoring the social and cultural significance of AAVE for the
African American males in my class. How could I ensure that AAVE “counted” as a form
of expression while also teaching students to write well in Standard English?
Students who passed the developmental writing course were permitted to enroll in
the college level writing courses required to graduate. Each year, a small percentage of
African American males graduated with their Associate in Arts or Associate in Science
degrees. Those graduates would often transfer to four year colleges. Unfortunately, many
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African American males who enrolled would never walk across a stage to receive a
diploma. Many left after only one or two semesters.
The research I‟ve conducted pertaining to poor retention and graduation rates for
African American males in college explains many of the reasons why this occurs. Poor
literacy and a general lack of academic preparation is one major barrier to their success.
Other barriers commonly cited include financial and cultural illiteracy and the absence of
college educated mentors and role models for African American males. The ways in
which masculine identity is formed within African American culture and pressure to
conform to the expectations of male peers may also impact members of this group
negatively from elementary school on. Finally, serious life events such as out of wedlock
births or periods of incarceration may interrupt or end the educational journey of African
American males disproportionately. All of the factors cited contribute to the achievement
gap in higher education, according to scholars.
Low retention and graduate rates of African American males in higher education
affects not only students, but also the colleges and universities where they choose to
enroll.
Through this research, I hope to learn which internal and/or external barriers
participants in this study believe impacted their own success most and whether
participants perceive AAVE use to be a significant academic barrier. Learning more
about how African American males perceive their academic experiences related to
AAVE and written communication will provide others in higher education information
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about the barriers present for African American males in higher education. Instructors
who are committed and wish to serve the needs of all students in their classes can also
benefit from the data gathered in this study. Finally, this research will benefit me
personally. As a writing instructor, I am interested in finding out more about how
African American males feel about AAVE as a language and as a barrier to their success.
In Chapter Two, I will conduct a Literature Review to learn more about the
theories as to the possible origins of African American Vernacular English. I will also
discuss the cultural and social implications AAVE use by African American males. I will
share data related to the achievement gap between African American males and students
of other races and describe the unique challenges African American males face
throughout their academic lives. Chapter Three will describe the methodology for the
interviews I conduct, the interview questions used for the study, and the methods of data
analysis used to interpret the data I gather. Chapter Four will summarize the results of
the study. Finally, Chapter Five will reflect on major learning, consider possible
limitations of the study, recommend future research, and present a plan for
communicating the results of this study to others.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

This study will examine the perceptions about African American Vernacular
English use and college success of ten African American males who attended the same
community college between 2000 and 2008 to determine which internal or external
barriers to success participants perceive to be most significant and whether participants
perceive their AAVE use as a significant academic barrier.
This chapter will explore, through a review of pertinent literature, theories related
to the possible origins of AAVE, the cultural and social importance of AAVE for African
American males, research on the educational achievement gap between African
Americans and students of other races, and finally, information on specific barriers and
challenges faced by African American males in college that hinder success.
The History and Development of AAVE
The origin of African American Vernacular English is unclear. Theorists point to
several different possibilities for how the language originated. One theory is that, because
all features of the language can also be found in Southern white dialect that AAVE
originated from a specific dialect of British English (Wolfram & Thomas, 2002).
Rickford (1986) studied the sociopolitical cohesiveness between African Americans and
Irish immigrants from the southern region of Ireland who worked closely together as
laborers during the 17th century and concluded that the commonalities between AAVE
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and the dialect spoken by Irish workers was additional evidence pointing toward the same
theory.
Labov (1970) and others pointed to West African languages as the foundation
from which AAVE grew, citing the slave trade of the region as a catalyst for a common
language among people from different regions who were brought to the United States.
As African Americans people migrated northward, this vernacular was dispersed
more broadly. As such, what had previously been classified as a language based
primarily on geographical proximity and contact between Blacks and Whites in the South
came to be regarded more as a dialect of a particular ethnic group in the United States.
The theory that AAVE was a dialect of SAE rather than a separate, distinct language
gained popularity among linguists as a way to explain both its formation and use. This
theory of AAVE‟s origins remained popular until the 1960‟s.
However, during the 1960‟s and 1970‟s this notion was challenged by a new
theory: that of creolization. Theorists who supported this view cited as evidence the fact
that slaves in the South had come from many different countries of West Africa, and as
such, spoke a multitude of languages and dialects and that, as a result of this a pidgin, a
common language derived from several different languages, resulted. In the case of
African dialects, the linguistic features of the languages spoken by the different groups
were structurally quite similar (Rickford, 2000) and as such, it was surmised by linguists
that because widespread trading and travel had taken place between tribes of people in
West African countries even prior to capture and enslavement by outsiders, that
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creolization (a new language derived from pidgins) was then formed. The complexities
of AAVE grammar and vocabulary reinforced this theory.
Once captured and sold into slavery, it was even more critical to members of
these different language communities to find a common method of communication. Once
again, pidgins (common languages for communication) developed in response to this
need and were based upon common elements of various West African languages.
However, this new pidgin also incorporated the English vocabulary needed to
communicate with slave owners. Children born into slavery learned this pidgin as their
first language. Linguists argue that it was at this point that true creolization occurred
(Rickford, 2000).
However, the creolization theory, while popular with some linguists, has certain
limitations related to AAVE. For example, some theorists argue that in order for a creole
to develop, at least 80 percent of the population in a region must speak the substrate
language. In the South, there would be little argument that the African American
population in communities met or exceeded that number; however, the argument against
AAVE being a true creole rests in the fact that the African American population in
northern colonies during that time ranged from just 2 percent to around 20 percent of the
total population. (Rickford, 2000).
Regardless of its origins, African American Vernacular English is today,
considered to be a legitimate form of communication spoken by the majority of African
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Americans (Chisholm, 1994) throughout the United States. It is a language with set
rules and a well-organized structure, grammar, and vocabulary.
The Cultural and Social Importance of AAVE to African Americans
Language learning and culture are coexistent. Children of all cultures learn their
home language‟s rules and the social context cues that permit them to form relationships,
make decisions, and determine what is valued within the culture. (Heath, 1992).
Heath further argues that there is a common assumption by many early childhood
educators that most children, from the first day of school must possess essential language
skills (the ability to label and describe objects, recount past events, follow oral directions,
and form and maintain social relationships within a school setting) in order to succeed.
However, this expectation, according to the author, is based upon the assumption that
most children, by age five are acculturated to use language in a school oriented way.
Enrollment in early pre-school experiences, clubs or groups, and regular Sunday School
attendance are activities considered common in middle to upper class white families of
northern European descent.
A second major (and often erroneous) assumption of educators is that most
children are raised in homes furnished with adequate learning tools and books to support
their learning process. While many of these assumptions are true for middle to upper
class African American children, basing decisions about the level of readiness of an
African American child from a community with low literacy rates and high poverty rates
may have severe educational consequences for that child.
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Educators may not even be aware that they are making such assumptions related
to culture and language until they are forced to interact with a child for whom the
previously described paradigm is non-existent. At that point, some educators may
falsely conclude that a child who doesn‟t fit the “ready for school” model is deficient,
impaired, lazy or immature. Banks (2005) discusses how this cultural deprivation
paradigm affects the learning experiences of many low-income students who are raised
without the advantages that educational resources afforded other, more affluent students.
Banks argues that believe in this paradigm results in lowered expectations about the
abilities of students from that socioeconomic group. Furthermore, such inaccurate
assessments of a child‟s cognitive ability may also result in substandard performance by
child.
Furthermore, students who start school speaking something other than Standard
English are commonly misunderstood both culturally and linguistically by their teachers.
Some educators may draw connections between poor academic performance and
language (Labov, 1972). For example, when confronted with the fact that African
American males have the highest levels of illiteracy in many schools, Labov (1970) states
that it is, “a culture conflict between the vernacular culture and the schoolroom (p. 43)
rather than dialect and grammar differences that cause reading failure for African
American boys (p. 43). The author‟s 1972 study of adolescents in the schools in Harlem
examined the role of AAVE and the socialization and school performance of African
American males who either participated in the street culture (where the vernacular form
of speech was the preferred method of communication) and those who did not. Labov
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found that for members of the study, belonging to and participating within the street
culture was a determining factor in whether or not subjects met benchmarks in reading
(pg. 260). Labov concluded that it was the expectations and rules of behavior for
participants of the street culture, rather than true dialectal incompetence that accounted
for the disparity between reading scores for the participants. This explains why students
who participated in the vernacular street culture showed the slowest gains in reading and
only advanced to around the 5th grade reading level while students who were not part of
the street culture continued to improve in reading.
African American Males and Education
From elementary school on, African American boys lag behind their peers by
nearly every academic measure. Members of this group are also more likely to be
categorized as mentally challenged, learning disabled, or in need of special education
services at some point during their school years. They are absent and truant more often,
and can expect to be either suspended and/or expelled from school at a greater rate than
students from other racial groups and either gender (Noguera , 2008).
Four decades have passed since the birth of the Civil Rights Movement in the
United States and yet, adequately reaching and teaching African American males
continues to be a difficult task for teachers and school districts throughout the nation.
Why does this paradigm exist? Who can be blamed for, what many in the
educational community refer to as a crisis for African American males? According to
data compiled by the Schott Foundation (2009) African American males are less likely to
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graduate from high school, more likely to face unemployment and/or underemployment,
lack good health care, are incarcerated more often (and for longer periods of time) and
face earlier deaths than any other racial group in the United States of America.
Economics, psychology, gender/race issues, culture, values, single parent families
headed by mothers, poor academic preparation, and a host of other reasons combine to
make it difficult for African American males to succeed academically. Davis (2003)
studied the achievement gap for African American males and concluded that African
American boys are victimized by certain internal and external forces that consistently
work against them both educationally and culturally. He concluded that the end result is a
lack of engagement and behavior issues for many African American males who
ultimately find themselves tracked into special education programs or classrooms at a
much higher rate than their peers.
Other theorists examining the achievement gap for African American males focus
on social attitudes (Cook and Ludwig, 1997), social organization within school systems
(Fordham, 1996), masculine identity formation (Young, 2007) as reasons for why
students in this group fail. Identity development of African American males,
specifically, has been studied extensively within the social sciences as one way to try to
explain why African American boys fail to meet educational benchmarks at every level
of education (Redden, 2009). Current data from the Schott Foundation (2010)
summarizes the educational disparities African American males experience in this way:
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 They are more inappropriately removed from the general education
classroom due to misclassifications by the Special Education policies and
practices more frequently than are students of other races.
 They are punished more severely for committing the same infractions as
their White peers.
 On average, more than twice as many White male students reap the
benefits of gifted and talented programming as their Black male peers do.
 Advanced Placement classes enroll only token numbers of Black male
students despite The College Board‟s urging that schools open these
classes to all who may benefit.
 More often than not, districts with selective college preparatory courses
have very few African American males in the student population.
 Finally, the national percentage of Black male students enrolled in schools
starts to decline beginning in middle school. This trend continues through
high school, college, and graduate school. (Schott Report, 2010).
The National Assessment of Educational Progress collects data on the pass rates
for basic skills tests. In 2009, the statistics for black male children were sobering.
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According to the NAEP (2009) report:
 Only 12 percent of fourth grade black male students nationally and 11
percent of those living in large central cities performed at or above
proficient levels in reading on the 2009 National Assessment for
Educational Progress (NAEP), compared with 38 percent of white males
nationwide.
 In eighth grade, only 12 percent of black males across the country and 10
percent living in large cities performed at or above proficiency in math,
compared with 44 percent of white males nationwide. In fact, the average
African American fourth and eighth grade male that is neither poor nor
disabled performs no better in reading and math on NAEP than white
males who are poor or disabled.
 Only 5 percent of the college student population was composed of black
males, while 36 percent of the prison population was made up of black
males.
The Achievement Gap in Higher Education
African American male college students lag behind their peers in nearly every
measure relevant to college success. Current census data reflects trends that are
alarming. Nationally, this population has the highest attrition rate among both sexes and
all racial groups. Other statistics are no less alarming. For example:
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 In the United States, the six year graduation rate for black men at four year
colleges is 31%.
 Nearly 70% of the African American males who start college never complete a
degree.
Many factors contribute to this problem. Poor literacy skills, the absence of college
educated role models, incarceration, poverty, early parenthood, and the stress of family
issues are prevalent for many young African American males. Furthermore, undiagnosed
or untreated behavioral, learning, or medical conditions impact this population
disproportionately.
Representation of African American Males in the Media
Images in the popular media also foster negative stereotypes about young African
American men. Noguero (2008) summarizes how members of this group are often
portrayed in entertainment. According to the author, black males:
have been depicted as villains, con men, and feebleminded buffoons.
Indeed, the image of the Black man has sometimes been used to symbolize
the very embodiment of violence……regarded as individuals who should
be feared because of their uncontrolled and unrefined masculinity…and as
a potential threat to the social order. (Introduction, p.xi).
Young African American males who choose to further their educations bear the
burden of such stereotypes who, according to the author:
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are rarely seen as individuals in possession of a full range of attributes
and flaws, strengths and weaknesses. The stereotypes that shape the
American images of Black Males are so stark and extreme that even the
most ordinary and unexceptional Black males find they are forced to
contend with the fantasies and fears that other hold toward them. (p.xiii).
For African American males, such external forces combined with internal

struggles result in the formation of oppositional identities (Noguero, 2008) that cause
some African American males to perceive education as forced assimilation to White
cultural values. In higher education, this adversely impacts how African American males
perceive themselves and their place within academia.
Furthermore, African American males accustomed to communicating primarily in
AAVE learn that they must master written Standard English if they are to succeed in
college writing courses. Emery (2000) concludes that:
„academic success‟ and SCE (Standard English) are part of a middle class
dominant culture. The values, beliefs, and „ways of seeing and being in
the world‟ of this culture form the standard to which all others are
expected to conform without any guarantee of gaining the economic
privileges of the middle class. It is only those who successfully conform
to and thus, have a stake in this culture who become the teachers,
researchers, and policy makers. Furthermore, those who are economically
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rewarded for being „academically successful‟ have little incentive to
change the system that maintains their privilege regardless of how unfair
or exploitive they perceive it to be. (28).
The Pressure to Conform to the Expectations of Others
An African American male who works hard to achieve success in
college may also experience ridicule and exclusion from other Africa Americans
who may see his effort as “selling out” to White cultural values. Adopting
Standard Academic English may be perceived negatively by other African
American peers who taunt him for trying to talk too White. However, in college
writing courses, the African American male soon learns that writing in AAVE
gets him nowhere even though writing in Standard English feels foreign to him
linguistically and culturally dishonest. Smitherman and Wright (1984) and
Chaplin (1988) found that as AAVE speakers became more adept at writing
academically in SAE, the length and depth of their essays decreased and their
use of voice to engage readers diminished.
Newell (2001) implores educators of African American students to examine
possible biases they may have regarding African American Vernacular English as a
means of communicating and to be cognizant of how such biases affect the children in
their classrooms. She further challenges her readers to recognize that AAVE use is
determined by both ethnicity and social class. According to the author, current research
has determined that African American children from lower socioeconomic groups use
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AAVE more frequently than do children raised by middle or upper class families. As
such, and because dialects of lower socioeconomic classes are consistently stigmatized,
pre-conceived notions about AAVE are quite prevalent among educators. (Newell, 2001).
To conclude, African American males who enroll in writing courses at the college
level face unique barriers to communicative success in Standard English due to multiple
factors. The psychological impact of removing AAVE from their written discourse to
satisfy instructors who require Standard English may have implications that reach far
beyond the classroom for many African American males.
There is an abundance of research related to the other factors that impact African
American males and education. However, I found minimal research related to African
American males‟ own perceptions about the specific internal and external barriers they
may face. There is also a gap in research pertaining to AAVE use and college success
from the perspectives of African American males. I believe that the research I conduct
will help to fill voids in both areas.
The questions I hope to answer will examine the perceived internal and external
academic barriers that African American males encounter in college and the degree to
which AAVE use is perceived to be a barrier by the participants of my study. Chapter
Three will provide information on the methodology used to find the answers to my
research questions.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This study examined the perceptions about African American Vernacular English
use and college success of ten African American males who attended the same
community college between 2000 and 2008 to determine which internal or external
barriers to success participants perceived to be most significant and whether participants
perceived their AAVE use as a significant academic barrier.
Participants in the study were interviewed using a semi-structured approach,
answering five open-ended questions designed by the researcher to gather information
related to perceived academic barriers and AAVE use as a potential barrier. Utilizing a
semi-structured interview approach to all interviews allowed for expansion and follow up
questions to clarify participants‟ responses to the questions posed.
Rationale for the Use of the Semi-structured Interview to Collect Data
According to Mackey and Gass (2005), the personal interview format is one
method commonly used by scholars to collect qualitative data for small groups of
individuals. Researchers may choose a structured, semi-structured, or unstructured
format for such studies. While each method has merit, depending upon what the
researcher hopes to gather, one method may be more appropriate than another.
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Mackey and Gass (2005) cite the risk of both selective recall and the halo effect
as two possible disadvantages to the use of the personal interview as a means for
collecting qualitative data. The phenomenon of selective recall, in which a study
participant answers questions based upon what he/she believes the researcher wants to
hear, and the halo effect, defined as the overly favorable assessment of an individual
based upon one single positive personality trait may occur as a result of this form of
collection. In this study, the author acknowledges that some selective recall could have
occurred since all participants were previously acquainted with the author as an instructor
at the college they‟d attended. It is also likely that the passing of time and fuzzy
recollections of their college experience might have occurred since many of the
participants were in their late twenties or early thirties at the time of the study.
This study was intended to be both exploratory and descriptive. The researcher
was in a unique position since she had maintained contact with over fifty former students
and was confident that she could gather data from participants chosen from that group.
However, because the researcher was previously acquainted with all participants and
generally had positive recollections of each of them, she was also cognizant of the risk of
drawing too many inferences from their responses. Ultimately, the semi-structured, open
ended interview method was chosen as the appropriate method of data collection by the
researcher.
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Methods Used to Establish Validity
Data collection pilot. Prior to the formal study, a data collection pilot focus group study
was conducted to test the validity of the five interview questions intended for use in the
formal study. Three African American males participated. All three of the subjects had
attended the same two year community college between 2006 and 2010. One had
graduated from the institution with his Associate‟s degree in the Spring of 2010. The
other two participants had left the institution prior to completing a degree.
These five questions to be used in the formal research phase were tested during
the pilot study:
1. Generally speaking, what do you believe determines whether an African
American male succeeds in college?
2. In your opinion, what is the number one reason why African American males
are less likely to finish college?
3. In the neighborhood where you were raised, what was the predominant
language spoken?
4. Do you believe that the use of this language has impacted you educationally?
If so, how?
5. In your opinion, what if any impact does the use of Ebonics/Black English by
African American male college students have on them academically?
Detailed notes were taken by the researcher throughout the session. The
researcher summarized her notes after participants had discussed each of the questions,
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asking for feedback before moving on to the next question. Once all five questions were
asked and answered, the researcher also asked for feedback on the questions to ensure
that participants believe that the questions were logical and relevant. As a result of this
data collection pilot, it was apparent that, because the questions seemed to be repetitious,
it was critical to explain to the formal study participants that the researcher was asking
the questions a specific way and in a specific order even though there seemed to be
repetition to put the participants at ease.
Responses to the questions elicited samples of data consistent with what the
researcher hoped to gather from participants of the formal study, both in content and in
scope. Participants in the pilot provided feedback about the specific questions and were
in agreement that while the five questions seemed to be somewhat repetitive that they did
provide the opportunity for some good discussion. This reinforced the importance of the
open ended nature of interviews to allow for discussion as well as the appropriateness of
the questions for the intended purpose gathering data on personal perceptions.
As a result of the feedback gathered from this data collection pilot, it was
determined that the same five questions would also be used for the formal study. Once
approval for the second phase of the study was granted, selection of the ten participants
began.
Reflexivity. Establishing credibility in qualitative research can be achieved by various
means. McMillan and Schumacher (2006) discuss the level to which reflexivity, a strategy
commonly practiced by researchers who perform qualitative studies, increases the
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validity of qualitative research. For this project, reflexivity was crucial since all
participants were previously acquainted to the researcher. This was achieved through
continuous self-critique at each step of the study. The researcher intentionally chose
participants she was knew personally because she was confident the individuals who
were selected would feel comfortable being open and honest as a result of the positive
rapport she‟d developed while individuals were enrolled at the college where she taught.
However, the author also needed to be introspective and aware of how any personal
feelings (either positive or negative) pertaining to the participants might impact her
research. This process of self-appraisal and reflection by the researcher continued
throughout the interview process and as data was analyzed.
Member check. Validity was further accomplished through a member check of specific
quotes by participants during the data analysis phase. The researcher shared finding from
the study with several participants during this phase, as well. Corroboration of findings
led to a higher degree of confidence in the data analysis. The member check and
reflexivity practiced by the researcher increased both the reliability and validity of this
study.
Selection of Participants for the Formal Study
Twenty African American males who had attended the same community college
between 2000 and 2008 were contacted by phone or email by the researcher and asked to
participate in the study. Participants were selected based upon whether or not they had
taken a developmental writing course at the college their first semester. All twenty
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individuals contacted were known personally by the researcher and all but two had taken
at least one class from the researcher while at the college. All twenty individuals who
were contacted by the researcher initially agreed to participate. From this list of twenty,
ten individuals were selected based primarily upon scheduling constraints and
geographical considerations of either the participants or the researcher.
Eight of the ten participants selected to be interviewed had taken at least one
class from the researcher though not necessarily the developmental writing course the
participant had enrolled in his first semester at the college. The remaining two subjects
selected for the study had never had a class with the researcher but were, nonetheless,
acquainted with her personally.
The Interviews: An Overview
Meetings with individuals were scheduled during the fall of 2011. Nine of the
interviews took place face to face. One was held by phone. All ten participants were
advised of the nature of the study. All participants read and signed copies of the form
required by Hamline for Human Subjects Research.
Collection of demographic information. Each participant was asked to provide
demographic information related to the following: education, employment, incarceration,
current marital status and family size, their families of origin, and educational levels of
their parents (Appendix A). The rationale for collecting this information was to determine
whether study participants would be considered fairly typical representations of African

26

American males who would be classified as educationally “at-risk” of failure as defined
by Simms (2009) and others.
The interview process. The researcher explained that five questions would be asked and
that follow up questions might also be asked for expansion or clarification. Participants
were also assured that the interview would be informal and open ended. They were
assured that there were no “right” or “wrong” answers to the questions and that the goal
was to gather opinions and perceptions about the topics discussed.
Most interviews lasted approximately 90 minutes. The shortest interview was an
hour, and the longest was 2 hours and fifteen minutes in length. All face-to-face
meetings took place in public places in urban areas.
The questions. Participants were asked the following questions:
1. Generally speaking, what do you believe determines whether an African
American male succeeds in college?
2. In your opinion, what is the number one reason why African American
males are less likely to finish college?
3. In the neighborhood where you were raised, what was the predominant
language spoken?
4. Do you believe that the use of this language has impacted you
educationally? If so, how?
5. In your opinion, what if any impact does the use of Ebonics/Black English
by African American male college students have on them academically?
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Questions were asked in the same order during all ten interviews. Follow up
questions were asked of all participants for clarification of to allow the participant to
expand further on the opinions they expressed. The researcher took detailed, handwritten
notes. At the conclusion of each interview, notes were summarized orally with each
participant to verify that what the researcher had recorded was an accurate representation
of participants‟ thoughts and feelings. Specific quotes were transcribed verbatim and
were also read to the interviewee to check for accuracy.
Data Analysis
After all ten interviews were completed, data was prepared for analysis keeping in
mind the original research question and following common protocol for analyzing
interview responses (Johnson, 1997). Since qualitative analysis normally focuses on
themes rather than linguistic units. Themes were used as the coding unit for the study.
Specific themes that emerged from the data were based upon the number of times the
specific themes were present in participants‟ responses to the interview questions. Colorcoding of recurring responses was completed by the researcher in order to identify the
most common themes and recurring phrases and to identify how responses corresponded
to the original research question.
Member check. Participants who were quoted directly were contacted once data had
been analyzed by the researcher in order to seek corroboration and to make certain that
the quotes used reflected their opinions accurately. Individuals were asked to read
specific sections of Chapters 4 and 5 and to offer feedback to the researcher. This added
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a level of validity to the qualitative nature of the study. Those contacted were in
agreement with the findings.
Reflexivity. The challenge of performing a qualitative study of former students made
constant reflection by the researcher necessary from the project‟s inception to
completion. An awareness by the researcher that it was impossible to remove herself
from the “scene” or be completely unbiased in her analysis of the data was essential to
maximize validity of whatever results she would find. The passage of time between
when students had taken courses from the researcher and when the study was conducted
was beneficial. Although it would have been possible to gather quantifiable data (former
grades, years of attendance in her classes etc.) from the college, the researcher avoided
gaining access to the records of the participants since having had this information may
have also impacted the research. Because of this, the researcher strove to conduct each
interview less as a former instructor of the participant, and more as a friendly
acquaintance with a shared past. The trust developed as an instructor allowed for open
and honest answers. The answers to those questions yielded information permitted the
researcher to draw conclusions with as little bias as possible.
Conclusion
This study examined the perceptions about African American Vernacular English
use and college success of ten African American males to determine which internal or
external barriers to success participants perceived to be most significant and whether
participants perceived their AAVE use as a significant academic barrier.
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The open ended nature of the interviews provided opportunities for both
clarification and expansion by participants. Honest, open responses to the interview
questions posed no educational or psychological risks to those who participated and at the
time of the study. Furthermore, since all interviews were conducted in private,
participants were free to express their views openly to the researcher.
A thorough literature review confirms that a great deal of research on African
American Vernacular English is available. However, a gap in research regarding the
personal perceptions about AAVE use as a possible barrier to academic success for
African American males currently exists.
In conclusion, the qualitative data collected as a result of this study will help to
provide data related to the perceptions of African American males regarding specific
internal and external barriers they believe most significantly impact them in college.
Chapter Four will summarize the results of this study.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

Introduction
This study examined the perceptions about African American Vernacular English
use and college success of ten African American males who attended the same
community college between 2000 and 2008 to determine which internal or external
barriers to success participants perceived to be most significant and whether participants
perceived their AAVE use as a significant academic barrier.
Participants in the study were interviewed using a set of self-designed open ended
questions. The questions asked were:
1. Generally speaking, what do you believe determines whether an African
American male succeeds in college?
2. In your opinion, what is the number one reason why African American
males are less likely to finish college?
3. In the neighborhood where you were raised, what was the predominant
language spoken?
4. Do you believe that the use of this language has impacted you
educationally? If so, how?
5. In your opinion, what if any impact does the use of Ebonics/Black English
by African American male college students have on them academically?
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A rationale for choosing the semi structured interview format is described in
Chapter 3. Prior to the interviews, all participants were also asked to answer a set of
questions pertaining to specific personal and educational information. A summary of that
information and an analysis of responses to the five interview questions posed during the
interviews follows.
Group Demographics
Information on current ages and occupations, types and sizes of high schools
attended, current marital status and number of children, level of college education
attained by participants, families of origin, and educational levels of parents was gathered
for each participant (Appendix A). Based upon the data, all ten individuals would have
been classified as at risk student based upon the criteria referenced by Simms (2009). To
ensure participants‟ anonymity, all names were replaced by pseudonyms.
Ages and occupations. Table 1 shows current ages and types of occupations of
participants, including the number of hours per week participants reported working at
those careers.

32

Table 1
Ages and Current Full or Part Time Occupations of Participants
Participants*

Ages

Occupation(s)

Hours / Week
40

Darius

20

Hotel Desk Clerk

+

Fast Food Server
Cedric

23

Health Club Director

+
+

After School Aide

+
+

William

24

Work Study

Sidney

26

Health Club Membership

+

Arena Football Player
Vincent

27

YMCA Youth Activities

+
+

Private Entrepreneur
+
+

28

Chef/Kitchen Manager

Marcus

32

In Home Daycare Provider
Stay- at- Home Father

27

+

Corrections Officer^
Antwan

Tavis

< 40__

+
+

Inpatient Services Counselor

+

Youth Football Coach

+

Nick

31

Heavy Equip. Assembly

+

Alvin

28

Medical Equip. Assembly

+

Musician

+

Note. * =Pseudonyms. ^ =Change in full time employment after participant‟s interview.
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Marriage and family. Information was also gathered about marital status and number of
children to determine whether study participants would be considered typical when
compared to other African American males of the same age. Table 2 provides
information on their current marital status, children and the level of parenting
involvement they reported.
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Table 2
Current Marital Status, Number of Children, and Level of Parental Involvement of
Participant

Marital Status
Single
Darius

Engaged

+

Cedric

Involvement
Children

Very High

High

0
+

1

William

+

0

Sidney

+

3

Vincent

+

0

Antwan

+

0

+

++

Marcus

+

4

++

Tavis

+

2

++

Nick

+

0

Alvin

+

1

+

Note. ++ denotes that participant lives full time with his children.+ denotes that
participant has daily or weekly involvement but does not live with his children full time.

35

Types and sizes of high schools attended. High schools were divided into subgroups.
“Large” high schools were identified as institutions with more than 600 students per
graduating class, and “small” high school were defined as those schools having less than
600. If students attended more than one school, data for each school was also noted.
Attendance at either private high schools or charter schools at some point between 9-12
grade were also noted but were not divided by class size since the participants who
reported having attended such schools reported class sizes well below 600 students per
class. Participants were also asked to provide both their year of graduation and their
recollected, estimated final grade point average (GPA). Table 3 provides a summary of
this information.
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Table 3
Types of High Schools Attended, Years of Graduation, and Estimated Grade Point
Averages of Participants
______________________________________________________________________
Public
Participant

>600

<600

Darius
Cedric

Private/Charter

+
+

William

+

+

Grad Yr.

GPA_

2008

3.5

2006

2.0

2005

3.2

2004

2.0

2001

2.0

2002

1.9

2001

3.5

Sidney

+

Vincent

+

Antwan

+

Marcus

+

Tavis

+

2001

1.9

Nick

+

1998

1.9

Alvin

+

2001

1.9

+

+

+

Note. + denotes school from which participant graduated in cases where more than one
school was attended between grades 9-12. Grade point averages reported are best
estimates of the approximate GPA at graduation for all participants.
Post-Secondary Educational Attainment
Participants also shared information about the levels of education they‟d achieved. Table
4 summarizes this information.
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Table 4
Post-Secondary Degrees Completed or In Progress
_______________________________________________________________________
AA/AS
Darius

+

Cedric

+

Voc/ Trade Cert

BA/BS

MA/MS

-

William

-

Sidney

-

Vincent

+

Antwan

+

Marcus

+

-

Tavis

+

+

Nick

+

Alvin

+

+

-

-

-

-

Note. + = Diploma Received. - =Currently In Progress

Families of origin. Participants also shared information pertaining to their childhood
families and the educational levels of their parents. Table 5 summarizes information on
female heads of household and the presence of adult males in the home.
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Table 5

Primary Caregivers in Childhood: Female Heads of Household and Adult Male
Presence

Female Head of Household

Adult Male Presence in Home

Darius

+

+

Cedric

+

William

+

Sidney

+

Vincent

+

Antwan

+

+

Marcus

+

+

Tavis

+

Nick

+

Alvin

+

+
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Post-secondary education of parents. Finally, participants were asked to provide
information on the level of post-secondary education of their parents, if known. Table 6
reflects this data:
Table 6
Post-Secondary Education of Participants’ Parents
Years of Education
0 -2
Darius
Cedric

F?

William

F?

2

2-4

M

F
M

M

Sidney *
Vincent *
Antwan

M

Marcus

M

Tavis

M

Nick

M

Alvin

F?

M

Note. (?) denotes that participants knew that mother or father had some education but was
not sure how much. * denotes that participant did not have any information.
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Summary of Demographic Information
The purpose of collecting the data was to determine whether or not participants in
the study would be considered fair representations of a larger sample of African
American males of similar ages.
Educationally, this group fit the profile (Simms, 2009) for students who would be
considered educationally at risk based upon the information they shared concerning the
sizes and types of high schools they‟d attended, their families of origin, and the
educational levels of their parents.
However, it is interesting to note that participants were perhaps, atypical in other
areas. They had achieved levels of education and employment far higher than recent
statistics for African American males would currently suggest.
Participants who were fathers also reported being more highly involved in the
lives of their children than current research would suggest. It was encouraging to know
that despite the fact that the majority of participants reported having grown up in single
parent homes without fathers or adult males that those who were already fathers
themselves reported high levels of involvement in the lives of their own children. Eight
of the ten reported having been raised in a single parent home with a female relative as
the head of the household. One reported living in a homeless shelter as a youth. Seven of
the ten stated that they‟d had little or no relationship with their own fathers as children.
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The majority of participants reported that at least one of their parents had attended
some post-secondary education, most often their mothers. Only one of the participants
reported having a parent with a four year degree. Three reported at least one parent who
was, or had been, in the military. Several reported that at least one sibling had also
attended college; however, the majority of participants were the first in their families to
complete a two year degree, another characteristic that would have classified them as atrisk of failure in college.
At the time of the study, eight of the participants reported having completed at
least a two year college degree or vocational training leading to a certificate. Five of the
participants had attended a four year university. Three had graduated with either a B.A.
or B.S. Two others had completed all but one semester toward a bachelor‟s degree. Two
of the graduates of four year universities had applied to graduate school at the time of the
study. One participant had completed a culinary arts degree in addition to an Associate in
Arts degree. One was currently enrolled in a vocational program.
Major Themes that Emerged from the Interviews
This study was intended to gather information and learn more about how African
American males perceive both African American Vernacular English use and college
success. A set of five questions were asked during the open ended, semi-formal
interviews. Once all interviews were conducted and a thorough analysis of the data was
performed, it became apparent that the barriers they reported could be classified as either
external or internal forces that had made it difficult for them to succeed in college.
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External Factors as Barriers to Success
Financial Factors
The lack of financial resources needed to support oneself in college was cited by
many participants as a major external factor in their college success. The lack of family
resources and financial support coupled with poor employment histories at home and
prospects at college caused stress for many of the participants.
Financial illiteracy. The inability to maneuver through the maze of forms required to
access financial aid, a total lack of awareness of the loan process, and the constant stress
of not having money to meet basic survival needs were, in the opinion of many, a major
barrier. While participants realized that this was not necessarily unique to African
American males, participants overwhelmingly felt that this was true of most African
American males in college. William summarized the issues surrounding student loan
debt and default and the attitudes of some African American males who have been raised
in poverty in this way:
In the city, kids hear from older kids who have gone away (to college) about how
they can get money to live if they go to school. A kid who is growing up in the
„hood, in poverty, hears „this is a way to get the things I
want…clothes…shoes….maybe a car…‟ they don‟t see student loans as anything
other than a way to get easy, fast money. They don‟t understand that the money is
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there so they can get educated and have a better life. And what‟s sad is that
sometimes, their families don‟t either. And there‟s this pressure to send that
money home to family members that need it even more than you do to pay the
bills, pay rent. In situations like that, students don‟t think about having to pay that
money back. They don‟t have any intention of doing that. They just see it as free
money.
Educational Barriers
Poor schools and poor preparation. The second external factor cited pertained to the
general lack of academic preparedness of many African American males. Several
participants discussed the physical condition of their elementary schools and high
schools, and the lack of resources for materials as reasons why so many African
American children in urban areas do poorly. All ten of the participants had attended at
least one large urban high school with class enrollments numbering 600-1000 students
per class at some point between their freshman and senior years. Several participants had
also attended either private, charter, small suburban public, or magnet schools for at least
one of their four years of high school.
Participants described feelings of anger when traveling to more affluent districts
for athletic events and being very aware very early of the discrepancies between their
own schools and the schools of competitors. In addition, two participants spoke quite
specifically about No Child Left Behind and how the requirements of that initiative had
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impacted them academically. Cedric recalled one experience that he felt illustrated how
NCLB had failed him when it came to reading, in particular:
We had this summer reading program when I was in junior high school. I
remember that the last week of school before summer vacation, the teachers told
us about it. How we were supposed to learn these books and then we‟d be tested
in the fall when we came back. You know what they (the teachers) did? They
sent us home with the movies of those books! We were supposed to watch them
all so we‟d do good on the tests! We never did read those books.
Low involvement and low expectations. Lack of involvement in the education of
African American male children by parents beginning in elementary school and
continuing through college was also discussed as another factor that acted as a barrier to
their success. William summarized why many African American parents are disengaged
in the educations of their children very well:
A lot of Black parents are just trying to survive. There‟s no time for a child to ask
a question at home, and even if there was, parents probably don‟t have the answer
anyway. The parents don‟t have the tools to help their child get through school.
They tell their child they are “proud” of them when they are small if they stay in
school. Then, if the child goes to college, they (the parents) still say that but they
have no idea what their kid is even talking about half the time. They can‟t help
them to figure out how to get the resources like tutoring, etc. because that world
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of education if foreign to them. How many Black parents do you even see at
freshman orientation? Not many. The student is left to figure it out for himself.
Basic skills deficiencies. Poor basic literacy skills in reading, writing, and math also
means placement into developmental pre-college courses. Participants discussed the
frustrations of having to take classes in basic skills in college while they observed other
classmates assessing into their core courses. Several students discussed how they failed
and retaken basic math two or three times during the first two years of college and what
that meant to them, both academically and financially. Alvin described how the
developmental courses made him lose interest in college and put him at risk financially
when he said, “I took developmental Math three times and couldn‟t pass it. By the time I
actually got to the courses for my major, I was on financial aid suspension.” The
majority of the participants discussed their frustration with both the lack of preparation
and the developmental education curriculum, whether they believed that they had needed
the courses or not.
Absence of academic relationships. Minimal interactions with professors and
classmates when an African American male lacks both basic skills and a clear
understanding of what it takes to be successful in college was cited as another barrier to
success by participants. William explained that in order for an African American male to
seek out help from an instructor, he would need to feel that there was a relationship and
that the instructor wanted to see him succeed. He discussed the “sixth sense” that children
who grow up in areas with a lot of violence seem to acquire about non-verbal cues and
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that sometimes instructors are not trusted because of a disconnect between what the
instructor is saying and how he/she is behaving toward an African American male. He
stressed that the relationship has to come first. He further explained that he could sense
when an instructor actually cared whether or not he was successful in the classes he was
taking. According to the responses from William and others, trust and a relationship
between an instructor and a student make it far more likely that an African American
male will seek out resources on campus.
Personally low academic expectations. A lack of understanding by African American
males of what it takes to be successful in college was also cited by the majority of
students as another significant factor that contributed to the high failure and attrition rates
of many African American males in college. Tavis described his own experience that
illustrated his lack of engagement during high school:
I had a 70 page notebook and pen when I started ninth grade. I remember folding
that notebook in half and sticking it in my back pocket. I took that same notebook
to school with me every day all four years. It‟s the only one I ever needed. You
know what‟s sad? It wasn‟t full when I graduated. –Tavis, Age 27
Several participants stressed that most African American male students have not been
taught to learn, have no idea how to manage their time, and that previous educational
experiences in the K-12 system have made them suspicious of anyone at the
postsecondary level who is offering a different way to be a student.
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Internal Factors as Barriers to Success
Participants discussed the emotional and psychological barriers present for many
African American males in college as other factors that make completing a degree
difficult. Two major barriers were discussed most often by the majority of participants.
Culture Shock
The “culture” of college. The clash between the home environment and the college
environment was cited by several participants as a significant reason that many African
American males are statistically less likely to finish college. Personal pressures related to
family issues back at home that are beyond the student‟s control impact many African
American males and add stress, particularly if the individual chooses a college far from
home.
Expectations of instructors and students. One participant shared his experience of
needing to catch a bus back home to attend the funeral of a friend who had been shot and
neglecting to inform his instructors that he‟d be absent from class. When he returned to
campus and his classes, he was surprised at the lack of empathy or understanding from
one instructor who was irritated by his absence.
Being on the outside looking in. Others discussed the culture shock of enrolling at a
predominantly white, rural college where they felt no sense of belonging, and often felt
feared by white classmates and members of the community. Feelings of being singled out
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and scrutinized when in public were universal among participants. This often led to even
more alienation from both the campus and the community.
The new language of academia. Participants also discussed the new “language” required
in order to navigate many aspects of college, and when asked to expand upon this, several
discussed not understanding the terms, jargon and acronyms of academia used by
professors and staff as an example of how not knowing this language also leaves many
African American males feeling alienated from the campus community. This was
perceived as particularly true for students who were the first in their families to go to
college.
Mentors, models, and “mirrors”. This group believed strongly that not having anyone
to “follow” had made their journey through college much more difficult, based upon the
responses. Vince, 27, recounted a challenge made to him as a young boy growing up in
Chicago:
One day, my mom‟s boyfriend called me over to him and showed me a one
hundred dollar bill he was holding. He told me that if I could go out in the „hood
and find ten Black men who had a high school diploma or had gone to college,
he‟d give me that bill. So, you know I went looking, asking around….I talked to
my friends and asked them, „Did your daddy finish high school? Do you know
anyone who went to college?‟ I walked around and asked on the Street… trying to
talk to anyone I could think of. I wanted that 100 Dollars so BAD. You know, I
spent two weeks trying to find ten men who had finished high school or had gone
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to college in my neighborhood. I couldn‟t do it, Ms.O. All those men I asked. I
couldn‟t find ten. And I never did get that money. It made me mad, but it also
made me realize what my mom‟s boyfriend was trying to teach me. So it was my
„a-ha‟ moment. I knew right then that I was going to go to college.
The need for strong role models and mentors were cited by several of the
participants as something that many African American males who attend college lack.
Vince, one of the participants who had completed a four degree, was passionate in his
belief that those mentors needed to be other African American men:
Before I went to the CC (Community College) and met __________, (The
Multicultural Services Director) I‟d never seen an African American man in a
white shirt and tie, except on television. Nobody in my neighborhood dressed
professional. He was my first. When I met him, I thought, „if he can do it, maybe I
can, too.‟
Vince credits much of his academic success to several African American mentors and
instructors who‟ve been with him to guide him through his educational journey. Others
who were interviewed asserted that having someone to go to for help regardless of their
race or even gender was more important than whether or not the mentor was an African
American male. Tavis, another university graduate, described the individuals in his life
who he believed had helped him to be successful:
The „mentors‟ I‟ve had probably wouldn‟t be considered positive role models, but
they all shaped who I am today. I pieced together a father from these men. I had
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friends in college and we supported each other, too….kept each other focused,
and on task. My Black professors? Sure…some of them helped me, but I didn‟t
feel connected to them. They were from a different world. They were on a
different page entirely.
Peer Pressure
“Put me in a room with 100 Black (male) students right now and give me five minutes.
I’ll be able to pick out which ones are there to get an education and which ones are just
there because they don’t want to be someplace else.”
-William, Age 24
Pressure to conform to the expectations of African American peers on campus
was also cited as a major factor related to the poor academic progress many African
American males. For African American boys, the rules for belonging to a peer group
whose values conflict with those of formal education can impact them socially,
academically, and even, physically. Safety and security often trump the desire to perform
academically. When asked about the role of language within that peer group, William
explained how language choices are made by many youngsters in urban areas in this way:
You get this „ticket‟ in the „hood…..it‟s a way of talking on the street….it gets
you stuff. It‟s your passage. It says you belong there. You NEED to be able to
speak this language to fit in. A black boy learns this really early. And you can‟t
fake it. You either have this language or you don‟t. Sometimes if you pretend to
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be able to speak it, it‟s more dangerous for you than if you don‟t know it at all.
And if you try to talk white in some places, it can get you hurt. The first thing
you learn in the „hood is not to talk proper.
Safety and security. Other participants discussed at length the personal safety issues
many African American boys growing up in urban neighborhoods face in order to explain
the need to belong to a peer group that may not reinforce the same values as those taught
by either parents or teachers. What was most interesting was that the majority of those
interviewed stated that they continued to feel pressure from other African American
males even in college.
Several participants discussed how their own successes were often ridiculed by
other African American males in the colleges they‟d attended. African American male
students who break away from a negative peer group, particularly if they attend a
predominantly white campus, are often ostracized by other African American males,
according to the participants in the study. Old roles, old rules for behavior, and the
pressure not to “sell out” put constant pressure on African American males who are
trying to do well.
Furthermore, if an African American male begins to interact with students of
other races, particularly Whites, this can also be perceived negatively by his African
American male friends, who see him as trying to be White. One participant discussed
how he‟d made the choice to move from one dormitory to another because of some thefts
he‟d experienced from African American students who lived near him. After he moved,
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several individuals asked him why he‟d moved to the “White” housing on campus. He
explained during the interview that he realized at that point, that he‟d not only moved his
belongings, but also in some ways, his entire identity. He was no longer seen as part of
the African American male peer group as a result of the move and was resented by some
of his former friends for having left even though to stay meant that he‟d be at risk of
having more thefts occur.
Finally, becoming fully integrated in the college experience by joining clubs and
organizations, while beneficial to an African American male, can also be a source of
trouble where his peer group is concerned. Cedric discussed how becoming involved in
student senate and College Ambassadors opened certain doors for him with faculty and
staff who began to see him as something other than a black athlete, and how other
African American males on campus attempted to capitalize on his success:
After I was in Student Senate and other things, other black students would ask me
to get things for them because of how I was seen by teachers and others. I was
the “big man” you know? Homecoming king, campus leader, all that….so if they
wanted something, sometimes I‟d try to help them out. If I wanted them to do
something for this, and they didn‟t do it, I wouldn‟t help them again. They didn‟t
understand that it was MY name I was putting out there for them. It was my
reputation that would be hurt if they messed up.
Peer pressure from other African American males was cited as a major factor in poor
college completion rates for many African American men. Overall, participants seemed
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to believe that those pressures lessened in the third and fourth years of college; however,
for many African American male students, the first year of college is fraught with
pressures to fit into a specific role within a peer group, according to this study.
Unfortunately, this pressure only adds to the other stressors that even the most motivated
African American male student who enrolls in college might face.
AAVE Use and College Success
Major Themes
After analyzing the responses for all ten participants, two themes emerged as
generally agreed upon by all participants regardless of age or level of education achieved.
The first major theme pertained to AAVE as a language including how form of
communication is perceived by African Americans and others, and the second theme was
related to participants‟ perceptions about how AAVE use impacted them educationally.
AAVE as a language. The first theme pertained to the language itself. Overwhelmingly,
participants, when asked question 3 referred to their home language as either “slang” or
not “proper” language. When asked what the predominant language of his neighbors
growing up had been, Cedric responded with a laugh, “I don‟t think it was a language.
Every half word was a cuss word!” William said that he had to think about what the term
“Ebonics” even was when contacted to participate in the study. He stated that he‟d
always just thought about AAVE as being slang and was surprised to learn that this form
of communication even had a name.
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Others discussed AAVE use as a tool that made them more “cool” and gave them
their “swagger” and saw a benefit to being able to speak that language, even in college.
Alvin told the story of an African American female he worked with in the music industry
who was known not to speak AAVE professionally. He recalled hearing another African
American male tell the coworker that she needed to learn to say his name with “more
soul” which Alvin perceived to mean more “black” during the exchange.
Other, older participants discussed how their own use of AAVE had changed as
they‟d matured. Marcus, a 32 year old father of four said that while he‟d used it
extensively as a teen, he had little use for it now. When pressed to think of any
circumstances that he might use it now, he joked: “Only if I want to sound like an old
hipster, Ms.O!”
AAVE as an external barrier. Participants were also asked whether or not they felt that
their own use of AAVE in college had impacted them educationally. While some
participants believed that not being able to write well in Standard English had caused
them frustration, they did not, for the most part, believe that their choice of language
impacted them as much as other outside factors previously discussed in this chapter.
Furthermore, all participants seemed to be aware of conscious code switching behaviors
between AAVE and SAE, believing that both languages were important to a first or
second year college student. Follow up questions related to instructors‟ methods error
correction on student essays yielded valuable information about how instructors who
teach African American students leave out any discussion of grammatical and sentence
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structure issues in an essay that has been composed primarily in AAVE. When asked
whether or not having specific examples of the differences between SAE and AAVE
pointed out to them would have been beneficial, participants stated that perhaps this
might have helped, but that ultimately, they “wrote like they talked” and it probably
wouldn‟t have made much of a difference in their final products.
AAVE as an internal barrier. Participants discussed their spoken use of AAVE in
predominantly white college classrooms as being a more significant barrier to them
socially. Interactions with white instructors and classmates who didn‟t understand what
they were saying in class was often frustrating. Cedric summed up his first year of
college this way:
When I got to the CC (Community College) I didn‟t know what was going on in a
lot of my classes. Then, I‟d try to ask a question, and the instructor couldn‟t
understand what I was saying. I spent a lot of that first year just trying to be
understood by other people and so it was hard to learn anything.
AAVE and language bias. Perceived language bias from professors and classmates was
another factor that was discussed in several of the interviews. Participants stated that
they felt the need to prove themselves with white instructors, often because of the way
they spoke and wrote. William recalled how he‟d been questioned after submitting an
essay that sounded “too white” early on in his college education. He discussed having to
prove that he‟d written the essay and resented the implication that he‟d cheated on the
essay simply because he knew how to write in Standard English.
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Conclusion
The results of the study yielded a great deal of information about how participants
felt about AAVE use and education for African American males. Many of their responses
correlate with the literature reviewed in this study pertaining to both the language itself
and sociolinguistics. Responses reinforced what previous researchers have learned about
why African American males do less well academically. In Chapter Five, I will reflect
upon what was learned from this study, consider possible implications, and recommend
future research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

Introduction
This study examined the perceptions about African American Vernacular English
use and college success of ten African American males who attended the same
community college between 2000 and 2008 to determine which internal or external
barriers to success participants perceived to be most significant and whether participants
perceived their AAVE use as a significant academic barrier.
This chapter will summarize major findings of the study, implications for
educators who work with African American students enrolled in higher education,
limitations, and suggestions for further research.
Major Findings
Research prior to the formal study included a review of pertinent literature related
to AAVE, African American males in education, and the achievement gap. Emery (2000)
asserts that Standard Academic English proficiency is essential to achieve academic
success for children in U.S. schools. Furthermore, Emery and others posit that the very
notion of what makes someone “successful” academically is tied closely to a specific set
of values, beliefs and perspectives of the dominant culture. The cultural deprivation
paradigm that Banks (2005) describes, while generating many false perceptions about
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potential academic abilities of low income, at-risk students, is present in the K-12
educational experience for many African American males and others.
The first “major finding” of this study pertains to language, culture, and education
in the lives of the participants interviewed. I found that the majority of participants had
similar attitudes about AAVE as a method of communication. They perceived it to be
socially and culturally relevant for African Americans for a variety of reasons. This,
despite the fact that the majority of the participants also classified the language as substandard, deficient, or improper when compared to Standard English. It was clear that the
stigmatization of AAVE discussed in the literature is not reserved for non AAVE
speakers, based upon the responses provided by the participants of this study.
Participants were generally ambivalent about their own AAVE use; this was
more pronounced in older participants with more years of work experience. There was
consensus that to be a speaker of AAVE in the world of work usually put them at a
disadvantage until they had proven themselves to white supervisors and coworkers.
Participants were aware of their own code switching behaviors in the work environment.
As one of the data collection pilot participants remarked when asked about switching
between the two forms of communication, “Every morning, I go to work and I speak
White. If I didn‟t, I wouldn‟t have been hired. But at the end of the day, I walk out to the
parking lot to get into my car and I can be me again. I can speak how I want.” Similar
responses from other participants made me more aware of the role code switching plays
in the lives of African American males.
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Reasons for using AAVE also changed over time for most of the participants.
Even participants who placed little value on being able to communicate in AAVE as
adults continually stressed the importance of remaining connected to family members and
old friends through a common language. This was especially true for individuals who
were the only college educated members of their families. One participant told a
troubling story about having family members ridicule his “proper” English when he had
completed his college degree and then being asked by those same family members to go
to court on behalf of an incarcerated family member to speak because he was the only
one in the family who talked “proper” that illustrated the conflicted feelings pertaining to
Standard English use within some African American families who see this language as
tool to be heard by those in authority. All participants were aware of the need to codeswitch in these circumstances.
As to whether or not their use of AAVE had impacted them educationally, various
opinions prevailed. In terms of SAE literacy in their writing classes, most participants
believed that communicating in AAVE prior to enrolling in college had played a role in
why they struggled in their writing classes. However, only one individual classified his
AAVE use as a major factor in his lack of success in college. Participants generally
agreed that poor schools, lack of resources, and cultural expectations about them as
African American male children were more detrimental to them than how they
communicated. Many of their responses confirmed the results of theorists (Emery, 2000;
Banks, 2005; Newell, 2001; Labov, 1970) and reaffirmed for me the need to look more
holistically at the factors that increase the likelihood of success for all students of color.
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Interestingly, participants‟ responses to questions pertaining to their previous academic
experiences and attitudes were extremely consistent to the findings of many theorists.
Most of the participants had felt they‟d been given up on by elementary school teachers
who saw them as nothing more than a problem to be solved.
Unfortunately, this deficit model only increased as participants moved into middle
and then high school. Three of the participants discussed being placed in remedial
courses or being misclassified as learning disabled and sent to resource rooms within
their schools for part of the day without any formal screenings or diagnosis to confirm the
need for this.
Others discussed how school counselors had recommended medication for ADHD
with their parents (who either refused to follow through with this suggestion or who
disagreed with the assessment) and instead, punished them for getting into trouble or
doing poorly in school as a result of behavior and attention issues. Their responses were
sobering reminders of the need for school counselors to find alternative methods for both
diagnosing behavioral issues and educating parents about alternatives when the need for
medication exists.
Individual Responses About AAVE
All ten participants perceived AAVE as being linguistically and socially inferior to
Standard English. Terms like “slang”, “bad”, and “broken” were used consistently
regardless of the participant being interviewed to describe the language used in their
childhood neighborhoods. While the term “Ebonics” was familiar to the majority of
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participants, none knew that African American Vernacular English was the name for the
language they spoke. Most were surprised that research was being done on a language
they perceived as being not “proper” communication.
The participants in the study who had been raised by non-native speakers of English
discussed the biases toward AAVE of those parents and the ways in which the
participants were discouraged from speaking that form of language. Immigrant parents
perceived AAVE more negatively. In addition, participants who had been raised by older
relatives were discouraged from speaking AAVE more frequently than participants raised
by younger relatives. This was true whether the caregivers were immigrants or not.
Personal safety and security were cited by many of those interviewed as the major
reason that African American boys need to be able to speak AAVE, the language of the
Street culture. Many perceived it as the single, most important tool required for positive,
safe interactions in their neighborhoods, particularly with older boys. Participants were
generally in agreement that speaking “white” in their neighborhoods would have labeled
them as outsiders and that this could, in certain situations be deadly. Specific examples
of how dangerous this can for a young African American male in the inner city were
given by many of the participants.
Acceptable language choices at home were also discussed. Parental attitudes toward
their use of the language varied. Some participants discussed how they were expected to
speak one way at home and school, and another way on the street. One participant, the
son of Jamaican immigrants, discussed how his grandparents had chastised him for
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hanging around with African American boys who spoke AAVE and how he was
constantly corrected for speaking this way at home. Other participants discussed the
ridicule they experienced from parents and other relatives if, upon returning home from
college, participants spoke more “White” as a result of being exposed to SAE speakers at
college. Feelings of embarrassment and sadness about being perceived as an outsider
were prevalent for several participants who discussed this.
Overall, responses to questions directly related to AAVE use varied depending upon
several different factors:
 Older participants were less likely to feel that AAVE use had any value to them at
present.
 Individuals who had completed at least four years of college generally placed less
value on AAVE than those who did not.
 First generation US citizens immigrant or refugee families were more likely to
have been shamed by their parents and other caregivers for speaking AAVE as
children and had stronger opinions about AAVE both positively and negatively.
 Participants who had children were split on whether they believed that AAVE use
would be beneficial to their children. The level of importance placed upon this
seemed directly related to locale. Participants who lived in smaller cities and rural
areas placed less value on this than individuals raising children in urban centers.
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 Those participants who were raising sons placed a higher value on their children
knowing how to speak AAVE than those who were either raising daughters or
were childless.
Participants‟ Educational Experiences
All participants in the study had attended at least one public school in a large
urban neighborhood between Grades 9-12. The majority of participants had also attended
public elementary and junior high schools. Several participants spoke to the need for
more funding for such schools and discussed the deficiencies in their own educations that
were related to lack of educational resources available to them. In addition, several
participants discussed how violence in their neighborhoods as well as in the school
buildings made it difficult to achieve academically. Very few positive interactions with
teachers or staff at the high school level and feelings that instructors either feared them or
had given up on them was also an area that was discussed by many of the participants
during the interviews.
A lack of involvement in participants‟ educations by parents or other adult
caregivers was also cited as another reason why many participants had done poorly
academically from elementary school on. Most participants attributed this disinterest
more to life circumstances of parents or other caregivers (working long shifts, lack of
education themselves) than a lack of caring.
Participants‟ feelings of frustration and alienation related to their K-12
experience were nearly unanimous. None of the participants saw themselves as
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academically proficient when they started college, very few had older relatives with
college degrees, and only two of the ten participants stated that they had started college
with the intention of completing a college degree. Other reasons for choosing to go to
college included using the two year college as a way to continue playing a sport with the
intention of transferring to a university to continue playing the sport, getting away from
home, relocating for personal safety, and accessing financial aid (loans) to help their
families financially.
AAVE as a Barrier to Success
Participants shared common beliefs about how AAVE impacted them in college.
For the most part, participants felt that writing essays was more difficult because they
“wrote like they talked” and had not had instructors point out errors that were a result of
this. Poor reading skills and a general lack of college level vocabulary were perceived to
be major barriers for most participants in the study; however, AAVE use was not seen as
the reason for these deficiencies. Participants were generally in agreement that they were
completely unprepared for the rigor of college level courses because they lacked true
cultural literacy, basic skills, and study skills and placed these deficiencies are far more
detrimental than AAVE use. Time management and financial need were also cited as
other factors that hindered their success.
Socially, the need to communicate in AAVE with other African American males
on campus was perceived to be just as important in college as it had been for in
childhood. All were aware that to speak too “white” put them at risk of being ostracized
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by their peers. Speaking AAVE was one way to gain acceptance by this group.
Conforming to the expectations of the peer group was a constant challenge for the
majority of participants. However, they also realized that their language choices
impacted how white peers and instructors perceived the African American male student
population on campus and that stereotypes similar to those discussed in the literature
review were commonplace.
For many participants, the acquisition of written and spoken SAE was perceived as
the pathway to success academically. Others described feelings of resentment at having
to change the way they communicated in order to find that success.
Conclusion
Over all, the responses to interview questions provided a great deal of information
pertaining to perceptions about both language and academic success. Age, maturity, and
life changes impacted how members of this study viewed both AAVE as a form of
communication and how significant a factor its use by them was educationally.
This study suggests that African American males are keenly aware of the need to be
able to communicate well in Standard English. However, providing samples of work
written by past and current authors who write in AAVE can illustrate to students that
there is, and has always been, a place for AAVE in its written form. In addition, Speech
instructors can make a difference by celebrating the myriad forms of communication in
their own classrooms. African American males who enroll in such courses learn that
AAVE is just one means of communicating through interactions with others in the
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classroom. Providing time to discuss the cultural role of AAVE with non-African
American students on a predominantly white campus is one way to dispel myths about
those who speak AAVE and bash negative stereotypes about both AAVE and African
American males that are often portrayed in the media. The awareness by participants that
all speakers of language perform code-switching and that all languages have value will
benefit all students enrolled in college classrooms.
Overall, AAVE use was perceived to be far less significant by those interviewed than
the ability to withstand peer pressure from other African American males, financial
security, and emotional maturity were for most participants. The need for mentors was
also cited by nearly all of the participants, as was the support of family members.
Implications for College Instructors
African American males continue to choose two year community colleges as the first
step in higher education. It can be assumed that many will require not only remediation,
but the presence of dedicated faculty and staff who are aware of the unique educational,
social, and cultural barriers present for this population This is particularly true on
predominantly white campuses.
Unfortunately, attitudes about African American male students on those campuses
are often based upon how the negative stereotypes portrayed in the world of
entertainment, troubling news reports, and other factors. AAVE use in college
classrooms, in essays, and in the cafeteria may also be negatively perceived by instructors
and staff with little background into the language and the reasons for its use by African
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American males. As such, a deeper understanding in academia about both the origins and
cultural importance of AAVE may help to remove one obstacle faced by African
American males on college campuses.
This research suggests that over time, African American males who begin to succeed
both academically and socially come to place less value on AAVE as a means of
communication and more on SAE competency. In order to for this occur, students must
be able to withstand pressures from a peer group that allows its members in based upon a
code. That code is AAVE. It is essential to understand not only its origins, but its place
in the lives of students who have to learn to succeed in a new environment that places
little value on AAVE.
It is unrealistic to believe that a student who has communicated in AAVE since
infancy will have that language erased in one semester, or even four years. Instruction
and feedback that ignores this fact does little to improve either the writing or the selfesteem of an African American male who may already have negative feelings about
education.
Finally, African American males on predominantly white college campuses can
benefit from organizations and activities where AAVE use can be celebrated, rather than
discouraged. Finding ways to engage African American males on campus is essential.
Athletics is one way, but other organizations need to find ways to welcome African
American males. Music, drama, art, student government, college ambassadors, and
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volunteerism geared more specifically to African American males are just some possible
examples that can help an African American male to succeed.
Limitations of the Study
Because this study examined perceptions of such a small group of individuals, it is
difficult to generalize findings. Responses by participants were offered as opinions about
personal barriers to success they faced and their own perceptions about AAVE as a
possible barrier.
Each interview lasted less than two hours. Longer interviews would have yielded
more information to be studied about each participant. It was difficult to schedule ten
interviews and complete analysis on all ten in order to complete the study.
Notes were taken during each interview. In retrospect, audio or video taping of
interviews would have been helpful in summarizing the data. Completing interviews in a
panel or group setting might have also been more expedient and might have allowed for
good conversation about the topics.
Although interviews were held in public places, it was not always possible to find
quiet areas to hold the interviews. Access to better setting would be more of a priority if
such a study was to be replicated in the future. While it didn‟t present huge issues, it was
distracting both to the researcher and the participants when it was too noisy.
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Suggestions for Future Research
Several of those interviewed discussed the role of No Child Left Behind in their K-12
experience as being a factor to their general lack of academic preparation. It would be
beneficial to further study NCLB‟s impact from the perspective of African American
male college students.
Another common theme that was discussed and that would be interesting to research
pertains to how corrections are made to the essays of African American males.
Participants discussed the feedback they‟d received on their essays from instructors who
either dismissed the AAVE features in their writing or seemed to be uncomfortable
drawing attention to errors that were AAVE specific. Researching college instructors‟
biases toward AAVE would also be an area for further study.
Finally, African American male students who attend predominantly white colleges
experience pressures that are different from those who attend more diverse institutions.
A larger, more complex study of the academic and social barriers for African American
male college students would provide more data than this qualitative study of a small
sample did.
Writing instructors can and should find ways to point out elements within essays that
are unique to AAVE and not sloppiness or ignorance on the part of an African American
writer. However, if the goal is to teach the student to communicate at a level of
proficiency that will ensure further success in college level courses, responses from
participants in this study suggest that a better use of instructors‟ time might be building
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strong relationships with African American males, modeling what it means to be a
college student, providing a safe and respectful classroom experience, and being an ally
on campus for underprepared, underserved students. If these goals are accomplished, an
African American male who is motivated to succeed in college will do so whether or not
he ever learns to communicate in Standard English at the same level of proficiency as his
white peers.
Final Thoughts
African American males face many obstacles to success in college. My research
suggests that addressing other, more significant cultural barriers should be a priority on
community college campuses to increase the chances of success for its African American
male students. The barriers faced for members of this population of learners are
complex, and the tendency among educators is to focus on the academic needs of
students without a clear understanding of the other barriers present for many African
American males, particularly on predominantly White campuses, in my opinion. Looking
at the student and those needs and then providing the support and services to not only
educate, but support and engage each student is crucial. The comments about mentors
and models should be taken to heart. This is essential to the success of members of this
group. Culturally, the need to build relationships with instructors and staff can‟t be
underestimated as a need for many African American males who are starting college with
many obstacles, both internal and external. Resources and staffing that address this need
for African American males should be a priority, based upon the responses I received.
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As an instructor who has taught writing for over fifteen years in a two year college,
learning more about how students perceive AAVE use as a possible barrier to their
success has helped me to understand more about the African American students I‟ve had
the pleasure to know and teach. I plan to present my findings with colleagues during an
in-service meeting as part of my upcoming sabbatical plan. Learning more about how
students perceive the barriers to their success not only in my writing classroom, but in
college has affirmed many things I believed before the study about the barriers of my
students. I am grateful for the opportunity to grow as a scholar and researcher as a result
of this project.
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APPENDIX A
Demographic Questions

1. What is your full name?
2. What is your address?
3. What is your phone number?
4. What is your current occupation? How many hours per week do you work at this job?
5. Do you have more than one job currently? If so, what is that occupation? How many hours per
week do you work at this job?
6. Are you currently enrolled in college?
7. What year(s) were you at the Community College?
8. Did you receive your Associates degree? Where? When?
9. Did you complete a Bachelor’s degree? Where? When?
10. Have you applied to or attended college toward a Master’s degree?
11. What high school(s) did you attend?
12. Did you attend a large public high school with 600 or more students per class?
13. Did you attend a private or charter school?
14. Did you attend a small public high school with fewer than 600 students per class?
15. What year did you graduate from high school?
16. What was your estimated final grade point average in high school?
17. What is your current marital status?
18. Do you have any children? If so, how many? Are you involved in their live
19. Were you raised by a single parent? Mother? Father?
20. How much post-secondary education have your parents had?
21. Have you been incarcerated as an adult?

