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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

“I treat this like my thesis,
Well-written topic broken down into pieces,
I introduce then produce words so profuse,
It's abuse how I juice up this beat like I'm deuce.”
-Lauryn Hill, Final Hour

Since the birth of the first emcee in the late 60s, people have been using Ebonics
as a vehicle for artistic expression in music in the genre of Hip Hop. In fact, many
original and modern day rappers are highly revered for their technically and artistically
advanced method of manipulating language to discuss political and other thoughtprovoking topics through music. Some people have even compared the art of emceeing
to the linguistic genius of Shakespeare (Chambers, 2008; Dibenedetto, 2004; Emery,
2009; Jefferies, 2012; Powell, 1991). Though speakers of Ebonics have utilized their
language to achieve great success in the popular music industry, quite the opposite
phenomenon has persisted in education in the United States.
According to the National Center for Education and Statistics Long-Term Trend
report on reading and math, there has been persistent evidence of an achievement gap
between students classified as Black and students classified as White since 1971.
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Table 1.1 National Center for Education and Statistics Long Term Trend Report on
Reading, age 9

Note. Adapted from “U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1971, 1975, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004 and 2008
Long-Term Trend Reading Assessments.
ªBlack includes African American. The NAEP Long-Term Trend Reading scale ranges from 0 to 500. Some apparent differences
between estimates may not be statistically significant.

The most recent data taken in 2008 (not displayed on the graph) demonstrates a
steady increase in scores with White students earning 228 points and Black students
earning 204. Though, in general, there has been a steady increase in achievement for
both populations since 1990, the discrepancy still exists.
Researchers and educational analysts have long debated the causes of this
discrepancy, and school districts nation-wide still struggle to overcome it. Some
organizations have even been created with the objective of closing the achievement gap
between White and Black students, including The Education Trust, Democrats for
Education Reform and The Education Equality Project. Two schools have emerged with
evidence of closing this racial achievement gap: Amistad Academy in New Haven,
Connecticut and Davidson Magnet School in Augusta, Georgia (Stein, 2012).
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Kober (2001) reports that no single explanation exists to explain the achievement
gap; rather, it is a variety of school, community and home factors that contribute to the
discrepancy. In her report, Kober offers many suggestions for decreasing the gap,
including: equalizing and offering more resources to less fortunate schools,
strengthening parent and community support, lowering class size, ensuring teachers are
adequately trained, expanding access to advanced and rigorous curricula, extending
learning time and providing extensive supports for under-achieving students. Though I
strongly agree that a variety of home, school and community interventions are required to
help close the gap, I do believe there is one additional component that has been overlooked and underemphasized in school districts and teacher education programs:
language.
As long as Standard American English (SAE) is the primary vehicle of instruction
and assessment in schools, it would seem that learning and mastering SAE will lead to
improved academic success. Rickford (1998) concurs that, “kids who do well in English
tend to do well in a variety of subjects across the curriculum, and those who don't do well
in English, don't do well in most other subjects either” (para. 9). When students have a
solid grasp of SAE, they will likely improve in other subjects as well.
Ball and Lardner (1997) emphasize the importance of helping students develop
academic knowledge in SAE by building upon the constructs of language they already
possess by drawing parallels and connections between home and school language. It is
true that “in spite of the considerable professional rhetoric, over the past twenty years or
so, research indicates that African Americans and other students of color are still faring
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very poorly in our nation’s urban schools (p. 14)” and that “educators must continue to
insist on seeking ways that the barriers created by diversity in language as the medium of
instruction can become, instead, bridges between home language practices and academic
registers teachers want students to learn” (Ball & Lardner, 1997, p. 14).
As a licensed (k-5) elementary classroom teacher with additional licenses in
English as a Second Language (ESL) and Bilingual-Bicultural education, I have studied
and observed the obstacles that language creates in a classroom where SAE is used as the
only vehicle of instruction and assessment. I have observed how students who come to
school speaking Spanish, Somali, Hmong, Vietnamese, or a variety of other languages
receive additional language support and consideration from licensed educators. While
the needs of these students are currently under close evaluation by ESL teachers, students
who speak Ebonics sit in mainstream classrooms without any additional language support
or considerations and continue to suffer academically. Rickford (1998) asserts that, “on
theoretical grounds alone we would assume that the language of African American kids
plays SOME role in the level of success they achieve in school, since language is so
closely connected with cognitive abilities and with performance in other school subjects”
(para. 9). To deny language has an effect on academic achievement would be an
oversight, when in fact; addressing the language learning needs of students may lead to
increased academic achievement across the curricula.
In order to help address the needs of students who speak Ebonics, first educators
have the responsibility of acknowledging its existence and the value it possesses within
its community of speakers.
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Ebonics
The name of the language itself has gone through many transformations over time,
including Ebonics, Black Vernacular English (BVE), African American Vernacular
English (AAVE) and African American English (AAE). However one chooses to name
it, researchers at the Center for Applied Linguistics (2010) have regarded it as “a regular,
systematic language variety that contrasts with other dialects in terms of its grammar,
pronunciation, and vocabulary” (African American English, para. 1). Smitherman
discusses it as an Africanized style of speaking English with specific semantic,
grammatical, pronunciation, and rhetorical patterns (2006). Working as a main author of
the Oakland Ebonics resolution, Rickford (1997) considers it “rule-governed like all
natural speech varieties” (para. a).
Some distinguishing and defining linguistic features of Ebonics include final
consonant deletion and cluster reduction, different lexical items, use of habitual “be” and
the zero copula, multiple negation, vowel nasalization and vowel pairs, non-SAE syllable
stress patterns and subject-verb agreement, among others (Wardhaugh, 2010; LeMoine,
Sidnell, 2002; Taylor 1989). Smitherman (1977) describes it as an “Africanized form of
English reflecting Black America’s linguistic cultural African heritage and the conditions
of servitude, oppression and life in America” (p. 2). She also claims that it is used at
some time by eighty to ninety percent of African Americans.
Whether or not Ebonics is considered a dialect of English or a separate language
is purely a discussion of social and political factors, rather than technical linguistic ones
(Linguistic Society of America, 1997). Regardless of its classification, Ebonics is a
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language that many African American students come to school speaking. As Delpit
(1998) describes, “it is the language [our students] heard as their mothers nursed them
and changed their diapers and played peek-a-boo with them. It is the language through
which they first encountered love, nurturance, and joy” (p. 17). In this perspective,
Ebonics is essentially the native, or home language, of many of our students.
Furthermore, Washington (1998) has argued that understanding the technical linguistic
complexities of Ebonics is “critical if we are to provide appropriate educational and
linguistic services to African American children (p. 2).”
Through prior legislation, language has been identified as a factor that cannot
lawfully impede equal participation in an instructional program (Equal Educational
Opportunity Act, 1974). With this legal precedent, it is the duty of educators to provide
adequate program support to students who speak a language other than the SAE. There
are few districts across the country that have made an effort to do this for students who
speak Ebonics. The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) is one of them, with
their creation and implementation of the Academic English Mastery Program (AEMP).
Los Angeles Unified School District
In an effort to “eliminate disparities in educational outcomes for historically
underachieving students,” (LAUSD, 2003, para. 1) the Los Angeles Unified School
District (LAUSD) created and implemented what is now known as the Academic English
Mastery Program (AEMP). This program was originally designed in 1990 as the
comprehensive Language Development Program for African American Students
(LDPAAS). It integrated objectives in the four modalities of literacy: speaking,
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listening, reading and writing with African American cultural studies. The philosophy
behind this program aligned with the additive bilingual approach, in which a child’s first
language is preserved and valued while learning a second (Kifano & Smith, 2000). Since
its conception, it has grown to incorporate Mexican American, Hawaiian American, and
Native American students. According to its website, in 2005 it expanded to serve 78
elementary and middle schools by providing curricula for classrooms and professional
development for teachers at the schools that have elected to be a part of the program.
Because the programming in this district has been so deliberate and organized, it is
possible that their models and practices can be replicated in other districts, including that
of District ABC.
District ABC
District ABC is a school district in the upper Midwest with a total of 70 schools
including specialty, alternative and charter schools. According to the 2010-11 fact sheet,
there were 32,263 total students enrolled, 37.1% of whom were African American,
31.9% White Americans, 18.1% Hispanic American, 8.2% Asian American and 4.8%
American Indian . Part of the strategic plan from 2010-11 was to fix policies and
practices that perpetuate the achievement gap.
Role of the Researcher
In this capstone, I played the role of the researcher as one who studied, read,
learned, investigated, questioned, synthesized and analyzed with reference to language
programming for students who speak Ebonics. Background information was collected
through analysis of curricula, methods of instruction, and program designs that currently
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exist for Ebonics speakers. In order to discover more information about the specific
program model in District ABC, I conducted interviews with key players within the
district, including department personnel and current and retired principals and teachers.
Questions were asked about the history and current status of language programming for
students who speak Ebonics. All the data that was collected was analyzed for common
responses and themes. As a result of my analysis, I conclude with a synopsis of program
recommendations that are appropriate for continued development within District ABC
with the ultimate goal of improving the academic achievement of low-income, black
students who speak Ebonics.
Background of the Researcher
As a citizen and therefore participant of a democracy, I understand social equity
to be an over-arching goal of this society. Education, therefore, may serve as a vehicle
for teaching the importance of social justice and inspiring social change for equality. In
order for schools to empower their citizens to be active advocates for equality, education
must be equally accessible to all students, regardless of their gender, race, religion, social
class or native language. Despite best efforts or intentions, evidence from standardized
testing has shown this has not been the case in our school system. Through my efforts as
a teacher and student, I hope to uncover the biases of the school system and work to
implement programs to support populations that have been marginalized with relation to
uncontrollable factors that invariably affect education. The factor specific to my focus of
study is language. Even within a classroom, it is evident that “people do use language as
a discriminator in every sense of the word (Wardhaugh, 2010, p. 371). Wardhaugh
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(2010) asserts that “[Ebonics] may not limit its users cognitively, but it certainly limits
them socially, and one of the purposes of education is the achievement of social equity”
(p. 369). In order to realize social equity, we must focus on language.
Due to my position as a teacher and a student, I have two foreseeable biases with
this research project. As a first grade classroom teacher, I have the objective of teaching
all students to succeed within the school system. I have no agenda to intentionally or
purposefully limit the academic growth of any specific population of learners. It is in my
best interest and lawful duty under the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Equal Education
Opportunity Act of 1974 to differentiate my instruction to meet the learning needs of a
diverse population of students without systematically oppressing any community of
learners due to race, color, ethnicity, national origin, religion, creed, or language. To do
so would be in violation of my personal beliefs, as well as professional responsibilities.
Additionally, as a student of linguistics, I regard all languages as equal according
to the guidelines established by the field of linguistics. If a language is predictable and
systematic, then, linguistically speaking, it is defined as a language. By definition, no
language is inherently more or less of a language than any other. As Wardhaugh (2010)
writes, “[linguists] insist that all languages and all varieties of particular languages are
equal in that they quite adequately serve the needs of those who use them (p. 356).” With
this insight, the use of any language in the classroom is neither valued more or less than
the use of any other language, as long as the method of instruction leads to the ultimate
goal of academic achievement. The method by which students arrive at achievement
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with reference to language is not relevant and is validated in its ability to produce student
achievement.
Guiding Questions
I am interested in studying the logistics of language programming designed
specifically for students who speak Ebonics. My overarching goal is not only to discover
what methods and models currently exist, but how the best practices can be adapted and
implemented within District ABC. In my research, I wish to discover more about the
history of language programming for speakers of Ebonics in District ABC. The
background for this research will include learning more about current programs that exist
and what instructional methods make them successful.
Summary
Overall, it is evident that our nation’s schools have been failing African American
students for decades (National Center for Education and Statistics Long Term Trend
Report, 2012). Though the academic achievement gap between Black students and White
students is steadily shrinking, there is still a lot of room for discussion and growth. One
factor that invariably affects the education of all students is language. In this study, I will
focus on language as an essential element in the mosaic that is a child’s education. I will
specifically focus on language programming designed for teaching SAE to students who
speak Ebonics.
Chapter Overviews
In Chapter One, I provided the background information necessary for
understanding the purpose and objective of my research study. I outlined important

11

factors including Ebonics, the Academic English Mastery Program (AEMP) in the Los
Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD), and District ABC. I also introduced my
background and role as a researcher in this project, so that practice can be tied to purpose.
In Chapter Two, I provide an in-depth review and outline of the program model presented
by the LAUSD and overview the evaluations and conclusions that have been collected on
this program. I also inspect contradictory viewpoints against the use of Ebonics to teach
SAE to students. The legal precedent leading up to this research is also presented as a
foundation upon which to build programming. In Chapter Three, I provide an overview
of the research paradigm, instruments and methods I will use for my study. Information
will be presented about the participants, locations, materials, the data analysis process
and the ethics of the research. In Chapter Four, I present the data I acquired from the
research methodology discussed in Chapter Three. In Chapter Five, I synthesize the
findings and discuss the implications of my data in order to continue to improve student
achievement among students who speak Ebonics.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This study is designed to explore the current and historical practice in language
programming for students who speak Ebonics in District ABC. I would like to discover
what training and programs have been or are currently being implemented in District
ABC to support speakers of Ebonics. Ultimately, I am interested in learning about the
overall best academic practices in this topic, and how a variation of the program model
can be implemented in District ABC, if necessary. The question that will guide my field
research is: What is the history of language programming for speakers of Ebonics in
District ABC?
In this literature review, I provide an overview of how schools have been
compelled to address the learning needs of students from diverse linguistic backgrounds
and provide adequate academic support for their learning. Two specific events exist as
historical legal and political milestones in education for speakers of Ebonics. They
include the Ann Arbor Black English Case, in which the courts upheld rights of the
Ebonics-speaking students and the Oakland School Board Resolution, in which a district
outlined a philosophical framework for educating speakers of Ebonics. I then present an
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overview of three educational approaches that have been studied regarding their
effectiveness in teaching speakers of Ebonics to use SAE in the classroom. These
approaches include mainstream immersion, error correction, and contrastive analysis for
code-switching. All of this will provide background for my research question: what is the
history of language programming for speakers of Ebonics in District ABC?
Political and Legal Precedent
Education is affected by our legal system, because the rights of all students are
upheld by the nation’s court system and Department of Justice. Much political and legal
precedent has help set the stage for access to equal education for students who speak
Ebonics. At the very base of student rights in public education is the Title VI of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, which effectively prohibits discrimination in any federally funded
activity on the basis of race, color, ethnicity, national origin, religion, or creed. In
addition to this legislation, the Equal Educational Opportunity Act of 1974 mandated that
no state shall deny equal education opportunity to any individual, "by the failure by an
educational agency to take appropriate action to overcome language barriers that impede
equal participation by students in an instructional program."
Following this legislation which set legal parameters for African American
students in public education, there was one court case in particular that clarified the rights
of students with reference to Ebonics. Martin Luther King Junior Elementary School
Children vs. Ann Arbor School District (1979), more commonly referred to as the Ann
Arbor Black English Case, will be discussed further below.
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A large, diverse school district inadvertently brought about a lot of political
controversy in its 1996 announcement of an educational plan for Ebonics speaking
students, known as the Oakland Ebonics Resolution, also discussed further in depth
below.
Martin Luther King Junior Elementary School Children vs. Ann Arbor School District
(1979)
On behalf of 15 African American students at Martin Luther King Junior
Elementary School, their parents, with the help of the Student Advocacy Center and the
Michigan Legal Services Corporation, brought a lawsuit against the Ann Arbor School
District in Michigan with regard to student achievement and classification. Despite extra
services offered by prescribed academic labels of “learning disabled” and “emotionally
impaired,” speech services and extra volunteer support, the children were not faring well
academically in a predominantly white, affluent school. As Judge Charles W. Joiner
determined that there was no prior legislation mandating the school’s lawful duty to
eliminate challenges brought about by an economic gap, the topic that emerged at the
heart of the case was language (Bailey, n.d.).
In compliance with Equal Educational Opportunity Act (1974), the court
ultimately ruled on behalf of the students. It ordered the school board to design and
present a plan of training and implementation for teachers to identify and teach SAE to
students who spoke Ebonics. The goals of the academic plan had to include parts A – E,
which detailed information about the need for teachers to maintain updated
understandings about the linguistic characteristics of Ebonics and appropriate

15

instructional strategies, methods of speaker identification and improved parental
communication (See Appendix A).
Furthermore, the ruling asserted that students’ home language would be used to
teach SAE in a manner that was “reasonable and “rational” according to what was then
understood about language and education. (Martin Luther King Junior Elementary
School Children v. Ann Arbor School District, 1979.) In order to meet these goals, the
district was required to implement training for educators and increase parental
communication and support, with the ultimate beneficiaries being the children. All in all,
they established that “a major goal of the school system is to teach reading, writing,
speaking and understanding Standard English” (Martin Luther King Junior Elementary
School Children v. Ann Arbor School District, 1979, p. 16) This task would be
accomplished by using the knowledge, understanding, and application of the students’
home language to help teach the standard.
After one semester of training and implementation had occurred, the Associate
Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction for Ann Arbor Schools wrote that overall,
the interventions “had been quite useful in helping us to better understand and help a
speaker of the [Ebonics] who was an under-achiever” (Hansen, p. 32). The court rulings
had upheld the students’ legal right to a fair and equitable education, despite barriers
caused by language.
Almost 20 years later, in a school district across the country, another attempt was
made at providing this fair and equitable approach of education to students. In an attempt
to create a similar paradigm as a preemptive act to a potential lawsuit, or simply to
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appropriately educate all of its students, the School Board in Oakland, California created
a document entitled “Resolution of the Board of Education Adopting the Report and
Recommendations of the African-American Task Force; A Policy Statement and
Directing the Superintendent of Schools to Devise a Program to Improve the English
Language Acquisition and Application Skills of African-American Students” (1996).
The Oakland Ebonics Resolution (1996)
After a broad-based task force convened to analyze district-wide achievement
data, it was revealed that African American students had “disproportionately high
representation in special education, and under-representation in Advanced Placement
courses, and in the Gifted and Talented Education Program” (Oakland Unified School
District, para. 2). Though African American students comprised 53% of the enrollment,
they accounted for 80% of the total suspensions. Furthermore, 71% of African American
students were classified as having special learning needs, with an average grade point
average of a D+ (Perry, 1998). It would be an understatement to assert that a change was
necessary. After a thorough review of the data and academic research and with guidance
of teachers from the LDPAAS program in LAUSD, the task force made their
recommendations to the Oakland School Board through a resolution that became known
as the Ebonics Resolution.
With the students’ academic success in mind, this document outlined a philosophy
for moving forward with an academic plan for students who spoke Ebonics in the
Oakland Unified School District. In the document, the school board acknowledged the
status of Ebonics as affirmed by linguists, the legal rights of language minority students,
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and other cultural and politically relevant statements about Ebonics. The school board
recognized the language of the students as valued and saw them as deserving of the
services recognized under the Federal Bilingual Education Act. This included homelanguage support and programming for the “combined purposes of maintaining the
legitimacy and richness of such language and to facilitate their acquisition and mastery of
English language skills” (Oakland School Board of Education, 1996, para. 12). The
overall resolution was written very much in alignment with the directed outcomes of the
Ann Arbor Black English Case (1979). It would seem that the Oakland Unified School
District, over a decade later, had fully embraced the educational realities determined by
the Ann Arbor Black English Case (1979) and created their own case for the rights and
equal treatment of Ebonics speaking students in their district. The Linguistic Society for
America (1997) offered their support for the resolution, writing that, “The Oakland
School Board's decision to recognize the vernacular of African American students in
teaching them Standard English is linguistically and pedagogically sound” (“Resolution
on the Oakland,” para.5). Despite the academic research and foresight that went into
creating the resolution, it created a public uproar.
Unfortunately, there was widespread misrepresentation of the report in the media,
creating a political uproar among all racial, political, economic groups. Some of the
widespread misrepresentations included the idea that the school district would teach
Ebonics in place of SAE and condone slang and that Ebonics speakers would be
classified as bilingual (Oakland Unified School District). Perry (1998) blamed the havoc
on the media for their “gross misrepresentation of the resolution” (p. 5) and their inability
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to effectively communicate its crucial elements. She claimed they only published
fragments taken out of context and other “outright distortions” (p. 6). In her reflection,
she was led to question what inspired “black and white, members of the religious right,
liberal Democrats, neoconservatives, staunch conservatives, left liberals, and the
privileged… with long-time civil rights organizations and activists [to end up] on the
same side of the barricade” (1998, p. 5). Confusion and misinterpretation was rampant.
This event revealed that media possesses the power to persuade and that
underlying assumptions of social inadequacies on the basis of language were prevalent
among the public. With few vocal advocates for the program and lots of loud disgust for
it, the resolution was inevitably repealed. If the Oakland Unified School District was not
to adopt the recommendations approved by the School Board on December 18, 1996,
then they would continue to resort to mainstream immersion instructional methods.
Instructional Approaches
Mainstream Immersion
Mainstream immersion, sometimes referred to as “sink or swim,” is an
instructional approach in which students learn in a general education classroom with a
general education teacher without additional differentiation, whether from the classroom
teacher or a specialist. This is the most traditional instructional approach and is generally
used by the majority of classrooms across the United States. Additional support services
are not available to students who speak Ebonics, as they typically do not qualify to
receive federal and local funding as language minority students (Baugh, 1995). When
writing to commend the creation and presentation of the Oakland School Board’s Ebonics
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Resolution, Rickford (1996) comments that “while existing methods of teaching English
work superbly for white and middle class children, they fail miserably for working class
African American children” (para. 2). This argument is supported by the persistent
existence of an achievement gap across the nation as observed by the National Center for
Education and Statistics Long-Term Trend report (2012).
Another element of the mainstream immersion instructional method is that the
students’ home language is not necessarily validated or even acknowledged while
learning the standard form. In fact, an outcome may be that a student loses his/her ability
to speak or write the home language. While the majority of teachers and researchers
agree that academic fluency in SAE is a desired outcome of public education, not all are
in agreement about the maintenance of one’s home language. Mufwene (1999) expresses
his support for home language maintenance when he writes acknowledges that “socioeconomic stratification has imposed a system in which command of either standard or
White middle class English has become part of the requirements for success in the
professional world. However, developing proficiency in these norms need not be at the
cost of abandoning one’s vernacular for all communicative functions” (Conclusions, para.
2). Mufwene (1999) asserts that rather than disregarding the students’ home languages, it
is imperative that school systems teach SAE to speakers of Ebonics in more effective
ways. Using a contrastive analysis approach that builds on students’ home language and
effectively teaches code-switching may have more triumph.
In a curriculum book designed specifically for speakers of Ebonics, Wheeler and
Swords (2006) agrees that our schools continue to fail urban minority students, stating
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that, “traditional models of language have long sought to dismiss and repress the
language our minority children bring to the table” while ironically, they still perform
poorly on standardized tests requiring SAE (p. 25). Rather than resorting to traditional,
failing methods, Wheeler and Swords have created their own curricula (2006, 2010) in
which they use the contrastive analysis for the code-switching approach described below.
They also briefly discuss another instructional method of error correction.
Error Correction
Error correction is an instructional method in which, upon hearing or reading an
incorrect utilization of a standard language form, a correction to the standard is applied.
This may occur automatically during speech, or as delayed written feedback on a printed
work. It may or may not be accompanied by explanation of the specific language feature
of concern and usually does not include a contrastive analysis of the incorrect form if it
occurs as a part of negative transfer from another language or variety. This method is
commonly used as it can offer instantaneous feedback in a verbal setting and is very easy
to administer. The assumption is also made that the corrected form is the right form to
use and any other forms are incorrect, without further explanation about context or
purpose.
Wheeler and Swords (2006) purport that the method of offering corrective
feedback in a lesson “derails the meaning of the conversation and aggravates and
alienates students.” Additionally, it “does not teach the [SAE] patterns (p. 59).”
Similarly, Taylor (1989) writes that, “corrective negative feedback cannot possibly
enhance learning and produce normative behavior” (p. 11). All seem to be in agreement
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that this traditional method of instruction is not only ineffective, but also may be
destructive to learning. This method of instruction is often analyzed in contrast to the
following method of contrastive analysis for code switching and is referenced in several
of the research studies described later in this chapter (Fogel & Ehri, 2000, 2006;
Maddahian & Sandamela, 2000; Taylor, 1989).
Contrastive Analysis for Code-Switching
Contrastive analysis for code-switching is a technique for teaching which
acknowledges the students’ home language as a legitimate linguistic variety with specific
features and qualities. A teacher using the contrastive analysis approach first discusses
the concept of code switching, which can be described as the ability to switch to or use a
different language variety depending on the social or linguistic context. Students are
taught to identify the linguistic features of their home language in contrast to those of
SAE. Then, depending on the context and purpose of the utterance, students are able to
switch between the two language varieties for different purposes. With practice, students
can successfully use SAE in the classroom, while maintaining their home language
variety for other social contexts. Rickford (1998) asserts that “this process of comparing
the two varieties seems to lead to much greater metalinguistic awareness of similarities
and differences between the vernacular and the standard and allows kids to much more
effectively negotiate the line between the two” (Contrastive Analysis, para. 1).
There are individual cognitive and societal benefits to maintaining one’s own
speech variety. The Linguistic Society of American (1997) states that “there are
individual and group benefits to maintaining vernacular speech varieties and there are
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scientific and human advantages to linguistic diversity” (para. c). They (1997) also write
that, “there is evidence from Sweden, the United States and other countries that speakers
of other varieties can be aided in their learning of the standard variety by pedagogical
approaches which recognize the legitimacy of the other varieties of a language” (para. d).
Maintaining one language is advantageous when learning additional ones.
Educational and linguistic researchers have taken interest in this topic and

conducted studies of its effectiveness. In the following paragraphs, I will summarize
relevant studies that have been completed on this instructional approach, sometimes in
comparison with other approaches mentioned earlier in the chapter.
Research Studies on the Contrastive Analysis Approach
Over the years there have been several research studies conducted that compare
contrastive analysis with other instructional approaches for teaching SAE to speakers of
Ebonics. Many of these studies compare different levels of incorporation of the native
language with the target language. Many of the results are consistent, showing that the
use of contrastive analysis, comparing the native language with the target language
through guided practice, produced the highest levels of academic success in the learners.
Teaching elementary students who speak Black English Vernacular to write in
Standard English: Effects of dialect transformation practice. In 2000, Fogel and Ehri
conducted a study on 89 third and fourth grade African American students from two
northeastern schools. The schools had 71% and 28% of students below the poverty level,
with 13-15% and 24% of students performing at or above the state’s writing standard,
respectively. The students chosen for this study demonstrated features of Ebonics in their
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writing based on a pretreatment translation task. The study focused instruction and
assessment on six syntactic features of each variety to be assessed in writing. Syntactic
written features were chosen as the focal point, because writing is the modality in which
students are often assessed and most often stigmatized academically. Students were
randomly assigned to three different groups that would receive three different
instructional approaches in order to increase the amount of SAE features used in their
writing. These three instructional approaches were: (1) exposure to SAE features in
stories, (2) story exposure plus explanation of the SAE rules, and (3) exposure to SAE
features in stories, explanation of SAE rules and guided practices transforming sentences
from Ebonics to SAE.
The results showed that the students in group 3, whose home dialect was
recognized in the classroom and whose linguistic features were discussed in contrast to
SAE, showed the most growth on the post test.
Fogel and Ehri (2000) assert that the instructional approaches (1) and (2) are the
most typical approaches found in classrooms; however, taking the additional step to
integrate explanation of the differences between Ebonics and SAE with guided practice
produces the most promising results. They reported that the mean performance of the
third group was superior to the mean performance of the first two groups of students:
81% of group three demonstrated a passing competence in their free writing compared to
33% and 55% of the first two groups who received merely exposure or a presentation of
SAE rules without practice and application. They claim the contrastive analysis process
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proved effective, because it made clear the similarities and differences between the
features of their own language variety and those of SAE.
Fogel and Ehri (2000) report that the lesson plans were very “simple” and
“straight-forward” and provided an “effective method of helping [Ebonics speaking]
elementary school students increase their writing proficiency in some features of [SAE]
syntax” (p. 230). They detailed the process in five easy steps for teachers:
1. Identify the non-standard forms exhibited in student writing.
2. Write several sentences containing varied examples of these non-standard
forms.
3. Explain the rules of SAE that apply to the given forms.
4. Allow students to practice transforming the non-standard sentences provided
into the standard, while providing corrective feedback.
5. Allow students to practice using the standard forms in the free-writing with
corrective feedback.
Upon a follow up visit, they discovered that apparently one teacher found the process so
effective and easy that she made it “part of her regular writing instruction” (p. 230) after
the study had commenced.
In 2006, Fogel and Ehri completed a similar study, testing the effectiveness of a
contrastive analysis approach with Ebonics and SAE. This time, rather than studying the
effects of the instructional techniques on students, they taught teachers to identify
features of Ebonics. The results they discovered were similar and are discussed below.
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Teaching African American English forms to Standard American English-speaking
teachers: Effects on acquisition, attitudes, and responses to student use. Fogel and
Ehri (2006) completed a study examining the effects of three different instructional
approaches that were used to help teachers gain awareness and self-regulation strategies
with reference to African American English. Included in these approaches were exposure
to the features by reading Ebonics text, exposure plus explanation of dialect
transformation strategies, and exposure, strategy explanation and guided practice
transforming sentences from Standard English to African American English (Fogel &
Ehri, 2006). The overarching goal of the study was to both “educate and sensitize
teachers” to the features of Ebonics in order to better prepare them to help Ebonics
speaking students differentiate between the features of Ebonics and SAE while learning
to use SAE in an academic context (p. 467).
In this study, 73 teachers from New York, NY and New Haven, CT essentially
attended “dialect training” where they learned about seven common syntactic features of
Ebonics in small groups, as well as their designated instructional approach. Their
attitudes regarding Ebonics in four content areas were also assessed in pre- and posttraining sessions to observe how teacher attitudes regarding Ebonics changed as a result
of the training. Outcomes of the study demonstrated that all three approaches to
instruction enhanced teachers’ knowledge and positive attitudes towards Ebonics. The
third approach, in which teachers were provided with exposure to Ebonics and
explanations of strategies as well as guided practice translating sentences from Standard
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English to African American English, proved to be the most effective method to teach
teachers to effectively translate Ebonics and use it in writing.
Standard English, Black English, and bidialectalism: A controversy. In his book,
Standard English, Black English, and Bidialectalism: A Controversy, Taylor (1989)
created his own informal study he called “Project Bidialectalism,” in which he defines
bidialectalism in much the same way as code-switching is used in my study. He (1989)
writes that “in its simplest definition, [bidialectalism] is the ability to communicate both
in writing and speech in two dialects depending on social context” (p. 58). The aim of
his study was to “demonstrate the possibility of black student achievement in a
predominately white college environment (p. 101)” at Aurora University in Illinois.
He achieved this task not only by teaching SAE, but also by demonstrating (1)
mutual respect for both dialects, (2) teaching rule governed patterns in both varieties, (3)
understanding cultural frameworks in which linguistic choices are embedded, and (4)
moving from implicit to explicit contrast of both language and culture. In his pursuit to
find the most appropriate instructional methods, he references several bilingual and
second language acquisition strategies and theories, including contrastive analysis.
Over an eleven-week term in the spring of 1983, Taylor administered a series of
literacy and grammar activities in which he super-imposed contrastive analysis with the
audio-lingual method and counseling-learning with ethno-sensitivity for students in
Group 1. Students in control Group 2 received more traditional methods of instruction,
without any specific support strategies. After the study ended, he discovered that the total
occurrences of Black English features in the writing were reduced by 59.3% in Group 1
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and actually increased by 8.5% in Group 2. He concluded that contrastive analysis had
brought about substantial improvement in Ebonics-speaking students’ knowledge and
application of SAE in literacy (Taylor, 1989).
Rickford (1998) discusses Taylor’s methods, declaring that the direct comparison
of the two language varieties “lead to much greater metalinguistic awareness of
similarities and differences between the vernacular and the standard and allowed kids to
much more effectively negotiate the line between the two” (Contrastive Analysis, para.
1). With the contrastive analysis approach, in all studies, students and teachers alike
were more capable of communicating and applying the differences between the two
language varieties.
Academic English mastery program 1998-99 evaluation report. The LAUSD actually
created, implemented, and evaluated an academic program for teaching speakers of
Ebonics Standard English through the contrastive analysis approach. The program is
referred to on their district website and published materials as the Academic English
Mastery Program (AEMP). It grew out of the original comprehensive program Language
Development Program for African American Students (LDPAAS) which was formed as a
result of their 1989 study called, The Children Can No Longer Wait: An Action Study to
End Low Achievement and Establish Educational Excellence. In addition to pursuing
training and implementation, the district decided to conduct an official investigation into
its effectiveness of increasing the students’ general and academic application of SAE
(Maddahian & Sandamela, 2000).

28

To complete the study, out of 32 district schools with the AEMP, 16 were chosen
at random with four other schools that did not have the program. Each school under
study was comprised of over 50% African American students. Within each school, one
teacher and ten students (five boys and five girls) were selected for a total of 200 students
and 20 teachers. Pre- and post-tests were administered in fall 1998 and spring 1999 to a
control group and an experimental group of students who had undergone the program.
Three instruments were used to collect data: (1) writing and speaking language
assessment measures, (2) a teacher survey and (3) an observation checklist. There were
also six guiding questions to the research, including whether or not there was a
“significant and meaningful gain in student performance,” as a result of participation in
the program (Maddahian & Sandamela, 2000, p. 3).
Conclusions from the study showed that there was “no significant difference”
between the pre-test data from the control and experimental groups at the beginning of
the study, yet there was a “statistically significant and educationally meaningful
difference” between the two groups at the end of the program, based on the results of the
Language Assessment Writing Test (p. vii). The experimental group had out-performed
the students who did not go through the AEMP. Maddahian and Sandamela (2000)
reported that the AEMP had been effective in improving academic use of English
Language and recommended the district to expand the program and supervise its
implementation to the fullest extent in all schools.
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The Gap
After researching the topic of language programming for speakers of Ebonics, I
have discovered a gap that exists and necessitates further research. As I have discovered
two school districts across the United States that have implemented action in the form of
training and programming for teachers of Ebonics-speaking students, there is no data
about the history of language programming within District ABC. I am led to question,
what happened in District ABC as a result of the court case in Ann Arbor, MI or with
reference to the Ebonics Resolution in Oakland, CA? With some 37 % of the student
population described as African American in District ABC, I wonder how intentional the
district has been in addressing the language learning needs of Ebonics-speaking students.
Research Question
To attempt to fill this gap, I wish to discover (1) what the history of language
programming for speakers of Ebonics in District ABC is and (2) whether there is a
perceived need for language programming for speakers of Ebonics in District ABC.
Now that I have learned more about current and previous attempts by districts to meet the
needs of Ebonics-speaking students, I am able to pursue an investigation about what has
occurred on the same front in District ABC.
Summary
In this chapter, I provided an analysis of the prior court proceedings, district
attempts, and research studies that have been conducted in relation to language
programming for speakers of Ebonics. Through this research, I learned that all students
have rights to access equal education and the best approach to overcome language
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barriers created by the use of Ebonics is contrastive analysis to promote code-switching
(Fogel & Ehri, 2000, 2006; Maddahian & Sandamela, 2000; Rickford, 1998; Taylor,
1989). This approach in fact is favored over instructional approaches such as mainstream
immersion and error correction. Now that I have collected appropriate background
information on the topic of Ebonics in education, I am left with the question of whether
or not a language program for speakers of Ebonics would benefit the students in District
ABC.
In Chapter Three, I provide details about the research instruments and methods I
used to collect information for my study. I present a description of the research paradigm
I employed with a discussion of why it is appropriate. Included in the discussion are a
detailed description of my specific method, the participants, locations, materials, the data
analysis process and the ethics of the research.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

This study was designed to explore the current and historical practice in language
programming for students who speak Ebonics in District ABC. I want to discover what
training and programs have been or are currently being implemented in District ABC to
support speakers of Ebonics. Ultimately, I am interested in learning about how a
variation of the program model can be implemented in District ABC, if necessary. The
questions guiding my field research include: (1) what is the history of language
programming for speakers of Ebonics in District ABC? and (2) is there a need for
language programming for speakers of Ebonics in District ABC?
In this chapter, I provide an overview of the methodology I employed to conduct
this study. Within this discussion, I will include a description of the qualitative research
paradigm with mention of the specific qualities that are present in my study. I then
review the data collection technique: interviews. I describe the definition, potential
problems, procedures, participants, the data analysis process and the verification of data,
including validity and reliability.

Finally, I describe the ethics of the study.
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Qualitative Research Paradigm
The qualitative research paradigm is based upon the belief that a holistic approach
is required when researching how students learn. It is also believed that there are many
factors that affect a single learning environment. The process is generally flexible and
emerging throughout the study (McKay, 2006). My study will consist of qualitative
research based on the characteristics provided by McKay (2006, p.7). In the following
section, I provide a description of the specific qualitative elements present in my study.
Qualitative Elements
There are several elements that qualify this study as qualitative. Some of the
elements that I discuss in this section focus on how data is interpreted and reported, the
quantity of participants, the purpose of the research, the role of the researcher, the time
commitment, and the overall emergent nature of the study.
I utilized qualitative measures through the use of interviews to collect descriptive
data from participants. Once the data was collected, I continued to find meaning through
interpretation. The participants in my study were very limited and specific, in that I only
interviewed key players in District ABC and local universities, including current and
retired teachers, administrators and district personnel. My role as a researcher was to
intervene with the data collection process as little as possible. I served merely as the
interview proctor and note-taker. The guiding questions of my study were also flexible
and emerging. As I began the interview process, new information arose that became
relevant. Finally, since all participants were interviewed independently, the process may
have been more time-consuming than a one-time collection of data.
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Data Collection Technique: Interviews
Definition and Purpose
Interviews are structured, oral exchanges between people in which information is
gathered (Freeman, 1998). Though my interviews will follow a more structured
approach, there will be room for the participants to elaborate on responses and add
information they find relevant to the topic that may not have been specifically elicited in
one of my pre-prepared questions. McKay (2006) refers to my specific format as the
interview guide approach, in which I will ask the same series of questions to each
participant (relevant to their position).
Procedure
In preparation for each interview, I followed the steps suggested by Freeman
(1998):
1. Prepare a guide for the interview: After reviewing my topic and guiding
questions, I crafted several sets of guiding questions, depending upon the participant (See
Appendix B). For example, I created a varying set of interview questions for teachers,
principals and department personnel in District ABC.
2. Decide how participant’s responses will be captured: While interviews were
occurring, I recorded the conversation, and typed the participants’ responses verbatim. I
could then review the recording to check the accuracy of the transcript, as well as provide
a copy to the participant to review the information that was collected.
3. Check the recording equipment in advance: I prepared my personal computer
with an audio recording program that I have used and found reliable in the past. I tested
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the microphone with the recording system prior to the interviews. In preparation for each
interview, I ensured that all devices were properly charged and working.
4. Get written permission from the participants or their guardians: Since all of
my participants were over the age of 18, I obtained written permission directly from each
one. I prepared a letter of consent describing the details of the study and a promise of
confidentiality, which each one read and signed prior to the interview.
Once all these steps were completed, I was able to complete the actual interview
process as outlined by Freeman (1998):
1. Provide an introduction to the interview with a description of the participants
as well as the purpose: Prior to the interview, I provided each participant with an
overview of research document explaining the study.
2. Ask questions in the form and order provided by the interview guide. If the
questions are open-ended, I may vary the order and deviate from the guide to elicit
further information or clarifications: For each interview, I provided the participant with a
copy of the questions and we covered them more or less in order during our
conversations.
3. When the interview is complete, close the process. Remember any additional
information the participant supplies when the materials have been put away: Interviews
commenced with the question, “Do you have any additional thoughts or ideas?” and then
the interview was closed.
4. Transcribe the interview: The interviews were transcribed during the
conversations.
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Location
The location of the interviews varied from individuals’ homes and local
restaurants to schools or departments within District ABC. Details about District ABC
and the two departments that were represented are provided below.
District ABC. District ABC has a total of 70 schools including charters and
alternative schools with over 32,000 students enrolled. According to the 2010-11 district
fact sheet, 37.1% of students are African American and 65.6% of all students receive free
or reduced lunch. According to the Annual Yearly Progress report for 2012, 64.9% of
Black students were proficient in reading.
Multilingual Department. The Multilingual Department is the department within
District ABC that oversees services for families and students who speak languages other
than English as their home language. The department focuses on English language
development to support academic growth in the four language modalities: reading,
writing, speaking, and listening. Its overall goal is to help cultivate academic
achievement for students and provide opportunities for English language development
(District ABC-2). The staff of 18 assist in providing a bilingual policy for the district,
outreach for multilingual families, online dictionaries and resources, standards,
assessment and testing, and a framework for ELL programming. Tim is a Caucasian
male who represents the Multilingual Department as a participant in the study.
Diversity Department. The Diversity Department outlines a commitment to equity,
diversity and inclusion for District ABC. Their overall goal is to help integrate these
three factors into all aspects of education in the district in order to maximize the
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educational potential of a diverse student body (District ABC-1). It hopes to promote
lasting relationships with students, families and the community through welcoming,
engaging and productive learning communities. The staff of six help to provide equity
and inclusion training and other supportive school and community programs. Shirley is
an African American female who represents the Diversity Department as a participant in
the study.
Participants
Participants will include a total of eight current and retired teachers,
administrators and district personnel from District ABC or local universities. All
participants are over the age of 18, of both genders, and from various ethnic backgrounds,
including African America, Puerto Rican and Caucasian. It is assumed that all people
also possess a minimum of an undergraduate degree and currently work or have worked
either directly or indirectly with students who speak Ebonics. All participants are
referred to with pseudonyms for confidentiality purposes. Further detailed information
about each participant’s background information is provided below. The information
about individuals was obtained through the interviews.
Charles. Charles is an African American male who began his career as an elementary
teacher in District ABC in 1975. Early on, he completed his student teaching and started
his career in the heart of the African American community. He taught in different
sections of the city including the north, south, and northeast before becoming an intern
principal in 1991. He continued on to serve as an assistant principal and principal at a
variety of schools until he retired in 2005. He spent a total of 30 years in District ABC.
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This time was spent working in high poverty schools with approximately 60% - 70%
students of color with generally 1/3 of the population as African American students.
Since 2005, he has served as a behavior management and reading consultant for charter
schools with high populations of students in special education. He enjoys staying active
in the community and sees teaching as a lifelong career.
Marvin. Marvin is an African American male who started his elementary teaching
career in 1985 in District ABC. He was hired for his ability to speak Spanish in order to
work at schools with large Spanish-speaking populations as part of bilingual education
programs. In addition to teaching, he worked for the No Child Left Behind program. He
also served as an assistant principal until he retired from District ABC. Prior to teaching
in District ABC, he taught in another large, diverse Midwestern district as a Physical
Education and Physical/Earth Science teacher in high school. Prior to that experience, he
taught for seven years in the country of Columbia at three different universities.
James. James is an African American male who began as a student in District ABC,
attending elementary, middle and high school there before becoming a teacher. He
taught at several different schools around the district in various elementary grades. He
taught as part of a “continuous progress program” where kids were grouped by ability
rather than age. He taught in the classroom for a total of 32 years before retiring.
Naima. Naima is an African American female who was born and raised in an adjacent
city of District ABC where she attended public school. She began her teaching career in
California as a high school ninth grade English teacher. She taught African American
literature and “books for pleasure” for 11th and 12th grade students who didn’t know how
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to read. She continued on to teach at the elementary school level for a few years before
being hired as part of the Language Development Program for African American
Students (LDPAAS) in Los Angeles Unified School District. She was one of the original
creators of this program, which eventually transformed into the Academic English
Mastery Program (AEMP). After eight years with LDPAAS, she took a year of absence
to complete her dissertation. Following this, she continued to teach in elementary
schools while helping to develop curriculum. Currently she teaches literacy and social
studies courses in a local University as part of the Master of Arts in Teaching Program.
Franco. Franco is a Puerto Rican American male who began his career in District
ABC in 1985. He taught in a middle school as a Physical Education, Health and Biology
teacher all in one day. After teaching for four or five years, he became an intern assistant
principal and eventually a principal, working at a variety of schools within the district.
He continues to serve as a principal in District ABC today at an elementary school.
Ahmed. Ahmed is an African American male who is a product of the public school
system. Thought he is not a certified public school teacher, he has taught many classes as
a professor, lecturer and guest speaker in addition to being a published author. His main
topics include black history, language and culture. He has taught at a variety of local
universities, public high schools in District ABC, parochial schools, prisons, and for
corporations and other community organizations. He says he’s been “steady, consistent,
persistent; doing one thing in many places.”
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Data Analysis
McKay (2006) suggests that the data analysis occurs during the interview process
itself. While administering the interview, I shall be listening to key ideas. Once
interviews and notes are collected and transcribed, I will be using the cross-analysis
approach in which I organize the responses based on the topics that are addressed
(McKay, 2006). I will use this organization to categorize and code the responses. With
the data separated into categories, I will read it thoroughly for key ideas that can be used
to summarize the findings.
Considerations
McKay (2006) establishes an advantage and disadvantage to the interview guide
approach I will be using to conduct my interviews. Because all participants will be asked
the same questions, based upon their position, this approach ensures that the same content
will be covered with each interview and the data will therefore be easier to compile. The
disadvantage McKay (2006) references may be irrelevant to my interviews, as he asserts
that the interviewer typically does not pursue topics that arise tangentially to the preprepared questions. In my situation, if the responses from the participant seem to provide
more relevant information to the interview, they will be accepted. Furthermore, as I am
asking open-ended questions in a qualitative measure, some additional questions are
expected to emerge as the interview progresses.
McKay (2006) also advises against allowing initial interpretations distort my
synopsis, and encourages the researcher to make additional copies of transcripts and
notes.
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Freeman (1998) advises that even when recording the interview, it is important to
take personal notes in case the technology fails. The notes can also serve as a table of
contents and help locate specific portions of the interview more quickly. I must be aware
that the transcription process can also be very time-consuming, sometimes taking three or
four times the amount of time of the actual interview to record. Finally, Freeman (1998)
advises one not to record over interviews as you may also need to refer back to them
throughout or even after the evaluation is complete.
Reliability
Merriam (2009) suggests that reliability can be problematic in quantitative
research, because the behaviors and experiences of humans are difficult to define,
measure and replicate. She tells how there can be “numerous interpretations of the same
data” and replication of the same study may not always “yield the same results” (p. 221).
Despite this fact, she proclaims that dependability and credibility can be achieved in a
variety of ways, which I will employ, including: investigator’s position, the audit trail,
peer examination and triangulation.
My position as an investigator, including my biases, has been described in a
section of chapter 1. By detailing my personal biases and assumptions initially in this
paper, I am able to provide background information about myself as a researcher that
may reflect my values and expectations that might influence the process of the study. My
“audit trail” is defined in detail through this chapter about research methods and Chapter
4, in which I present my findings. Through these descriptive pieces, I hope to convince
readers that my results are clearly derived from the process and materials involved.
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Additionally, my paper has undergone the process of peer-review by a peer, as well as
advisors and committee members at my university. The process of triangulation is
described more thoroughly in the following section on validity.
Validity
Internal validity of my study is established by the process of triangulation, the
most well known strategy according to Merriam (2009). I achieve this in two ways: by
using multiple methods and multiple sources of data. While conducting interviews, I
collected an audio recording of the interview and transcribed a verbatim record of the
interview. Following the interview, I could review the audio recording to verify the
accuracy of the typed transcript. I also verified that participant responses were in
alignment with their intentions by providing a transcript of the interview and requesting
feedback. In this way, I also satisfied another proven process of determining internal
validity: respondent validation (Merriam, 2009). Maxwell (2005) argues that this is the
“single most important way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of
what participants say” (as cited in Merriam, 2009, 111). For the data collection process, I
interviewed multiple teachers, administrators, and district personnel as participants. In
this way, I obtained data from multiple sources that were highly relevant to the topic of
language programming for students who speak Ebonics in order to obtain a more accurate
representation of District ABC.
Ethics
Merriam (2009) claims that the validity and the reliability of a study depend
largely upon the researcher’s ethics. With this data collection technique, I am aware of
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ethical issues that may potentially arise and have taken the appropriate measures to
increase my creditability and dependability as a researcher. In order to maintain the
integrity and ethics of this study, while collecting research I was obligated to:
1. adhere to federal and district level research policies and regulations
2. share research objectives with participants
3. obtain written consent from participants
4. maintain anonymity of participants through the use of pseudonyms
5. transcribe interviews verbatim
6. secure all data in personal, private computer system
Conclusion
In this chapter, I provided a descriptive analysis of the qualitative research
paradigm I will use for this study. I then reviewed the data collection technique I used to
obtain information: interviews. I clarified the definition and purpose of the technique,
described the participants, the setting, the process, including data analysis, and the
reliability and validity. Following these explanations, I explained the ethics of my study.
In the following chapter, I present the information I obtained from the interviews
in an objective, reporting format.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

This study took place over a period of a few months, during which I met one-onone with individuals in various locations including restaurants, bookstores, and homes.
Interview questions were often previewed by participants approximately one week prior
to the meetings. The interviews occurred in a conversational format; the interviewee
spoke into a small microphone while the interviewer typed responses and helped guide
the discussion. The topic of the interviews centered on Ebonics and its role in education
and the academic and professional success of its speakers. The questions guiding my
field research were: (1) what is the history of language programming for speakers of
Ebonics in District ABC and (2) and is a perceived need for language programming for
speakers of Ebonics in District ABC.
I first present my findings as responses to specific questions. Because some
questions varied from interview to interview, I will focus on the questions that were
constant throughout and created responses most directly applicable to my research
questions. After presenting the responses to these five questions, I will then discuss
recurring themes that relate to my topic, including the importance and variety of the
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home environment in supporting education, concepts of “acting white,” the importance of
code-switching and the integration of black culture and language into the curriculum.
Responses to Questions
Question #1: When you were employed by the district, in what ways, if any, were
students’ home language (Ebonics) addressed in the classrooms (assessments, programs,
etc.)?
From the varied experience of the five interviewees who had previously or
currently worked in District ABC, none of them had witnessed any clear and specific
evidence of the language being formally addressed in the classroom. Some responses
included, “to the best of my knowledge, no,” “very little,” or simply, “it’s not
happening.”
Shirley responded that the “teacher experience is limited” and that the teachers do
not possess “lived knowledge” of the language or culture of the students. She said that
some teachers may discount Ebonics as a valid language with rules and patterns and may
even view the students’ language through a “deficit rather than an asset lens.” James
asserted that there was “very little extension for those students” and it was very “difficult
for those students to blend in” with the population at the time. Franco replied that “no
one has really talked about the strategies that are specific to Ebonics” and that he hadn’t
seen anything specific in the last 20 years.
Overall, it was clear that based on the observations and experiences of my
participants, teachers were not overtly addressing the language of students in the
classroom, possibly due to lack of training and programs.
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Question #2: In your time in education, have you or anyone you’ve known had any
training specifically related to improving the academic achievement of students who
speak Ebonics?
Similar to the previous question, it was very difficult for all participants to
recollect anything specific. Some participants offered the idea that Ebonics may have
been mentioned at literacy workshops or trainings, but nothing stood out in their
memories.
James replied that “Those were the challenges that we had in [District ABC].
How do we incorporate those students or immerse those students in [SAE] after having
years and years of a different type of experience in the language?” He said that, as an
African American man, he remembered African American students being specifically
placed in his class to help them make some of those transitions between the home culture
and language and the school culture and language, but admits that it was very challenging
to “erase some of the things that have happened to them in the past in the language area.”
He emphasized throughout his response the importance language played on their
experience at school.
Marvin compared the training of teachers to deal with the language and culture of
students to “giving someone a hammer and saying ‘Here, cut this piece of wood.’” He
claimed that “teachers don’t have the right tools.” Ahmed agreed that though teachers
are generally nice white women, they are simply “not equipped” to teach low-income,
black students and that “black people are like aliens to them” due to their lack of training
and appropriate preparation.
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Franco claimed that the reason for lack of training or even conversation about
Ebonics in the district was that it was too “political” and “controversial.” Despite the
lack of training and conversation that was observed by all the respondents, Charles
admitted that Ebonics, “like the topic of any other issue that can impact literacy or
language and learning needs to always be brought up.” He said, “There should be a
continued focus on any and all issues, just as homeless and highly mobile are being
looked at. Yes, language needs to be looked at.”
As described in the responses of my participants, not one could recall any formal
training related to the language of African American students in relation to academics
throughout their employment in District ABC. Because African American language had
not been formally addressed in trainings or programs throughout the district, I inquired
about the perceived impact the language had on the learning of students.
Question #3: “Do you think the home language of these students affected their academic
success in literacy and other subjects?”
As I began to ask more subjective and more complex questions, the results began
to vary slightly with each individual’s interpretation. Many respondents discussed
students’ home language as a factor in achievement, but looked at students’ level of
experience growing up in a print-rich environment as having a larger impact than the
language itself.
Marvin replied “but of course” as he stated, “People learn best in their home
language.” He compared the experience of an Ebonics speaker to that of a student who
speaks Somali, Spanish or Hmong at home. These students “learn best in their native
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tongue,” as it “affects their understanding and if they can relate to what is being taught.”
He said if instruction is in Standard English and “[Students who speak Ebonics] don’t see
people that reflect them, it’s hard to relate to that.” Marvin viewed the language of
Ebonics speakers similarly to that of a second language learner in the classroom. He also
made the connection between culture and language as a powerful duo to connect the
curriculum to the students.
James replied that there was “no question about it.” He strongly perceived
language as “the number one ingredient for success in other areas, along with reading and
writing.” He talked about how it’s not necessarily a reflection of intelligence, but rather
trying to learn a new way of using language. He said it’s very difficult when “from zero
to four you’re taught a certain way, then all of a sudden you get into the school system
and it’s an entirely different situation.” He continued to discuss how some students come
to school without even knowing the names of letters and their sounds and how it’s
extremely difficult to catch those students up as the standard of achievement keeps
advancing, while their progress is limited.
Franco, growing up an English Language Learner (ELL) himself, understood that
“the definition of success is measured along how well you can speak English, no matter
how smart of a person you are.” He said it’s hard to “define successful” for these
students, when he knows they can “negotiate in their home language and be effective
with content.” He asserted that it takes a “gifted person to be able to do that,” however, if
they can’t articulate their new content knowledge in SAE, their “knowledge would be
dismissed” as “people get stuck on delivery.” Franco understood language as the lens
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into achievement for students in all subjects, because he described it’s what we use to
communicate what we know.
Charles agreed that language impacts students’ success in literacy and other
subjects “to a certain extent.” He emphasized that “if kids don’t have early experience or
early enough experiences with reading, being read to, or being exposed to books,” they
will struggle. He explained that many children only have exposure to the “oral
experience” and lack the print-rich environments that many other students come to school
with. He argued that in these situations, it’s not a matter of the language being Ebonics,
it’s whether or not the children have had early exposure to literature that creates the
biggest disadvantage when it comes to success and achievement in literacy.
Tim also recognized the factors of early literacy exposure as having a large
impact on literacy achievement for many students. He cited the Hart & Risely (2003)
research about vocabulary exposure and how students from lower Social Economic
Status (SES) backgrounds “have vast deficits of vocabulary that they never recover
from.” He also discussed the concept of language production and how the “inability to
produce standard dialect for academic purposes” can serve as an obstacle to success.
Furthermore, he questioned if teachers are in fact marking reading assessments with
errors when a student transfers Ebonics into the text instead of reading the SAE. He
acknowledged that the district does not have a clear standard about how to assess this
situation. He claims that marking these transfers of language as incorrect would create a
“false low of the student’s reading ability” which can set up a “downward cycle.” In this
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way, Tim claimed that distinctions in how teachers assess are a crucial element when
evaluating student achievement in literacy.
All participants agreed that home language plays a powerful role in student
achievement in literacy and other subjects. While some compared Ebonics to the
obstacles faced by students who speak other language at home, many also agreed that the
extent to which print is incorporated in the home environment plays a large, if not as
large of a role as the non-standard home language itself. It was agreed that how well a
student is able to manipulate language directly affects the perceived intelligence of that
student. Because some elements of grading and assessment can be a subjective process, I
questioned how the perception of these students based on language may affect their
academic experience in general.
Question #4: Do you think the home language of these students affected their academic
experience in general?
Shirley supported the idea that language plays a role in achievement; however, it
does not stand alone. She mentioned other factors such as culture and educator beliefs
and perceptions. She reported that “to value language, you have to value people too” and
that if teachers, “don’t believe students can learn, it affects their learning; even with an all
day language program.” She suggested that there may be a “stereotyped threat” in what
teachers think and feel about a student, which in turn impacts how students perform.
Basically, she claimed that a teacher may pass judgment about a student’s intelligence
based on many factors, including language. This perceived intelligence will invariably
impact that student’s performance in the classroom.
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Tim again discussed the subjective grading procedure in the district with regards
to subjects such as Science and Social Studies. He took an approach similar to Shirley’s,
suggesting that teachers end up measuring “surface things” like whether or not “we like
the way they sound” and if they “are making intelligent noises,” rather than assessing
whether or not their knowledge meets the content standard. Language is, therefore, the
superficial face of intelligence that sometimes masks deeper understanding in content
areas. He asserts that “anyone who has non-standard English is going to be
disproportionately slammed” by this process. He said that if our grading system were
improved and if we had evidence of content understandings, “it wouldn’t matter what
dialect [students] were speaking, because they could actually do something that would
give us a read on whether or not they get the point.”
James maintained his perspective about the importance of language in
achievement across all subject areas. He replied that there is “no question about it,
[language] is the hands down, number one ingredient for success in other areas, along
with reading and writing.” He said the “language in our school system affects the
progress that they’re making in practically all subject areas.” He acknowledged that even
math centers around it. He claimed that if students, “haven’t made proper progress in
language, it will affect [them] negatively and a lot of our students fall in that area.” He
said, “They’re not where they need to be with language”. He acknowledged that this
deficit occurring early on in school ultimately has an impact in higher education. He
detailed his thoughts saying that, for students, “It’s crucial they have a solid foundation
that sets them up for the future.” He explained that that if you end up in college and
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you’re not “equipped, you’re not going to be able to be successful” and “that sets you up
for life after school.” He purported that language is extremely important and that it’s a
barrier we can conquer, just not overnight.
Barry took another approach to the question, replying that Ebonics would not
have an impact on their educational experience, as long as they know how to code-switch
effectively. He said that if they can achieve this task, “like so many successful people
before them, they’ll be fine.”
In all instances, language or, more specifically, the inability to communicate
effectively in SAE, was recognized as an obstacle when teachers evaluate intelligence in
other subject areas. Because language was identified as such an important piece when it
comes to evaluating and assessing students, I then questioned whether or not a language
program to specifically teach code-switching would be appropriate in the district.
Question #5: Do you think a language program designed specifically for students who
speak Ebonics to learn Standard English while embracing their own culture and language
would benefit speakers of Ebonics and help close the achievement gap?
Of the participants, almost all agreed that a program such as this could be
effective when done appropriately in certain contexts. There were, however, many
doubts about the ease of implementation needed to produce the desired outcome of
student success.
Calvin was very clear with his intentions of facilitating and maintaining students’
ability to code-switch. He replied that there was “no question” about the benefits of such
a program. He stated that “there is a time and a place for Ebonics” and that the process of
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code-switching is “kind of like learning a different language.” He asserted that he uses
Ebonics and that kids should be encouraged to keep theirs. He claimed that “learning the
mainstream language of society in addition to keeping your own” is getting “the best of
all worlds.” He views this type of bilingualism as a benefit to each student’s success in
and out of school.
Shirley presented her ideas eloquently, saying, “Ideally it could work;” however,
“practically there is a fear around who would be doing the teaching and whether or not
they would embrace the culture and language.” She suggested that black teachers
potentially have more “lived experience” with the language and culture and she could see
the harm that could occur if the curriculum is not taught from a “grounded place,”
questioning “what are the values being taught under the curriculum?” She suggested
there may be a gap between what’s intended in the teaching of code-switching from
Ebonics to SAE and what the actual impact is on student learning and self-perception.
This gap may invariably cause unintentional damage. Rather than having a separate
curriculum to teach language and culture, she would rather see this process incorporated
into mainstream instruction, as sometimes equity tends to “sit outside what’s happening
everyday.” Her implication is that embracing black language and culture should come as
an integrated piece into the everyday curriculum in order to improve academic
achievement.
Charles was very passionate with his responses about the maintenance of the
home culture and language while facilitating success with school language. He agreed
that, “a program like that could be beneficial” and “help close the achievement gap [by
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helping] accelerate the learning process for kids who are not really understanding the
language in context.” He added, “there is a place for that type of Ebonic activity where
you are helping teachers to understand how to facilitate code-switching to the advantage
of children and the acceleration of children achieving reading in the standard process.”
He was very careful, however, to specify the importance of not portraying Ebonics “as
some kind of crutch that [students] need help with,” rather he wanted kids to be able to
still “identify their culture and language as important.” He doesn’t want “something
[they] use everyday at home and understand to be swift and fast and cool” to be
interpreted as “wrong” at school.

He emphasized that, “Yes, there is a place to train

teachers to facilitate a faster acquisition of Standard English for these kids that foster
public speaking, but that somehow their language should also be encouraged to remain
intact and highlighted through the same venues as literature and poetry and other types of
expository texts.” He was adamant that “it’s fine to put kids in categories as
bilingual/ESL, as long as the end product is to facilitate the state standards and be able to
fully participate in a society politically economically, but [I want] them to also feel proud
of their language and culture because that’s what Ebonics is.” In his discussion of a
program, Charles really seemed to embrace the concept of maintaining a home language
while learning to effectively code-switch with the standard.
Ahmed saw the benefits of such a program for teachers. He assured that “teachers
should see the value in trying to understand these speech patterns. They should know
something about black speech and how it came out of a background of an isolated
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population.” He acknowledged the benefits of the program for teachers, which will
inevitably benefit students.
Marvin was the only participant who replied with blunt negativity; however, in
his explanation he continued to address the importance of individual elements of the
program and the importance of code-switching. His original response was “no,” he was
“dead against it,” but he followed up by saying, “black people have to learn two idioms.”
He explained that you “can’t go into black culture and speak white English, because
you’d be rejected and vice versa.” He claims “you can’t mix both,” but you need to
“learn how to speak both.” He then questioned some of the mechanics of the
programming, asking “when would you teach it,” as there are “only so many hours in a
day.” He also commented that it’s not just about language, but also about curriculum and
its delivery. He stated that “people delivering the curriculum are totally ignorant of any
culture but their own.” He said that people are taught to be educators, but that they’re not
taught how “to educate all people.” He reported that students “need to be exposed to
Standard English. They need to learn Standard English,” but “it doesn’t need to be
translated.” Overall, his emphasis on knowing two languages was, in fact, in alignment
with the program and his concerns about culture and delivery were reflected in other
participant’s responses.
Overall, Tim showed the most skepticism of any of the participants for a
productive outcome in the content of his response. He admitted that a program such as
this “maybe would” be beneficial, but “it’s pretty low on the list of things that need to
happen for those kids in general.” One of his biggest concerns was the overall
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complexity of the program. He claimed that from large scale studies he’s learned that
“complicated stuff doesn’t work.” He said “difficult interventions are less successful in
the long run because they tend not to be done right.” He claimed that more simple
instructional strategies such as “reciprocal reading” and “systematic vocabulary
instruction” work “because there is a good chance you’re doing it right, because it’s
simple.” He compared the concept of a code-switching program for Ebonics speakers to
bilingual education, which “has a less powerful effect, because it’s as often done wrong
as it’s done right. There’s not a huge pay off because it’s hard to do.” He said that
“certainly the research is supporting contrastive analysis for speakers of Spanish as a big
part of high achievement in bilingual programs and teaching them in general,” but claims
that “we’re not doing that, because it’s hard.”
He stated that the question is not about whether or not it’s been done, the question
is whether or not “it can work at scale.” He asserted that if William Labov would go into
a classroom, it would have good effects, but if you try to “roll this out to 60 classes in 60
schools across the district” that is a different kind of question. He also commented on its
vulnerability saying, “anyone can sweep it away at any moment” and “it messes students
up.” He added that program instability and inconsistency is actually one of nine factors
that contribute to an epidemic of the “long term English learners,” or students who speak
a language other than English at home, have been in school for six years and continue to
be two years below grade level.
He also pointed to the lack of teacher training, materials and familiarity with the
topic as additional barriers that add to the program’s complexity. He claimed “there’s not
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a lot of built up know-how and expertise the way there might be around teaching math,”
and “there aren’t a lot of materials, if they exist.”
Finally, in his discussion in the complexity of the program, he looked at the
messages that are being communicated as a result of the program and what can happen if
it is unsuccessful. He says that,
It’s so easy when we start teaching to fix something to slip into thinking
about it as a problem. And I know that these programs are designed not to
do that, but again, that gets at the whole ‘things are hard.’ It’s hard to
teach to fix something and preserve your belief that it’s not a problem.
It’s a complicated mental thing to do. And teaching school is hard and
you have to do a whole lot of things all at once. It means complex ideas
tend to get simplified because a million things happen at once.
He addresses the fact that “America is so wounded around issues of race in
general” that risk comes with trying to negotiate the power standard in schools. He thinks
that any teacher who tries to “get near to it, their attitude towards African Americans and
the students’ attitude is going to drop back into the same old historical struggles of
power.” Most importantly, he suggests being careful with a program such as this,
because “if you launch it and it doesn’t work, you end up blaming the students.”
Overall, the concepts and guidelines upon which the program was created seem to
be aligned with the beliefs of the participants in my study. Many of the concerns,
however, are focused on the realities that appear when actual implementation begins to
occur within a district. Questions like who is teaching it, how they are teaching it and
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what the long-term implementation will look like, were all legitimate concerns that were
addressed in the responses of many participants.
Recurring Themes
From eliciting answers to my five common questions, I observed several common
themes that recurred throughout the responses that offer insight into my topic of research
and introduce other impacting elements on a child’s education. From my analysis,
recurring themes included: the importance and variance of the home environment in
supporting education, concepts of “acting white,” the importance of code-switching, and
the importance of literacy and other curricula integration with black culture and language.
Home Environment
One topic that all participating teachers commented on was the effect of the home
environment on a child’s education and his or her ability to learn. All of the teachers I
interviewed shared many stories and insights about how the lifestyle of a student outside
of school can create challenges for learning in school.
Charles was clear in his opinion that student growth and development is, “not just
the efforts of the teachers or lack thereof. It’s much more complex than that.” He said,
“We need to look at families.” For example, Charles commented on how language
“stems from home”. He expressed that “if the language in the home is not formal, then
what the kid brings to school is the language that is spoken most comfortably at home.”
He offered that maybe educators need to “continue to look at the very difficult task of
how to impact the first educators of children: parents.” He expressed a wish to raise
“awareness and knowledge of what [parents] can do with their beautiful babies before
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they get to school,” as early as they “pop out” at the hospital. He thought strategies such
as modeling reading would be important for parents to know. He said he hoped that “the
fact that what children bring to school is a huge part of the equation in urban schools” is
not overlooked when evaluating success of students and schools. He announced that
“nothing is more powerful than impacting the homes at the very earliest stage.”
Charles also commented on his own childhood, saying that his mom only had a
high school diploma and his dad had an 8th grade education, but they valued education.
He said his “parents preached it. They read in front of us. They read to us.” He also
described how “they didn’t teach hate.” Growing up, he didn’t even know what that was.
Also, they “weren’t allowed to be profane” and they were “taught kindness.” Along with
these ideas, he contrasted the idea of anxiety and the “everyday chaos in children’s’
lives.” He described children as coming to school and looking normal, but their brains
being “just wrecked.” He thought that when children come from anxiety-ridden home
situations, they “can’t learn like that” and they “can’t focus on anything.” He said
despite it all, “teachers have to keep doing the best they can” and “take kids as far as they
want to go and further if they are open to learning.”
Marvin talked in a great detail about stories of students he’s had that came from
very unsteady and “broken” homes. His stories included students from families
struggling with drug, sexual and physical abuse, lack of food and money, and
inconsistency in housing. He questioned, “How can you teach these kids” when
education is “irrelevant to them” and they’re just “trying to survive?” He claimed that
what was being taught in school “has little, if any, relevance to their existence.”

59

He talked about his own life experience of being homeless once and living in
poverty. He said he was “not the best and the brightest in school,” but he “had structure
at home.” He had “a family that gave him values that enabled him to succeed” and
without his family, he “would not have been able to succeed.”
In his career, Marvin discussed how he taught kids that there are three things they
needed to be successful: (1) the ability to focus, (2) the ability to work hard, and (3) a
support system, including a family that supports and values education. He said that the
kids he taught in District ABC “lack[ed] all three.” He emphasized that education has to
“come from the home first.” He commented that it is “a rare exception when you can
reach a child”, but if you “want to reach the greatest number of kids” you have to “start in
the home”.
Finally, James also commented on family as a necessary support system through
reflection of his own experience and that of his students. He said that he was “fortunate
to have parents that guided me as a student.” He offered the idea that there should be a
“mentorship program for kids that are lacking in that area to help guide them.” He
claimed that when “kids don’t have the proper guidance” they get pushed “out into the
streets” and then they get “the life of crime and negative things start happening.” He
thought that if teachers are able to “reach them in a positive way, they’re less likely to get
into gangs and get into the negative aspects of life.” James agreed that, “if adults are
struggling most of the time, the kids are going to struggle. If we can reach adults in some
way to help their kids along the way, that is going to help a lot.” He believed that “strong
adult and preschool type programs are real important, because once a kid enters school
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and they don’t have a solid foundation, it’s like the old saying: ‘If you start behind, you
stay behind,’” though he added, “That’s not across the board,” as there are exceptions.
James compared successful adult education that makes “sure parents are equipping their
kids with the proper things they need to be successful in school” to building a house. He
said, as educators, we can “build on that foundation and if the foundation is there, they
will be on track.”
As retired educators, Charles, Marvin and James all possessed certain insight into
how the home lives of children impact their learning at school. All three reflected on the
less fortunate home stories of many students they taught and how they negatively
impacted the students’ ability to learn in school. All unanimously agreed that education
starts in the home and reaching families early on in a child’s life can have a positive
impact on their education, in addition to strong pre-school and Kindergarten programs.
In addition to the anxiety caused by unsteady home lives as a negative factor in a child’s
education, there is also the social pressure provided by peers in the community related to
race, language and group identity.
“Acting White”
When discussing the topic of language and code-switching, almost all of the
participants mentioned the concept of “acting white” or designating a color or race to a
certain style of speech. More specifically, many African American students feel social
pressures through ridicule about “acting white” while speaking SAE. This social
phenomenon was viewed as a norm for students among their friends and families and
often as an additional social challenge students may face when learning in school.
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Charles reflected that “children are cruel to each other about being smart.” He
said that learning SAE is “perceived as being and thinking you’re smart and talking with
a white person.” He said kids use it against each other as he remembered his own
brothers saying things to him like, “Why are you talking white?” He said kids are
“ridiculed for speaking a certain way.” In his own opinion, he argued it “isn’t talking
white, [it’s] talking standard” or “the way people talk at work.” He retorted, “we do
different things for different places” and “to work, you have to speak SE.”
Marvin reflected on the social status of children and how race is communicated to
them on a larger scale. He said that “kids come from a depressed area” and “it’s already
been mediated to kids from the larger society. They learn that white is right and black is
bad” and therefore “they hate themselves.” He suggested that a large percentage of kids
are depressed and questioned how they can learn in this depressed state, saying it’s
“impossible to focus on any meaningful lesson.”
James stated that “keeping an open mind is important” as kids from any nonwhite race learn to adjust to the “European system” while struggling to keep their own
culture as well. He thinks this bi-culturalism is possible, but he noticed that some
“African Americans don’t always adjust to white society, because they try to keep too
much of themselves and not enough of what’s going on around them.” He suggested that
the “struggle begins at that point.” He added that if there is a lot patience when working
with families and kids from the “white perspective,” then “we’ll find that achievement
gap to be closed a lot more.”
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Franco offered his thoughts very concisely when discussing the parallels of
speaking in the standard or adhering to school norms and “acting white.” He generalized
that “African American kids believe that to be bad is good.” They have the perspective
of “I wanna be bad, I wanna be mischievous, I wanna be that” because as he announced,
“the alternative is to be good and the alternative is being white.”
Ahmed discussed his position in contrast to the norm of conforming to a white
society. He detailed his personal journey of identity within a mainstream society by
telling,
Black people get upset with me, because their aspiration is to be
American. I’m not there yet. There are a lot of things that are admirable
about American people but not everything. I don’t want to be like white
people. I’m not anti-white. They came from the same place as me: from
the womb on the planet. But I don’t look at them like they are the models
of human behavior, hook, line and sinker. I don’t have to be white.
There’s another way to do that.
His concept of “acting white” encompassed more than simply language, but
lifestyle and culture as everyday existence as well. He pridefully described his
identity as an African American in contrast to a white American.
Finally, Tim discussed the concept of group identity through language and
referenced Ebonics as a mark of resistance after some 400 years of white
supremacy and violence against African Americans. He said that this history has
resulted in “group dynamics, resistance strategies and ways of marking
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resistance,” such as with language. He questioned why it would be in a student’s
interest to abandon this mark of resistance when it shows that, “I’m part of this
group and I’m not part of that group and I’m showing you that every time I talk.”
He wondered, “What reason do [students] have to believe what [educators are]
telling them [to be] true?” He said that though educators may imply the message
that speaking in the standard will lead to improved success, students have reasons
to be skeptical of this promise.
Tim then discussed an element of motivation with group identity and
cohesiveness, saying that if students speak in a different way, they are “sending
messages to [their] peers in the hood that [they will] be abandoning them soon.”
He suggested that if a student behaves “in a way that acts like [he or she is] not
going to stay around long, no one will maintain that friendship.” He claimed this
is the “burden of being black.” “Speaking in the standard is announcing that
you’re not going to stay in the hood. It announces that you’re going to be moving
away.” In this way, students have added social pressure to maintain their
language and not use the standard, particularly with peers.
It was clear through these interviews that race is inherently tied to language and
how a person’s racial identity is perceived by others through speech. It seemed to be
agreed upon that many, if not all, black students and other students of non-European
decent face some pressure toward racial and cultural conformity in the traditional
American school system. Although there is an added social pressure to learn to speak in

64

a standard way in order to adhere to the school system, many of the study participants
viewed the ability to code-switch between Ebonics and SAE as a necessity.
Importance of Code-Switching
Another element that many participants reflected on was the importance of codeswitching for students who speak Ebonics. All discussed the ability to transfer between
Ebonics and SAE as a survival skill that is necessary for students and professionals alike.
Some even made parallels between linguistic bilingualism and the ability to play different
styles of music.
Barry noted that when a lot of African Americans get together, it doesn’t matter if
we “have PhDs, law degrees, medical degrees; we are able to shift languages.” He says,
“We can code-switch to the point where if we were with our friends, there would be
times when you’re like, ‘Wait. What are you saying?’ And that is awesome. That is the
ability to be bilingual.” When asked whether or not the home language of Ebonics
speakers affected their ability to be successful in general, he replied, “No, because like so
many successful people before them, as long as they know to code-switch, they’ll be
fine.”
Barry discussed a parallel between linguistic bilingualism in literacy and learning
to be bilingual in music. As a performing musician, he revealed that he can play the
blues, but he can also play rock and roll. He said the act of “code-switching” helps him
switch between those two different styles of music. Just as with language, he described
code-switching as the “ability to move easily, smoothly, from one cultural practice to
another;” and that “as professionals, we code-switch so fast we don’t think about it.”
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Marvin was very succinct in his opinions about code-switching, saying “black
people have to learn two idioms” because you “can’t go into black culture and speak
white English.” He explained that a person would “be rejected and vice versa,” because
one “can’t mix both.” He reported that a person needs to “learn how to speak both.”
James also recognized the importance of maintaining both languages and the
benefits of being bilingual. He explained that there “is a time and a place” for Ebonics,
as he still uses it “some.” He reflected on the value of bilingualism by saying “learning
the mainstream language of society in addition to keeping your own” is like having “the
best of all worlds.”
Tim reflected on the commonality and ease of code-switching by saying, “A lot of
African American kids can talk proper when they need to. There’s a good chance that a
lot of them can switch over.” He even extends code-switching beyond Ebonics and SE,
replying that “Everyone possesses a wide variety of dialects” and “code-switching is
common and everyone does it.”
These participants easily compared code-switching to bilingualism, reflecting on
its importance in everyday life for students and professionals alike. They viewed it as a
survival skill that many students use or learn to use in order to be successful in a variety
of environments.
Curriculum Integration
Another important topic that some of the participants commented on is the
importance of incorporating appropriate literature and multicultural curricula into the
school day. They commented that not only is the language through which the curriculum
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is being communicated important, but the content and how it’s being communicated can
have an important impact on connecting kids to learning.
Charles said Ebonics should be “continued to be looked at in a positive way and
highlighted through the literature” rather than used to “diminish or make someone feel
less smart than someone else.” He said that “the best teachers that [he’s] observed get
around the language by taking the language they’re hearing from the students and giving
it back to them through literature.” In this way, teachers can “start to show how colorful
language can be.” He offered the idea of “going back and reading texts from the civil
rights time, Jim Crow laws or, if it’s more advanced reading, things like Huckleberry
Finn.” He declared these topics and stories are important because, “Any of [them] have
language in them that sound like the language of the kids who speak Ebonics.”
Marvin discussed topics in the curriculum that are important to incorporate in
order to make African American students feel valued through history, geography and
literature. He claimed that “people have tried to integrate people of color or stories from
the African American experience in textbooks,” but “not enough stories have been
included.” He announced that black curriculum today consists of Martin Luther King, Jr.
and Rosa Parks, but “that is the farthest from the truth.” He discussed in detail the
importance of going all the way back to the times of the Caesars to talk about the
contributions of the Hamitic people, who he described as “basically, black people.” He
told of their contributions to phonics, the alphabet and numbers and how these concepts
are just “glossed over” as relevant history topics in education. He remarked how, “When
you don’t teach a person’s history, you devalue them because you say you didn’t exist.”
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Instead, Marvin suggested that we should, “Teach history from a universal perspective
about what everyone has brought,” because right now, “what happens in schools is you
have people who are invisible historically and therefore there is no worth attributed to
them.” He commented that students are left “asking ‘Where am I?’ when textbooks all
have white faces.”
Marvin continued to comment on an inadequate geography curriculum saying as a
teacher he used to incorporate “as much geography and social sciences in his class as
possible.” One example he pointed to was that “Americans think of Africa as a
monolithic place, when there are countries and dialects and rich in culture, and not all
Africans are the same.” He remembered one boy who, when asked where he came from,
said, “Africa,” but didn’t know which country. Marvin compared him to other
international students who knew which countries they were from.
Finally, Marvin commented on the importance of music when instructing black
students. He said if you “teach through music, they would learn it.” He offered that
“music might be able to teach them, because it’s an integral part of black culture,”
especially in combination with movement.
Ahmed passionately stated that “The American curriculum needs to be
overhauled. It should be revolutionized. All curriculum.” He claimed that “This is why
Americans inherit this uneasy imagination about history and are anti-historical,” because
“things written in a book are more like propaganda than history.” He proposed that
“They are anti-historical because they don’t explain the history right.” When speaking
about history and the civil rights movement, he commented that “We’re not doing black
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people a favor by not putting it in the book. Don’t take [Abraham] Lincoln out. Put
[Frederick] Douglass in. He’s one of the most important men of the 19th century,” and
“He belongs there, not because he’s black.” Ahmed declared that “If you want to
understand black people and their culture, read some Langston Hughes. Read some Zora
Neale Hurston. Read some W.E.B. Du Bois. Read Jubilee by Margaret Walker. Read
Alice Walker.” He also referenced a quote by Margaret Mead: “Never doubt that a small
group of thoughtful, committed people can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing
that ever has,” he says, taught him “there’s more than one way to be human.”
He said that if we “could teach black stories just like we teach native stories,” we could
“get a better sense of what America is.”
Charles, Ahmed and Marvin all valued the importance of incorporating black
stories into everyday American curriculum in order to engage and validate African
American students through literature, history, geography and music.
Conclusion
In summary, I was able to gather information in direct response to my core
questions, as well as discover integrating themes throughout the responses. It was
evident through interviews that the language of African American students was and is not
currently being addressed formally within classrooms in District ABC. This may be due
to the lack of training and programs within the district over the last 20 some years.
According to the observations of my participants in the district, this lack of training and
programs was not due to the fact that language was not impacting learning. Rather,
language has strongly been observed to impact learning and particularly assessment of
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learning in the district. The concept of a program to teach code-switching to speakers of
Ebonics while preserving their home culture and language is considered a positive
potential idea; however there were many hesitations with the actual implementation and
long term outcomes.
Additionally, there were many other important contributing factors to a child’s
language development and overall education that became evident as themes throughout
the interviews. These topics included unstable home environments and lack of support
for education at home, social pressures from peers in the community about “acting white”
when speaking in SAE, the importance of being able to code-switch in everyday
situations as well as integrating black stories and culture in to curriculum through many
academic subjects.
In this chapter, I presented the results of my data collection by discussing results
related to the questions throughout my interview. I also outlined four common themes
that permeated the responses of my participants including the importance and variance of
the home environment in supporting education, the consequences of “acting white,” the
importance of code-switching and the importance of incorporating black language and
culture in the curriculum. In Chapter Five, I will discuss my major findings, their
implications and suggestions for further research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS

The focus of this study is language programming designed specifically for
Ebonics-speakers to learn SAE. The question guiding my field research was “What is the
history of language programming for Ebonics-speakers in District ABC?” Also, “Is there
a perceived need for a program?” In this final chapter, I use the information gained from
the research review in Chapter Two as well as the data collected in Chapter Three to
discuss the major findings and implications of my field research. Included in this
discussion, I present limitations of the study and suggestions for further research in order
to continue to advance learning and academic success for Ebonics-speakers.
Major Findings
From the five interviews I conducted with previous and current employees
spanning back from current day to as early as 1975, there was little to no recollection of
formal training programs or even discussions about the topic of Ebonics in schools. The
extent to which Ebonics has been addressed in the classroom remained and continues to
be varied and completely dependent upon individual teachers. As mentioned by a
member of the Multilingual Department, the extent to which language is assessed in
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reading and writing is not clearly defined in terms of transfer from Ebonics to SAE. It
appears that whatever knowledge a teacher has gathered on his or her own time is what
influences instruction and assessment in each teacher’s classroom, which can create great
variance in instruction and assessment across the district. The lack of formal education
and training about Ebonics most likely allows the perpetuation and persistence of
stereotypes and misunderstandings about the language of many African American
students in the classroom.
To my observations, it appears that the data that has been compiled about Ebonics
over the years by linguists is not a part of the spectrum of knowledge that informs
instruction in District ABC. The cultural disconnect that participants identified between
middle-income white teachers and lower-income black students is only inflated by the
lack of information and training on Ebonics and how it impacts academic language
development, possibly becoming a contributing factor to the achievement gap.
Implications
The question is, then, whether a language program designed specifically for
students who speak Ebonics to learn Standard American English while embracing their
own culture and language is necessary. Though all participants fully embraced the
importance of code-switching with SAE in fostering academic success for Ebonics
speakers, there was some apprehension surrounding the actual implementation of a
language program. Concerns included the complexity of the program and difficulty of its
implementation and the underlying message about the value and purpose of Ebonics that
may be transmitted as a result of such a curriculum. Some feared that it might create

72

more damage than good if the message or objectives were not communicated effectively
or if the program was under-funded or inconsistent. While all these concerns are valid,
appropriately educating teachers through adequate programs and training may help
diminish the possibility of negative outcomes. I think the complete absence of
information informing instruction for speakers of Ebonics is arguably more damaging
and inconsistent for students than an inadequate program. While some teachers may be
well informed about the history and origins, as well as grammatical features of Ebonics
and how to use this awareness to successfully aid students’ code-switching for academic
purposes, it’s possible that many may be under-informed. “In spite of the vast amount of
research on the topic, a great majority of Americans, including educators, have greatly
distorted notions about the nature of this language” (Maddahian & Sandamela, 2000), p.
2). Prior to my own research on the topic, I found myself limiting students through my
perceptions of their language development, not knowing how to overcome some of the
linguistic differences during writing instruction despite my background in bilingual
education and my sensitivity to second language learners. I naively observed transfers
from Ebonics as errors and obstacles to instruction, rather than a linguistic foundation
upon which to build. It’s probable that many other teachers experience the same
phenomenon with the lack of teacher education about Ebonics.
When we don’t educate the educators of our students, we are inevitably doing a
disservice to the students through the education they are receiving. As Delpit (1998)
argues, “the teacher’s job is to provide access to the national ‘standard’ as well as to
understand the language the children speak sufficiently to celebrate its beauty (p.25).”
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Without understanding the historical significance and grammatical features of Ebonics,
teachers are unable to fully grasp and utilize their students’ language in a way to foster
academic achievement in the standard and a pride and ownership in its speakers.
Language training for teachers is the first step towards providing a more comprehensive
and inclusive education for speakers of Ebonics. Once teachers understand the historical
and educational significance of Ebonics, they will feel more confident when learning
about and actually implementing instruction on code-switching strategies in their own
classrooms. Furthermore, it would be helpful to provide lists or even sets of literature to
classroom teachers to serve as models of inclusive linguistic practices to aid in this
instruction and integrate more linguistic diversity in literacy instruction.
Limitations
This study possessed limitations that may have influenced the findings to varying
and undeterminable degrees. Some of these limitations included number of participants,
inconsistency in interviews with concerns to questions and locations, race discrepancy,
and reliability of the human memory and recall of experiences.
First and foremost is the number of participants. I was seeking to create a
historical picture of what happened in District ABC with reference to Ebonics language
programs, curricula and training in the past 30 years. Through connections I established,
I was able to meet and interview a variety of people who had held positions as teachers,
principals and department personnel in the school district over this time; however, every
experience is not necessarily generalizable to an entire school district. The depth of data
that I collected does not go beyond the experiences of my participants. To validate my
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findings even more and create a more detailed depiction of history, I would need to
collect more interviews from people who were engaged in the education of Ebonics
speakers during this time period.
Another limitation was varied consistency within the interviews themselves in
relation to both questions and locations. After completing the first few interviews, I
developed new ideas for additional questions to ask during the subsequent interviews.
Therefore, I actually collected additional data from the later interviews that I would have
liked to compare with the first few interviews (see Appendices E and F). The additional
information I collected in the later interviews stemmed from questions about my
participants’ perceived success of Ebonics speakers both in and out of school in a general
sense.
There were also two interviews in which the participants had not received the
questions prior to the interview. I feel the responses from these participants may have
been more thorough if they had the opportunity to preview and prepare responses as the
other participants did. An additional inconsistency was that the very first interview was
not recorded nor typed, but handwritten and summarized during the conversation.
Though I am confident the information from the interview was still accurate, it simply
was recorded in a different way (as summary statements of ideas, rather than transcribed
from a recording). This participant also had the opportunity to review her responses after
the interview and offer any feedback or corrections about the summary. The varying
locations of each interview may have also had an influence on the data. While some
interviews took place in the participants’ own homes, others took place in bustling public
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restaurants or diners. The influence of the noise and comfort levels of the participants in
each location on their responses is undeterminable.
Another limitation to the study is the demographic factor that I, myself, brought to
the interview. African American men were the most frequent participants in this study
while I am a white woman. Because my interview topic and questions were related to
race through language, the manner in which answers were presented may or may not
have been influenced by the difference in race of the interviewer and the interviewees.
Finally, as this research was largely qualitative, there is always the question of
reliability when recapping the human experience. I asked participants to reflect on a
lifetime of professional experience that I elicited by asking approximately 10 questions in
less than two hours. Recollecting and summarizing one’s thoughts and opinions on a
very specific topic is difficult, particularly when meeting with a stranger who is typing
and recording responses. Once a thought was expressed verbally, it was recorded and
written down as data without a lot of options to revise or change information upon
completion of the interview. Though I don’t question the candor of my participants, there
is always the possibility of error in recounting events and even formulating opinions and
thoughts on the spot.
Further Research
As with any educational topic about how students learn in schools, there is always
continued opportunity for research. It was evident from my research that there is room
for growth and development on the topic of Ebonics and education in District ABC.
Ideally, I think a work force comprised of teachers, district personnel and researchers
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alike should be assembled to look more specifically at the language populations and
needs within District ABC in order to develop or revise appropriate assessments and
curricula. They could look more closely at the AEMP program in LAUSD and work with
professionals there to help construct their own program in District ABC. A pilot program
could be instituted at one of the designated high needs schools and data can be collected
throughout this process as to its successes and challenges. Once we have entertained
success on a smaller scale, the district can begin to consider expanding the program to the
necessary locations.
Because language is not the only factor contributing to a child’s academic
success, there are other issues that may be addressed at a school or district level that were
brought up as recurring themes in the interviews. There may be a need for additional or
improved programs to connect parents to the schools in order to inform them about how
to support their child’s education at home. Ways to engage parents in the school
environment will likely lead to success for the students. Investing in strong early
education programs such as pre-school and Kindergarten will also help set up the
foundation upon which to build further knowledge. Integration of black culture and
stories in the curriculum through literature, history, geography and music can also help
diminish the racial divide of academic achievement and help students feel more included
the school environment.
Conclusion
“I would argue that language is the most important tool of society; it is the foundation of
all social cohesion, the only communicative system capable of laughter and cries, of
music and style, of ethos, pathos, and logic, and the intricate presentation of culture and
of self.” (Taylor, 1989)
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It is undeniable that the African American community has been successful
utilizing Ebonics in creative and musical ways, specifically in the genre of Hip Hop.
This includes a group of elementary school students from Minneapolis, MN who recently
gained national recognition for a Hip Hop song they wrote and performed about Hot
Cheetos and Takis (CBS Minnesota, 2012). Though these students were able to achieve
amplified success in the music scene, unfortunately linguistic abilities such as these often
are not correlated with academic success (Minnesota Department of Education, 2012).
It’s apparent that there is a disconnect between the language skills many African
American students bring to school and the current methods of instruction and assessment.
My research has confirmed my beliefs about the importance of language in
educating and assessing students. I think when educators understand Ebonics in its rich
historical and grammatical context, a message of value and respect will ultimately be
communicated to our students. Through a mutual understanding transmitted by more
linguistically and culturally inclusive education, the disparity African American students
may feel from the mainstream curricula will diminish.
With appropriate training, teachers will be able to use the languages students
bring to school as building blocks to further learning rather than viewing them as
obstacles or deficits to overcome. Students will feel validated as learners by a curriculum
that communicates directly to them. Language is, after all, an essential element of
cultural identity that validates students’ perceptions of themselves as successful learners.
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APPENDIX A

Goals of the Academic Plan for the Ann Arbor School Board from the court order of Judge
Charles W. Joiner in Martin Luther King Junior Elementary School Children vs. Ann
Arbor School District (1979)
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Goals of the Academic Plan for the Ann Arbor School Board from the court order of Judge
Charles W. Joiner in Martin Luther King Junior Elementary School Children vs. Ann
Arbor School District (1979)

A. Help the staff of King Elementary School to appreciate and understand the
characteristics of and background of Black English;
B. Train the professional staff of King Elementary School to identify children in
their classes who may speak Black English as their only dialect, as a dominant
dialect, or as a second dialect;
C. Assist the staff at King Elementary to respond appropriately to the needs of
children who speak Black English when providing instruction and reading in
Standard English;
D. Establish a consultation liaison with an external agent that ensures on-going
exchange of the latest professional information on Black English and it’s role
in learning to read in Standard English;
E. Help the professional staff at King Elementary School to better communicate
to parents the continuing need for parental input and support.
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APPENDIX B

Interview Questions

81

Interview Questions for the Multilingual Department

1. Currently, what language populations does the Multilingual Department serve?
2. Has the Multilingual Department ever implemented programs to serve populations of
students who speak varieties of English, more specifically Ebonics?
3. Are you aware of any training that has been provided to teachers or principals about
teaching students who speak varieties of English, more specifically Ebonics?
4. Do you think the language these students bring to school affects their academic
success in literacy and other subjects? If so, how?
5. Do you think a language program designed specifically for students who speak
Ebonics to learn Standard American English while embracing their own culture and
language would benefit the students in MPS and help close the Achievement Gap? Why?
6. If there were a program in the district designed to teach Standard English to
populations of students who speak Ebonics while celebrating their home language and
culture, what role(s) would the Multilingual Department play (training, implementation,
funding, etc.)?
7. How would you foresee a program such as this playing out in the schools logistically?
(Who would teach it, etc.)
8. Do you have any other thoughts or ideas about Ebonics and its role in the education of
our students in MPS?
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Interview Questions for the Diversity Department

1. Approximately how many African American students attend District ABC?
2. If known, approximately how many students speak Ebonics?
What tools do we currently have to assess this data?
3. How well do students who speak Ebonics perform in Literacy (Reading and Writing)
compared to students who do not? Please, be as specific as possible and when available,
use data to support statements.)
4. In what ways, if any, do teachers in your district address the students’ home language
(Ebonics) in the classroom?
5. Do you think the language these students bring to school affects their academic
success in literacy and other subjects? If so, how? (Again, be as specific as possible and
use data when available to support statements.)
6. Have the principals and teachers in your district had any training specifically related to
improving the academic achievement of students who speak Ebonics?
7. Do you think a language program designed specifically for students who speak
Ebonics to learn Standard American English while embracing their own culture and
language would benefit the students in your district and help close the Achievement Gap?
Why?
8. What further support (of any kind) do you need or think is necessary to improve the
academic success of African American students and help close the Achievement Gap?
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Interview Questions for Principals

1. Briefly describe your employment history with District ABC.
2. Do you know approximately how many students in your school speak Ebonics /
African American Language (AAL)?
3. In general, how well do students who speak Ebonics perform in Literacy compared to
students who do not? (If possible, use data to support statements.)
4. In what ways, if any, do teachers at your school address the students’ home language
(Ebonics) in the classroom?
5. Do you think the language these students bring to school affects their academic
success in literacy and other subjects? If so, how? (If possible, use data to support
statements.)
6. Have you or teachers at your school had any training specifically related to improving
the academic achievement of students who speak Ebonics? If so, please describe.
7. Do you think a language program designed specifically for students who speak
Ebonics to learn Standard American English while embracing their own culture and
language would benefit the students at your school and help close the Achievement Gap?
Why?
8. What further support (of any kind) do you need or think is necessary to improve the
academic success of African American students and help close the Achievement Gap?
9. Do you have any additional thoughts of the topic of African American Language in
education?
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Interview Questions for Retired Employees of District ABC #1

1. Describe your prior experience in education / Minneapolis Public Schools.
2. When you worked in MPS, approximately what population of students were African
American compared to today (37%)?
3. When you were employed by the district, in what ways, if any, were students’ home
language (Ebonics) addressed in the classrooms (assessments, programs, professional
development, etc.)?
4. Do you think the home language of these students affected their academic success in
literacy and other subjects? In what ways?
5. Do you think a language program designed specifically for students who speak
Ebonics to learn Standard American English while embracing their own culture and
language would benefit speakers of Ebonics and help close the Achievement Gap? Why?
6. What further support (of any kind) do you need or think is necessary to improve the
academic success of African American students and help close the Achievement Gap?
7. Do you have any additional thoughts about African American Language (AAL) and
education?

85

Interview Questions for Retired Employees of District ABC #2

1. Describe your professional experience in education / District ABC.
2. When you were employed by the district, in what ways, if any, were students’ home
language (Ebonics) addressed in the classrooms (assessments, programs, etc.)?
3. In your time in education, have you or anyone you’ve known had any training
specifically related to improving the academic achievement of students who speak
Ebonics? If so, please describe.
5. Do you think the home language of these students affects their academic success in
literacy and other subjects? In what ways?
6. Do you think the home language of these students affects their academic experience in
general? If so, how?
7. Do you think the home language of these students affects their success outside of
school? If so, how?
8. Do you think a language program designed specifically for students who speak
Ebonics to learn Standard American English while embracing their own culture and
language would benefit speakers of Ebonics and help close the Achievement Gap? Why?
9. What further support (of any kind) do you think is necessary to improve the academic
success of African American students and help close the Achievement Gap?
10. Do you have any additional thoughts about African American Language (AAL) and
education?
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