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California Standards Test 2003, Mathematics Grades 2-11
Percent of Students Scor ing Proficient or  Advanced Compar ison of

Afr ican Amer ican, Hispanic and White Students
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California Standards Tests 2003, English Language Ar ts Grades 2-11
Percent of Students Scor ing Proficient or  Advanced Compar ison of

Afr ican Amer ican, Hispanic and White Students
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California Standards Test
7th Grade Math
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Source: USDOE, NCES, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) (2003 Data)
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NAEP Grade 4 Reading
by Race/Ethnicity, Nation
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California: NAEP 8th Grade Math
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Why is our Why is our 
Best Effort Failing?Best Effort Failing?



Geneva GayGeneva Gay

Conventional Paradigms and 
proposals for improving the 
achievement of students of 
color are doomed to failure 

because...
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Reform proposals fail because…

� They are deeply enmeshed in a deficit 
orientation
– Concentrates on what ethnically, racially, and 

linguistically different students don’ t have and 
can’ t do

� They claim cultural neutrality
– Deal with academic performance by divorcing 

it from other factors that affect achievement 
such as culture, ethnicity, and personal 
experience



Perceptions About Perceptions About 
Students of ColorStudents of Color

A pervasive belief 
system by many 
educators that 

“ these kids 
can’ t”



Teacher Expectations and Teacher Expectations and 
Sense of Responsibility Sense of Responsibility 

for Student Learningfor Student Learning
The research suggests that 

cultural variables are powerful, 
yet often overlooked, factors 
that explain school failure of 

diverse students
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Findings: 
Diamond, Randolph & Spillane, 2004

� Teacher’s beliefs about students were patterned 
by the race and social class composition of the 
student population

� When students were majority low income and 
African American, teachers held more deficit 
oriented beliefs about them 

� Teachers beliefs about students and their sense 
of responsibility for student learning are deeply 
coupled
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What the Research Says
� Teacher’s perceptions of low income and students’

of color academic capacity are lower than those 
they hold for middle and upper income white 
students

� Teacher’s low expectations
– reduce students’ academic self image,
– cause students to exert less effort in school,
– lead teachers to give some students less challenging 

coursework.

Diamond, Randolph & Spillane, 2004
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The Instructional Climate for 
low-expectation students

� The Socioemotional Mood created by the 
Teachers with low expectations
– Instructional climate is perceived by students  

as uncaring and unsupportive
– Students are less motivated to participate in 

instructional activities
– Student’s limited participation negatively 

impacts achievement
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What the Research says

� “There is a direct link between student 
achievement and the extent to which 
teaching employs the cultural referents of 
students”

Geneva Gay, 2000
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Statement of the Problem

� The gap in achievement for Afr ican 
Amer ican and other underperforming 
students is wide in part because these 
students’ learning encounters with 
teachersare insufficiently aligned with 
their core cultural referents. 



School Reform
No Child Left Behind

Schools are being asked to 
redefine and restructure 
themselves to provide 

education to individuals 
previously ignored

Berliner & Biddle (1995)



WHO’S IN THE GAP? 
Standard English Learners

African Americans
American Indians

Hawaiian Americans
Mexican Americans



WhoWho’’ s Left Behind?s Left Behind?
Standard English LearnersStandard English Learners



Characteristics of SELs

� As a group they have the lowest scores on 
standardized achievement tests

� Educator attitudes toward their language 
and culture set up barriers to success in 
school

� We do not have systemic approaches for 
addressing their language acquisition and 
learning needs.



Ogbu’sTheory of 
Cultural Ecology



““ Culture is To Humans Culture is To Humans 
as Water Is to Fishas Water Is to Fish””

Wade Wade NobelsNobels



Language Language 
a Cultural Variable a Cultural Variable 

that Impacts Learningthat Impacts Learning



The Silence of the Literature
� The cultures of SELs are not viewed as a useful 

rubric for addressing their language, literacy, or 
learning needs.

• their cultures are deligitimized in the classroom
• their cultures are treated as if they are corruptions of the 

dominant culture 
• schools and teachers treat the language, prior knowledge, and 

values of SELsas aberrant
• teachers often presume that their job is to rid SELsof any 

vestiges of their own culture.
• SELshave been told systematically and consistently that they 

are inferior and incapable of high academic achievement.
• SELsare often taught by teachers who would rather not teach 

them and who have low expectations for their success
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LANGUAGE ACQUISITION IN CHILDRENLANGUAGE ACQUISITION IN CHILDREN

Language in Communicative 
Context

PRAGMATICSPRAGMATICS

The level of language as it functions and 
is used in a social context.

SEMANTICSSEMANTICS

The level of meaning of individual words and 
of word relationships in messages

SYNTAXSYNTAX

The level of combination of words into 
acceptable phrases, clauses, and sentences

MORPHOLOGYMORPHOLOGY

The level of combination of sounds into 
basic units of meaning (morphemes)

PHONOLOGYPHONOLOGY

The level of combination of features of 
sounds into significant speech sounds

Language as a Meaning System

Language as a Structured,
Rule-Governed System

MAJOR DIMENSIONS OF LANGUAGEMAJOR DIMENSIONS OF LANGUAGE
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African American SELs
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%age of students
below the 16th %ile

Source:  Labov 1995
Rickford 1997

DECLINING ACHIEVEMENT IN AA 
Reading and Math scores for predominately Black 

schools in Philadelphia (1995)
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Culturally and Culturally and 
Linguistically Linguistically 

Responsive InstructionResponsive Instruction



Language Variation in Language Variation in 
African American African American 
Standard English Standard English 

LearnersLearners



African Linguistic African Linguistic 
History History 
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African Language Families

� All African Languages are considered 
official languages of the African Union

� Afro Asiatic
� Nilo Saharan
� Niger Congo
� Niger Congo (Bantu)
� Khoi San



33

African Languages
Estimates of up to 3000 Languages spoken in Africa
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Characteristics of 
Niger-Congo Languages

� The Niger-Congo family of languages originated in West Africabut 
migrated to eastern and southern Africa

� Niger-Congo languages have a clear preference for open syllablesof 
the type CV (Consonant Vowel). 

� The typical word structure of proto-Niger-Congo is thought to have 
been CVCV, a structure still attested in, for example, Bantu, Mande
and Ijoid

� The large majority of present-day Niger-Congo languages is tonal. 
Tones are used partially for meaning but mostly for grammar

� There are 1000-1500 languages in Niger-Congo family
� Most of the Niger-Congo languages have prefixes and suffixes to 

qualify nouns and verbs. Nouns and verbs never exist on their own. U-
BABA (my father), U-YIHLO (your  father), U-YISE (his father).
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Non African Languages 
Spoken in Africa



The Loss Of African The Loss Of African 
Languages in AmericaLanguages in America
The Middle PassageThe Middle Passage
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Carter Woodson on AAL-1932

� Carter G. Woodson in 1933, wrote in The 
Mis-Education of the Negro:
– In the study of language in school pupils were 

made to scoff at the Negro dialect as some 
peculiar possession of the Negro which they 
should despise rather than directed to study the 
background of this language as a broken-down 
African tongue - in short to understand their 
own linguistic history…(p.19, italics added ).
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Slave Caravans and Forts

� After kidnapping potential 
slaves, merchants forced 
them to walk in slave 
caravans to the European 
coastal forts, sometimes as 
far as 1,000 miles. 

� For weeks, months, 
sometimes as long as a 
year, Africans waited in 
the dungeons of the slave 
factories scattered along 
Africa©s western coast.
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Interior of a Slave Ship

� Hundreds of slaves 
could be held within a 
slave ship. Tightly 
packed and confined in 
an area with just barely 
enough room to sit up, 
slaves were known to 
die from a lack of 
breathable air.
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The Middle Passage

� Over the centuries, millions died in the crossing. This meant that the living 
were often chained to the dead until ship surgeons had the corpses thrown 
overboard. 

� People were crowded together, 
usually forced to lie on their 

backs with their heads between 
the legs of others. This meant 
they often had to lie in each 

other©s feces, urine, and, in 
the case of dysentery, even 
blood.



African American African American 
LanguageLanguage
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DEFICIT PERSPECTIVE

DIALECTOLOGISTS  VIEW

CREOLIST HYPOTHESIS

ETHNOLINGUISTIC THEORY

DIFFERENCE
THEORIES

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF
AFRICAN AMERICAN LANGUAGE



43

WEST AFRICAN (NigerWEST AFRICAN (Niger--Congo) Congo) 
LANGUAGES THAT INFLUENCED AALLANGUAGES THAT INFLUENCED AAL

• Bambara
• Ewe
• Fanta
• Fon
• Fula
• Hausa
• Igbo
• Ibibio

• Kimbundu
• Longo
• Mandinka
• Mende
• Twi
• Umbundu
• Wolof
• Yoruba

Source:  Turner , Lorenzo  “ Afr icanisms In The Gullah Dialect” 1973
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Ebonics is the linguistic and paralinguistic 
features which on a concentric continuum 
represent the communicative competence of the 
west African, Caribbean, and the United States 
slave descendants of African origin.  

Williams (1973)

Ebonics - A Definition
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(African American Language) refers to the 
linguistic and paralinguistic features of the 
language that represents the communicative 
competence of the United States slave 
descendants of African origin.  

Adapted from Williams (1973)

African American Language 
(AAL) - A Definition
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LINGUISTIC SOCIETY OF AMERICA 
RESOLUTION

Excerpt from:  Resolution Issued, January 3, 1997

� The variety known as “Ebonics.” “African American 
Vernacular English” (AAVE), and “Vernacular Black 
English” and by other names is systematic and rule-
governed like all natural speech varieties.  In fact, all 
human linguistic systems... are fundamentally regular.  

� The systematic and expressive nature of the grammar and 
pronunciation patterns of the African American vernacular 
has been established by numerous scientific studies over 
the past thirty years.  Characterizations of Ebonics as 
“slang,” “mutant,” “ lazy,” “defective,” “ungrammatical,”
or ‘broken English” are incorrect and demeaning.



The Characteristic The Characteristic 
Linguistic Features of Linguistic Features of 

African American African American 
LanguageLanguage
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CHARACTERISTIC PHONOLOGICAL FEATURESCHARACTERISTIC PHONOLOGICAL FEATURES
OF AFRICAN AMERICAN LANGUAGEOF AFRICAN AMERICAN LANGUAGE

PHONOLOGICAL
VARIABLE

MAINSTREAM
AMERICAN
ENGLISH

AFRICAN
AMERICAN
LANGUAGE

CONSONANT
CLUSTER

/ TH /  SOUND

/ R /   SOUND

STRESS PATTERNS

/ L /  SOUND

DESK, TEST, COLD

THIS, THIN, MOUTH

SISTER, CAROL

PO LICE’ , HO TEL’

ALWAYS, MILLION

DES, TES, COL

DIS, TIN, MOUF

SISTA, CA’OL

PO’LICE, HO’TEL

A’WAYS, MI’ ION
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CHARACTERISTIC GRAMMATICAL FEATURESCHARACTERISTIC GRAMMATICAL FEATURES
OF AFRICAN AMERICAN LANGUAGEOF AFRICAN AMERICAN LANGUAGE

LINGUISTIC
VARIABLE

MAINSTREAM
AMERICAN
ENGLISH

AFRICAN
AMERICAN
LANGUAGE

LINKING VARIABLE

POSSESSIVE MARKER

PLURAL MARKER

VERB AGREEMENT

HABITUAL “ BE”

He is going

John’s cousin

I  have five cents

He runs home

She is often at home

He going

John cousin

I  have five cent

He run home

She be at home
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Mainstream Amer ican English:   I r regular  Third Person
Singular                         Plural 

I swim we swim

you swim you swim

he swims they swim

Afr ican Amer ican Language:  Regular  Third Person

Singular                     Plural 
I swim we swim
you swim you swim
he swim they swim

Third Person Singular
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Mainstream Amer ican English:   I r regular  Past Tense

Singular                 Plural
I was we were
you were you were

he was they were

Afr ican Amer ican Language:   Regular  Past Tense

Singular               Plural

I was we was
you was you was
he was they was

Past Tense Copula Verbs
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Possessive          Objective          Reflexive

• My • Me • Myself
• Your • You • Yourself

• His • Him • Himself

• Her • Her • Herself
• Its • It • Itself

• Our • Us • Ourselves

• Their • Them • Themselves

Mainstream Amer ican English: 
I r regular Reflexive Pronoun

Reflexive  Pronoun
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• His • Him • Hisself

• Your • You • Yourself

• My • Me • Myself
Possessive                Objective              Reflexive

Afr ican Amer ican Language:  
Regular reflexive pronoun 

• Her • Her • Herself
• Its • It • Itself

• Our • Us • Ourself

• Their • Them • Theirself

Reflexive Pronoun



Spontaneous Language Spontaneous Language 
Sample 5 year old African Sample 5 year old African 

American ChildAmerican Child
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Language Sample: 5-year-old 
African American Child

� Where is her shoe at?
� She pick it up
� those cookies
� She rub it on her hands.
� He see hisself
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Language Sample: 5-year-old 
African American Child

� I been known how to count.
� She want to know can she ride her 

bike.
� She jump rope
� The mother dress
� The mommiepurse
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Written Language Sample: Middle 
School  African American Student

Jonny is a hero
Johnny was iniallgent.  He was iniallgent by taking 

people to his house so they can be in wonehouse.  And 
they pick Johnny house.  Johnny was intelligent because 
he trick the aliens from winning and taking over the 
world.  Johnny is inteligent, and, brave no body else 
would of did what a eight year old boy did.  People were 
so afraid of the aliens but not Johnny.  I think Johnny 
personality is nice. 
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Quote from Atlantic Monthly 
William Labov

� “There is no reason to believe that any nonstandard 
vernacular is itself an obstacle to learning.  The chief 
problem is ignorance of language on the part of all 
concerned .  Our job as linguists is to remedy this 
ignorance…

� Teachers are now being told to ignore the language of 
black children as unworthy of attention and useless for 
learning.  They are being taught to hear every natural 
utterance of the child as evidence of his mental inferiority.  
As linguists we are unanimous in condemning this view as 
bad observation, bad theory, and bad practice.

� That educational psychology should be influenced by a 
theory so false to the facts of language is unfortunate; but 
that children should be the victims of this ignorance is 
intolerable.”



Teacher Attitude and Teacher Attitude and 
Classroom PracticeClassroom Practice

“If schools consider 
someone’s language 
inadequate, they’ ll 

probably fail”

Stubbs (2002)



Minority students are Minority students are 
disempowered disempowered 
educationally educationally 

as their identities are as their identities are 
devalued in the devalued in the 

classroom.classroom.
Cummins (1989)

What The Research Says



61

Perceptions of Intelligence 
in AAL Speakers

Guskin Study

� 46% of the respondents who listened to 
black and white tape recorded speakers 
judged the black speaker to be below 
average or slightly retarded 

� compared with only about 6% that judged 
the white speaker as below average or 
slightly retarded. 
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Expectations of Academic Ability of 
Speakers  - Guskin Study
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Academic Expectations for 
AAL Speakers

� In regard to expectations of future educational 
attainments of  the speakers, roughly 7% of the 
subjects believed the black speaker would go to 
school beyond high school 

� compared with close to 30% that believed the 
white speaker would go to college.

Guskin Study 
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Lower Expectations of Future 
Educational Attainment of AA 
Students Guskin Study
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Eradication           Additive

Second-
language
acquisition

Facilitate shifts in Educator 
Attitude toward non-
standard languages.

Facilitate shifts in 
language instruction 
strategies.

Deficit             Difference

Cognitive Linguistic 

Corrective

Transforming Perceptions
Moving African American SELsToward 

Academic & Career Success



"We must agree to identify and "We must agree to identify and 
employ initiatives that hold the employ initiatives that hold the 
greatest promise for moving all greatest promise for moving all 

studentsstudents……to high levels of to high levels of 
achievement."achievement."

Gina Gina BurkhardtBurkhardt


