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LISA DELPIT

brand-new black teacher is delivering her first reading lesson to a group
F=3 of first-grade students in inner-city Philadelphia. She has almost memorized
the entire basal-provided lesson dialogue while practicing in front of a mirror.
the night before.

“Good morning, boys and gitls. Today we're going to read a story about
where we live, in the city.”

A small brown hand rises.

“Yes, Marti.”

Marti and this teacher are special friends, for she was a kindergartner in the
classroom where her new teacher student-taught.

“Teacher, how come you talkin’ like a white person? You talkin’ just like
my mommma talk when she get on the phone!”

I was that first-year teacher many years ago, and Marti was among the first
to teach me the role of language diversity in the classtoom. Marti let me know
that children, even young children, are often aware of the different codes we
all use in our everyday lives. They may not yet have learned how to produce
those codes or what social purposes they serve, but children often have a
remarkable ability to discern and identify different codes in different settings.
It is this sensitivity to language and its appropriate use upon which we must
build to ensure the success of children from diverse backgrounds.

One aspect of language diversity in the classroom—jform (the code of a fan-
guage, its phonology, grammar, inflections, sentence structure, and written
symbols)-—has usually received the most attention from educators, as mani-
fested in their concern about the “nonstandardness” of the code their students
speak. While form is important, particularly in the context of social success, it
is considerably less important when concern is lodged instead in the arca of
cognitive development. This area is related to that aspect of language diversity




peflected in

Language Diversity and Learning 389

socially and cognitively

pased lingu! register, vocabulary,
and 0 forth, when they attempt to interact with of achieve particular goals

within their environments. Tt is the purpose of this paper t© address a broad
conception of language diversity as it affects the Jearning environments of lin-
istically diverse students; it focuses on the development of the range of lin-
guistic alternatives that students have at cheir disposal for use in varying

t—language use—the
peakers make about style,

Marti’s statemen
stic determinationss

settings.

E VARIETY AND LEARNING ANOTHER
ative language is 2 wondrous

ffective capacities that make us

f 2 second form of a language
It is, however, 2

ACQUIRIRG ONE LANGUAG
The acquisition and development of one’s 1
process, drawing upon all of the cognitive anda

human, By contrast, the successful acquisition 0
is essentially a rote-learning process brought to automaticity.
process in which success is heavily influenced by highly charged affective fac-

wors. Because of the frequency with which schools focus unsuccessfully on
changing Janguage form, a careful discussion of the topic and its attendant

affective aspects is in order.

THE AFFECTIVE FILTER 1 LANGUAGE LEARNING

Learning to orally produce an alternate

of cognitive analysis, thereby not ideally
instruction and correction. Rather, it comes with exposure comfort level,

motivation, familiarity, and practice in real communicativc contexts, Those
«who have enjoyed a pleasant interlude in an area where another dialect of Eng-
lish is spoken may have noticed a change in their own speech. Almost uncon-
sciously, their speech has approachcd that of those native t0 the area. The
evidence suggests that had these learners been corrected or drilled in the rules
of the new dialect, they probably would not have acquired it s readily.
Stephen Krashen, in his work on second-language acquisition, distin-
guishes the processes of conscious Jearning (rule-based  nstruction leading to
the monitoring of verbal output) from UnCoNScious acquisition (“picking up”
a language through internalizing che linguistic input—dcrivcd immersion in a
new context-—what happens, 52y when the North American enjoys a visit to
the Caribbean).’ Krashen found ynconscious acquisition to be much more
effective. In further studies, however, he found that in some Cases people did
not casily “acquire” the new language. This finding led him to postulate the
existence of what be called the “affective filter.” The filter operates “when

offective conditions are not optimal, when the student is not motivated, does
second language, of is overanxious about

not identify with the speakers of the
his petformance, - - - [causing] 2 mental block .. [which] will prevent the
input from reaching those parts of the brain responsible for language acqui-

form is not principally 2 function
jearned from protracted rule-based




390

Lisa Delpit

sition.”® Although the process of learning a new dialect cannot be completely
equated with learning a new language, some processes seem to be similar. In
this case, it seems that the less stress attached to the process, the more easily
it is accomplished.

The so-called affective filter is likely to be raised when the learner is
exposed to constant correction. Such correction increases cognitive monitor-
ing of speech, thereby making talking difficult. To illustrate with an experi-
ment anyone can try, I have frequently taught a relatively simple new “dialect”
in my work with preservice teachers. In this dialect, the phonetic element “iz”
is added after the first consonant or consonant cluster in each syllable of a
word. (Teacher becomes tiz-ca-chiz-er and apple, iz-ap-piz-le.) After a bit of
drill and practice, the students are asked to tell a partner why they decided to
become teachers. Most only haltingly attempt a few words before lapsing into
either silence or into “Standard English,” usually to complain about my cir-
cling the room to insist that all words they utter be in the new dialect. During
a follow-up discussion, all students invariably speak of the impossibility of
attempting to apply rules while trying to formulate and express a thought.
Forcing speakers to monitor their language for rules while speaking, typically
produces silence.

Correction may also affect students’ attitudes toward their teachers. In a
recent rescarch project, middle-school, innercity students were interviewed
about their attitudes toward their teachers and school. One young woman
compiaincd bitterly, “Mrs.——— always be interrupting to make you ‘talk
cotrect’ and stuff, She be butting into your conversations when you not even
talking to her! She need to mind her own business.” -

In another example from a Mississippi preschool, a teacher had been
drilling her three- and four-year-old charges on responding to the greeting,
“Good morning, how are you?” with “I'm fine, thank you.” Posting herself
near the door one morning, she greeted a four-year-old black boy in an inter-
change that went something like this:

Teacher: Good morning, Tony, how are you?

Tony: 1 be’s fine.

Teacher: Tony, I said, How are you?

Tony: (with raised voice) I be’s fine.

Teacher: No, Tony, 1 said how are you?

Tony: (angrily) I done told you 7 be’s fine and I ain’t telling you no
morel

Tony must have questioned his teacher’s intelligence, if not sanity. In any
event, neither of the students discussed above would be predisposed, as
Krashen says, to identify with their teachers and thereby increase the possibil-
ity of unconsciously acquiring the latter’s language form.
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: .ETHHIC IDENTITY AKD LANGUAGE PERFORMANCE

Jssues of group identity may also affect students’ oral production of a different
dialect. Nelson-Barber, in a study of phonologic aspects of Pima Indian lan-
guage found that, in grades 1-3, the children’s English most approximated the
standard dialect of their teachers.® But surprisingly, by fourth grade, when one
might assume growing competence in standard forms, their language moved
significantly toward the local dialect. These fourth graders had the competence
to express themselves in a more standard form, but chose, consciously or uncon-
sciously, to use the language of those in their local environments. The researcher
befieves that, by ages 8-9, these children became aware of their group mem-
bership and its importance to their well-being, and this realization was reflected
in their language. They may also have become increasingly aware of the school’s
negative attitude toward their community and found it necessary-—through
choice of linguistic form—to decide with which camp to identify.

A similar example of linguistic performance (what one does with language)
belying linguistic competence (what one is capable of doing) comes from
researcher Gerald Mohatt (personal communication), who was at the time
teaching on a Sioux reservation. It was considered axiomatic among the reser-
vation staff that the reason these students failed to become competent readers
was that they spoke a nonstandard dialect. One day Mohait happened to look,
unnoticed, into a classroom where a group of boys had congregated, Much to
his surprise and amusement, the youngsters were staging a perfect rendition of
his own teaching, complete with stance, walk, gestures, and Standard English
(including Midwestern accent). Cleatly, the school’s failure to teach these chil-
dren to read was based on factors other than their inability to speak and under-
stand Standard English. They could do both; they did not often choose to do
50 in a classroom setting, however, possibly because they chose to identify with
their community rather than with the school.

APPRECIATING LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY IN THE CLASSROOM
What should teachers do about helping students acquire an additional oral
form? First, they should recognize that the linguistic form a student brings to

school Is intimately connected with loved ones, community, and personal
identity. 1o suggest that this form is “wrong” or, even worse, ignorant, is to
suggest that something is wrong with the student and his or her family. On the
other hand, it is equally important to understand that students who do not
have access to the politically popular dialect form in this country, thatis, Stan-
dard English, are less likely to succeed economically than their peers who do.
How can both realities be embraced?

Teachers need to support the language that students bring to school, pro-
vide them input from an additional code, and give them the opportunity to use
the new code in a nonthreatening, real communicative context. Some teach-
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ers accomplish this goal by having groups of students create bidialectal dictio-
naries of their own language form and Standard English. Othets have had stu-
dents become involved with standard forms through various kinds of role-play.
For example, memorizing parts for drama productions will allow students to
“get the feel” of speaking Standard English while not under the threat of cor-
rection. Young students can create puppet shows or role-play cartoon char-
acters. (Many “superheroes” speak almost hypercorrect Standard English!)
Playing a role eliminates the possibility of implying that the ¢44/d’s language is
inadequate, and suggests, instead, that different language forms are appropri-
ate in different contexts. Some other teachers in New York City have had their
students produce a news show every day for the rest of the school. The students
take on the persona of some famous newscaster, keeping in character as they
develop and read their news reports. Discussions ensue about whether Walter
Cronkite would have said it that way, again taking the focus off the child’s
speech.

ACTIVITIES FOR PROMOTING LINGUISTIC PLURALISH

It is possible and desirable to make the actual study of language diversity a pare
of the curriculum for all students. For younger children, discussions about the
differences in the ways television characters from different cultural groups
speak can provide a starting point. A collection of the many children’s books
written in the dialects of various cultural groups can also provide a wonderful
basis for learning about linguistic diversity, as can audiotaped stories narrated
by individuals from different cultures.! Mrs. Pat, a teacher chronicled by Shirley
Brice Heath, had her students become language “detectives,” interviewing a
variety of individuals and listening to the radio and television to discover the
differences and similarities in the ways people talked.® Children can learn that
there are many ways of saying the same thing, and that certain contexts sug-
gest particular kinds of linguistic performances.

Inevitably, each speaker will make his or her own decision about the appro-
priate form to use in any context. Neither teachers nor anyone else will be able
to force a choice upon an individual. All we can do is provide students with
the exposure to an alternate form, and allow them the opportunity to practice
that form 77 contexts that are nouthreatening, have 4 real purpose, and are intrin-
sically enjoyable. If they have access to alternative forms, it will be their deci-

sion later in life to choose which to use. We can only provide them with the
knowledge base and hope they will make appropriate choices. '

ETHNIC IDENTITY AND STYLES OF DISCOURSE

"Thus far, we have primarily discussed differences in grammar and syntax. There -
are other differences in oral language of which teachers should be aware in 2~
multicultural context, particularly in discourse style and language use. Michaels
and other researchers identified differences in children’s narratives at “sharing
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time.”® They found that there was a tendency among young white children to
tell “ropic-centered” narratives-—stories focused on one event—and a tendency
- arhong black youngsters. especially girls, to tell “episodic” narratives—stories

 that include shifting scenes and are typically longer. While these differences are
interesting in themselves, what is of greater significance is adults’ responses to
the differences. Cazden reports on a subsequent project in which a white adult
was taped reading the oral natratives of black and white first graders, with all
syntax dialectal markers removed.” Adults were asked to listen to the stories and
comment about the children’s likelihood of success in school. The rescarchers
were surprised by the differential responses given by black and white adults.

In responding to the retelling of a black child’s story, the white adults were
uniformly negative, making such comments as “terrible story, incoherent” and
“[n]ot a story at all in the sense of describing something that happened.” Asked
to"judge this child’s academic competence, all of the white adults rated her
below the children who told “topic-centered” stories. Most of these adults also
predicted difficulties for this child’s future school career, such as, “This child
might have trouble reading,” that she exhibited “language problems that affect
school achievement,” and that “family problems” or “emotional problems”
might hamper her academic progress.®

The black adults had very different reactions. They found this child’s story
“well formed, easy to understand, and interesting, with lots of derail and
description.” Even though all five of these adults mentioned the “shifts” and
“associations” or “nonlinear” quality of the story, they did not find these fea-
tures distracting. Three of the black adults selected the story as the best of the
five they had heard, and all but one judged the child as exceptionally bright,
highly verbal, and successful in school.”

When differences in narrative style produce differences in interpretation
of competence, the pedagogical implications are evident. If children who pro-
duce stories based in differing discourse styles are expected to have trouble
reading, and viewed as having language, family, or emotional problems, as was
the case with the informants quoted by Cazden, they are unlikely to be viewed
as ready for the same challenging instruction awarded students whose language
patterns more closely parallel the teacher’s. It is important to emphasize that
those teachers in the Cazden study who were of the same cultural group as the
students recognized the differences in style, but did not assign a negative
valence to those differences. Thus, if teachers hope to avoid negatively stereo-
typing the language patterns of their students, it is important that they be
encouraged to interact with, and willingly learn from, knowledgeable mem-
bers of their students’ cultural groups. This can perhaps best become a reality
if teacher education programs include diverse parents, community members,
and faculty among those who prepare future teachers, and take seriously the
need to develop in those teachers the humility required for learning from the
surrounding context when entering a culturally different setting.
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QUESTIOHING STYLES

Heath has identified another aspect of diversity in language use which affects
classroom instruction and learning,.'® She found that questions were used dif-
ferently in a southeastern town by young black students and their teachers. The
students were unaccustomed to responding to the “known-answer” test ques-
tions of the classroom. (The classic example of such questions is the con-
trast berween the real-life questioning routine: “What time is it?” “T'wo o’clock.”
“Thanks.” and the school questioning routine: “What time is it?” “Two
o’clock.” “Right!”!") These students would lapse into silence or contribute very
little information when teachers asked direct factual questions which called for
feedback of what had just been taught. She found that when the types of ques-
tions asked of the children were more in line with the kinds of questions posed
to them in their home settings—questions probing the students’ own anMa
and evaluations-—these children responded very differently. They “talked,
activeIV and aggressively became involved in th and offered useful
information about their past experiences.”'? The author concludes not only
that these kinds of unSUOHS are appropriate for all children rather than just
for the “high groups” with which they have typically been used, but that aware-
ness and use of the kinds of language used in children’s communities can fos-
ter the kind of language and performance and growth sought by the school and
teachers.

ORAL STYLES IN COMMUNITY LIFE

I'would be remiss to end this section without remarking upon the need to
draw upon the considerable language strengths of linguistically diverse pop-

ulations, Smitherman and many others have made note of the value pfaced
upon oral expression in most African-American communities.’® The “man
(person) of words,” be he or she preacher, poet, philosopher, huckster, or rap
song creator, receives the highest form of respect in the black community.
The verbal adroitness, the cogent and quick wit, the brilliant use of meta-
phorical language, the facility in rthythm and rhyme, evident in the language
of preacher Martin Luther King, Jr., boxer Muhammad Ali, comedienne
Whoopi Goldberg, rapper L. L. Cool ], singer and songwriter Billie Holiday,
and many inner-city black students, may all be drawn upon to facilitate school
learning,

Other children, as well, come to school with a wealth of specialized lin-
guistic knowledge. Native American children, for example, come from com-
munities with very sophisticated knowledge about storytelling, and a special -
way of saying a great deal with a few words. Classroom learning should be -
structured so that not only are these children able to acquire the verbal patterns -
they lack, but they are also able to strengthen their proficiencies, and to share
these with classmates and teachers. We will then all be enriched.




* THE DEMANDS OF SCHOOL LANGUAGE—ORALITY AND LITERACY
-'There is little evidence that speaking another dialectal form perse, negatively
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affects one’s ability to learn to read.'® For commonsensical proof, one need
only reflect on nonstandard-dialect-speaking staves who not only raught them-
selves to read, but did so under threat of severe punishment or death. But chil-
dren who speak nonmainstream varieties of English do have a more difficult
time becoming proficient readers. Why?

.One explanation is that, where teachers’ assessments of competence are
influenced by the dialect children speak, teachers may develop low expecta-
tions for certain students and subsequently teach them less.”” A second expla-
nation, which lends itself more readily to observation, rests in teachers’
confusing the teaching of reading with the teaching of a new dialect form.

Cunningham found that teachers across the United States were more likely
to cortect reading miscues that were dialect related (“Here go a table” for “Here
is a table”) than those that were nondialect refated (“Here is the dog” for
“There is the dog”).'® Seventy-eight percent of the dialect miscues were cor-
rected, compared with only 27 percent of the nondialect miscues. He concludes
that the teachers were acting out of ignorance, not realizing that “here go” and
“here is” represent the same meaning in some black children’s language.

In my observations of many classrootns, however, I have come to conclude
that even when teachers recognize the similarity of meaning, they are likely to
correct dialect-related miscues. Consider a typical example:

Text: Yesterday | washed my brother’s clothes.
Student’s rendition: Yesterday I wash my bruvver close.

The subsequent exchange between student and teacher sounds something
like this:

7 Wait, let’s go back., What’s that word again? [Points at washed. ]
S: Wash.

7: No. Look at it again. What letters do you see at the end? You see
“e-d.” Do you remember what we say when we see those letters on
the end of a word?

S “ed”

7: OK, but in this case we say washed. Can you say that?

S: Washed.

T: Good. Now read it again,

S: Yesterday I washed my bruvver . ..

7: Wait a minute, what’s that word again? [Points to brother.]

S: Bruvver.

7: No. Look at these letters in the middle. [Points to #4.] Remember
to read what you see. Do you remember how we say that sound? Put
your tonguc between your teeth and say /#4/. . .
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The lesson continues in such a fashion, the teacher proceeding to correct
the student’s dialect-influenced pronunciations and grammar while ignoring
the fact that the student had to have comprehended the sentence in order to
translate it into her own dialect. Such instruction occurs daily and blocks read-
ing development in a number of ways. First, because children become better
readers by having the opportunity to read, the overcorrection exhibited in this
lesson means that this child will be less likely to become a fluent reader than

other children who are not interrupted so consistently. Second, a complete

focus on code and pronunciation blocks children’s understanding that reading
is essentially a meaning-making process. This child, who understands the text,
is led to believe that she is doing something wrong. She is encouraged to think
of reading not as something you do to get a message, but something you pro-
nounce. Third, constant corrections by the teacher are likely to cause this stu-
dent and others like her to resist reading and to resent the teacher,

" Robert Berdan reports that, after observing the kind of Taching routine
described above in a number of settings, he incorporated the teacher behaviors
into a reading instruction exercise that he used with students in a college class.””
He put together sundry rules from a number of American social and regional
dialects to create what he called the “language of Atlantis.” Students were then
called upon to read aloud in this dialect they did not know. When they made
errors he interrupted them, using some of the same statements/comments he
had heard elementary school teachers routinely make to their students, He
concludes:

The results were rather shocking. By the time these Ph.D. candidates in English
or linguistics had read 10-20 words, I could make them sound totally illiterate.
By using the routines that teachers use of dialectally different students, I could
produce all of the behaviors we observe in children who do not leatn to read
successfully, The first thing that goes is sentence intonation: they sound like
they are reading a list from the telephone book. Comment on their pronuncia-
tion a bit more, and they begin to subvocalize, rehearsing pronunciations for
themselves before they dare to say them out loud. They begin to guess at pro-
nunciations . . . They switch letters around for no reason. They stumble; they
repeat. In short, when I attack them for their failure to conform to my demands
for Atlantis English pronunciations, they sound very much like the worst of the
second graders in any of the classrooms I have observed.

They also begin to fidget. They wad up their papers, bite their fingernails, whis-
per, and some finally refuse to continue, They do all the things that children do
while they are busily failing to learn to read. Emotional trauma can result as
well. For instance, once while conducting this little experiment, in a matter of
seconds [ actually had one of my graduate students in tears.!®

The moral of this story is not to confuse dialect intervention with reading .
instruction, To do so will only confuse the child, leading her away from those
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* intuitive understandings about language that will promote reading develop-

ment, and toward a school career of resistance and a lifetime of avoiding read-
ing. For those who believe that the child has to “say it right in order to spell it
right,” let me add that English is not a phonetically regular language. There is
no particular difference between telling a child, “You may say /bruvver/, but
it’s spelled b-r-0-#-h-¢-r,” and “You say /com/, but it’s spelled c-0-m-4.”

For this and other reasons, writing may be an arena in which to address
standard forms. Unlike unplanned oral language or public reading, writing
lends itself to editing, While conversational talk is spontaneous and must be
responsive to an immediate context, writing is a mediated process which may
be written and rewritten any number of times before being introduced to pub-
lic scrutiny. Consequently, writing is amenable to rule application—one may
first write freely to get one’s thoughts down, and then edit to hone the mes-
sage and apply specific spelling, syntactical, or punctuation rules. My college
students who had such difficulty talking in the “iz” dialect, found writing it,
with the rules displayed before them, a relatively casy task.

STYLES OF LITERACY
There are other culturally based differences in language use in writing as well,
In a seminal article arguing for the existence of “contrastive rhetoric,” Robert
Kaplan proposes that different languages have different rhetorical norms, rep-
resenting different ways of organizing ideas.’

Such style differences have also been identified in public school classrooms. -
Gail Martin, a teacher-researcher in Wyoming, wrote about her work with Ara-

paho students:

One of our major concerns was that many of the stories children wrote didn’t
seem to “go anywhere.” The stories just ambled along with no definite start
or finish, no climaxes or conclusions. I decided to ask Pius Moss [the school
elder] abour these stories, since he is a master Arapaho storyteller himself. I
learned about a distinctive difference between Arapaho stories and stories I
was accustomed to hearing, reading, and telling. Pius Moss explained that
Arapaho stories are not written down, they’re told in what we might call serial
form, continued night after night. A “good” story is one that lasts seven
nights . . .

When I asked Pius Moss why Arapaho stories never seem to have an “ending,”

he answered that there is no ending to life, and stories are about Arapaho life,
so there is no need for a conclusion. My colleagues and 1 talked about what
Piug had said, and we decided that we would encourage our students to choose
whichever type of story they wished to write: we would try to listen and read in
appropriate ways,?

Similarly, Native Alaskan teacher Martha Demientieff has discovered that
her students find “book language” baffling. To help them gain access to this
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unfamiliar use of language, she contrasts the “wordy,” academic way of saying
things with the metaphoric style of Athabaskan. The students discuss how
book language always uses more words, but how in Heritage language, breviey
is always best. Students then work in pairs, groups, or individually to write
papers in the academic way, discussing with Martha and with cach other
whether they believe they have said enough to “sound like a book.” Next they
take those papers and try to reduce the meaning to a few sentences. Finally,
students further reduce the message to a “saying” brief enough to go on the
front of a T-shirt, and the sayings are put on little paper tee shirts that the stu-
dents cut out and hang throughout the room. Sometimes the students reduce
other authors’ wordy texts to their essential meanings as well. Thus, through
winding back and forth through orality and literacy, the students begin to
understand the stylistic differences between their own language and that of

standard text.

FUNCTIONS OF PRINT
Print may serve different functions in some communities than it does in
others, and some children may be unaccustomed to using print or seeing it
used in the ways that schools demand. Shirley Brice Heath, for example, found
that the black children in the community she called Trackton engaged with
print as a group activity for specific real-life purposes, such as reading food
labels when shopping, reading fix-it books to repair or modify toys, reading
the names of cars to identify a wished-for model, or reading to participate in
church. There was seldom a time anyone in the community would read as a
solttary recreational activity; indeed, anyone who did so was thought to be a
little strange.”! '
The children in Trackton, in short, read to learn things, for real purposes.
When these children arrived in school they faced another reality. They were
required, instead, to “learn to read,” that is, they were told to focus on the
process of reading with little apparent real purposes in mind other than to get

" through a basal page or complete a worksheet—and much of this they were to

accomplish in isolation. Needless to say, they were not successful at the decon-
textualized, individualized school reading tasks.

Researchers have identified other differences in the use of language in
print as well. For example, Ron Scollon and Suzanne Scollon report that, in
the Athabaskan Indian approach to communicative interaction, each indi-
vidual is expected to make his or her own sense of a situation and that no one
can unilaterally enforce one interpretation. Consequently, they were not sur-
prised when, in a story-retelling exercise intended to test reading compre-
hension, Athabaskan children tended to modify the text of the story in their
retellings.?? The school, however, would be likely to interpret these individ-
ually constructed retellings as evidence that the students had not compre-
hended the story.
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A debate over the role of language diversity in mathematics and science edu-
cation was fueled recently by the publication of a book by Eleanor Wilson Orr
titled Twice as Less: Black English and the Performance of Black Students in
Mathematics and Science.”® Orr is a teacher of math and science who, as direc-
tor of the elite Hawthorne School, worked out a cooperative program with the
District of Columbia to allow several Washington, D.C., public high school
students to attend the prestigious school. Orr and her colleagues were dis-
mayed to find that despite their faithfully following time-tested teaching stra-
tegies, and despite the black D.C. students’ high motivation and hard work,
the newcomers were failing an alarming percentage of their math and science
courses.

Noting the differences in the language the black students used, Orr
decided to investigate the possibility that speaking Black English was prevent-
ing these students from excelling in math and science. In a detailed argument
she contends that the students’ nonstandard language is both the cause and the
expression of the real problem—their “nonstandard perceptions.”** She cites
student statements such as “So the car traveling twice as faster will take twice as
less hours™ to support her thesis, and suggests that it is the difference between
Black English and Standard English forms in the use of prepositions, con-
junctions, and relative pronouns that is the basis for the students’ failures.

It is imporrant to critique this position in order that the failures of those
responsible for teaching mathematics and science to poor and black students
not be attributed to the students themselves, that is, so that the victims not be
blamed. There are many problems with the Orr argument. One is her assump-
tion that black students, by virtue of speaking Black English, do not have access
to certain concepts needed in mathematical problem solving, For example, she
makes much of the lack of the “as-as” comparison, but I have recorded Black
English—speaking six- to cleven-year-olds frequently making such statements
as, “She big as you” and “I can too run fast as you.”

A second problem is that Orr compares the language and performance of
low-income, ill-prepared students with upper-income students who have had
superior scholastic preparation. I contend that it was not their language which
confused the ID.C. students, but mathematics itself! Any students with a sim-
ilar level of preparation and experience, no matter what their color or language
variety, would probably have had the same difficulties.

The most basic problem with the Orr atgument, however, is Orr’s apparent
belief that somehow mathematics is linked to the syntactical constructions of
standard English: “[TThe grammar of standard English provides consistently for
what is true mathematically.”” What about the grammar of Chinese or Arabic or
German? Orr’s linguistic naive determinist position can only lead to the bizarre
conclusion that speakers of other languages would be equally handicapped in
mathematics because they, too, lacked standard English constructions!
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Even though Orr asserts that the cause of the problem is the speaking of
Black English, she seems unaware that her proposed solution is not linked to
this conceptualization. She does not recommend teaching Standard English,
but rather, teaching math through the use in instruction of irregular number
systems which force students to carefully work out concepts and prevent their
dependence on inappropriate rote memorized patterns. One can surmise that
as students and teachers work through these irregular systems, they create a
shared language, developing for the students what they truly lack, a knowledge
of the content of the language of mathematics, not the form. :

Interviews with black teachers who have enjoyed long-term success teach-
ing math to black-dialect-speaking students suggest that part of the solution
also lies in the kind and quality of talk in the mathematics classroom. One
teacher explained that her black students were much more likely to learn a new
operation successfully when they understood to what use the operation mighe
be put in daily life. Rather than teach decontextualized operations, she would
typically first pose a “real-life” problem and challenge the students to find a
solution, For example, she once brought in a part of a broken wheel, saying -
that it came from a toy that she wished to fix for her grandson. To do so, she

had to reconstruct the wheel from this tiny part. After the students tried unsuc-
cessfully to solve the problem, she introduced a theorem related to constructing
a circle given any two points on an arc, which the students quickly assimilated.

Another black math teacher spoke of putting a problem into terms rele-
vant to the student’s life. He found that the same problem that baffled students
when posed in terms of distances between two unfamiliar places or in terms of
numbers of milk cans needed by a farmer, were much more readily solved
when familiar locales and the amount of money needed to buy a leather jacket
were substituted. I discovered a similar phenomenon when my first-grade
inner-city students did much better on “word problems” on standardized tests
when I merely substituted the names of people in our school for the names in
the problems.

All of these modifications to the language of instruction speak to Heath’s
findings in Trackton: some youngsters may become more engaged in school
tasks when the language of those tasks is posed in real-life contexts than when
they are viewed as merely decontextualized problem completion. Since our
long-term goal is producing young people who are able to think critically and
creatively in real problem-solving contexts, the instructional—and linguistic—
implications should be evident.

CONCLUSION

One of the most difficult tasks we face as human beings is communicating
meaning across our individual differences, a task confounded immeasurably
when we attempt to communicate across social lines, racial lines, cultural lines,
or lines of unequal power. Yet, all U.S. demographic data points to 2 society
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becoming increasingly diverse, and that diversity is nowhere more evident than

in our schools. Currently, “minority” students represent a majority in all but

" two of our twenty-five largest cities, and by some estimates, the turn of the cen-
tury will find up to 40 percent nonwhite children in American classtooms. At

the same time, the teaching force is becoming more homogeneously white.
African-American, Asian, Hispanic, and Native American teachers now com-
prise only 10 percent of the teaching force, and that percentage is shrinking
rapidly.

What are we educators to do? We must first decide upon a perspective from
which to view the situation. We can continue to view diversity as a problem,
attempting to force all differences into standardized boxes. Or we can recognize
that diversity of thought, language, and worldview in our classrooms cannot
only provide an exciting educational setting, but can also prepare our children
for the richness of living in an increasingly diverse national community.
(Would any of us really want to trade the wonderful variety of American eth-
nic restaurants for a standard fare of steak houses and fast-food hamburgers?)

T am suggesting that we begin with a perspective that demands finding
means to celebrate, not merely tolerate, diversity in our classrooms. Not only
should teachers and students who share group membership delight in their
own cultural and linguistic history, but all teachers must revel in the diversity
of their students and that of the world outside the classroom community. How
can we accomplish these lofty goals? Certainly, given the reality of the com-
position of the teaching force, very few educators can join Martha Demienti-
eff in taking advantage of her shared background with her culturally unique
students and contrasting “our Heritage language” or “the way we say things”

 with “Formal English.” But teachers who do not share the language and cul-

ture of their students, or teachers whose students represent a vatiety of cultural
backgrounds, can also celebrate diversity by making language diversity a part
of the curriculum. Students can be asked to “teach” the teacher and other stu-
dents aspects of their language variety. They can “translate” songs, poems, and
stories into their own dialect or into “book language” and compare the differ-
ences across the cultural groups represented in the classroom.

Amanda Branscombe, a gifted white teacher who has often taught black
students whom other teachers have given up on, sometimes has her middle
school students listen to rap songs in order to develop a rule base for their cre-
ation. The students would teach her their newly constructed “rules for writing
rap,” and she would in turn use this knowledge as a base to begin a discussion
of the rules Shakespeare used to construct his plays, or the rules poets used to
develop their sonnets.?

Within our celebration of diversity, we must keep in mind that education,
at its best, hones and develops the knowledge and skills each student already
possesses, while at the same time adding new knowledge and skills to that base.
All students deserve the right both to develop the linguistic skills they bring to
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the classroom and to add others to their repertoires. While linguists have long
proclaimed that no language variety is intrinsically “better” than another, in a
stratified society such as ours, language choices are not neutral. The language
associated with the power structure—“Standard English”—is the language of
economic success, and all students have the right to schooling that gives them
access to that language. ‘

While it is also true, as this chapter highlights, that no one can force
another to acquire an additional language variety, there are ways to point out
to students both the arbitrariness of designating one variety over another as
“standard,” as well as the political and economic repercussions for not gaining
access to that socially designated “standard.” Without appearing to preach
about a future which most students find hard to envision, one teacher, for
example, has high school students interview various personnel officers in actual
workplaces abour their attitudes toward divergent styles in oral and written lan-
guage and report their findings to the entire class, Another has students read
ot listen to a varicty of oral and written language styles and discuss the impact
of those styles on the message and the likely effect on different audiences. Stit-
dents then recreate the texts or talks, using different language styles appropri-
ate for different audiences (for example, a church group, academicians, rap
singers, a feminist group, politicians, and so on).

Each of us belongs to many communities. Joseph Suina, a Pueblo Indian
scholar, has proposed a schematic representation of at least three levels of com-
munity membership, He sets up three concentric circles. The inner circle is
labeled “home/local community,” the middle circle is “national community,”
and the outer circle represents the “global community,”? In today’s world ic
is vital that we all [earn to become active citizens in all three communities, and
one requisite skill for doing so is an ability to acquire additional linguistic
codes. We can ignore or try to obliterate language diversity in the classroom,
or we can encourage in our teachers and students a “mental set for diversity.”
If we choose the latter, the classroom can become a laboratory for developing
linguistic diversity. Those who have acquired additional codes because their
local language differs significantly from the language of the national culture
may actually be in a better position to gain access to the global culture than
“mainstream” Americans who, as Martha says, “only know one way to talk.”
Rather than think of these diverse students as problems, we can view them
instead as resources who can help all of us learn what it feels like to move
between cultures and language varieties, and thus perhaps better learn how to
become citizens of the global community.
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