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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation, “‘Teachin’ Good’: Including Students’ and Instructors’ Linguistic 

Identities in the Composition Classroom,” presents the findings of an IRB-approved case study 

on language exploration within the first-year composition classroom. The purpose of this case 

study is to determine the social and academic implications of incorporating students’ and 

instructors’ home languages in the composition classroom, to determine how incorporating 

information about the instructor’s linguistic identity influences how students receive language 

exploration activities, and to determine whether language exploration activities that include the 

instructor in the role of a bidialectal role model in the classroom improve students’ appreciation 

of non-standardized varieties of American English.  

 The first portion of the case study involves an analysis of the changes in students’ views 

toward non-standardized American English (NSE) and Standardized American English (SAE) 

after completing the language exploration units. Based on the results of the first part of the study, 

I argue that including texts that promote language equality and discuss different varieties of 

American English provide students with guidelines to critique the dominant language structure 

and appreciate NSE.  

The second portion of the study involves an analysis of the changes in students’ views 

toward NSE and SAE after having the instructor incorporate examples of her home languages of 

African American English, Southern American English, and Louisiana Creole English in the 

classroom. Based on the results of this part of the study, I argue that having the instructor serve 
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as a bidialectal role model in the classroom helps students appreciate NSE and overcome their 

personal insecurities involving language.  

Ultimately, I demonstrate concrete ways to apply the Conference on College 

Composition and Communication’s position statement of “Student’s Right to Their Own 

Language” (SRTOL) in a first-year writing classroom by creating opportunities not only for 

students to develop and share their own linguistic identities but also for me as an instructor to 

share my linguistic identity with my students.  
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Chapter 1: The Beginnings of “Teachin’ Good” 

During the spring semester of 2011, I enrolled in Dr. Catherine E. Davies’ English 

Linguistics course. For one of the class projects, I had to record someone who I considered to be 

a provocative storyteller. I immediately thought of my husband, Chris. I recalled all of the stories 

he told me with excitement in his eyes, recounting every detail from beginning to end. I felt like 

it would be an easy task; I would record my husband and analyze his speech patterns using 

William Labov’s narrative analysis. My enthusiasm dwindled, however, when I realized that the 

assignment required that I not only record and analyze Chris’s speech patterns but that I also 

share the recording with the rest of the class, a class that contained about twenty university 

educated people. I just knew they would not be able to connect with his story of growing up in 

the housing projects of Birmingham, Alabama. I just knew I would leave the class feeling as if 

an important part of my personal identity had been scrutinized and rejected. I just knew my 

“proper English” persona would be dispelled because my classmates and Dr. Davies would 

conclude that if I had married someone who used “incorrect English,” then I definitely used 

“incorrect English.” I just knew my home language would be exposed. 

On the day I went to the front of the classroom to play the recording, I started my 

presentation by warning Dr. Davies and my classmates that my husband does not speak “correct 

English,” thinking that the audience needed a disclaimer in order to tolerate how much Chris 

“ruined” the English language. Like a unified choir, most of the class and Dr. Davies retorted, 

“You mean, Standardized English.” It was then that I realized that Chris was not going to be 

judged for not speaking Standardized English; instead, I was being judged (or corrected rather) 
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for my ignorance about linguistics and non-standardized varieties of American English. That 

initial experience with an audience who values all varieties of English made me feel as if my 

home identity was respected within academia.  

In addition, when I met with Dr. Davies privately to discuss my project, she was intrigued 

by my husband’s articulateness in speaking non-standardized American English. His use of 

words like “throwed” and “mercifullessly” made her eyes light up with excitement. She 

exclaimed, “This is wonderful!” What I learned from the classroom instruction as well as my 

interactions with my classmates and Dr. Davies changed how I view and respond to Chris’s way 

of speaking. Long gone are the days when he would say “throwed,” and I would immediately say 

“threw.” He can now tell a story without my interrupting his every word, and I have learned how 

to appreciate his speaking and storytelling abilities even more. 

My linguistic awakening did not stop there. In the spring semester of 2012, I enrolled in 

Dr. Michelle Bachelor Robinson’s African American Language and Literacy class and Dr. 

Davies’s Dialectology class. Dr. Robinson introduced me to the works of notable African 

American scholars such as Keith Gilyard, Geneva Smitherman, and Vershawn Ashanti Young, 

while Dr. Davies introduced me to the works of sociolinguists such as Rosina Lippi-Green, 

Deborah Tannen, and Walt Wolfram. In Dr. Robinson’s class, we discussed bidialectalism and 

code-switching for part of the semester. After our profound classroom discussions on the 

readings, I felt secure about embracing the concepts of bidialectalism and code-switching. Then 

my sense of contentment ceased after reading Vershawn Young’s “‘Nah, We Straight’: An 

Argument Against Code-Switching,” an article that challenges the necessity for African 

Americans to code-switch, and Dr. Young joined our class discussion on his text via Skype. 

Reading his article and hearing him discuss his views against code-switching via Skype made me 
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reconsider my views and conclude that language issues are complex and worthy of evaluation by 

both educators and students, and code-switching is not enough to address the issues of linguistic 

subordination and stereotyping.   

While I was reconciling my thoughts about language in Dr. Robinson’s class, I was 

working on a project about my linguistic background in Dr. Davies’ class. One of the projects for 

the class required that I record someone who spoke a non-standardized variety of English. I had 

always intended to record my maternal grandmother because of her unique and captivating voice.  

Unfortunately, she passed away in January of 2012, right at the beginning of the semester, which 

left me feeling regretful for not recording her voice. After my grandmother’s death, I inquired 

with my mother and other family members to see if they had a recording of her voice. I was 

elated when my mother found a video recording from Christmas of 1986. This recording also 

includes footage of other deceased family members, including my great-grandmother, my Aunt 

Jessie, my Uncle Charles, my cousin Steve, my Uncle Robert, and my father. Sharing my 

linguistic heritage of African American English, Southern American English, and Louisiana 

Creole English with Dr. Davies and my classmates changed the way I view my home languages. 

It made me feel validated and accepted; I was finally in a position where I did not feel as if my 

home identity and academic identity were disconnected or in opposition. I felt like a “student 

with a right to my own language.” 

This case study stems from a love of my family, a love of my culture, and a love of my 

home languages. I want my students to feel that there is a place in the classroom for their home 

languages because I have come to believe that the answer to linguistic subordination and 

prejudice is not limited to bidialectalism and code-switching. Students need to feel that they have 

a voice, other than their academic voice, that can be included in the classroom and that the way 
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that their grandmother, cousin, or aunt speaks is not incorrect, broken, or uneducated. So here is 

my attempt to provide my students with a classroom experience similar to my own. 

************** 

This dissertation presents the findings of an IRB-approved case study on including 

students’ and instructors’ linguistic identities in the first-year writing classroom. Within this 

dissertation, I demonstrate concrete ways to apply the Conference on College Composition and 

Communication’s position statement of “Student’s Right to Their Own Language” (SRTOL) in a 

first-year writing classroom by creating opportunities not only for students to develop and share 

their own linguistic identities but also for me as an instructor to share my linguistic identity with 

my students. Serving as a bidialectal role model, I shared the lexical, grammatical, and rhetorical 

patterns associated with my linguistic heritage, which includes African American English, 

Southern American English, and Louisiana Creole English. By engaging in these activities, I 

achieved the following: (1) the development of a model that shows educators how to create 

pedagogical spaces for students to analyze their own non-standardized linguistic practices; (2) 

the creation of a context in which students can come to appreciate all varieties of written and 

spoken English; (3) the development of an environment in which students can come to question 

the privilege given to Standardized American English. 

In this dissertation, I build on the work of Geneva Smitherman, chair of the Students’ 

Right to Their Own Language Committee, and the other committee members
1
 when they created 

activities in response to the SRTOL position statement. My work includes sample assignments 

for a practical application of SRTOL in a first-year writing classroom. Furthermore, I extend the 

                                                 
1 These committee members include Terry Carter, Victoria Cliett, Kim Brian Lovejoy, Rashidah 

Jaami Muhammad, Gail Y. Okawa, Elaine Richardson, C. Jan Swearingen, Denise Troutman, 

Victor Villanueva, Ana Celia Zentella, Cristina Kirklighter, and Libby Miles. 
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work of Smitherman et al. by sharing my own linguistic heritage in the classroom. I share both 

my successes in conducting this study and the limitations of the study. I challenge other 

composition instructors to consider their own linguistic identities; to uphold the position 

statement of the Conference on College Composition and Communication; and to assist in the 

development of syllabi, lesson plans, and assignments that promote the inclusion of students’ and 

instructors’ linguistic identities in the classroom. 

As indicated in the opening narrative, this case study began in 2011 because of my 

research on linguistic variation and SRTOL as well as my personal experiences with collecting 

and analyzing data from the linguistic heritage of my Louisiana Creole family. Based on my 

research from 2011 and 2012, I believe that composition instructors have a responsibility to 

create classroom spaces for students’ home languages, rather than favoring exclusively academic 

discourse and Standardized American English (SAE) within the classroom. My position has 

evolved to include the belief that instructors who ask students to share a part of their personal 

identities should be willing to share a part of their own identities as well in order to alleviate 

student anxiety and give students a model of the assignment. 

Methodological Overview.  The purpose of this case study, which is titled “Teachin’ Good”:  

Including Students’ and Instructors’ Linguistic Identities in the Composition Classroom, is to 

determine the social and academic implications of incorporating students’ and instructors’ home 

languages in the composition classroom, to determine how incorporating the information about 

the instructor’s linguistic identity influences how students receive language exploration 

activities, and to determine whether language exploration activities that include the instructor in 

the role of a bidialectal role model in the classroom improve students’ appreciation of non-

standardized varieties of American English. The research activities were the following: a pre-
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writing prompt, language exploration readings, a post-writing prompt, and writing prompts in 

response to the readings on language exploration. Participants completed the following: a pre-

writing prompt, which was the diagnostic exam required by the University of Alabama First-year 

Writing Program, and a post-writing prompt, which was the final essay also required by the 

University of Alabama First-year Writing Program. The purpose of the post-writing prompt was 

for students to reflect on whether or not the course content of exploring language had affected 

their views of language and what it meant to have their instructor share her linguistic identity in 

the classroom. All research took place in the regularly scheduled classroom. Nineteen students 

participated in this study based on their self-enrollment in the composition course.   

In this English composition class, I fulfilled all requirements of the University of Alabama 

First-year Writing Program (FWP). Some of the requirements of the program include having 

students write 6,500 words of formal, graded writing and having students write six papers/major 

projects. The six papers/major projects can be one of the following based on the instructor’s 

discretion: 1) five papers and a final exam paper; 2) four papers, a midterm reflection, and a final 

reflection; or 3) four papers, a presentation, and a final exam paper. The instructor is required to 

assign one paper as an informative synthesis or report that allows students to practice the basics 

of citation skills. Also, the six papers must make up at least 80% of the final grade, and the other 

20% or less of the final grade can come from low stakes assignments such as homework, 

quizzes, and writing prompts. I chose to have my students complete four papers, a presentation, 

and a final exam paper, and one of the papers was an informative synthesis essay.  

This course differed from other composition classes within the FWP because the course was 

themed with readings on language exploration, which allowed the students to learn about and 

analyze issues pertaining to non-standardized dialects of American English. A second variation 
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on this course was the implementation of examples from my personal work on linguistics and my 

own linguistic heritage.  

At the beginning of the semester, the students were required to take a diagnostic exam (pre-

test), as required by the FWP. At the end of the semester, the students took a post-test to assess 

whether or not their writing skills improved and their attitudes toward non-standardized dialects 

of American English changed. I informed the students that the results of the case study would be 

included in my dissertation. 

Participation in the study lasted one academic semester (August 20, 2014 – December 10, 

2014). Students received no incentives to participate in the study, other than the opportunity to 

participate in a class that explored their language experiences and expanded their knowledge 

about non-standardized dialects of American English. Also, another possible outcome was that 

students could come to feel good about knowing that they have helped educators develop better 

teaching practices.   

Theory.  This dissertation is theoretically framed in critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogy
2
 

encourages students to take a critical approach to cultural norms and power structures. It 

“envisions a society not simply pledged to but successfully enacting the principles of equality, 

liberty and justice for all” (George 92). Pedagogues working within critical pedagogy encourage 

their students not to accept the status quo, but to interrogate social customs. For example, a 

composition instructor using critical pedagogy might have his or her students question why 

scholarly articles must be written in Standardized English rather than African American English 

or Appalachian English.  

                                                 
2
 Scholars also refer to critical pedagogy as liberatory pedagogy, empowering pedagogy, radical 

pedagogy, or engaged pedagogy. 
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Critical pedagogy is suitable for this study because it aims to encourage student 

empowerment, and one of the goals of this study is to empower students through the inclusion of 

their home language in the classroom. In Pedagogy and Politics of Hope: Theory, Culture, and 

Schooling, Henry Giroux, who refers to critical pedagogy as radical pedagogy, says that 

language is “connected to an intense struggle among different groups over what will count as 

meaningful and whose cultural capital will prevail in legitimating different ways of life” (121). 

Giroux also discusses the supremacy and legitimacy given to the voices of white middle and 

upper class culture: “The discourse of lived cultures also points to the need for radical educators 

to view schools as cultural and political spheres actively engaged in the production and struggle 

for voice” (141). He suggests that radical pedagogues do the following:  

If they are to understand the dominant ideology at work in schools, they will need 

to attend to the voices that emerge from three different ideological spheres and 

settings: these include the school voice, the student voice, and the teacher 

voice…In order to understand the multiple and varied meanings that constitute the 

discourses of student voice, radical educators need to affirm and critically engage 

the polyphonic languages their students bring to schools…Moreover, any 

adequate understanding of this language has to encompass the social and 

community relations outside of school life that give it meaning and dignity. (141)    

 

Critical pedagogy can be used to challenge the superiority of Standardized American English and 

enact change to improve the way students view non-standardized varieties of American English.  

In Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, bell hooks discusses 

the importance of connecting theory and practice in order to make students’ academic experience 

more enjoyable and more relevant to their experiences outside of the classroom. Also, in Talking 

Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black, hooks contends that students have difficulty retaining 

abstract information that has little to no relation to their daily lives. She says, “[T]he most 

important learning experience that could happen in [a] classroom was that students would learn 

to think critically and analytically, not just about books, but about the world they live in” (102). 



 

9 

 

Given my desire to empower students by having them interrogate dominant language practices, 

for this study I adopted the critical pedagogy approach as a framework to use in the classroom as 

I challenge students to explore mainstream views of Standardized and non-standardized varieties 

of American English. I hope to use this approach to learn how best to teach tolerance and 

acceptance of language diversity. 

Limitations of the Study.  This study’s most serious limitation was the lack of African 

American participants. Although the participants consisted of students who speak various non-

standardized varieties of American English—including Southern American English, New York 

City English, California English, and Chicano English—none of the students were speakers of 

African American English (AAE).  

Initially, this study was supposed to be conducted in a first-year writing classroom at a 

historically black college. However, the chair of the department at the selected institution felt 

that this study was not aligned with the program’s student learning outcomes; therefore, I did not 

receive permission to conduct the study there. If I had received permission to conduct the study 

at the desired institution, speakers of AAE would have been well represented in this study. 

Future studies should, if possible, try to recruit African American students who identify as 

speakers of AAE so that this stigmatized dialect can be represented in the study. 

 Another limitation of this study concerns the writing prompts used in the class. Some of 

the writing prompts given to the students contained questions that were too specific, which could 

have skewed the results of my study. For instance, one of the questions in the writing prompt 

about Chicano English is as follows: “Has this article changed how you view Chicano English 

and Spanglish?” As the semester progressed, my questions for the writing prompts became more 

open-ended, which resulted in more reliable data.   
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 Finally, the student learning outcomes of the University of Alabama FWP require that I 

teach students the discourse of the academy, which is written, formal Standardized English. 

Because part of my job is to teach students how to adhere to the conventions of Standardized 

American English (SAE), I feel that this requirement of first-year composition instruction 

undermined some of the lessons of the language exploration curriculum. In other words, it was 

difficult to encourage students to change their views of SAE and appreciate all varieties of 

written and spoken English if they were required to write in SAE in their final drafts. This type 

of instruction reflects what Vershawn Young calls “the false logic of equality” (Nah, We Straight 

55) where instructors claim to view all linguistic varieties as equal but relay a different message 

through their classroom practices.  

Though I taught students that all varieties of American English are equal, I had to 

“correct” the final drafts of their essays for “errors” in Standardized Written English. While 

students expect this type of error correction in composition classes, it seems rather hypocritical 

in a course about the acceptance of linguistic diversity.  

Also, although a large part of this study consisted of me sharing my language background 

with the students, I primarily spoke SAE while in the classroom. Listening to the authority figure 

at the front of the room mainly speak SAE conveys the underlying message that students need to 

speak and write in SAE in order to succeed, and this implicit message betrayed the explicit 

message of acceptance of language differences. This classroom situation is akin to a music 

instructor teaching a music appreciation class instructing students to appreciate all forms of 

music but primarily playing classical music in the classroom. Students will immediately realize 

that the instructor is not practicing what he or she preaches and that all musical genres are clearly 

not equal.  
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 Future studies evaluating the effectiveness of language exploration programs should aim 

for more representation from speakers of stigmatized varieties of American English, especially 

African American English. Nevertheless, this qualitative study analyzes the students’ writing as 

they explore language, which sheds light on how students become linguistically aware through 

their encounters with the language exploration units and examples of the instructor’s linguistic 

background. 

Curriculum, Resources, and Materials.  For the instructional units, I used the website Do You 

Speak American?. The Do You Speak American? (DYSA?) Website accompanies the 

documentary film and book about journalist Robert MacNeil’s investigation into language 

variation within the United States. DYSA? is appropriate for the subject of SRTOL because it 

“contains curricular units, articles, maps, video clips, audio clips, and activities related to 

language” (“DYSA?”). During each writing unit, my students explored different facets of non-

standardized dialects of American English; some of which included Southern American English, 

African American English, and New York City English. They learned, through the readings and 

the examples from my linguistic heritage, that the way a person speaks is a large part of his or 

her identity and that it is not always necessary to speak Standardized American English to be 

successful in the United States. By having the students read and discuss articles from the DYSA? 

Website, I introduced them to the concepts of language change, language variation, language 

myths, and code-switching.  

The website is designed for an audience with no prior background in linguistics; 

therefore, it contains important works, and it is written at a suitable comprehension level for 

first-year writing students. The structure of the articles, with each article forming one argument 

supported by research, provides an excellent model for how first-year writing students can 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Journalism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_MacNeil
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structure their own papers. DYSA? also contains articles by some of the most respected linguists 

in the United States such as Deborah Tannen, whose work on gender and language is popular 

among general audiences, and Walt Wolfram, who developed a dialect awareness curriculum for 

eighth graders in North Carolina. I reference his work in the upcoming section.  

Another reason I chose the website is that it contains a curriculum for high school and 

college students, which includes five units based on the PBS video. The curriculum is divided 

into the following units: African American English, Perspectives on Written and Spoken English, 

Major Regional Dialects, Spanish and Chicano English, Communicative Choices and Linguistic 

Style, and College Level Manual/Guide. Each unit contains definitions of key terms and ideas, 

discussion questions, background information, exam questions, and activities. For these reasons, 

I chose DYSA? as the most appropriate source on language exploration for first-year college 

students. 

Every lesson in the language exploration units was informed by the following student 

learning outcomes developed by the University of Alabama FWP. The student learning outcomes 

are as follows: 

Compose essays with appropriate content development, organization, and style by 

practicing the steps of the writing process (pre-writing, drafting, revising); employ 

appropriate writing strategies for each assignment’s audience and purpose; and 

demonstrate correctness in the written conventions of the University discourse 

community, including grammar, punctuation, mechanics, usage, and basic citation 

and paper formatting. (“English 101”) 

 

The Writing Program gives some requirements for the larger projects but not for the homework 

and classroom activities. The administrators of the program give the instructors the freedom to 

organize the course content around these requirements. Class discussions, quizzes over required 

readings, collaborative work, and written responses to reading material are all teaching 

techniques encouraged by this program and espoused by many composition scholars. 
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Findings. Based on the comparative analysis I conducted, I found that most of the participants 

began to appreciate all varieties of written and spoken English. This finding is evident in the 

comparisons of students’ initial writing, which comes from their narrative essays and their 

responses to the on-demand writing prompts, with the writing in the final projects, which include 

the timed writing essays and the final essays. In order for first-year writing students to truly 

appreciate the nuances of non-standardized varieties of American English (NSE) and perceive 

SAE and NSE as equal, they must overcome mainstream language ideologies as well as anxieties 

about including their home languages in the classroom. Therefore, I argue that including texts 

that promote language equality and discuss different forms of American English, provides 

students with guidelines to critique the dominant language structure, and having the instructor 

lead the way in presenting her home languages in the classroom helps students overcome their 

personal insecurities involving language. 

Clarification of Terminology.  Depending on one’s perspective, the definitions of certain terms 

slightly change. Therefore, although there are several references to terms within the works that I 

use, I offer definitions for the terms Standardized American English and non-standardized 

American English.   

African American English.  I classify the language variety spoken by most African Americans in 

the United States as African American English. This language variety has had many labels 

throughout the years, including but not limited to Black English, Black English Vernacular, 

African American Language, African American English, Spoken Soul, and Ebonics. Although 

some scholars are progressing toward using the label African American English to include all 

variations of English spoken by African Americans, others still differentiate between African 

American English and African American Vernacular English. They argue that African American 
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English is not the English of African Americans since many African Americans vacillate 

between Standardized American English and vernacular forms of American English. However, 

when I reference African American English, I do so to include all forms of English spoken 

primarily by African Americans. For the purposes of this project, I am not compelled to 

distinguish between the variations that exist within African American language usage largely 

because I have not found that linguists make these kinds of distinctions in other racial/cultural 

dialects. For instance, the dialect of American English spoken mostly by Mexican Americans is 

referred to as “Chicano American English;” there is no label of “Chicano American Vernacular 

English.” The same applies to “Louisiana Creole English;” there is no label of “Louisiana Creole 

Vernacular English.”  

Non-standardized vs. Standardized English.  To explain the differences between Standardized 

and non-standardized English, I draw from Walt Wolfram and Natalie Schilling-Estes’ American 

English: Dialects and Variation. Wolfram and Schilling-Estes explain what they call “Formal 

Standard English” or “Prescriptive Standard English” as the “written language of established 

writers,” which may be found “codified in English grammar texts” (10). 

The idea of non-standardized language includes features of oral and written language that 

deviates further away from the written language found codified in English grammar texts. Non-

standardized language may be more difficult to characterize. In fact, Wolfram and Schilling-

Estes note that certain characteristics of a speaker’s language may lead some to consider it non-

standard and others to consider it as standard (11). 

For this particular study, the term “non-standardized” is not used to reflect an evaluation 

of language, but more so any deviation from the prescriptive rules of English grammar. 

Standardized English is not “good,” “proper,” or “correct” English, and non-standardized 
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English is not “bad,” “improper,” or “incorrect” English. Instead, Standardized English is 

prescriptive English, and non-standardized English is non-prescriptive English. The term 

Standardized English represents a sociopolitical construction based in codification of the dialect 

of the powerful and enforced to maintain boundaries of power. These concepts reflect academic 

views of varieties of American English rather than mainstream views. 

Review of Literature 

 Many scholars have contributed research on dialect awareness and linguistic variation.  

Two of the works that have had the greatest influence on my perception of these topics are Walt 

Wolfram’s and Natalie Schilling-Estes’ American English: Dialects and Variation and Rosina 

Lippi-Green’s English with an Accent: Language, Ideology, and Discrimination in the United 

States. Wolfram and Schilling-Estes contribute a historical account of language variation within 

the United States. The text provides overviews of language shift and change in the United States, 

and it ends with a discussion of how dialect awareness can be promoted in classrooms and 

communities.   

Like Wolfram and Schilling-Estes, Lippi-Green’s text presents valuable information 

about language variation within the United States. However, Lippi-Green makes critical 

arguments about those topics. She defines what she refers to as standard language ideology and 

gives examples of how it functions in American society. She argues for the value in language 

variation, focusing on how it highlights the cultural and social uniqueness of each individual.  

Lippi-Green’s text provided the foundation for this exploration.  

Other texts valuable to this study are those that discuss the negative attitudes toward non-

standardized dialects of American English and the privilege given to Standardized American 

English. William Labov’s 1969 article “The Logic of Non-standard English” is a watershed text 
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that provides a foundation for the discussion of the prevailing view that nonstandard varieties are 

deficient. Labov claims that speakers of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) do not 

suffer from a deficient language; instead, he concludes that the participants’ brief, monosyllabic 

answers to researchers resulted from the power dynamic between the participant and the 

researcher and the participants’ learned suspicion of authorities. Since this article was printed 

and then reprinted in Labov’s 1972 book, Language in the Inner City: Studies in the Black 

English Vernacular, the study of stigmatized variations of American English has grown to show 

that the grammar, lexicon, phonology, and rhetoric of stigmatized variations are systematic and 

logical. Labov refuted the belief among educational psychologists of the time that AAVE lacks a 

grammar, and he ultimately makes one of the strongest arguments for the legitimacy of AAVE.   

AAVE and other non-standardized dialects of American English are a source of pride and 

identity for its speakers; therefore, texts like John Russell Rickford and Russell John Rickford’s 

Spoken Soul: The Story of Black English, which argue against eradicationist views of non-

standardized dialects are vital to this study. Rickford and Rickford argue that speakers of AAVE, 

or what they refer to as “Spoken Soul,” do not have to abandon their home dialect in order to 

acquire SAE. Rickford and Rickford discuss the structure, origins, significance, and nuances of 

AAVE. They also argue for the eradication of the view of AAVE as bad, broken, and lazy 

English. In the article “Language Ideology and Dialect: Understanding the Oakland Ebonics 

Controversy,” Walt Wolfram makes an argument that is similar to that of Rickford and Rickford.  

He argues that the educational system needs to consider linguistic variation in order to change 

the public perception of stigmatized dialects of American English. To illustrate the dichotomy 

between mainstream language beliefs and those of language experts, Wolfram provides a 

specific quote from the Oakland School Board resolution, then he follows each quote with the 
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public interpretation of the statement. He ends with language experts’ understanding of the 

resolution statement. Wolfram ultimately shows how underlying language beliefs may shape the 

interpretation and representation of language disputes.   

Because of its practical approach to teaching Standardized English to speakers of AAVE, 

Rebecca S. Wheeler and Rachel Swords’ Code-Switching: Teaching Standard English in Urban 

Classrooms is one of the works that is essential to this study. They begin their work by 

discussing the public perception of nonstandard dialects. They point out that nonstandard dialects 

are often described as “sloppy or broken, the language of lazy, uneducated speakers” (12). They 

argue that rather than viewing students’ use of non-standard dialects in speaking and writing as 

mistakes in Standard English, educators need to view them as following the patterns of their 

home dialect. They begin the text by offering an overview of the theories of language diversity 

and subordination, and they end by giving a practical application of these theories. They argue 

that in order to teach students Standard English or what they refer to as formal English, teachers 

need to pinpoint the differences between nonstandard and Standard English, thus creating a 

bridge between the two and helping students better acquire Standard English. Also, like other 

scholars who support code-switching, such as Geneva Smitherman and Lisa Delpit, Wheeler and 

Swords argue that students need to understand that different languages are appropriate for 

different settings. Reading this text has given me concrete strategies to use that can be used when 

discussing linguistic variation with my students.   

 Another important body of research illustrates that showing an appreciation for students’ 

home language leads to a better academic experience (Delpit; Elbow; Marlow; Smitherman; 

Wheeler and Swords). In David Marlow’s article “Teachin’ Good: Using Informal English as a 

Bridge to Standard English in the Classroom,” the text from which I borrowed the title for this 
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project, he gives practical suggestions of how linguistic variation can be incorporated into the 

classroom. He claims that an eradicationist approach to nonstandard dialects in the classroom 

“places some students in the deleterious position of choosing between academic success and 

normal relationships with family and friends” (43). Like Wheeler and Swords, Marlow argues 

that bidialectalism can be used to help students improve both academically and socially. I will 

build on the work that Marlow has done by sharing my linguistic identity with my students in 

order to model ways to create this bridge between Standardized American English and the 

students’ home languages. 

As one who subscribes to the ideas of process pedagogy, I have been influenced by many 

of Peter Elbow’s works. For this study, the most relevant of Elbow’s work is “Inviting the 

Mother Tongue: Beyond ‘Mistakes,’ ‘Bad English,’ and ‘Wrong Language.’” In this work, 

Elbow builds on the views of hooks, Gilyard, Delpit, and Smitherman. He argues for including 

what he calls the “mother tongue” in the drafting stages of writing, then having students do 

extensive copy-editing and receive help from various sources, such as writing centers and 

classmates, to change the draft to Standard Written English. He refers to the work of Lisa Delpit 

throughout the text, noting how she argues against white middle-class liberal instructors who do 

a disservice to African-American students when they fail to teach them Standard American 

English. Although he acknowledges that he values nonstandard dialects of American English, he 

understands the consequences of not incorporating the tenets of SAE in the writing instruction. 

Elbow posits that writing in the mother tongue on multiple drafts strengthens the students’ 

cognitive and rhetorical abilities.    

 While scholars such as Elbow, Smitherman, Wheeler and Swords, and Rickford and 

Rickford argue that stigmatized dialects such as African American English are inappropriate in 
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certain settings, in “‘Nah, We Straight’: An Argument Against Code Switching,” Vershawn 

Young makes a strong argument against bidialectalism. Young claims that if African American 

English is truly a legitimate dialect of American English, then AAE should not be considered 

inappropriate for certain settings, especially not academia. He directly counters Wheeler and 

Swords’ argument that students should associate standardized English with formality and non-

standardized English with informality, claiming that “since black English is restricted in schools 

and the mainstream public, it is, in effect, rendered inferior” (55). This article served as the 

foundation for how I situated myself as a critical pedagogue who wants her students to challenge 

the notion of language hegemony. 

Another work that is essential to this study is Sonja Lanehart’s article “African American 

Vernacular English and Education: The Dynamics of Pedagogy, Ideology, and Identity,” a work 

that challenges the notion that bidialectalism is the answer to linguistic subordination. She also 

discusses the negative implications of the eradicationist view in regards to linguistic variation.  

She discusses the influence these ideologies have on classroom instruction, noting that identity is 

“intertwined with issues of language, education, and ideology” (123). Defining what she refers to 

as the Ideology of Opportunity and the Ideology of Progress, Lanehart argues that these beliefs 

have perpetuated the idea that SAE is the only correct variation of American English and that it 

leads to academic, economic, and social opportunities and progress. She ultimately argues that 

these ideologies are rooted in racism. 

 Bruce Horner’s “Students’ Rights,’ English Only, and Re-imagining the Politics of 

Language” is another work that adds to my critical pedagogy framework and makes an argument 

that is similar to Lanehart’s. Claiming that the acquisition of SAE does not ensure social and 

economic gains, Horner argues that “dominant approaches to language and ‘error’ have failed to 
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understand language as material social practice” (742), and they fail to adequately alleviate the 

challenges that occur within the classroom. Therefore, he suggests that writing be viewed as a 

space where students can mediate their language and social identity. Finally, Horner calls for 

students to analyze the linguistic hegemony. 

Texts devoted to the discussion of language as identity are also useful to this pursuit.  A 

text that creates a foundation for my discussion is Keith Gilyard’s autobiography Voices of the 

Self. In this text, Gilyard analyzes identity and discusses the challenges of negotiating between 

two linguistic personas: his academic persona and his street or home persona. Feeling torn 

between his two roles, Gilyard narrates an identity crisis. Acknowledging that bidialectalism 

helped him overcome his identity crisis and led to his educational success, his overall argument 

emphasizes an educational system that favors bidialectalism as a bridge toward educational 

advancement and empowerment for African Americans.  

In Your Average Nigga: Performing Race, Literacy, and Masculinity, Vershawn Young 

also discusses the dichotomy between his home identity and his academic identity. Challenging 

the belief that speaking Standard English and relinquishing African American English leads to 

academic success for black students, Young argues that this assumption puts black males in the 

position of having to choose between their education and their masculinity. Like Gilyard, Young 

shares his own experiences as he reveals the factors that make black culture incompatible with 

literacy for blacks, especially black males. Young suggests that the linguistic barriers that exist 

between Standard English and African American English hurt black students from the inner city 

the most, for if these students speak Standard English, they risk isolating themselves from the 

black community, and if they retain their home dialect and behavior, they may separate 

themselves from mainstream society. He argues that this continuous effort by black males to 
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demonstrate an acceptable masculine and racial identity leads to what he refers to as the burden 

of racial performance, which forces blacks either to act white or to try to substantiate their 

blackness. Ultimately, Young argues that linguistic and cultural performances are burdensome 

because they do not alleviate racism; instead, they only perpetuate the constructs that they try to 

challenge.  

 In The Skin that We Speak: Thoughts on Language and Culture in the Classroom, Lisa 

Delpit also discusses the challenges of choosing between two divergent identities through her 

daughter’s experience attending a predominantly white school. Unable to create two identities, 

Delpit’s daughter suffered from low self-esteem while she attended the predominantly white 

institution, but her self-esteem thrived after she enrolled in a more culturally diverse institution.  

She also learned AAVE while at the new institution, leading Delpit to conclude that her daughter 

acquired the new language variation so easily because of the acceptance she felt in her new 

community. Delpit argues that educators should embrace students’ home dialects, and in return, 

students will be willing to learn SAE. 

 Like Gilyard, Young, and Delpit, Victor Villanueva and Richard Rodriguez address the 

effects of bidialectalism. In Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez, Rodriguez 

attributes his academic success to what he terms “public English.” Unlike the previously-

mentioned scholars, Rodriguez believes that in order to fully immerse oneself into the 

mainstream culture, students must relinquish their ties to their home identity. He even argues that 

a contradiction exists regarding the use of the term “minority student” because from his 

experience, when he entered the academy, he was no longer a “minority.”  

 While Rodriguez willingly abandons some of his cultural heritage, in Bootstraps: From 

an American Academic of Color, Victor Villanueva discusses his belief that it is impossible to 
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relinquish one’s culture. He believes that a person can never relinquish his or her home culture 

for the new culture. From the perceptions of two Hispanic American scholars, compositionists 

can uncover two different views on the issue of language and identity as well as the tension that 

surrounds these perceptions. 

 Possibly the most prominent scholar connected to SRTOL since its inception is Geneva 

Smitherman, and she has developed her own language policy in the book Talkin that Talk: 

Language, Culture and Education in African America. She proposes the National Language 

Policy for African Americans and the nation. This policy encourages African American youth to 

acquire AAVE, SAE, and a third world language, possibly Spanish. Her policy calls for the 

recognition of AAVE as a legitimate language and for its use for instructional purposes in 

schools that have a large number of AAVE speakers. The policy also reinforces the need for 

SAE.   

This dissertation examines language exploration activities in a first-year writing 

classroom. These works informed the development of classroom activities and the analysis of the 

results of the data collected through the study. This dissertation builds on the work that has been 

done by notable scholars such as David Marlow, Geneva Smitherman, William Labov, and Walt 

Wolfram. Ultimately, this study adds to this body of work by suggesting that including the 

instructor’s linguistic identity in the classroom can strengthen the positive impact that language 

exploration activities have on students. 

Chapter Overview. The dissertation proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 provides the procedures and 

methodology for the study. It begins by describing the participants, the collection of data, and the 

curriculum for the study. The section describing the curriculum is divided into four major 

sections according to the units for the class: Exploring Language and Identity, Exploring Other 
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Home Languages, Exploring Slang in the Classroom, and Exploring the Instructor’s Language 

Identities. Under each section, I explain the projects and assignments associated with each unit, 

and I explain the scholarship that informs each section.  

In the third and fourth chapters, I present the findings of an IRB-approved case study on 

language exploration in the composition classroom. In Chapter 3, I analyze changes in students’ 

views toward NSE and SAE after completing the language exploration units. I also analyze how 

students engage with theories about language exploration. Based on the results of the first part of 

the study, I argue that including texts that promote language equality and discuss different 

varieties of American English, provide students with guidelines to critique the dominant 

language structure and appreciate NSE.  

In this chapter, I analyze the students’ writing from my first-year writing class. I consider 

the goals of this study, including a consideration of the social and academic implications of 

incorporating students’ home dialects in the composition classroom and a consideration of how 

this curriculum improves students’ appreciation of non-standardized dialects of American 

English. I align my views with certain positions endorsed by critical pedagogy scholars such as 

Henry Giroux and bell hooks.  

In Chapter 4, I also analyze changes in student’s attitudes toward NSE and SAE; 

however, this chapter focuses on the incorporation of examples of my linguistic identities in the 

classroom. Based on the results of this part of the study, I argue that having the instructor serve 

as a bidialectal role model in the classroom helps students overcome their personal insecurities 

involving language. Throughout Chapters 3 and 4, I share and discuss the writing assignments as 

well as the theories that inform my pedagogical practices. I draw from the works of bell hooks 

and other critical pedagogy scholars, and I revisit key works in composition studies such as Keith 
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Gilyard’s autobiography Voices of the Self and Terry Dean’s “Multicultural Classrooms, 

Monocultural Teachers.” I also extend the conversation on language exploration as I analyze 

themes that emerge from the students’ writing and review special cases that I encountered within 

the classroom.  

In Chapter 5, I discuss implications that English professionals must consider in 

responding to the SRTOL. I argue that we must not only incorporate language exploration units 

in the classroom, but if we want to ensure that students’ perceptions change, we must serve as 

bidialectal role models and finds ways to address students “errors” and meet the standards of 

first-year writing programs without refuting language equality.  

This language exploration curriculum aims to build on the work that Smitherman et. al 

conducted in response to SRTOL. It is my hope that students and composition instructors will all 

benefit from exploring language diversity in this way. Because mainstream language policies and 

ideologies such as the 1996 Oakland School Board controversy demonstrate that the public 

continues to view NSE, especially African American English, as inappropriate in academic and 

professional settings, composition practitioners should feel the responsibility of resisting 

rejections of NSE, as we welcome and affirm the NSE discursive practices in the classroom.  
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Chapter 2: The Method for “Teachin’ Good” 

 

Critical pedagogues have long acknowledged the importance of instructors learning about 

students’ identities outside of the classroom. However, some pedagogues neglect to include their 

own personal identities in the classroom to serve as models for the students. The result of this 

pedagogy, which overlooks the importance of the instructor sharing his or her identity, is that 

students may feel pressured into sharing their personal identities and a lack of support from their 

instructor, which may lead to feelings of insecurity and anxiety as I described in my own 

narrative about sharing for the first time. Therefore, the methods used in this study provide a 

guideline for a language exploration curriculum that incorporates the instructor’s linguistic 

identity in the classroom. 

In this chapter, I will describe in detail the participants, the collection of data, and the 

curriculum for this study. This study’s methods were submitted to the University of Alabama 

Internal Review Board (Project # 14-OR-311) and were granted expedited approval. As stated in 

Chapter 1, the primary goal of the present study is to analyse student writing in order to 

demonstrate concrete ways to apply the Conference on College Composition and 

Communication’s (CCCC) position statement of Student’s Right to Their Own Language 

(SRTOL) in a first-year writing classroom by not only having students develop and share their 

own linguistic identity but also by sharing the linguistic identity of the instructor with the 

students. This study follows a comparative analysis design for a group that consists of first-year 

composition students. The initial data consisted of students writing a narrative essay where they 

describe their language background and reflect on their perspectives of non-standardized dialects 
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of American English (NSE). After writing the narrative essay, the group read articles, 

participated in class discussions, wrote three formal essays, responded in class to writing 

prompts, and delivered a presentation on a non-standardized variation of American English. The 

final essay was similar to the narrative essay with additional open-ended questions, which asked 

students to describe how the language exploration units changed their attitudes about NSE. The 

formal essays and written responses to the writing prompts were analyzed to determine whether 

these assignments along with the inclusion of the instructor’s examples of NSE were successful 

in changing the students’ attitudes towards NSE. 

As I examine the inclusion of the students’ and my linguistic identities into the 

classroom, I should note that I do not oppose the teaching of Standardized American English 

(SAE) within the classroom. Rather, I maintain that students’ non-standardized dialects of 

American English should be not only respected but also included in academia. As many of these 

students strive to maintain connections to their home communities, educators must challenge the 

implicit domination of SAE within the academic community.  

Rationale 

The comparative analysis model was adopted in order to provide a measurement of the 

participants’ attitudes towards NSE and those who speak these dialects. The addition of the 

examples from my language background of African American English, Southern American 

English, and Louisiana Creole English enables me to analyze students’ responses to the inclusion 

of my linguistic background in the classroom. The open-ended responses to the writing prompts 

serve as a qualitative measure of the course’s success in raising awareness and encouraging 

students to appreciate all varieties of written and spoken English and provide another opportunity 
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to determine the success or failure of the language exploration units in meeting the goals of the 

study.  

Participants  

The participants consist of nineteen students in an English 101 class at the University of 

Alabama during the fall semester of 2014. In order to maintain anonymity, students’ names were 

redacted from their writing samples, and students were given gender-neutral pseudonyms in 

place of their names. Also, students were informed that I would analyze their writing after the 

end of the semester. 

The participants of the group were not recruited. They voluntarily signed up for a 

required core curriculum writing class at the University of Alabama without knowing that they 

would have the opportunity to be in a study on language exploration. English 101 focuses on 

introducing students to “college-level expository writing, critical reading, basic citation, and the 

rhetorical tools to participate successfully in the University of Alabama discourse community” 

(“English 101”). The course is required in order to graduate. Because the students were not 

aware that this section of English 101 would include units on language exploration, it did not 

attract students interested in that theme. Instead, students chose the course for other reasons, such 

as the time and availability of the course.  

Collection of Pre-Test Data  

At the beginning of the semester, the co-principal investigator read a script to the class 

explaining the guidelines of the study, and she also gave the students the informed consent forms 

for them to decide if they wanted to participate in the study. The Internal Review Board of the 

University of Alabama prefers that persons other than the instructor ask students to participate in 
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studies with human subjects; this precaution was taken so the twenty participants did not feel 

coerced into participating.  

The Language Exploration Curriculum   

These lesson plans were designed for college students in a required composition course, 

but are adaptable to a variety of classroom situations. The following lesson plans reflect the 

actual lessons taught in this study. Although other objectives of the course were taught in 

addition to the lessons that relate to language exploration, they will not be discussed here 

because those lessons are beyond the scope of this study. However, I feel that it is important to 

note that in adhering to the student learning outcomes given by the University of Alabama First-

Year Writing Program, I did teach these topics during the class sessions as well.  

In Code-Switching: Teaching Standard English in Urban Classrooms, Rebecca S. 

Wheeler and Rachel Swords suggest several ways of teaching students who speak “informal 

English,” their label for NSE. Among their suggestions, Wheeler and Swords suggest removing 

terms such as “right,” “wrong,” “proper,” and “improper” from students’ vocabularies when 

describing NSE and SAE (57). Also, rather than seeing students’ use of non-standardized 

patterns as mistakes or errors, they suggest that teachers view it as the student following the 

pattern of a form of informal English (57). Similarly, in Let’s Flip the Script: An African 

American on Language, Literature, and Learning, Keith Gilyard argues, “Students, not dialects, 

have been broken, and negative responses to language differences have been much of their 

problem” (83). These works provided a foundation for which to serve in the capacity as a 

bidialectal role model.  

In the class, I used Wheeler and Swords’ terms formal and informal English to indicate 

SAE and NSE. However, in the classroom, if students used terms such as “right,” “wrong,” 
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“proper,” and “improper” to describe NSE and SAE instead of informal and formal English, I did 

not “correct” them because I did not want to influence their view of language through the 

language that I used in the classroom. I wanted the articles, the projects that the students 

completed, and the oral presentations to influence the students’ views about language. Any 

attempt to modify the students’ verbal or spoken language would have more than likely 

encouraged the students to ensure that their written responses fit what they viewed as my agenda. 

This type of response would have weakened the results of the study.  

On the first day of class, I began class with an activity where the students introduced 

themselves. After that, we discussed the syllabus and the class theme. During the discussion of 

the class theme, I asked the students to “write about their view of those who speak informal 

English such as Ebonics, Southern English, and New York City English.” The students then 

shared some of their varying perceptions of those who speak non-standardized forms of 

American English while I recorded their responses on the board in the front of the classroom. 

Those observations had a wide range: from some students viewing people who speak that way as 

unintelligent and unsophisticated to some claiming that there is nothing wrong with speaking that 

way and viewing people who speak that way as showing a part of their culture. This activity 

served as an introduction and a conversation topic to segue into the pre-test. 

On the second day of class, I distributed the pre-test
3
 to the students. The students were 

asked to consider our previous discussion and develop a complete essay based on that topic.
4
 For 

homework, students were instructed to read the article “Sounds of the South” by Guy Bailey and 

Jan Tillery from the Do You Speak American? Website before the next class session. I chose this 

                                                 
3 The pre-test or diagnostic exam contains the same writing prompt as the prompt for the narrative essay. This 

writing prompt is below.  
4 Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English language that you grew 

up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years.  You should also discuss your perception of your 

home language(s).   
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article because most of the class consisted of students from the South who identify themselves as 

speakers of Southern American English (SAE), so I wanted the students to discuss familiar 

topics before discussing unfamiliar ones. The following class session, I gave students a writing 

prompt to assess their comprehension of the assigned reading and prepare them for discussion. 

The prompt was as follows: 

During the last class session, we discussed the rhetorical appeals and the 

rhetorical situation. You also had to read “Sounds of the South” for homework. 

What is your initial reaction to the article? Has it changed how you view Southern 

American English? What is the purpose of the article? Where is this stated in the 

article? Who do you believe is the intended audience for this article, and what are 

the values of that audience? How do the authors Guy Bailey and Jan Tillery 

exemplify their credibility (ethos) to the audience?  How do they appeal to the 

audience’s way of thinking (logos)?  How do they appeal to the audience’s 

emotions (pathos)? 

   

These writing prompts required students to write a fully developed paragraph during most of the 

class sessions, so they were guaranteed to practice their writing consistently. The prompts also 

encouraged students to think critically in that I often formed questions that gave students the 

chance to challenge their views on the topic of language exploration. 

After I collected the writing prompts, I opened the floor for students to share their 

answers to the prompt in small groups and with the rest of the class. In “Multicultural 

Classrooms, Monocultural Teachers,” Terry Dean argues that small groups “provide a supportive 

environment for exploring culturally sensitive issues that students might hesitate to bring up in 

class or discuss with the teacher” (32). I used this method in order to give students the 

opportunity to discuss topic in a “safe” environment before engaging in an open discussion. 

Also, Dean claims that the small group method “encourages participation by students who may 

not feel comfortable speaking up in class for whatever reason,” (32) so students who normally 

would not talk in front of the entire class were more likely to talk in their small groups. Students 
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were typically prepared for discussions because they had already articulated their thoughts in 

writing and in their small groups. During each class session where the students had been 

assigned to read an article, I also picked up their copies of the articles to ensure that they had 

annotated throughout the article. Although checking the students’ annotations initially seemed 

invasive and rudimentary, as a composition instructor I have found tasks like these to be 

necessary in encouraging students to read the text. At first there were very few students who 

annotated the text, but after I checked the copies of their articles at the beginning of the first few 

class sessions, more students participated, which led to more participation in class discussions 

and more substantive responses to the writing prompts.  

Unit 1: Exploring Language and Identity 

The first unit we explored as a class was “Language as Identity.” In this unit, I wanted to 

have students read and discuss articles and complete assignments that reflect their language 

identities. Because most of the students were from the South, I decided to begin with Guy Bailey 

and Jan Tillery’s article “Sounds of the South,” which highlights the negative stereotypes about 

Southern American English and argues for the legitimacy of the dialect from a linguistic 

perspective. 

For the formal essay related to this unit, our specific topic of inquiry was for them to 

write a narrative essay where they identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English 

language that they grew up speaking and how their language has evolved over the years and 

discuss their perception of their home language(s). In adhering to the student learning outcomes 

of the UA FWP, students were introduced to various rhetorical devices, such as audience, 

purpose, tone, and point of view. Although the text that I used for the course, Stephen Wilhoit’s 

Brief Guide to Writing from Readings, begins with a chapter on writing a response essay for the 
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first formal essay, I chose the narrative essay as the first essay because I wanted the students to 

begin the semester by reflecting on their language background, and the narrative essay lends 

itself to that topic much better than the other modes of writing. 

During the third class session, we began by watching a YouTube video of a clip from 

comedian Jeff Foxworthy’s show “Southern Accent,” in which Foxworthy discusses the common 

stereotypes about Southern American English (SAE). The students were also given a 

transcription of the video so that they could quote some of Foxworthy’s statements in their 

written responses. The students were given the following prompt: 

Consider Foxworthy’s comments about the southern accent. He says that “we are 

not stupid in the South,” but he also says that he would not take a brain surgeon 

with a southern accent seriously. Write a paragraph-length response to the 

following questions: Why do you think most people view those who speak with a 

southern accent as unintelligent? In other words, where do these views about the 

language of southerners come from?   

 

After students finished writing, we discussed the stereotypes about SAE, and students told stories 

of their own use and their interactions with those who use SAE. This video gave the students 

examples of SAE and common perceptions of the dialect, and the ensuing discussion gave the 

class an opportunity to think critically about these perceptions.  

Before the fourth day of instruction, students read the article “New York Style” by 

Deborah Tannen. Tannen’s work was appropriate for these students because there are several 

examples of New York City English (NYCE) in her article, and the students, especially those 

who were from the New York City area, connected with it. At the beginning of class, students 

were given the following prompt:   

Last week we discussed Southern American English by reading Bailey and 

Tillery’s article “Sounds of the South” and viewing Jeff Foxworthy’s video 

“Southern Accent.” Today we will discuss New York City English. What is your 

perception of New York City English? What are some of the similarities between 
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New York City English and Southern American English? What are some of the 

differences? 

 

I encouraged the students to use their copies of “Sounds of the South” and “New York Style” to 

provide evidence to support their views.   

The students were also shown excerpts of an episode from the television show “King of 

Queens” titled “Gambling ‘N Diction” throughout the class session. Prior to that, I gave the 

students the following prompt to consider: “What perceptions of New York City English, 

informal forms of American English, and formal/standard English do the characters in this video 

exemplify?” The first scene that the students saw featured one of the main characters, Carrie, 

discussing with her immediate supervisor her chances for earning a promotion at the highly 

prestigious law firm in New York City where she works. Her supervisor says that she would be a 

“great candidate for the job,” but her speech would inhibit her from getting the job. The 

supervisor says, “I know how bright and talented you are, but the committee might not be able to 

appreciate that because of the way you talk.” Appearing confused and ashamed, Carrie then asks, 

“What’s wrong with the way I tawk?” Her supervisor then explains to her that the way she 

speaks makes her sound like “she would be more at home unloading trucks at the fish market or 

mixing cement.”  

After watching this scene, the students wrote their responses down on paper, knowing 

that we would discuss it later. After briefly teaching a concept of writing, I showed another scene 

from the same episode. That scene features Carrie discussing her speech “problem” with a family 

friend named Spence. He says that he can help her “lose that accent” because he himself lost his 

Southern American English accent. These scenes not only give examples of New York City 

English with the pronunciation of the word talk being highlighted through Carrie’s use of it, but 

it also exemplifies what Rosina Lippi-Green refers to as the elements of the language 
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subordination process: “First, one person or group must want to make another person or group 

believe that their language—and hence their social allegiances and priorities—are inferior. 

Second, that targeted person or group must become complicit in the process” (335). In the 

episode, Carrie’s supervisor clearly makes her feel that her language is inferior; in fact, Carrie 

feels so inferior that she seeks to eradicate her accent with Spence’s assistance. Carrie submits to 

the process of eradication, believing that she will not have a chance to get the promotion if she 

does not submit to the language subordination process.  

Other class readings for this unit included “California English” by Penelope Eckert and 

Norma Mendoza-Denton, “The Midwest Accent” by Matthew J. Gordon, and “Talking with Mi 

Gente” by Carmen Fought, an article about Chicano English. These readings aided the students 

in thinking about the stereotypes associated with non-standardized dialects of American English 

and issues or challenges for those who speak non-standardized dialects of American English; all 

of which prepared them to write the formal essays. 

Unit 2: Exploring Other Home Languages 

After the students explored language and identity in the first unit, it was appropriate for 

them to explore unfamiliar non-standardized dialects. The articles chosen from the Do You 

Speak American? Website for this unit center on non-standardized dialects of American English 

with which the students were not familiar. They included “Lone Star Language” by Guy Bailey 

and Jan Tillery, “Hooked on Ebonics” by Dennis Barron, “Lumbee Dialect” by Walt Wolfram, 

“Steel Town Speak” by Barbara Johnstone and Scott Kiesling, “Do You Speak Presidential?” by 

Anna Marie Trester, and “Cajun English” by Megan Melancon. The formal essay for this unit 

was a critique essay where students were required to critique one of the articles we read in the 

class.  

http://www.pbs.org/speak/seatosea/americanvarieties/californian/#eckert
http://www.pbs.org/speak/seatosea/americanvarieties/californian/#mendoza-denton
http://www.pbs.org/speak/seatosea/americanvarieties/texan/#bailey
http://www.pbs.org/speak/seatosea/americanvarieties/pittsburghese/#johnstone
http://www.pbs.org/speak/seatosea/standardamerican/presidential/#trester
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 On the first day of instruction for this unit, the students responded to the following 

prompt about Texas English at the beginning of class:   

In Guy Bailey and Jan Tillery’s “Lone Star Language,” they make an argument 

regarding Texas English. Has this article changed how you view Texas English?  

If so, how did it change your view?  How do Bailey and Tillery show their 

credibility (ethos) to the audience?  How do they appeal to the audience’s way of 

thinking (logos)?  How do they appeal to the audience’s emotions (pathos)?   

 

After the students responded to the prompt, they shared their views with their classmates in small 

groups, then the class had an open discussion about the topic.  

 During the next class session, students discussed African American English after reading 

“Hooked on Ebonics” by Dennis Baron for homework. In order to have students build on their 

knowledge about Southern American English, they were instructed to compare and contrast the 

views of two celebrities: Jeff Foxworthy and Bill Cosby. During the discussion, the students 

considered the following:   

Southern American English (SAE) and African American English (AAE) are two 

of the most stigmatized forms of American English, so I want you to think 

critically about the common views about these forms of American English. Listen 

to Jeff Foxworthy’s views about SAE, then listen to Bill Cosby’s views about 

AAE, then respond to the following prompt. What are the similarities and 

differences between the two views? Create a chart of the similarities and 

differences. Consider the following categories: their argument/main point, 

intended audience, techniques used to appeal to the audience, and tone. You may 

consider other similarities and differences as well.   

 

After the students created their comparison and contrast charts, I had them share what they had 

written in small groups, then the class had an open discussion where I recorded the students’ 

responses on the board.  

 During the next class session, the students discussed the article “Do You Speak 

Presidential?” by Anna Marie Trester. In order to prepare the students for the discussion, they 

watched a YouTube video featuring former presidents Bill Clinton and George Bush. The video 

http://www.pbs.org/speak/seatosea/standardamerican/presidential/#trester
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features both presidents being interviewed by the Associated Press after launching their 

Presidential Scholars Program. The interviewer begins by asking the presidents the following: 

“Why did you decide to do this as a collaboration, and why did you choose leadership as the 

theme?” President Bush jokingly responds by saying, “Because…” Then after a long pause that 

is filled with his and the audience’s laughter, he continues, “You said keep it short, right?  Hi 

Mom!” Interwoven in the discussion about the scholarship program is both presidents’ use of 

non-standardized American English, so the students were able to make connections with the 

video and the article they previously read. The students were instructed to consider the following 

questions:  

If these two former presidents use informal English and were still elected to the 

office of President of the United States, what does that reveal about most 

Americans’ attitudes toward informal English and/or formal English?  Is it 

necessary for a president to use formal English in order to get elected to the office 

of president?  Why do you think it is necessary or not necessary? 

 

One of the goals of this discussion was for students to interrogate the supposed necessity for the 

use of Standardized American English in order to be successful in our society. Also, students 

discussed the rhetorical strategies of the presidents, noting their ability to adopt different levels 

of formality depending on the audience and the topic of discussion.  

Unit 3: Exploring Slang in American English 

 The third and final unit for the language exploration curriculum centered on slang. For 

this unit, the students read the following articles: “The Power of Slang” by Tom Dalzell, “Born 

in the USA” by Jannis Androutsopoulos, “Slang and Sociability” by Connie Eble, “Like, Quote 

Me” by John Singler, and “Hip Hop Nation” by H. Samy Alim. One of the most influential 

readings was Tom Danzell’s “The Power of Slang.” In this article, Dalzell argues that “slang’s 

popularity and power with speakers of American English should not come as a surprise. By 



 

37 

 

design, slang is wittier and more clever than standard English” (“DYSA?”). During the first 

discussion for this unit, the students viewed a clip of an episode of the show Ellen. This clip 

features Ellen DeGeneres and the British actor and director Hugh Laurie discussing British and 

American slang. Both DeGeneres and Laurie take turns calling out the names of some popular 

British and American slang terms. Some of the terms include American slang terms such as 

shawty and bling-bling, and British slang terms such as chin-wag and chuffed to bits. DeGeneres 

tries to guess the meanings of the British slang terms, and Laurie tries to guess the meanings of 

the American slang terms. This comical video supports Dalzell’s argument that “slang is wittier 

and more clever than standard English” (“DYSA?”). For instance, after DeGeneres says the word 

ba-donka-donk, which she defines as “an extremely curvaceous female behind,” Laurie responds 

by exclaiming, “That’s a fantastic word!” After watching the video, the students responded in 

writing to the following prompt: “How do the slang terms that DeGeneres and Laurie discuss and 

their attitudes toward the words help to support the point that ‘slang is wittier and more clever 

than standard English’ and other points made in the articles?” The students were instructed to use 

examples from both the video and the articles they read before class. 

 The formal writing for this unit was an informative synthesis essay.  For this essay, 

students chose seven of the articles they read and synthesized those articles based on at least 

three common themes.   

Exploring the Instructor’s Language Identities 

 During the fourth unit of the curriculum on language exploration, the students completed 

their oral presentations. For this assignment, the students had to record and transcribe the 

recording of someone who speaks a form of their home language. They could choose to record 

themselves, a family member, or a friend. Also, for those who do not classify themselves as 
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speaking a non-standardized form of American English, I had them choose any non-standardized 

form of American English that we had discussed. They were instructed to ask the person that 

they recorded to tell them an interesting story and try to keep the recording as natural as possible. 

After recording the person, they were instructed to transcribe it, make copies of the transcription 

to share with the class during the presentation, and create a PowerPoint Presentation. This 

PowerPoint Presentation needed to include the recording and slides that show connections 

between the language in the transcription and some of the statements in at least three of the 

articles that we had read in the class and/or other articles on the Do You Speak American? 

Website. 

One of the most important aspects of the study is the inclusion of the instructor’s 

linguistic identity, so after assigning the oral presentation, I shared examples of my linguistic 

identity with the class. My presentations not only contributed further to the class’s exploration of 

non-standardized American English, but they also served as an introduction to my linguistic 

identities. These presentations are adapted from the projects that I presented to Dr. Catherine E. 

Davies’ English Linguistics and Dialectology classes. For the first presentation, I modified the 

presentation about my husband, Christopher Burns. Rather than analyze his speech based on 

William Labov’s narrative analysis as I did in Dr. Davies’ class, for each presentation I used the 

same guidelines that I gave the students for their presentations. The recording for this 

presentation was a two-minute recording of Chris telling a story about the time he shot his older 

brother in the rear end with a BB gun. The presentation, entitled “I Shot My Brother,” features 

the recording and the analysis of Chris’s speech patterns, which illustrate several varieties of 

American English, including Southern American English, African American English, and Valley 

Girl English. Because of the diversity of his speech, I was able to discuss various non-
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standardized forms of American English during that presentation to the students. For instance, in 

the story, Chris says, “I felt like he was trying to act cool out there.” During the presentation, I 

connected his use of the word cool with the article “Born in the USA” by Jannis 

Androutsopoulos. In this article, Androutsopoulos says, “While the global spread of American 

slang items is pervasive, the categories of words the items represent are restricted to a handful of 

semantic fields. These include…evaluating adjectives — wicked, wack, cool, dope, fresh” 

(“DYSA?”). Also, Chris’s use of double negation, saying that his family vacations “might not’ve 

been nowhere special,” illustrates what John Fought says about double negation in his article 

“Gatekeeping.” Fought defines double negation as “the use of more than one negative particle in 

an expression, such as ‘I ain’t got none’ or ‘I can’t get no satisfaction’ ” (“DYSA?”).  The use of 

the like quotative is also a prominent part of Chris’s language. He says, “I’m like, ‘Okay, you got 

me.’  He was like, ‘Noooo, I didn’t get you.’” In “Like, Quote Me,” John Singler points out how 

the use of the like quotative has become a part of mainstream non-standardized speech:  

People may associate this use of like with white middle-class American teenaged 

girls (and Britney Spears does come across as the phenomenon’s No. 1 user), 

but…within the US, it isn’t just white or middle-class speakers who use the like 

quotative. Regardless of ethnicity or social class, virtually every young person 

uses it at least some of the time. (“DYSA?”)   

 

During my presentation to the students, I pointed out to them that Chris, an African-American 

male over the age of forty, does not fit the stereotype of one who would commonly use the like 

quotative (i.e., a European-American female under the age of twenty), which supports Singler’s 

statement.  

Another prominent feature of his speech patterns is the use of the marker you know. Chris 

begins his narrative by stating, “You know, things are not like they used to be . . . You know, 

summertime is not the same.” In the article “The Decline of Grammar,” the author Geoffrey 
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Nunberg says that the expression you know has “legitimate functions, such as to mark off 

information of which the hearer ought already to be aware” (“DYSA?”). The “I Shot My 

Brother” Presentation contained many of the features of speech that the students could use when 

analyzing their recordings.  

The next model presentation, titled “Y’all Idlin’ Over There!,” was adapted from a 

Christmas video recording of my family from 1986. The video features my maternal 

grandmother telling a story about her boyfriend’s infatuation with her while the adults in the 

family listened. This video illustrates speech patterns of Louisiana Creole and Cajun English, 

African American English, and Southern American English. For instance, when presenting this 

project to the students, I discuss how one feature of Southern American English is r-lessness. In 

the article “Dahling,” the author William Shetter discusses how r-lessness is a characteristic of 

the speech patterns of several ethnicities within the United States: 

Looked at geographically, American speakers who most commonly drop the r (in 

what follows we'll occasionally call this the 'r-less' pronunciation) are those from 

Eastern New England and parts of the South, particularly the coastal area where 

the old 'plantation' culture once existed. It is also part of Black English Vernacular 

speech. (“DYSA?”) 

 

In the example from my grandmother’s story, she pronounces the word for as fa: “Sunday fa 

Christmas morning.” I also illustrated for the students how her language exemplifies 

characteristics of Louisiana Creole and Cajun English. Megan Melancon, the author of “Cajun 

English,” says the following about the nuances of Cajun English: 

The ingredients in the gumbo that is southern Louisiana’s linguistic heritage 

include several varieties of French (17
th

 century, Cajun, and Creole), Canary 

Island Spanish, German, and, the most recent addition to the dish, English. All of 

these ingredients have flavored the speech of French Louisiana, yielding a unique 

dialect called Cajun English. (“DYSA?”)    
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In the video, my grandmother uses the word zydeco, which is a term for a type of Louisiana 

Creole music that consists mostly of an accordion and French lyrics. This term is indicative of 

my grandmother’s and my Louisiana Creole roots. 

The final project that I presented to the students is titled “No Mo’ Boudin,” and the video 

is another excerpt from the 1986 Christmas video of my family. This excerpt features my 

mother, father, grandmother, and younger sister, who was four years old at the time of the 

recording. My younger sister was angered that someone had eaten the last piece of boudin, which 

is a type of spicy sausage that contains rice and pork and is commonly eaten in Southern 

Louisiana. Although most people in Southern Louisiana pronounce the term as bü-dan, my 

younger sister Mequel pronounced it as booty because she had difficulty pronouncing it. 

In the video, we see Mequel running from the living room into the kitchen crying 

hysterically. My mother grabs Mequel, then she holds her in her arms to console her. My 

grandmother, who is also in the kitchen and is standing at the stove cooking, exclaims that there 

“ain’t no mo’ booty,” to which my mother replies, “Y’all didn’t give my baby no booty.” I point 

out to the students that in the article “Stirring the Linguistic Gumbo,” Megan Melancon 

discusses the term boudin and how it is borrowed from the French language. Like Chris’s 

language, my mother’s and grandmother’s language exemplifies double negation in the 

statements “Ain’t no mo’ booty” and “Y’all didn’t give my baby no booty.” Lastly, I discuss 

how that segment exemplifies the use of the word y’all as a part of Southern American English. 

In Guy Bailey and Jan Tillery’s article “Lone Star Language,” they discuss the word y’all and 

how it is a feature of Southern American English (“DYSA?”). This final presentation models for 

the students that they can achieve the goal of the oral presentation assignment without having to 

record an extensive amount of dialogue from the person they decide to record.  
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 By incorporating my language exploration projects into the units of the composition 

classroom, I was able to illustrate to students that they do not have to lose their home language 

when they acquire academic discourse; rather, they should be able to merge both of discourses. 

The inclusion of various linguistic identities, especially with the instructor serving as a 

bidialectal role model, allows students to maintain their linguistic identities while excelling 

academically.  

A central part of this study is the analysis of the participants’ writing. Each writing 

prompt and formal essay contributes data regarding the effectiveness of the language exploration 

units in changing students’ attitudes and improving their writing. I analyzed the students’ writing 

to determine if their answers on the post-test differed from their answers on the pre-test. Once I 

determined whether the group’s answers differ, I analyzed the results in order to determine the 

effect of the language exploration units on the participants’ writing. The results of this analysis 

are reported in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3: The Social and Academic Implications of “Teachin’ Good” 

When creating a language exploration curriculum, first-year writing instructors should 

adopt specific activities and assignments that help students meet the objectives of the first-year 

writing program while focusing on the theme of language exploration. Therefore, while 

designing this curriculum, I had to consider the relationships between pedagogical practice and 

pedagogical theory, specifically the theory of critical pedagogy. Also, the policies and 

curriculum of the University of Alabama First-year Writing Program and the disciplinary goals 

of SRTOL needed consideration.  

In attempting to build on the goals of SRTOL by including my linguistic identity in the 

classroom, I uncovered the perceptions, challenges, and fears of first-year writing students in 

regards to incorporating their linguistic identities into the classroom and exploring non-

standardized varieties of American English (NSE). Geneva Smitherman et al. initiated this work 

of including students’ home languages into the classroom when they spent almost four years 

“assembling a publication of practical classroom assignments, activities, lectures, and teaching 

units that would show and tell how to apply the philosophy of the ‘Students’ Rights’ resolution 

to the day-to-day experience of teaching and learning” (“SRTOL: A Retrospective” 24). 

In this chapter, I analyze the students’ writing from my first-year writing class. I consider 

the goals of this study, including the social and academic implications of incorporating students’ 

home languages in the composition classroom and how this curriculum improves students’ 

appreciation of non-standardized variations of American English. I align my views with certain 

positions endorsed by critical pedagogy scholars such as Henry Giroux and bell hooks. Also, I 
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consider the views of scholars within the field of linguistics and composition, particularly Terry 

Dean, Keith Gilyard, and Rosina Lippi-Green. By viewing the students’ writing through the lens 

of critical pedagogy, I argue that within the composition classroom there should exist 

opportunities and assignments where students and educators can share their linguistic identities 

in order to promote critical thinking and student empowerment. Such changes to composition 

instructors’ pedagogies will both promote the language policies of our professional organizations 

and create spaces for language exploration within the composition classroom. During the fall 

semester of 2014, I designed and implemented the curriculum laid out in Chapter 2 with these 

goals in mind.  

 In this chapter, I offer an analysis of several writing assignments completed by the 

students who elected to participate in the study. I have chosen to assign gender-neutral 

pseudonyms to all participants for the purpose of discussing their writing because consideration 

of gender in their writing responses is beyond the scope of this study. This decision should help 

readers focus on the primary goals of this study, the impact of the inclusion of language 

exploration and linguistic identity of both students and instructors in the composition classroom. 

During my analysis of the data, I focused primarily on identifying themes that emerged as 

I read the students’ writing samples. Because my analysis was driven by the various themes I 

observed emerging from students’ writing samples, it did not make rhetorical sense to organize 

responses by writing prompts. Therefore, I have included footnotes of abridged prompts 

throughout this chapter and the next to remind readers of the prompts from chapter two that 

students are responding to when I am offering students’ assertions as support for my claims. 

Consequently, this chapter is divided into the following sections, which represent the themes that 

emerged from the data: Students’ Views of Language, Students’ Views of Standardized 
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American English, Students’ Changes in Views, Students’ Views toward Non-standardized 

American English, Students’ Accounts of Being “Corrected,” Students’ Linguistic Push-Pull, 

Students’ Analysis of Language, and Students’ Engagement with Theories. This chapter 

concludes by addressing the necessity of incorporating language exploration into the 

composition classroom. 

Students’ Views of Language 

In the narrative essay
5
, the fact that many of the students wrote about how language plays 

an important role in their lives suggests how vital it is for educators to create pedagogical spaces 

for students to analyze their linguistic practices. The students’ focus on the social implications of 

language in the beginning of engaging in the language exploration curriculum sets the stage for 

one of the goals of this study, which is an assessment of the social and academic implications of 

this curriculum. Brook’s response is an effective summary of this view: “Language is essential in 

Human [sic] life. It is how one person relays information to another and is the best way to 

communicate ideas or thoughts to individuals.” Likewise, Hayden writes about how language 

unites individuals: “Language is one of the most important aspects of society. It connects us to 

one another and allows for ideas and beliefs to be spread.” Kelly acknowledges that “language is 

a key part of our civilized life…[that] allows us to communicate and build bonds through 

communication.”  

Both Paulo Freire and bell hooks discuss the importance of using language as a learning 

tool in the classroom. In Teaching to Transgress, hooks claims that engaging in dialogue is “one 

of the simplest ways we can begin as teachers, scholars, and critical thinkers to cross boundaries, 

                                                 
5 Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English 

language that you grew up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years.  You 

should also discuss your perception of your home language(s).   



 

46 

 

the barriers that may or may not be erected by race, gender, and class, professional standing, and 

a host of other differences” (130). The fact that language helps them form bonds and connections 

with other people is indicated in their writing. Hayden says, “It connects us to one another and 

allows for ideas and beliefs to be spread.” In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire defines 

dialogue as the “encounter between men…in order to name the world” (76). As mentioned 

above, Brook’s comment that language is “the best way to communicate ideas or thoughts,” 

Hayden’s view that language “connects us to one another,” and Kelly’s comment that language 

“allows us to…build bonds through communication” reflect Freire’s assessment of language as 

an “encounter between men” and hooks’ assessment of language as “one of simplest ways we 

can begin…to cross boundaries.” The words communicate, connect, and bond suggest the social 

significance and collectivity of language. 

The students’ writing also suggests that the importance of language generally stems from 

their family relationships. For instance, London says, “Being able to communicate with my 

family in a way where we all can understand each other is important.” “Language plays a very 

important role because it connects me with my friends and family,” writes Willow, who also says 

that non-standardized English (NSE) is “essential when meeting new people because it reflects 

the culture that somebody is from.” Likewise, Logan writes about “speak[ing] English with all of 

my friends and Spanish with my family.” For many students, speaking Standardized American 

English (SAE) is not a necessary part of these personal relationships. In fact, London writes 

about not allowing mainstream views of language to inhibit family connections: “Being able to 

communicate with my family in a way where we all can understand each other is important.” 

London continues, “We do not always speak perfect English, but we don’t care. As long as I can 

understand someone, I don’t care.” In English with an Accent: Language, Ideology, and 
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Discrimination in the United States, Rosina Lippi-Green discusses how speakers of NSE are 

often told that their speech is “ugly, unacceptable, incoherent, illogical,” but like London, they 

do not care because “[they] communicate, effectively, with the people who are closest and most 

important [to them]” and “who mark their language similarly” (69).  

These students’ expressions of the value of their home languages relate to Terry Dean’s 

observation within a first-year writing class he taught. In “Multicultural Classrooms, 

Monocultural Teachers,” Dean discusses how most of his first-year students “believe they do not 

have to give up cultural and home values to succeed in the university,” but those who are juniors 

and seniors have a different view, believing that they do have to forgo their cultural ties to 

acquire SAE (29). In order to combat this issue, Dean suggests that instructors discuss cultural 

assimilation early with their students so that they recognize that they do not have to relinquish 

their home identities—alternatives exist. Because the language exploration units used for this 

study include students’ personal/home identities, this study builds on Dean’s work, suggesting 

that we incorporate these activities in the classroom.  

Students’ Views of Standardized American English  

Because one of the goals of my study was for students to grow to appreciate NSE, I will 

analyze students’ written descriptions of their initial perspectives of NSE. At first, although 

many of the students claimed that they did not have negative views of those who speak NSE, 

they considered SAE to be the only right, proper, and correct way of speaking. The evidence of 

these language biases exists in the students’ writing. For instance, in the narrative essay, Brook 

writes about the shame of having a mother who speaks Texas English and the perception of her 

“slow, drawn out, way of speaking” as both “unique” and “hillbilly-ish.” The dichotomy between 

Brook’s speech patterns (“void of funny ways and variations of pronouncing words”) and the 
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mother’s speech patterns (“hillbilly-ish”) initially caused humiliation for Brook. These initial 

feelings about the mother’s use of NSE differ greatly from Gilyard’s reflections of his mother’s 

speech patterns, which he writes about in Voices of the Self: 

My mother is a bidialectal speaker, capable of producing Black English and 

Standard English as well. And it should be obvious . . . that even in the preschool 

years my own move toward bidialectalism was well underway, made possible no 

doubt by my awareness of my mother’s verbal maneuvering. I had seen how she 

could speak to a grocer, a salesman, a doctor, or a stranger in one manner 

(Standard English), and then turn around, watch me carelessly knock a bowl of 

cereal on the floor, and exclaim, “Now look what you done did!” (30 – 31)   

 

Gilyard reflects on his mother’s speech with feelings of fascination. To him, she possesses a 

profound ability (“capable of producing”) and power (“verbal maneuvering”)—characteristics 

that he desires to possess as well (“my own move toward bidialectalism”) (30 – 31). In contrast, 

Brook’s writing suggests a superior view of SAE and an inferior view of NSE. Language 

exploration activities encourage students like Brook “to think critically and analytically by 

exploring concrete aspects of their reality” (hooks, Yearning 6). For Brook, a concrete aspect of 

reality regarding language exists in having a mother who speaks a stigmatized variety of 

American English, making this exploration more than merely an academic exercise but a truly 

personal evaluation.  

Like Brook, other students also initially express standard language ideologies at the 

beginning of the language exploration curriculum. For instance, in the narrative essay, Kelly 

refers to SAE as “educated” and “proper,” and Morgan describes SAE as “proper” and NSE as 

“grammar errors” and “wrong language.” Also, Casey comments that the pronunciations of 

words using New York City English “is not the proper way to say those…words, but it is what I 

have grown up hearing.” Our culture, communities, and society greatly influence our views of 

language. In “Language Diversity and the Public Interest,” Walt Wolfram says, “Language 
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ideology is among the most entrenched belief systems in society, rivaling religion, morality, and 

nationalism in terms of partisanship” (1). Therefore, it is not surprising that the students’ writing 

reveals these attitudes, for their perceptions reflect mainstream ideologies about language. These 

students share views that address one of the goals of this study (i.e., an assessment of the social 

implications of incorporating students’ and instructor’s home languages in the composition 

classroom). Mainstream language ideology cannot be dissipated easily, but one of the refreshing 

results of this language exploration curriculum is that students’ attitudes toward NSE changed. 

This occurred in a context in which students were encouraged to draw their own conclusions 

about language rather than rely on already-prescribed ideologies.  

Students’ Changes in Views 

Another goal of this study is a consideration of how this curriculum improves students’ 

appreciation of non-standardized variations of American English, so it is essential to provide 

examples of any changes in students’ views from their writing. Kelly, whose final essay
6
 is titled 

“Reflection on Language Discovery,” admits to “allow[ing] my perception of some dialects to 

affect my judgement [sic] of people.” Morgan also now possesses a broader perception of NSE, 

which the title of Morgan’s final essay (“Language Abroad”) suggests. Morgan’s use of terms 

such as language, native tongue, home accent, and even linguistics to describe NSE differs 

immensely from the terms initially used: errors and wrong. Also, the words native and home 

suggest positive connotations and represent the very personal nature of those words; while the 

words language and linguistics situates Morgan’s essay in the context of a larger discussion on 

language.  

                                                 
6
 Write an essay where you tell about your experience in the class.  Please offer examples from 

your experiences in the classroom. 
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In the final essay, Hilary claims that prior to the language exploration curriculum, “my 

exposure [to different dialects] was minimal” and limited to “common stereotypes for each 

form.” Hilary describes this experience: 

From my point-of-view, New Yorkers were loud and pushy, Californians were 

not the most intelligent, and Chicano was just Spanglish. Since formal English is 

my home language, I never thought about the ways people from different regions 

of the United States viewed others [sic] dialects and the drastic impact the 

stereotypes that many of the unaccustomed visitors carry with them can influence 

those speakers’ lives. 

 

Hilary’s writing reflects a trajectory from a myopic perspective of speakers of NSE to a 

consideration of alternative perspectives or a “richer range of materials, lives, voices, visions, 

and achievements, to learn the stories and modes of thought and creation of others” (Minnich 

181 – 182). The connection between this subject matter and reality or theory and practice greatly 

influences Hilary’s change. 

 Hilary credits Deborah Tannen’s “New York Style” with providing an alternative view of 

New York City English: 

Throughout the article, Deborah Tannen focuses on explaining why non-New 

Yorkers find Big Apple natives so pushy. She goes into depth explaining their 

commonly misunderstood conversational habits…“New Yorkers seem to think 

the best thing two people can do is talk. Silence is okay when you’re watching a 

movie, or when you’re sleeping, but when two or more people find themselves 

together, it’s better to talk,” remarked Tannen. She expresses that is how they 

show they are being friendly. 

 

Interestingly, Hilary’s close reading of the article leads to the admission of “making wrong 

accusations about New York Style English,” which exemplifies Hilary’s connection between 

theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge for which hooks argues: 

Where our lived experience of theorizing is fundamentally linked to processes of 

self-recovery, of collective liberation, no gap exists between theory and practice. 

Indeed, what such experiences make more evident is the bond between the two—

that ultimately reciprocal process wherein one enables the other. (Teaching to 

Transgress 61) 
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The examples Tannen provides in her article influences Hilary to reflect on personal experiences 

with New York City English and ultimately challenge common perceptions of the dialect. 

 Terry is another student who experienced a change in view because of the language 

exploration activities. Terry describes the experience as follows: 

This project was more than just a chance to explore language, it was a chance to 

explore myself and truly learn about my family. I gained a new appreciation for 

the effect that others have had on my life and on the way in which I used 

language, and I enjoyed the experience as a whole. 

 

Terry also writes about having a new awareness because of these activities: 

 

I had never considered, more than briefly, how certain phrases that are used in my 

home language can bring me back to a different place and time in a mere 

instant…Initially I was concerned that my presentation would become almost too 

personal, due to the fact that it simply had to be personal to be worthwhile; but I 

do not believe that was the case. 

 

Note the use of the word personal throughout this excerpt to describe presenting Terry’s home 

language to the rest of the class. The writing is reminiscent of Mike Rose’s description of the 

university in his autobiography Lives on the Boundary; Rose describes it as a “vast and 

impersonal” place filled with “a labyrinth of corridors and classrooms” (3). Terry now views the 

home language as “personal” and therefore “worthwhile,” which creates nostalgia: “[M]y home 

language can bring me back to a different place and time in a mere instant” (emphasis mine). 

Like Rose, Terry views the university as impersonal, which led to a concern about the 

presentation becoming “almost too personal” for an academic environment. Ironically, Rose’s 

personal narrative has become academic discourse, and yet traditional first-year writing 

curriculums do not allow students these kinds of explorations. Note Terry’s observations and 

self-reflection (“I had never considered” and “Initially I was concerned”) and conclusions (“I do 

not believe that was the case”). Students’ personal writing encourages them to assign value to 
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their personal, non-academic identities and make observations and conclusions based on their 

personal experiences. 

Although at first Brook felt that developing the project would be “a big pain in the butt,” 

Brook says that the presentation was “about a part of me which was more personal than most 

projects I had done.” Brook’s views about NSE “changed drastically” because of the language 

exploration activities. In the final essay
7
, Brook writes about no longer seeing home languages as 

“unprofessional” and “not used by everyone”: 

I personally didn’t believe I used any form of non-standard English at the 

beginning of English 101, but after reading the articles from class my opinion has 

changed. Everyone has some form of non-standard English. Every location in the 

U.S. speaks a slightly altered form of English than the next area, and non-standard 

English can be an effective way of speaking with people. 

 

Brook’s choice of words emphatically connects with what most linguists believe: that all 

speakers speak a dialect, even those who consider themselves standard speakers. The use of the 

word every twice in this previous passage creates emphasis; Brook begins by using the word 

everyone to include every person. Next, to emphasize the point even further, Brook covers 

location as well, stating, “Every location in the U.S. speaks a slightly altered form of English 

than the next area.” Also, note that Brook does not compare NSE to SAE; instead, NSE is 

compared to other forms: “Every location in the U.S. speaks a slightly altered form of English 

than the next area” (emphasis mine). Rather than using words like state or region, Brook uses 

the words location and area, signifying that these areas and locations are not clearly defined, and 

assumptions cannot be made regarding what constitutes the English of a certain state or region.  

                                                 
7
 Write an essay where you tell about your experience in this class.  Please offer examples from 

your experiences in the classroom. 
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Just as Brook’s did, Kelly’s writing in the final essay shows the development of a “more 

accepting [person who is] aware of all the different backgrounds.” Kelly describes this 

transformation: 

Coming into this class, I allowed my perception of some dialects to affect my 

judgement [sic] of people. For example, I identified with others who spoke 

Southern American English, because I could tell that person grew up in the 

Southeastern United States. On the other hand, I thought less of people who spoke 

a mix of Spanish and English words, known as the Chicano Dialect. This course 

helped guide my journey of dialects by using articles and assignments to allow me 

to form new opinions. 

 

When Kelly says, “I allowed my perception,” “I identified with others,” and “I thought less of 

people,” these active verbs suggest Kelly’s active participation in language prejudice. Kelly takes 

responsibility for this perception by beginning the sentence with the word I, which evokes 

confessional rhetoric. Kelly repeats the pattern of using the word I plus an active verb in every 

sentence until the last one where the sentence shifts to focus on Kelly’s language exploration 

experience: “This course helped guide my journey of dialects by using articles and assignments 

to allow me to form new opinions.” Kelly’s statements that “the course helped guide my 

journey” and the course “allowed me to form new opinions” suggest that the course itself aided 

Kelly as a “guide,” but did not force Kelly to adopt a new view. The course created the context 

and thereby guided Kelly, and that context “allowed” Kelly’s own agency to occur. Notice that 

the embedded clause “to form new opinions” suggests a very active intellectual effort on Kelly’s 

part. Kelly does not say that the course showed me opinions that I agreed with, or that the course 

showed me the “right” way to think about language variety.  

These revelations from the students show the necessity of critical pedagogy, which Barry 

Kanpol, the author of Critical Pedagogy: An Introduction, describes as “human beings digging 

into their guts” to uncover and challenge biased attitudes (175)—in this case, students like Kelly 



 

54 

 

replace their language prejudices with “new opinions” of NSE and its speakers. They challenge 

their biases by reflecting on their personal experiences and feelings. 

Following a similar pattern to that of Kelly and Brook, Hilary credits the language 

exploration curriculum with the development of a new attitude: “This course has changed my 

outlook of informal English collectively throughout our linguistic journey.” Hilary argues that 

this alternative view did not require “formally learning about linguistics in depth.” Interestingly, 

Hilary uses the first-person plural pronouns our and we to express a sense of solidarity with the 

other classmates, for it was not just Hilary’s own individual linguistic journey. Hilary says that it 

was “our linguistic journey” (emphasis mine) because the students as well as the instructor 

shared their linguistic identities, creating a learning environment that represents what bell hooks 

advocates in her book Teaching to Transgress. Hilary’s perspective reflects “the empowerment 

of students” that occurs when educators are “vulnerable while encouraging students to take 

risks” (hooks 21).  

Hayden’s writing also reflects a change in view after participating in language 

exploration activities. For instance, in the timed writing essay
8
, Hayden argues that speakers of 

NSE “should not really be looked down upon [because] they hold a wealth of information.” It is 

interesting that this student who at first considered NSE to be the language of those who are 

uneducated, now views speakers of NSE as holding “a wealth of information.” In the final essay, 

Hilary claims, “After completing English 101 I am now able to view each non-standard form as 

an equivalent to standard.” These comments from the students’ writing reflect how a language 

                                                 
8
 Write an essay of at least 5 paragraphs where you discuss your experience developing the oral 

presentation for this class.  Please discuss your views about my presentations and the 

presentation that you developed.   
 



 

55 

 

exploration curriculum that is influenced by critical pedagogy encourages students to “think and 

rethink” and “create new visions” about language (hooks 12). 

Terry also describes a related experience in the class: “The opinion that I now have was 

not formed in one class, or from one article, it has been changed and shaped over the course of 

this class.” Terry credits the informative synthesis essay
9
 assignment and the article “Obama’s 

English” by H. Samy Alim and Geneva Smitherman for helping develop this new way of 

thinking. Terry claims that the development of the informative synthesis essay is “where I started 

to see that language is simply one of the many ways in which we, as humans, express our 

individuality” because of reading “Obama’s English” “in much more depth” than the other 

works: 

 “Obama’s English” by H. Samy Alim is taking a look at how one’s perception of 

a person can be changed by how they speak. “Mr. Obama’s ability to bring 

together ‘white syntax’ with ‘black style’ played a critical role in establishing his 

identity as both an American and a Christian” (Alim). Speech made Obama 

relatable, and ultimately that was a major factor in why he was elected as 

President. The way in which we speak shows who we are, and sometimes that 

perception carries over and affects more than just our personal lives, it can affect 

someone’s career. 

 

Terry writes about how our speech patterns reflect our identity (“who we are”) and how it can 

affect our personal and professional lives. This excerpt also reflects Terry’s observation of the 

rhetorical power of language: “[O]ne’s perception of a person can be changed by how they 

speak.” Terry moves from making that assertion to supporting it with scholarly evidence that 

exemplifies President Obama’s ability to use language to persuade both white and black 

audiences.  

                                                 
9
 Write an informative synthesis essay where you identify at least three themes around which to organize 

and synthesize the information from your articles. Your thesis should highlight perspectives on language 

that the various sources have illuminated. Reference at least 7 of the articles in your essay, being careful 

to cite particulars (quotes and paraphrased information) from the articles to support your assertions.    
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 A speaker of Southern American English, Taylor says that the language exploration units 

assisted in the acquisition of “a better understanding of how people from different parts of the 

United States can take things out of context that someone else is saying.” Taylor follows that 

statement with an example of how some southerners become offended when “someone talks too 

fast or asks too many questions.” In contrast, Taylor describes how some people from New York 

may “perceive a southerner to be uneducated.” In the final essay
10

, Taylor describes not looking 

at NSE as negatively as before because of the following revelation from the language exploration 

curriculum: “People develop natural habits that may or may not be broken. I personally have 

habits that I know would be very difficult to break.” Taylor ends by describing the overall 

experience in the class: “This class has been a great learning experience and personal journey for 

me. It has been a great opportunity for me to understand where I came from and where I am 

today. I really appreciate the opportunity to broaden my mind and perspective on English being 

such a diverse language.” Like many of the previously mentioned students, Taylor’s writing is a 

self-reflection: “[a] personal journey” and “a great opportunity for me to understand where I 

came from and where I am today.” In “Language, Power, and Consciousness: A Writing 

Experiment at the University of Toronto,” Guy Allen writes about how personal writing 

“encourages the putting of self into [students’] writing, into the academy, into the world. They 

must search themselves and their experience for meaning” (91). This type of writing inspires 

reflections on the past (“where I came from”) and how it connects with the present (“where I am 

today”) in order to develop new perspectives, and the theme of language exploration lends itself 

to such experiences. 

                                                 
10

 Write an essay where you tell about your experience in this class.  Please offer examples from 

your experiences in the classroom. 
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 Morgan is another student who writes about viewing language differently. A speaker of 

Southern American English, Morgan’s initial knowledge of other home languages seemed quite 

limited. The discussion in the narrative essay centers on how the differences in the names of 

items such as pop rather than coke led to the perception of “how funny [northerners] sounded,” 

so Morgan and some friends would imitate and mock northerner’s speech patterns. After 

engaging in the language exploration curriculum, Morgan’s view changed. Morgan sums up this 

development in the thesis statement for the final essay: “This class changed my view on 

language as a whole by not only showing me more about language but why the language is the 

way it is.” Morgan’s words suggest the persuasiveness of the language exploration units: 

“showing me more about the language” and “why the language is the way it is.” Allen argues 

that “[t]he classroom, the course, the assignment…are frames that set up a time and a space 

where the work of free exploration can happen” (92). Obviously, the classroom discussions and 

the assignments on language exploration create an environment where Morgan feels encouraged 

to not only learn about language but also to evaluate and analyze language. Morgan adds, 

“Before reading the articles my understanding of accents and linguistics was what I thought to be 

average to above average.” As a native speaker of Southern American English, Morgan admits 

that when first learning about the article “Sounds of the South” by Jan Tillery and Guy Bailey, 

the assumption was that Morgan already knew “what the south had to offer.” However, after 

reading the article, Morgan realized that it was about “much more than the way people talk;” “it 

also shows the way they live.” Morgan’s words seem like those of someone who has analyzed 

speech for the first time: “Presenting and putting together this presentation helped me actually 

hear my own language and actually hear the accent being said. Hearing the pronunciation of 

certain word [sic] and now being able to identify where people are from is great.” Morgan admits 
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to now possessing an ability to “actually hear my own language” and to “actually hear the 

accent”—a self-awareness that comes when students explore language in innovative ways. 

Morgan’s newly attained knowledge leads to empowerment. “I can now inform people on 

[sic] the unique effects language has on our culture and community,” says Morgan. This 

liberating experience relates to the empowerment Melanie Wall describes in “Normalcy, 

Freakishness and Critical Pedagogy: Struggling ‘In Here’ with Lessons in Whiteness”: “The 

most fundamental challenge to critical pedagogy is to move beyond a simple transference of 

knowledge . . . to encourage an embodied and grounded engagement with a politics of 

difference” (186). The language exploration units encourage students to modify their language 

ideologies by engaging with the politics of language diversity. 

Students’ Views toward Non-standardized American English 

In the narrative essay
11

, several of the students wrote about the negative views that others 

have about their language. Courtney offered this summary in the narrative essay: “I sometimes 

worry about negative perceptions people may have of my own accent, which is by no means 

‘country,’ but is unmistakably Southern.” In the narrative essay, Courtney describes having a 

grandfather with a “ludicrously thick [Southern] accent” and a cousin with a “distinct and 

fascinating” New Orleans accent. Courtney also analyzes the fact that “[my accent] seems to 

have changed slowly over the years.” Like many of the previously mentioned students, Courtney 

writes about having “no perception” of an accent during childhood: 

I first realized I carried a Southern accent when a summer camp counselor made 

note of it. I was defensive, believing this to be an insult or making me “different” 

from the counselor, but I came to embrace it when I realized that dialects make 

regions unique and fascinating. In fact it was expected for a [person] born and 

                                                 
11

 Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English 

language that you grew up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years.  You 

should also discuss your perception of your home language(s).   
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raised in Birmingham, with an entire family tree rooted in Alabama, to have a 

Southern accent. 

 

Similarly, Casey writes about enduring undesirable stereotypes for speaking New Jersey English: 

“I have personally experienced and witnessed the negative effects of stereotypes that people 

describe as New Jersey English.” Casey defends speakers of New Jersey and New York City 

English (NYCE) by claiming that others’ perceptions of speakers of those dialects as rude may 

come from the immediacy and quickness of their speech. Casey provides a specific example to 

support this point: 

I had a doctor’s appointment in the city where I was meeting my mom. While I 

was turning the corner a young couple stopped me and asked if I knew how to get 

to Times Square from where we were. Knowing that I only had ten minutes to get 

to my appointment and I was still seven blocks away, I quickly told them where to 

go. I said, ‘Keep going down this street for 3 blocks, take a left and then there 

should be signs on your right telling you where to go from there.’ They thanked 

me and went on their way, as did I. My response was short and to the 

point…Some think that being too direct with your response is rude, I think of it as 

I took the time to help you even when I had somewhere to be. 

 

Like Deborah Tannen does in her article “New York Style,” Casey writes about how 

interruptions function in the conversational patterns of speakers of NYCE. Casey says, “My 

mother and I like to talk over each other all the time. I will start to say something and then she 

interrupts me, so I decide it’s a great idea to try to speak over her even louder.” Casey describes 

these conversations as “a screaming match to see who can talk over who the loudest.”  

Note how Casey connects Tannen’s theories of the importance of interruption in NYCE 

with a personal practice of engaging in interruptions as a form of endearment. Student 

empowerment is evident in this connection between theory and practice in Casey’s example, 

which has larger social implications that can be summed up in hooks’ promotion of engaged 

pedagogy—a pedagogy that focuses on students “exploring concrete aspects of their reality” 
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(Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics 6). This type of learning goes beyond the abstract 

to personal application.  

In the narrative essay, both Casey and Addison discuss how their accents cause 

Southerners to “correct” them. Addison recalls the following experience: 

[A]s I traveled I learned to others [my accent] was unordinary and not a 

good way of speaking.  For example, this past April I was at a restaurant 

with my mom in Tennessee and when I asked the waiter for water he 

started laughing. In New York it is seen as ‘normal’ to pronounce ‘a’s 

differently and barely pronounce the letter ‘r’. When I basically said the 

word water as ‘waada’ he knew I wasn’t from Tennessee and told me I 

had such a Jersey accent. I never thought my accent was that heavy until 

others would tell me so! 

 

Addison describes another experience: 

 

In Alabama not only do I get called out on my accent, but also on how fast 

I talk. In New York, talking fast is a normal, but once you leave the area 

people may take it offensively. What people don’t understand is, we are 

not being rude it is just more likely for people to talk fast and get to the 

point, instead of dragging out words and holding long conversations. I can 

see why it could come off as rude, but it’s truly just our living style!   

 

Addison’s writing suggests a need to eradicate stereotypes about NYCE just as Tannen does in 

her work: “What people don’t understand is, we are not being rude it is just more likely for 

people to talk fast and get to the point, instead of dragging out words and holding long 

conversations.” Addison’s use of first person pronouns I and my suggest the view that NYCE is a 

part of Addison’s identity: “I get called out on my accent.” Also, Addison shifts from writing in 

the first person singular (“I talk”) to the first person plural (“we are not being rude”), which 

suggests the communal nature of the language and gives Addison an ethos that comes from being 

a part of a larger conversation about NYCE. Addison ends by trying to take an unbiased 

approach (“I can see why it could come off as rude”), while maintaining that NYCE is “just our 

living style!” Even the exclamation point at the end of this statement creates something that any 
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other punctuation point could not. It is interesting that while Addison tries to dispel the notion of 

speakers of NYCE being rude, Addison’s use of this exclamation point conjures up thoughts of 

lightheartedness, which helps make the case for speakers NYCE.   

 In the narrative essay, Taylor, a speaker of Southern American English, describes being 

ridiculed for speaking with a southern accent while visiting family from New York City and 

hearing them “make comments about my Southern accent and poke fun at me.” However, now 

that Taylor has roommates who also speak Southern American English, they have “absolutely no 

problem” understanding the dialect, and Taylor does not “feel different” around them. In 

Multicultural Classroom, Monocultural Teachers, Terry Dean discusses how “[t]eenagers often 

do not relish the idea of being ‘different’” (35). For Taylor, language differences have led to 

feelings of detachment from family, while language similarities have helped create a bond with 

roommates. It is important for students to understand that these feelings of isolation are not 

unique to their own experience, and an environment created by the curriculum helps create 

solidarity among students because, as hooks claims, “Seeing the classroom always as a learning 

communal place enhances the likelihood of collective effort in creating and sustaining a learning 

community” (Teaching to Transgress 8). 

In the final essay
12

, Taylor writes about having changes in the view of language and 

having “a more positive outlook on informal English.” Taylor writes about how Bailey and 

Tillery’s “Sounds of the South” “shedded [sic] a new light” on Southern American English, and 

how Tannen’s “New York Style” also assisted in the creation of a new perspective on NSE: 

Based on the ways my family and I interact and communicate, after reading this it 

clicked in my mind. It is a New Yorkers [sic] nature to interrupt others, talk at a 
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 Write an essay where you tell about your experience in this class.  Please offer examples from 

your experiences in the classroom. 
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rapid pace, and ask many personal questions. This is something I have seen for 

myself while spending time in New York City.  

 

Clearly, the articles chosen for the language exploration units have had a significant impact on 

Taylor’s language exploration. Taylor describes common characteristics of the speech patterns of 

New Yorkers as a part of their “nature” based on personal observations: “Based on the ways my 

family and I interact and communicate.” Observations like this one can empower students and 

make them feel validated. In “Language, Power, and Consciousness: A Writing Experiment at 

the University of Toronto,” Guy Allen argues, “[T]he expression of self and its experience 

through language somehow develops the whole person, so that the evidence of development 

appears in the various things people do with their lives. Most students report not only improved 

academic results but improved confidence—better mental health” (89).  Similarly, hooks reflects 

on her experience of trying to link theory and practice in classroom instruction: “Teaching 

theory, I find that students may understand a particular paradigm in the abstract but are unable to  

see how it applies to their lives” (Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics 6). Likewise, Ira 

Shor and Paulo Freire encourage pedagogues “to diminish the distance between academic 

context and the reality from which the students come” (A Pedagogy for Liberation 148). Taylor’s 

writing exemplifies the merging of academic and social implications or the academic context and 

reality: “Based on the ways my family and I interact and communicate…” (reality) and “after 

reading this [article]…” (academic context). The following also suggests a merging of the 

academic and social implications: “It is a New Yorkers [sic] nature to interrupt others, talk at a 

rapid pace, and ask many personal questions.” Tannen makes the previous observation in her 

article, and Taylor supports its validity, claiming, “This is something I have seen for myself 

while spending time in New York City.” Taylor’s previous statement also reiterates this student’s 

personal authority or ethos, with the personal pronouns I and myself further emphasizing this 
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personal observation or reality. Since one of the goals of the study is a consideration of the 

academic implications of the study, Taylor’s writing illustrates how, through the incorporation of 

their language experiences in the classroom, students can possess voice and authority in a setting 

that traditionally restrains that voice and authority.  

Students’ Accounts of Being “Corrected” 

Another theme prevalent in most of the students’ writing is that of being “corrected” by a 

family member or former teacher. Kendall describes one of her experiences in the narrative 

essay
13

: 

My English teacher in high school was quick to correct my peers and my 

Southern slang.  Through our study of the novel To Kill A Mocking Bird, 

she revealed to us the perceptions of our Southern American English.  

While I am not one to look down on other forms of informal English, I do 

feel as if Southern American English is the form most negatively viewed.  

I have observed the negative way [the] media portrays the South and the 

adverse use of Southern slang and accent to imply a lack of intelligence in 

characters both fictional and nonfictional. 

 

Also, in the narrative essay, Morgan writes about how NSE was not allowed in school:   

 

Going to a private school when I was young had an effect on me. We had 

specific classes on grammar and our teachers always staid [sic] on us 

about how much grammar meant when we grew up to start in the real 

world. Rarely did I ever speak use [sic] the wrong language in school or in 

front of any adults besides my parents. 

 

Similarly, Casey was scrutinized by peers from Alabama for having a New Jersey accent. In the 

final essay, Casey writes the following: “Coming to Alabama I was told by peers that I was 

mispronouncing specific words.” Casey then counters peers’ views by quoting Deborah Tannen: 

“Plenty has been said about the New York accent-pronunciation of vowels (cawfee), consonants 

(tree for three), leaving out some r’s (toidy-toid street) and putting others in (Linder Ronstadt).” 

                                                 
13 Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English 

language that you grew up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years.  You 

should also discuss your perception of your home language(s).   
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Casey follows the quote by connecting what Tannen says (i.e., theory) to her feelings about the 

Alabama natives’ perception of her dialect (i.e., practice): “To my understanding everything 

Tannen stated wasn’t out of the ordinary, except those from Alabama continue to tell me I was 

saying it all wrong. Yet to me, the people native to Alabama were the ones saying the words 

improperly.” Casey then makes the following conclusion about language: “I came to the 

realization that none of us spoke improperly, because growing up in different parts of the country 

influenced the types of non-standard English we speak.” 

Likewise, Kelly recalls being ridiculed by “proper parents,” leading to an eradication of 

most of the features of Southern American English. In the narrative essay, Kelly describes the 

experience in the following anecdote: 

As early as I can remember, I was raised to speak in that same educated 

way, and would be scolded for using informal English. I believe my 

parents grew up with the southern accent, but being the first of both of 

their families to go to college, they lost most of it. My parents saw that 

they would be judged and viewed as uneducated by people in an academic 

setting based on how they spoke. This stereotyping led them to raise me to 

always speak properly and educated. 

 

These negative experiences can account greatly for the shame that most of the students feel about 

their home language, for not only does mainstream society consider their home language to be 

inferior, but they also have people within their communities and even their homes perpetuating 

this ideology. However, John Russell Rickford and Russell John Rickford’s Spoken Soul: The 

Story of Black English posits that speakers of Spoken Soul do not have to abandon their home 

language in order to acquire SAE. This concept is applicable to the Kendalls, Kellys, and 

Morgans within academia—those students who speak a stigmatized dialect of American English 

and feel as if they have to “get rid of” it to acquire SAE. By exploring non-standardized varieties 

of American English, students recognize that there are alternatives to the eradicationist view. 
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 Many students also wrote about how their identity is largely linked to their language, 

which supports Dean’s view that “speech patterns are part of the person's identity and culture” 

(30). For instance, Addison mentions the connection between language and identity several times 

in the narrative essay: “How we speak does not change what kind of person we are or how we 

act but simply gives others an idea of our identity and lifelong background.” In a similar fashion, 

in the narrative essay, Hayden says, “Our dialects are a part of each of our identities. A dialect 

should not be something to be ashamed of. It tells the story of where we are from, the people we 

know, and perhaps the way we think.” Also, in the narrative essay, Addison claims that 

“[l]anguage gives us identity,” then Addison ends with a declaration: “I will always carry little 

things such as my accent and different ‘hand gestures’ that give me my identity and make me 

more unique when I am around different areas in the world!” Addison’s use of the words “little 

things” and “unique” indicate the nuances associated with the language, which is an even greater 

marker of Addison’s identity. 

 In one of the on-demand writing prompts
14

, Addison identifies with Christine, a speaker 

of Southern American English who expresses feelings of being singled out for speaking a 

“different” way than others. Addison says the following: 

Like Christine, I have an accent different from others which can get really 

annoying…People comment on my accent all of the time…People will stop me 

midconversation to ask me to resay a word and it gets really annoying. Another 

thing people will do is bring their friends over and say ‘OMG listen to her accent! 

Say this, say that’ and I hate it so much! A casual conversation here will turn into 

me being the circus act. 

 

                                                 
14

 In the narrative essay, you wrote about your perception of informal English. Like Christine 

from the video, many of you spoke about how your home language reflects your identity. One 

interesting point Christine makes is that she feels “like a dog doing tricks” when someone 

notices her accent and has her repeat words. Have you ever been in a situation where you felt 

that way? How did that situation make you feel? If you have never experienced that, what do 

outsiders’ perceptions of Christine’s language reveal about them? 
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Similarly, Casey says that “probably three or four times a day people will repeat things that I say 

in a mocking tone,” and although Casey understands that they are joking, these situations have 

occurred so many times that they are no longer comical. Casey reflects on how others hear 

Casey’s voice as someone “speaking another language.”  These feelings lead to an expression of 

empathy with Christine: “Like Christine it feels like I am a dog doing tricks if I say something 

like I would in New Jersey. I understand some words may sound funny, but if you’re from other 

parts of the country, your English sounds just as funny to me.”  

Like Addison and Casey, Terry also describes feeling like an “outsider” and feeling 

“uncomfortable” because of language differences. Terry writes, “[W]hile living in China I was 

often a source of amusement because of my Southern accent, which was often mistaken to be the 

way all Americans spoke.” Terry says that being in that situation was initially “amusing,” but “it 

quickly gets old and becomes uncomfortable and annoying.” 

Willow, a Californian who now lives in Alabama, writes about how the lexicon of 

California English causes others to “give me a hard time.” Willow’s writing begins with an 

emphatic statement: “Yes, I have felt like Christine before when speaking my home language.”  

Willow continues, “At home I used words like ‘hella’ and ‘bro.’ Here, those words are not used 

as much so my roommates make fun of me for using them.”  In spite of this, Willow views the 

dialect as a part of a personal identity and refuses to change it: “I do not plan on changing my 

vocabulary because it is a part of who I am.” The previously mentioned examples show that 

many students share common experiences, and language exploration can be used as a tool to get 

students to identify with one another and increase their ability to express themselves in writing.  
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Students’ Linguistic Push-Pull  

In Geneva Smitherman’s Talkin and Testifyin, she refers to the “linguistic push-pull” as 

the confusion speakers of African American English (AAE) experience by having to negotiate 

between SAE and NAE. Although Smitherman initially intended for this theory to address the 

issues that speakers of AAE experience, the theory can be appropriated to express how all 

students who speak stigmatized dialects of NAE can experience the linguistic push-pull, which is 

evident in the students’ writing before their engagement with the language exploration activities.   

For instance, Kelly initially does not perceive code-switching as an “incredible ability;” 

instead, Kelly feels uneasy about using different styles of speaking with different audiences. 

Stating that it makes the language feel “fake and forced,” Kelly writes, “Even now in my college, 

when I talk about fishing, hunting, or SEC football with someone who is from the south I tend to 

revert to my southern English. On the contrary, answering a question in a large lecture class, I 

sound very educated and proper.” Kelly writes about the linguistic push-pull: one where the 

speech patterns reflect Kelly’s Southern American English and another where Kelly employs 

SAE in order to “sound very educated and proper.” In the article “Language and Identity in 

Discourse in the American South,” Catherine E. Davies refers to this view as “a kind of 

negotiation between the Southern-speaking self and the imagined Southern and also non-

Southern Other” (74). Kelly mentions speaking Southern American English only with “someone 

who is from the south” and speaking SAE in “a large lecture class” (emphasis mine). The size of 

the lecture class suggests the pervasiveness of SAE in Kelly’s life, for Southern American 

English is used in small communities (“someone”); whereas, SAE is used in the larger settings 

where Kelly wants to fit into mainstream language ideologies. While Kelly feels pushed to speak 
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“correctly” in order to “sound very educated and proper,” Kelly also feels the pull from the home 

language or “my southern English.”  

After engaging in the language exploration activities, Kelly’s perception of code-

switching changes. Referring to it as the “rhetorical tactic known as code switching,” Kelly 

discusses how reading the article Do You Speak Presidential? by Anna Marie Trester and 

considering Former President Bill Clinton’s “non-confrontational speaking style” made Kelly 

feel empowered because of the ability to code-switch. Kelly presents a profound revelation: “Not 

only did this article introduce me to a very interesting part of political campaigns and public 

speaking, it explained why I let the southern drawl come out more when talking to friends and 

family, but manage to hide it during job interviews or a classroom setting.” What is most 

interesting and relative to the goals of this study is Kelly’s recognition of the social and academic 

consequences of code-switching. In Beyond the Silence: Instructional Approaches and Students’ 

Attitudes, David E. Kirkland and Austin Jackson argue that those who use code-switching 

pedagogy in the classroom should address “the social, cultural, and political complexities of 

language, identity, and power” (137). They also claim that if one advocates teaching black 

students to code-switch, then the same should apply to white students: “to teach Black children 

to code-switch…without teaching white children to code-switch too…can be as dangerous as 

traditional” approaches (134). I argue that having white students like Kelly consider instances 

where they have to code-switch and the social constraints of code-switching can help them better 

understand issues of language prejudice against speakers of African American English. Because 

most of the students admitted to lacking knowledge of AAE and therefore having little 

understanding of it, it was important for me to make connections between AAE and other 

stigmatized dialects, especially Southern American English. 

http://www.pbs.org/speak/seatosea/standardamerican/presidential/#trester
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 Likewise, Sidney also discusses an awareness of code-switching. Sidney writes the 

following in the narrative essay
15

: 

As I learned slang and progressed my English, I have also learned that in different 

environments it is appropriate to use different forms English. For example, in 

school you will use a more appropriate form of English. As opposed to, when 

your [sic] hang out with your friends you will probably use more slang. Some 

situation [sic] may vary from person to person. For example, some people talk 

very formally to their parents, while others talk with more slang. I have seen so 

many different ways to speak in different situation [sic] and know there are still 

many situation [sic] I have not seen that also have their own form of English that 

is appropriate to use. 

 

Sidney’s comments suggest an effort to use SAE while in school and an effort to use NSE while 

with friends. Note Sidney’s use of the words appropriate and formal to describe settings where 

SAE is used. Also, Sidney uses the slang term hanging out to describe settings where NSE is 

used. Like Sidney, many of the students’ initial views were rooted in prejudice that comes from 

mainstream language ideologies. Although these students are not African American, many of 

them experience a similar need to “subscribe to the linguistic ethnocentrism of dominant society” 

(Smitherman, Talkin that Talk 295). This uncontested necessity shows the need for a language 

exploration curriculum that addresses these issues. 

In the final essay
16

, Hilary discusses the effect that Anna Marie Trester’s “Do You Speak 

Presidential?” had on Hilary’s view of language. Hilary’s writing is worthy of being quoted at 

length because it shows the effect that these works on language exploration have on the students: 

In “Do You Speak Presidential?” we discovered that our presidents are 

continually faced with the reality of their hometown speak [sic] affecting the 

citizens who support them and interfering with the citizens [sic] feeling of 

                                                 
15

 Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English 

language that you grew up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years.  You 

should also discuss your perception of your home language(s).   

 
16

 Write an essay where you tell about your experience in this class.  Please offer examples from 

your experiences in the classroom. 



 

70 

 

reliability. Due to this, we learned they tend to use style shifting. Style shifting is 

a technique that allows them to switch back and forth from form to form 

depending on where they are and the audience they are speaking to. Former 

president George W. Bush, Texan born and raised, had a southern twang but not 

many heard him use it during his presidency. Bush only spoke with his southern 

twang when he was in the South because those were the people who he knew 

would relate and accept his Southern American Speech. Anna Marie Tester adds, 

“Language is a powerful social tool that has the ability to draw people together or 

drive them apart”. “Do You Speak Presidential” really opened my eyes to the 

impacts linguistic stereotyping has and allowed me to recognize that by not 

having a proper understanding on other dialects caused me to unfairly judge them. 

This article made me all the more interested in learning about additional forms of 

informal English.  

 

In this excerpt, Hilary begins by discussing how some of the former presidents deal with 

linguistic ideologies in the political arena. Hilary highlights Bush’s use of “his southern twang” 

when speaking to Southern audiences, then Hilary quotes a statement from Trester to support this 

point. Notice Hilary’s use of the first person plural pronoun we in the beginning to discuss the 

learning experience (“we discovered” and “we learned”). The use of the word we suggests that 

Hilary believes the language exploration curriculum was influential and that everyone in the 

class learned important information about language. At the end of the excerpt, Hilary switches to 

use the first person singular (“opened my eyes”) and (“allowed me to recognize”). This switch to 

first person singular shows that the language exploration curriculum has contributed to a 

rewarding learning experience, one that Hilary takes personally. 

Students’ Analysis of Language 

 Another important aspect of critical pedagogy is being able to analyze hegemony, or what 

hooks refers to as knowledge “beyond the boundaries of what is acceptable” (Teaching to 

Transgress 12). Because of the language exploration activities, students’ ability to perform close 

readings and analyses of texts developed throughout the semester. One student, Hilary, 
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exemplifies this ability in the writing prompt
17

 in response to the video of Ellen DeGeneres and 

Hugh Laurie discussing American and British slang: 

When watching the video the two people guessing the slang words were older and 

clearly weren’t as exposed to them. In “The Power of Slang” Dalzell states, “As 

we move into our 20s, we gradually stop acquiring new slang and ultimately just 

stop.” “The Power of Slang” also discussed how each generation growing up has 

their own slang words. Ellen mentioned “flossing” a term not used very much 

anymore. She isn’t in the loop with the new slang but still is aware of it because 

its [sic] everywhere. 

 

Primarily because of Hilary’s age, which I assume is approximately eighteen, Hilary writes like 

an expert on the topic of slang. Hilary begins the prompt with the following quote from “Born in 

the USA”: “American slang lives in the specialized media of the young.” This quotes helps 

Hilary establish credibility; American slang is for “the young.” Hilary even describes DeGeneres 

and Laurie as “older” and not “as exposed” to slang, which helps Hilary establish even more 

credibility and authority. It also empowers Hilary enough to make an assessment about one of 

the slang terms DeGeneres mentions, claiming that the term flossing is “not used very much 

anymore” and that DeGeneres “isn’t in the loop with the new slang.” It is interesting that Hilary 

chooses to use the slang expression “in the loop” in the assessment of DeGeneres. This 

expression further strengthens Hilary’s ethos because as an expert in the use of slang, Hilary 

knows how to use it in an academic writing assignment with rhetorical ease and power. Also, 

note the code-meshing
18

 in Hilary’s writing (“isn’t in the loop…but still is aware of it”), which 

makes the writing more emphatic. Hilary’s use of both NSE (“isn’t in the loop”) and SAE (“but 

still is aware of it”) also coincides with the assessment of DeGeneres, for the non-standardized 

                                                 
17 How do the slang terms that DeGeneres and Laurie discuss and their attitudes toward the words 

help to support the point that “slang is wittier and more clever than standard English” and other 

points made in the articles?   
18 In “‘Nah, We Straight’: An Argument Against Code-Switching,” Vershawn Young defines 

code-meshing as “the blending and concurrent use of American English dialects in formal, 

discursive products, such as political speeches, student papers, and media interviews” (51). 
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words further substantiate DeGeneres’s ignorance of slang and shows Hilary’s connection with 

an audience that understands the language.  

Another student, Taylor, connected DeGeneres’s use of the term flossing with the song 

“Fergielicious” by Fergie, who is known for her membership in the group The Black Eyed Peas. 

Taylor concludes that “Fergie reaches out to a younger crowd so this [is] also…a great example 

[of] how Fergie trys [sic] to stay connected with her fans by using slang.” Ultimately, Hilary’s 

and Taylor’s writing illustrates how students engaged with the concept of language exploration 

and took ownership of NAE, particularly slang, while learning to assert the discursive strategies 

expected in academic writing. 

Students’ Engaging with Theories 

 One of the most important factors in changing students’ perceptions was the scholarly 

articles they read and analyzed. London’s first body paragraph for the informative synthesis
19

 

essay illustrates the ability to synthesize the ideas of multiple writers and incorporate sentences 

that express and support points about language: 

The history of a language is something all ways of communicating share. No way 

of speaking simply appears from thin air. Language originates from certain 

cultures, heritages, and even geographical locations. In his article “Like Quote 

Me,” John Singler explains the origin of the like quotative. He claims, “In the 

1940's or so, a new quotative appears to have come into American English, 

namely go.” He goes further to explain the transition from go to like in America.  

This idea of one speech tendency originating from another is not uncommon.  

Many of the words and phrases used today come from some other word origin 

used in the past. Similarly, an entire language can originate from another due to 

the geographic location of the people living in that area. Barbara Johnstone and 

Scott Kiesling discuss an example of this involving Pittsburghese. In their article 

“Steel Town Speak,” they briefly discuss the immigration of the Scotch-Irish to 

                                                 
19 Write an informative synthesis essay where you identify at least three themes around which to 

organize and synthesize the information from your articles. Your thesis should highlight 

perspectives on language that the various sources have illuminated. Reference at least 7 of the 

articles in your essay, being careful to cite particulars (quotes and paraphrased information) from 

the articles to support your assertions.   
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Pennsylvania, and then Johnstone and Kiesling state, “Thus many features that 

can be traced to their way of speaking are found in Midwestern and Appalachian 

speech as well as in western Pennsylvania.” The “Like Quote Me” example and 

“Steel Town Speak” example relate in the fact that they both contain evidence of 

language having a history; they only differ in what or where they originated.  Like 

comes from a phrase used in the recent past while Pittsburghese comes from the 

Scotch-Irish people immigrating to America. Lastly, in his article “Hip Hop 

Nation,” H. Samy Alim describes “Nation Language” when he explores the 

origins of “Hip Hop Nation Language.” He states, “Nation language is the 

language which is influenced very strongly by the African model, the African 

aspect of our New World/Caribbean heritage.” Alim claims that culture can 

greatly influence a way of speaking. The “New World/Caribbean heritage” he 

refers to is where the dialect originates. Similar to the other two articles, Alim 

directly portrays that all language has a history, and every way a [sic] speaking in 

the world today comes from somewhere or something else.  Language is not some 

idea one thinks up. It is a process that is always developing and forever adapting. 

 

London uses terms such as originating, developing, and adapting to present an assessment on 

language. As noted in the final essay, the language exploration units made London realize that 

“there is more to language than accents and funny sayings.” London comes to this realization 

after engaging with texts and theories that promote these concepts, and having an instructor who 

has served as a bidialectal role model in the classroom: 

In my experience of presenting my own home language and hearing about others, 

I definitely got to learn more. My experience can be viewed through Mrs. Burns’ 

presentations and how I used them, my own research and experience in creating 

my presentation, and my overall presentation and thoughts afterward…All in all, 

my experience…was definitely a positive one. Mrs. Burns definitely led us with 

strong, relatable examples. 

 

For London, this language exploration has become very personal. Note the use of the word my in 

this excerpt: “In my experience,” “my own home language,” “my own research,” “my 

presentation,” “my overall presentation,” and “my experience.” The use of the first person in this 

excerpt suggests a sense of ownership and empowerment for London. In “Language, Power, and 

Consciousness,” Guy Allen discusses the power of personal writing like London’s, stating that 

these experiences with writing “encourage the putting of the self into their writing, into the 
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academy, into the world” (91). London’s words exemplify the social and academic results of this 

curriculum and how London merges these normally opposed institutions (i.e., students’ personal 

lives and academic lives). There is a negotiation between “my experience” and “my own home 

language” (which are personal) and “my own research” and “my presentation” (which are 

academic). Rather than merely taking ownership of the personal, London owns both: “my own 

home language” and “my own research” (emphasis mine). London’s writing exemplifies the 

influence of critical pedagogy in the classroom. In Black Looks: Race and Representation, 

hooks’ says the traditional model of teaching forces students to detach their school experiences 

from their personal experiences (134 – 135). She also stresses the vitality of seeing students as 

“whole human beings with complex lives and experiences rather than simply as seekers after 

compartmentalized bits of information” (Teaching to Transgress 15). London’s writing suggests 

the potential of students developing writers’ voices and using those voices as a means of self-

discovery.  

Conclusion 

The challenges and revelations that these first-year writing students experienced 

throughout the semester supports Terry Dean’s argument that many mainstream students on 

predominately white campuses can benefit from discussing cultural topics in the classroom. My 

classroom practices are a response to Dean’s call, and as evidenced by the students’ writing, this 

curriculum encourages students to discover how linguistic practices shape stereotypes and 

counter their own language prejudices by considering their peers’ and instructor’s NSE linguistic 

identities.  
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Chapter 4: “Teachin’ Good”:  

Including the Instructor’s Linguistic Identity in the Classroom 

As discussed in Chapter 3, this study has devoted critical attention to the ways students 

respond to incorporating language exploration activities in a first-year writing classroom. 

Previous studies have focused on including students’ home languages in the classroom (Gilyard; 

Marlow; Wheeler and Swords; Young). This study focuses on writing assignments that not only 

incorporate the students’ linguistic identities but also the instructor’s linguistic identity in the 

classroom. This study considers the extent to which first-year writing students’ views change 

because of the incorporation of a language exploration curriculum in the classroom. In order to 

help students feel at ease about sharing their home languages, this study extends the SRTOL 

scholarship by providing an example of what happens when a pedagogue serves as a bidialectal 

role model to the students.  

This chapter focuses on students’ responses to an instructor who incorporated her non-

standardized linguistic identities of African American English, Southern American English, and 

Louisiana Creole English in the classroom. Ultimately, this study proposes that composition 

instructors adopt a language exploration curriculum that allows them to meet the outcomes of 

their programs while sharing their linguistic identities and encouraging their students to do the 

same. I offer the written responses of the nineteen participants enrolled in this study as evidence 

of the positive influence of this curriculum. The ability of language exploration curriculums to 

change students’ views of non-standardized variations of American English (NSE) supports the 

validity of incorporating this curriculum in first-year writing classes.  
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In this chapter, I consider some of the goals of this study, including how incorporating 

the information about the instructor’s linguistic identity influences how students receive 

language exploration activities and how language exploration activities that include the instructor 

as a bidialectal role model in the classroom improve students’ appreciation of non-standardized 

dialects of American English. I align my views with certain positions endorsed by critical 

pedagogy scholars such as Henry Giroux and bell hooks. By viewing the students’ writing 

through the lens of critical pedagogy, I argue that a language exploration curriculum where the 

instructor shares her linguistic identity can help students appreciate NSE and their home 

languages. 

 In this chapter, I identify how in several of the students’ essays, they wrote about how my 

presentations helped them develop a research strategy, feel at ease about sharing their home 

language, and change their views about NSE. Like the previous chapter, this chapter is organized 

according to the themes that emerged from the students’ writing. It is divided into the following 

sections: Serving as a Bidialectal Role Model, Creating a Sense of Community through 

Language Exploration, Becoming Aware of Language Differences, Changing Views about Non-

standardized Varieties of American English, Acquiring Knowledge about Non-standardized 

Varieties of American English, Student Anxiety, and A Special Case. 

Serving as a Bidialectal Role Model 

 The students’ descriptions of their experiences with the unit where I shared my linguistic 

identities illustrate a modification of the traditional roles of teacher and student in the classroom. 

According to Anne George, the author of “Critical Pedagogy: Dreaming of Democracy,” “critical 

pedagogy reinvents the roles of teachers and students in the classroom and the kinds of activities 
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they engage in” (93). For instance, in the timed writing essay
20

, Hilary emphasizes how both the 

classmates and I served as “experts” when presenting our home languages: “They were 

considered experts in that form since it was their home language.” Hilary then writes about how 

we “guided the ones with no exposure [to that dialect],” helping them “to learn what that 

particular form was actually like.” What is most interesting about this example is Hilary’s 

description of the students as experts, proving that a classroom environment of mutual 

knowledge sharing transforms the traditional classroom paradigm where students perceive the 

instructor as the only expert in the classroom. In Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks defines the 

core of engaged pedagogy as leading to “shifts of relations between students and professors and 

among students” (30). Hilary’s adoption of the word experts suggests that the students and the 

instructor share knowledge because it is “their home language;” it is something that the 

instructor and students own. Also, Hilary’s labeling of the entire class as experts gives the sense 

that Hilary views the classmates as having something essential to add to the conversation of 

language exploration. This relates to hooks’ promotion of pedagogues who “genuinely value 

everyone’s presence” in the classroom: 

There must be an ongoing recognition that everyone influences the classroom 

dynamic, that everyone contributes. These contributions are resources. Used 

constructively they enhance the capacity of any class to create a learning 

environment. (Teaching to Transgress 8) 

 

The language exploration curriculum assists in creating a learning environment where students’ 

contributions are valued. Having an instructor who serves as a bidialectal role model empowers 

students to serve as experts who teach the class about their home languages.  

                                                 
20

 Write an essay of at least 5 paragraphs where you discuss your experience developing the oral 

presentation for this class.  Please discuss your views about my presentations and the 

presentation that you developed.   
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Several other students follow a similar trend as Hilary’s; they claim that viewing the 

instructor’s model presentations helped them create their own presentations. Hayden points out 

that the presentations served as “somewhat of a template” for the students. Similarly, Taylor 

says, “Listening to the example that my professor provided for us, helped me get a better 

understanding of the assignment.” London claims that it was “quite difficult” to relate to the 

presentations because “we did not grow up the same.” However, London discusses how my 

presentations were useful in the development of London’s presentation.  

During the “I Shot My Brother” Presentation, I shared with the students the difficulty I 

experienced recording my husband Chris without his knowledge. I told them that after asking for 

Chris’s permission to record him, I decided to record each of our family dinners, knowing that 

the conversations during these engagements would lead to Chris telling an intriguing story. 

Sharing that information with my students influenced how they approached the assignment. 

Writing about feeling “super worried…because it was difficult to capture one’s natural language 

if they knew they were being recorded,” London discusses how the “I Shot My Brother” 

Presentation served as a model in order to overcome this barrier. London says, “Much like Mrs. 

Burns simply asked her husband to tell her a story, I did the same. This allowed me to get a 

natural recording.” The influence of my presentations on the development of London’s 

presentation is also apparent in the following statement: “After hearing and seeing her present, I 

really got a good grasp of what I wanted to try and portray in my presentation. ‘I Shot My 

Brother’ was the one that gave me the idea to use my father for this assignment.” Consider 

London’s and Hayden’s admission of having difficulty relating to my background because, as 

London puts it, “we did not grow up the same.” Nevertheless, one of the goals of this study is to 

encourage students to appreciate all variations of American English, so although some students 
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could not relate to my language background, they still used these examples to create their own 

presentations. These samples show that the students learned to appreciate other forms of NSE 

through the inclusion of these examples.  

 Madison also describes the helpfulness of the model presentations. Madison claims, “The 

examples that my teacher gave in the class for this project were very beneficial to me because 

they clarified what she was expecting from us.” Madison writes about how the “I Shot My 

Brother” Presentation “stood out” the most and “sparked my interest to record my uncle,” whom 

Madison describes as a “good story teller” with a “strong southern accent.” Madison also recalls 

how I highlighted Chris’s use of double negation in the recording for my presentation to the 

class: “I recognized the similarities because [my uncle] uses double negatives quite often.”  

Through this language exploration experience, Madison develops a greater appreciation for the 

uncle’s speech patterns: “Throughout the story, my uncle used words and phrases that I had 

never heard in my life.” Madison continues, “It was interesting for me to focus on the different 

dialects within my family, because for most of my life I have taken them for granted.” Like most 

of the other students, Madison becomes attentive to language differences, even within Madison’s 

own family, because of the language exploration curriculum.  

The previous statements from Madison’s work show that the language exploration 

curriculum has an impact beyond the classroom; Madison recognizes that the uncle’s speech is 

not broken, wrong, and incorrect, but worthy of appreciation. Madison is aware of the language 

being a reflection of the family, so this project has lasting meaning beyond academia for 

Madison: “Now I understand the importance of having family recordings once my family passes 

away.” Madison recognizes that this project has influenced their relationship: “I…know that my 

uncle appreciated me basing my project off him.” Madison’s response suggests the importance of 
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including family members and friends in academic research projects. I recall asking Chris, who 

never attended college, to take part in the project I mentioned in Chapter 1. Knowing that I 

would share his narrative with others, Chris felt elated and proud of his speech patterns, and 

because of the language exploration activities I engaged in as a doctoral student, I now 

appreciate Chris’s linguistic aptitude even more. Therefore, when students ask their friends and 

family for permission to record them, instructors must consider that these encounters may be 

significant not only for the student but also for that family member or friend, which was the case 

for Madison. This assignment reaches outside the classroom in ways that are unusual and special, 

by strengthening bonds within the family (between the student and another family member who 

is recorded), by giving recognition to family members who have fine verbal skills, and by 

instilling in the younger generation a sense of the importance of capturing family discourse for 

future generations.   

Brook, whose timed writing essay is titled “Exploring the Language of the Great Lakes,” 

also describes a research methodology similar to Madison’s:  

Finding articles that related to the video and the Michigan accent was by far the 

most difficult part of the project. No one single article seemed to fit what I was 

trying to show from the video well. I ended up using a few articles that all 

touched on certain parts of the accent, and the slang that could be heard. My 

presentation on language exploration of the Michigan Accent was finished. 

Lastly, all I needed to do was present it. 

 

Notice the development of Brook’s confidence as a researcher, which comes from the connection 

of theory and practice in the classroom. In Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics, hooks 

describes students’ struggle of connecting theory and practice: “Teaching theory, I find that 

students may understand a particular paradigm in the abstract but are unable to see how it applies 

to their lives” (6). hooks also argues, “[T]he most important learning experience that could 

happen in a classroom [is] that students would learn to think critically and analytically, not just 
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about books, but about the world they live in” (Talking Black 102). Initially, Brook struggles to 

connect the articles (theory) with the home language of Midwest English (practice). However, 

after completing research, Brook “ended up using a few articles that all touched on certain parts 

of the accent, and the slang that could be heard.” In the final part of the excerpt, Brook expresses 

a feeling of accomplishment: “My presentation on language exploration of the Michigan Accent 

was finished. Lastly, all I needed to do was present it.” These are the sentiments of a student who 

feels empowered by the language exploration curriculum, which puts the student in the position 

of being a researcher rather than merely a receptor of knowledge and exemplifies how this 

language exploration curriculum can support the merging of theory and practice that hooks 

advocates.  

London also feels empowered by the examples I presented in the classroom. London 

reflects on this experience in the timed writing essay:  

After seeing and hearing Mrs. Burns, I was confident and ready to begin my 

research to create my presentation. I knew that I had to pick someone who spoke 

my home language. I figured it should be someone I interact with frequently 

because we talk the same. The way the research was conducted involved sitting in 

about an hour-long Skype call with my father. I recorded and listened to our 

whole conversation, carefully listening for parts of his Midwest accent. I didn’t 

quite have in mind what I was looking for, but after seeing my transcript I wrote 

out, I found lots and lots of examples. Pulling out excerpts from the articles we 

read “Midwest Accent,” I quoted some of my dad’s words and phrases that 

matched. My dad really did have plenty of what the article was talking about in 

his speech. 

 

London feels excited (“confident and ready”) about the prospects of the research endeavor after 

viewing the presentations. The first step in London’s research methodology leads to a 

consideration of someone familiar as a participant in the study. What is most intriguing about 

London’s reflection is the connection of an academic project with something personal—the 

relationship with the father. London shares details of the conversation, making the reader feel 
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privy to a private conversation between a father and his child. In the beginning of the excerpt, 

London uses the formal term “my father,” then as London progresses in writing, the informal 

term “my dad” replaces “my father,” illustrating the very personal nature of this project. London 

also shares the details of conducting research (“an hour-long Skype call with my father”) and 

shows active engagement in the process (“I recorded and listened to our whole conversation”). 

London feels challenged to consider this personal subject from the perspective of an outsider: “I 

didn’t quite have in mind what I was looking for.” Nevertheless, after looking deeper, London 

has success: “I found lots and lots of examples.” London used the article “The Midwest Accent” 

by Matthew J. Gordon to conclude that “[m]y dad really did have plenty of what the article was 

talking about in his speech.” Personal revelations like London’s connect with hooks’ assertion 

that instructors should see students as “whole human beings” rather than merely “seekers after 

compartmentalized bits of information” (Teaching to Transgress 15). Outside of academia, 

students have experiences and relationships that help create their personal identities, so including 

students’ home languages in the classroom means including their family, friends, and in this 

case, London’s father.  

 This project also puts London in the position of analyzing an aspect of London’s personal 

identity: the speech patterns of London’s family. In Teaching to Transgress, hooks shares how 

some of her white students engage in transformative experiences in her classroom, which led 

them to challenge social constructs. hooks remarks that “white students learning how to think 

more critically…may go home for the holidays and suddenly see their parents in a different 

light” (43). In the narrative essay
21

, London writes about being from the Midwest region of the 

United States and not speaking NSE. However, after completing research for the oral 

                                                 
21 Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English language that you grew 

up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years.  You should also discuss your perception of your 

home language(s).   
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presentation
22

, London realizes that there are non-standardized elements in London’s speech. In 

the PowerPoint Presentation presented in class, London illustrates one aspect of London’s non-

standardized speech, pointing out the father’s use of the word cool in his speech. In the 

transcription, London’s father says the following: “Which was cool, because that was really the 

only chance I got to ever play with Joe.” In the presentation, London points out that the word 

“‘[c]ool’ is something I use frequently. My dad uses it frequently as well as plenty of other 

people.” London connects this practical/personal observation with Jannis Androutsopoulos’s 

“Born in the USA.” Androutsopoulos discusses the widespread use of the word cool:  “How 

American slang is used abroad quickly signals social identity. For example, …items such as hi, 

cool and cu (as in ‘see you’) are spreading into general German slang” (“DYSA?”). London also 

makes a phonological observation, noting the father’s pronunciation of the word but as “a little 

different.” London cites Matthew J. Gordon’s article “Midwest English” to illustrate that this 

pronunciation is a non-standardized version: “Finally, there is the vowel of but which is 

traditionally produced with a central tongue position. In the NCS this vowel is shifted backward 

and may acquire some lip rounding making but sound like bought” (“DYSA?”). The previously 

mentioned examples suggest that presenting models of the instructor’s linguistic identities in the 

classroom as part of a language exploration curriculum encourages students to view their home 

languages through the lens of a person unfamiliar with their speech patterns. This leads students 

                                                 
22 For this project, I want you to record and transcribe the recording of someone who speaks a form of 

your home language. It can be you, a family member, or friend. If you decide to record someone, please 

ask that person to tell you an interesting story, and try to keep the recording as natural as possible. Of 

course, it is important that you get that person’s permission before recording him or her. Try to limit the 

recording to no more than 2 minutes long. After you have the recording, you need to transcribe it, make 

copies of the transcription for the entire class (i.e., 25 copies), and create a PowerPoint Presentation 

showing connections between the language in the transcription and some of the statements in at least 3 of 

the articles that we have read in the class and/or other articles from the Do You Speak American? 

Website. 
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to search for the distinctions in their speech and, therefore, appreciate those differences and the 

differences of other non-standardized forms. 

Hilary writes about how the examples of my linguistic heritage helped with the 

development of Hilary’s research methodology, and how the presentations helped “guide us in 

the right direction.” Hilary claims that the “I Shot My Brother” Presentation “showed good 

connections from the mans [sic] speech to the articles.” Hilary also highlights the importance of 

presenting the students with a “detailed transcription” of the recording:  

When creating my own presentation I did my connection slides similarly [sic] to 

those in “I Shot My Brother” because I thought it did the best job of connecting 

the examples from the recording back to the articles. It followed a format that 

including [sic]: an example from recording, articles it relates [to], and an example 

from the article. 

 

Hilary describes this procedure as “the simplest, most direct way to show the audience the 

similarities.” Hilary appreciates how the sample presentation shows connections between social 

application (“an example from recording”) and academic or theoretical application (“an example 

from the article”). By seeing how I engage with scholarship in the classroom, Hilary feels 

confident in the ability to develop the presentation. 

Brook also writes about the influence of the “I Shot My Brother” Presentation, claiming 

that it was the “most memorable.” Brook presents a summary of the presentation: “[W]hen Mr. 

Burns told his story you could tell he remembered it like it was yesterday which helped him to be 

relaxed and let the listeners hear the way he talked.” Brook says, “Just after viewing one 

presentation in class I was beginning to shape my presentation together.” Brook also describes 

the presentation in detail:   

The first presentation was the most memorable to me. Mrs. Burns had made a 

recording where her husband had told one of his favorite stories. It was a situation 

when he was a young boy and he, being a naive child, shot his older brother in the 
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butt with a BB Gun while clearly not thinking about the repercussions of his 

actions. 

 

The details Brooks recalls several weeks after the presentation illustrates the importance of 

having presentations that display not only variations of NSE. If the story had not been intriguing, 

Brook would not have been able to recall these details and may have not been able to appreciate 

Chris’s speech patterns. 

It can also be helpful to the students if they can find relevant examples in the sample 

presentations that the instructor incorporates into the curriculum. Willow writes about the 

effectiveness of the sample presentations: “When preparing my own presentation for the class, I 

implemented similar techniques Mrs. Burns used in her presentations.” One of the techniques 

Willow uses is appealing to the audience’s emotions: “Mrs. Burns’ presentation on her younger 

sister crying over boudin made me realize the power of using pathos in my presentation.” Next, 

Willow considers the audience’s role in the project: “I figured that if the audience could visualize 

the story Joe was telling they would be more intrigued.” Finally, Willow draws a conclusion: “I 

decided to follow her same technique and include pictures of the lake and sailboat Joe was 

talking about in his story.” In the PowerPoint Presentation for the oral presentation assignment
23

, 

Willow not only addresses the social context of the project by including pictures and an 

intriguing story, but Willow also makes connections between the story and the scholarship the 

students read and discussed in class. For instance, Willow writes, “Throughout the presentation 

Mike uses the word ‘like’ whenever he is about to describe dialogue.” Willow follows this 

                                                 
23 For this project, I want you to record and transcribe the recording of someone who speaks a form of your home 

language. It can be you, a family member, or friend. If you decide to record someone, please ask that person to tell 

you an interesting story, and try to keep the recording as natural as possible. Of course, it is important that you get 

that person’s permission before recording him or her. Try to limit the recording to no more than 2 minutes long. 

After you have the recording, you need to transcribe it, make copies of the transcription for the entire class (i.e., 25 

copies), and create a PowerPoint Presentation showing connections between the language in the transcription and 

some of the statements in at least 3 of the articles that we have read in the class and/or other articles from the Do 

You Speak American? Website. 
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observation with a connection to John Singler’s article “Like, Quote Me,” stating that Singler 

discusses the universality of the word like as a quotative, or a word used to introduce quoted 

speech. Clearly, the connections that students make between the non-standardized speech 

patterns of their participants and the assertions of scholars proves that exemplifying this type of 

analysis helps students make those connections in their presentations and writing. 

Like Willow, Kelly also discusses how the “No Mo’ Boudin” Presentation influenced the 

development of the presentation. Kelly claims that it illustrates a “good analysis of the dialect” of 

Louisiana Creole English. Kelly writes the following:  

Mrs. Burns connected the vocabulary of her recording to certain online articles 

that helped to show why her family spoke the way they spoke. I was able to use 

the analysis in this example and apply it to my own presentation. Not only did the 

provided examples help me in organizing my project, they also gave me insight 

into Mrs [sic] Burns’ home language, as did all my peers [sic] presentations. 

 

Kelly’s observation of the relationship between the family recording and scholarly works helps 

Kelly not only attain a better understanding of the language, but it also influences Kelly’s 

research. Kelly’s moves from lower order concepts (i.e., Kelly observes how I performed certain 

tasks) to higher order concepts (i.e., Kelly applies these observations in order to create the 

presentation). This progression in thought illustrates the benefits of incorporating a language 

exploration curriculum where students perform a combination of higher order and lower order 

tasks after observing them being performed by the instructor. 

After seeing my presentations, Morgan feels able to “connect to [them] emotionally.” The 

presentation that had the most profound effect on Morgan was the “No Mo’ Boudin” 

Presentation because Morgan describes it as “very personal” and “rich in culture through 

language.” Like other students, Morgan writes about wanting to emulate the personal and 

cultural features of this presentation: “I wanted to show my presentation the same way, giving 
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the audience a little more than just an example of my accent. Showing the way I use certain 

words and phrases, exposing the emotion behind the words and expressing the feelings I get 

when things happen.” Morgan’s words suggest feelings of responsibility (“giving the audience a 

little more than an example of my accent”). Morgan wants to do more than merely present the 

home language; Morgan desires to include a personal touch by “exposing the emotion behind the 

words and expressing the feelings.” Morgan’s use the word exposing suggests that this 

assignment is truly personal in nature, and Morgan chooses to “give the audience a little more” 

than an informative presentation about the accent. In Inviting the Mother Tongue: Beyond 

“Mistakes,” “Bad English,” and “Wrong Language,” Peter Elbow writes about the deep 

connection between language and our identities: 

[W]e experience our language or dialect not just as something we use but as a 

deep part of us. Our home language is not just inside us; we are also inside 

it…The metaphor of “mother tongue” is no joke. How do you think I’ll feel if you 

shouted at me, “Aaahhh, your mother tongue wears combat boots,” or “Your 

mother tongue spends her life on her back”? (362) 

 

Like Morgan, Elbow acknowledges that one’s home language is a “deep part of us” (362)—

something so deep that, as Morgan puts it, it has to be exposed. Also, language is not merely 

used to give information, but Elbow’s metaphor about the mother tongue and Morgan’s 

statement about the “emotion behind the words” suggest the personal and emotional nature of 

language. 

Creating a Sense of Community through Language Exploration 

 Another important aspect of the language exploration curriculum is the sense of 

community that the assignments create. While this does not mean that the students agree or reach 

a consensus about the material discussed, I want students to explore the uniqueness of one 

another’s home languages. Because “language is a concrete example of how shared identities and 
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knowledge are made transparent” (Perryman-Clark 36), I find that the inclusion of language 

exploration units is a viable way of creating a community identity in the classroom. In Staci M. 

Perryman-Clark’s Afrocentric Teacher-Research: Rethinking Appropriateness and Inclusion, she 

discusses the importance of orality in Afrocentric pedagogy because “orality is one way students 

explore and understand cultural practices and values of people of African descent” (37). 

Although Perryman-Clark’s discussion of orality centers on Afrocentric pedagogy, it applies to 

this study as well because all students can benefit from the collectivity that emanates from 

orality. For this study, orality becomes a part of the language exploration curriculum through the 

assigning of an oral presentation where students present and analyze recorded examples of their 

home languages. 

 What is most interesting about this assignment is how, through the creation of their 

presentations and observing the presentations of their classmates and myself, students learned a 

significant amount about NSE. For instance, in the timed writing essay
24

, Addison says the oral 

presentation was “a great learning experience” and “definitely the most interesting [assignment] 

we completed in, and outside of the classroom.” Addison continues by stating, “Sharing our 

hometown languages and learning about others, even our own truly brought pleasure and 

excitement to this assignment. We learned new things about our classmates, ourselves, and even 

our teacher! That’s one thing I enjoyed the most.” Addison’s writing is a compelling example of 

how influential this language exploration curriculum can be to the learning experience of the 

students, and how these projects lead to the learning community that hooks describes below: 

As a classroom community, our capacity to generate excitement is deeply affected 

by our interest in one another, in hearing one another’s voices, in recognizing one 

                                                 
24

 Write an essay of at least 5 paragraphs where you discuss your experience developing the oral 

presentation for this class.  Please discuss your views about my presentations and the 

presentation that you developed.   
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another’s presence ...There must be an ongoing recognition that everyone 

influences the classroom dynamic, that everyone contributes … Seeing the 

classroom always as a learning communal place enhances the likelihood of 

collective effort in creating and sustaining a learning community. (Teaching to 

Transgress 8) 

 

Addison’s use of the first person plural pronouns we and our suggests that this classroom is a 

learning community where both the instructors’ and students’ contributions to the class are 

respected: “We learned new things about our classmates, ourselves, and even our teacher!” 

Consider the difference the following revision makes to the analysis of Addison’s statement: “[I] 

learned new things about [my] classmates, [myself], and even [my] teacher!” The modification 

of the sentence to first person singular pronouns exemplifies an egocentric view; whereas, 

Addison’s use of first person plural pronouns exemplifies a collaborative view. Also, the 

repetition of the word our suggests that the ownership of the learning experience is not exclusive 

to Addison; it is shared among the students and the instructor. Also, Addison’s value of others’ 

home languages is apparent in the statement: “We learned new things about our classmates, 

ourselves, and even our teacher! (emphasis mine)” Last, Addison’s use of the term hometown 

language rather than home language suggests a sense of community, one that includes Addison’s 

hometown rather than merely Addison’s home. 

Courtney also writes in the timed writing essay about learning about others’ home 

languages. Courtney relates the most to the “I Shot My Brother” Presentation because “it 

followed a similar narrative pattern to my own background.” Although Courtney “comes from a 

background with very little experience with African American English (AAE),” Courtney writes 

about relating to the instructor presentations that featured examples of AAE, and, as Courtney 

puts it, “showcased the storytelling power of dialects, specifically AAVE.” This excerpt reveals 

how the incorporation of my linguistic identity of AAE gives students an understanding of some 
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of the features that govern AAE and how these features connect with academic articles about 

language exploration.  

Courtney also reflects on the language community that this curriculum creates, noting 

that “one could hear the sounds of New Jersey, New York, Boston, California, rural Alabama, a 

suburban Southern accent, Midwestern accents, and Mrs. Burns’ unique mix of Louisiana 

Creole, Southern, and African American Vernacular English.” Courtney embraces the cultural 

differences in the classroom and writes about these differences with fondness: 

I enjoyed discussing the many accents of the English language with my 

classmates, mostly because they hail from all different parts of the country…This 

melting pot within the classroom made the presentations on language quite 

entertaining and allowed for us to learn firsthand about the dozens of variations of 

the English language. 

 

As a speaker of Southern American English, Courtney enjoys “comparing the dialects to my 

own.” This statement suggests that Courtney feels validated in a classroom where Courtney does 

not feel alone; other students speak NSE as well. In Liberatory Consequences of Literacy: A 

Case of Culturally Relevant Instruction for African American Students, Gloria Ladson-Billings 

describes culturally relevant pedagogy: “[It is] the kind of teaching that is designed not merely to 

fit the culture to the students’ culture, but also to use the student culture as a basis for helping 

students understand themselves and others, structure social interactions, and conceptualize 

knowledge” (314). Culturally relevant pedagogy focuses on student empowerment through the 

use of students’ culture. Courtney reflects on cultural capital in the classroom, claiming, “[O]ne 

could hear the sounds of New Jersey, New York, Boston, California, rural Alabama, a suburban 

Southern accent, Midwestern accents, and Mrs. Burns’ unique mix of Louisiana Creole, 

Southern, and African American Vernacular English.” It is interesting that Courtney does not 

merely refer to these variations of American English by using one term; instead, Courtney lists 
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all of the voices in the classroom separately, suggesting that each home language deserves its 

own special recognition.  

In the timed writing essay, some students also wrote about how they could relate to the 

stories told by the participants in my presentations. For instance, Kendall states, “Being able to 

relate to the informal English dialect spoken and the story being told created a sense of 

commonality for me. The connections Mrs. Burns made from the recording to the articles were 

some of the same connections I used in my own presentation.” Kendall continues, “I related most 

to the ‘I Shot My Brother’ presentation because of similar linguistic qualities that I possess. The 

speaker in the audio recording used phrases that many other Southern American English 

speakers use. The connections Mrs. Burns made from the recording to the articles were some of 

the same connections I used in my own presentation.” London reflects on the presentations as 

well: 

Language isn’t just words. After finishing, I see now that it is a way for people to 

connect with one another. Language definitely gives certain groups a 

commonality. I felt it myself after researching and presenting, and I saw it in the 

other students as well. Everyone was very proud of their home language, and I’m 

glad I got to see other’s presentations. 

 

Essential to the language exploration curriculum was encouraging students to appreciate other 

variations of NSE. By giving students an opportunity to research their home languages then 

present it to the class, each student’s voice and home language is heard and a community of 

speakers of diverse non-standardized dialects is created within an academic setting. 

Becoming Aware of Language Differences 

One of the primary goals of this study is a consideration of how information about the 

instructor’s linguistic identity influences students. Many of the students developed an awareness 

of the home language that they claim not to have had before. In the timed writing essay, Kelly 
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says, “Overall I think this assignment helped everyone in the class realize what an impact our 

home languages have on our speech and culture.” Kelly writes about how the exploration of 

Southern American English led to the realization that Kelly’s family “spoke with a very agrarian 

vocabulary, yet lacked some of the more modern slang.” Notice Kelly’s use of the word agrarian 

rather than the word country. This shows Kelly’s awareness of the negative connotations 

associated with “talking country.” Kelly’s use of the word agrarian also shows that Kelly desires 

to present a sophisticated view of Kelly’s family. 

Similarly, London sums up this awareness in the timed writing essay: 

First of all, doing my own project, I found that I actually do speak some form of 

informal English.  Previously, I thought that my family and I spoke correct 

English all of the time. After recording my father and doing some research, I 

found out that was not true.  For example, we use the 'cot' and 'caught' merger.  

When we say those two words, they sound like the same words sometimes.  This 

really made me aware of the fact that nobody actually speaks correct English all 

of the time.  Language really is always changing, and everyone has their own little 

twist on it. 

 

London’s epiphany about speaking NSE stems from taking on the role of key worker in the 

research process (“doing my own  project”), and intellectualizing about “ordinary” things 

(“recording my father and doing some research”). Also in the timed writing essay, London 

connects the father’s speech patterns to what the scholarship says about the cot/caught merger in 

Midwest English. London learns some important linguistic lessons during this process of 

completing the research project. London goes on to say the following:  

[H]earing everyone else's presentations really opened my eyes a lot.  Hearing all 

of the different accents from the different places and the variety of cultures was 

very interesting as well….Additionally, I think that it helps bring people together, 

and different cultures wouldn't be so different if they did not speak differently.  

Overall, everyone speaks differently, and I am glad I got a chance to dive into 

why people communicate the way they do and how it is not a bad thing. 
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Similarly, in the timed writing essay,
25

 Addison concludes that “listening to all the dialects and 

accents my classmates had, made me come to realize that there is no true way of speaking 

English.” London and Addison’s word choice suggests an awareness and appreciation of 

language differences. London, who acknowledges that the presentations “really opened my eyes 

a lot,” uses the words different five times in the excerpt above, and the exposure to various forms 

of NSE makes Addison conclude that “there is no true way of speaking English.” These 

comments indicate the strong influence of including students’ home language in the classroom. 

In the timed writing essay, Reagan shares a similar experience as the previously 

discussed students. Below Reagan describes the diversity within the language community of our 

classroom:  

[A]ttending a college in the south I was shocked when hearing the variety of 

accents and cultures just in a class of ruffly [sic] twenty. From the far west of 

California to the hills of Colorado and the valleys of the South the stories all 

shared a personal story. Characterizing each accent as formal or informal just by 

listening to the tones of the voices. 

 

Reagan’s observation of the differences in the class is specific and rooted in geographic location: 

“the far west of California,” “the hills of Colorado,” and “the valleys of the South.” Reagan not 

only observes these cultural differences but also shows an appreciation for each of them by 

singling them out and giving each their rightful place in Reagan’s reflection.  

Noting that “our english [sic] class is very heterogeneous,” in the timed writing essay, 

Willow says that the presentations created a more “intimate” learning environment for the 

students. Willow states that these “differences” help to “facilitate learning.” Willow claims, “I 

felt that social barriers were broken down in this class after the presentations because everyone 
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 Write an essay of at least 5 paragraphs where you discuss your experience developing the oral 

presentation for this class.  Please discuss your views about my presentations and the 

presentation that you developed.   
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now has a better understanding of each other's culture. . . We are fortunate to have people from 

California, New Jersey, Alabama, Florida, and other states because we get to look at the English 

language as a whole.” Like Courtney, Willow highlights the differences within the classroom 

and shows an appreciation for these differences. Willow concludes the essay by making the 

following statement: 

To conclude, I have a much better appreciation for my classmates [sic] cultural 

backgrounds after viewing all the presentations. It is important for us to 

understand each others [sic] differences and embrace cultures that are we are [sic] 

not familiar with. One of the reasons I enjoyed this assignment so much was 

because I strongly believe in the importance of culture. That is why I chose to 

come to the University of Alabama from California. 

 

Willow’s comment relates to what hooks says about the sense of community that diversity 

creates. hooks states, “What those of us…now know, that the generations before us did not 

grasp, was that beloved community is formed not by the eradication of differences but by its 

affirmation, by each of us claiming the identities, and cultural legacies that shape who we are and 

how we live in the world” (Killing Rage: Ending Racism 265). Willow’s and the other students’ 

statements suggest that having students and instructors share their home languages leads to an 

appreciation of the linguistic and cultural diversity each person brings into the classroom. As 

previously mentioned, hooks encourages pedagogues to view students as whole beings; 

consequently, these students’ reflections illustrate the importance of students viewing each other 

as whole beings as well as people who can make essential contributions to the learning 

environment. 

Acquiring Knowledge about Non-standardized Varieties of American English 

In addition to creating a sense of community for students, another important result of the 

language exploration curriculum is students’ acquisition of knowledge about NSE. In Pedagogy 

and the Politics of Hope, Henry Giroux posits, “Giving students the opportunity to learn by 
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understanding the mediations and social forms that shape their own experiences is 

important…because this provides them with a critical way to understand the familiar terrain of 

everyday practical life” (109 – 110). In the timed writing essay, Kendall reflects on how this 

learning experience provides knowledge about NSE:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Through the research required to create my oral presentation I inquired [sic] a lot 

of knowledge of my home language. I am now more keenly aware of 

characteristics of Southern American English…Making the connections from the 

audio recording to the articles was a tedious process, but I gained knowledge 

throughout the process. I truly enjoyed learning more about my home language. 

 

Kendall acknowledges that connecting theoretical information with practical information can be 

“tedious,” but the rewards are great. Students can understand how theories apply in their own 

lives if they make those connections, and they leave the classroom with a new way of thinking 

about the experiences in their personal lives. 

In the timed writing essay, both Casey and Courtney share a similar experience in their 

essays. In the timed writing essay, Casey writes about how the oral presentations helped make 

“the written words come to life,” and Courtney says, “[The recordings] showed significant 

differences in language even between accents from the same regions.” In the timed essay 

response, Courtney provides the following example: 

For instance, the audio example I provided of SAE [Southern American English] 

reflected a Southern accent from the suburbs of a big, Southern city, while one of 

my Alabamian classmates provided a recording of an accent more typically found 

in smaller, rural cities in Alabama. The two accents both fall under SAE, but are 

definitely distinct from one another, showing that even within a specific dialect of 

a language there are small differences that make our speech unique. 

 

Courtney’s example above shows an awareness of linguistic differences even within one’s home 

language. Courtney’s recognition of the differences within the home language makes Courtney 

appreciate Southern American English for its nuances. 
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Like Courtney, in the timed writing essay, Morgan describes the experience of observing 

the instructor’s linguistic heritage as assisting in developing an awareness of Morgan’s home 

language: 

Now being able to think of language another way would help me in presenting my 

home language in a more defined . . . way. The examples were well spot on and if 

had not been shown [sic] the presentation would have been much different. 

Something that I apprehended [sic] from my own language was small mechanics 

and sounds that I could not hear that I can now. Studying and listening to all these 

accents has shown me that my speech is and could be much different than others 

that are around me that live in the same area. Although I am from the south I now 

can differentiate between thick and thin southern accents. I now understand and 

have experienced accents from other parts of the country.  

 

Courtney’s and Morgan’s observations of language differences influence the consideration of 

linguistic nuances even within their own home language communities. Courtney goes on to 

describe in the timed essay the experience of learning about other varieties of English as well: 

“One could read for hours about the characteristics of the Boston accent, but when one classmate 

shared her story told by her Bostonian mother, I truly understood the differences, both subtle and 

painfully obvious, between my own language and a Boston accent.” Courtney acknowledges the 

articles for giving “basic knowledge of these dialects,” but testifies that the audio recordings that 

the students and I shared with the class was “the most effective tool in teaching dialects” and that 

they provided “firsthand” knowledge about language variation. The merging of theoretical 

knowledge and practical knowledge in the classroom leads to a better learning experience for the 

students, which helps them become knowledgeable about NSE. 

Like Courtney, in the timed writing essay
26

, Hilary describes the presentations as a way 

of reiterating what the students learned from the articles. Hilary discusses how one of the 
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presentations about New York City English “demonstrated many of the conversational habits 

Tannen explained in her article that are commonly misinterpreted.” Hilary’s reflection on the 

process of learning suggests the acquisition of theory-based knowledge (“weeks of reading and 

discussions about informal English”), which serves as a foundation for students’ analysis of their 

home languages. Hilary acknowledges the importance of theory-based learning, claiming that 

“[i]t is one thing to read about each dialects’ differentiation of pronunciation on paper.” 

However, Hilary’s final statement suggests the importance of building on theory by including 

real life examples: “[I]t is another thing to physically get to hear the pronunciation variations 

along with conversational habits.” Hilary’s statements suggest that both the students and I serve 

as bidialectal role models for the rest of the class as we present our home languages. 

In the timed writing essay, Brook writes about gaining a “better understanding” of the 

Michigan Accent in this class. “I hadn’t ever even noticed an accent or anything unique about the 

way my family and I talked” because “[w]e do not have the unique words that southerners or 

westerners have. We do not have the speed and fierceness of a New Yorker’s tongue or the laid 

back ‘dude’ of California’s coastal regions,” says Brook. Brooks’ comment suggests that the 

language exploration curriculum encourages students to employ self-awareness about their home 

languages. Students who engage in a curriculum that leads them to reflect on their linguistic 

practices and to consider those of others can become aware of and appreciate the distinctions in 

their speech.  

 In the timed essay, Kelly also writes about experiencing an awareness of others’ home 

languages. Kelly says, “This experience expanded my views on how language has developed and 

is still developing throughout the United States…The opportunity to have a glimpse into all my 

peers personal backgrounds not only brought me closer to [the class], but also helped me 
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understand how the English language varies and is developed.” For Kelly, this language 

exploration curriculum serves as a means of learning about the students and instructor, but it also 

led to a better understanding of language variation.  

When researching the many different dialects, specifically those that come from 

the South, I learned how different it actually was from the rest of America. The 

only time I had been exposed to other dialects was exposure from the media. 

When I conducted my research, I learned how the way I learned to speak growing 

up varied significantly from other kids. I also realized that my family’s home 

language differs from other families in the south.  

 

Kelly writes about having a limited view of language before engaging in this curriculum. After 

conducting research, Kelly no longer possesses a view of language that is limited to media 

portrayals. Kelly continues to describe the experience in the timed writing essay: 

For example, Mrs. Burns’ family has a completely different home language than 

mine, even though it is influenced by the same factors of Southern American 

English. Her family’s home language draws from the Creole and African 

American cultures as well as Southern American English, giving it a very 

different sound than mine…Overall I think this assignment helped everyone in the 

class realize what an impact our home languages have on our speech and culture. 

 

Kelly’s observation that both of our home languages contain influences of Southern American 

English suggests a sense of solidarity between the instructor and the student. Although Kelly still 

perceives our home languages as “completely different,” Kelly’s reference to specific aspects of 

my language identity suggests an appreciation of the learning community that the language 

exploration curriculum creates in the classroom. 

In the timed writing essay, London also claims that because of the inclusion of the 

instructor’s linguistic identity in the classroom and the personal exploration of one’s own 

linguistic identity, London’s perception of language has “totally changed.” The students’ 

comments support the body of research that claims that showing an appreciation for students’ 

home languages leads to a better academic experience for students (Delpit; Elbow; Marlow; 
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Smitherman; Wheeler and Swords). Students not only feel validated and empowered by learning 

about their own home languages, but they also become a part of a collaborative community 

similar to the one Terry Dean proposes in “Multicultural Classrooms, Monocultural Teachers,” a 

community where each students’ linguistic contributions are considered important to the 

language community.  

Student Anxiety 

Several of the students reflected on the anxiety associated with sharing their home 

language with the rest of the class. Hayden, a speaker of Southern American English, says in the 

timed essay
27

, “Mrs. Burns’ presentation on Southern American English also helped with my 

uneasiness of sharing my home language.” Hilary says that the “No Mo’ Boudin” Presentation 

made Hilary feel at ease with sharing the linguistic heritage: “When [the instructor] shared this 

presentation with us I think it did a good job of making the class comfortable to share their own 

[linguistic identity].” Hilary describes noticing “patterns” in the language in the recording and 

making connections between those speech patterns and the articles Hilary read: “[I]t was very 

easy to pull examples from the articles ‘Like, Quote Me’ and ‘California English.’ ” Hilary 

continues, “Those two articles were spot on in relating to the way I speak” because “I tend to 

overuse the word ‘like’ and use modern slang. This I learned was the typical speech trend for 

young Californians.” Hilary’s use of the words spot on to describe the connection between the 

two articles (theory) and Hilary’s speech patterns (practice) suggests the level of comfort Hilary 

experiences in the class. While most instructors would consider this to be an error in Hilary’s 

writing, I believe there is rhetorical strength in the use of these words. Hilary feels free to 
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express feelings of elation and pride without conforming to the rules of SAE. A classroom 

environment that allows students to explore personal subjects encourages these feelings of ease 

and comfort. 

In the timed writing essay, Kendall describes initially feeling uneasy about sharing the 

home language:  

I was apprehensive about sharing my language because of the negativity that 

surrounds Southern American English. I was uncertain if my audience would 

accept my presentation with an open mind or be biased because of the negative 

stereotype [sic]. After my presentation, I became aware that my audience had 

accepted my language with an open mind. The audience even found humor in my 

audio recording, which I mimicked from Mrs. Burns’ recording. 

 

Kendall’s remarks exemplify how the creation of an encouraging learning environment helps 

relieve student anxiety about sharing personal information in the classroom. On the day of the 

oral presentations, I gave students index cards to write on in order to give each presenter positive 

feedback about their presentation. I told them that they could share something that they liked 

about the presentation and that they should not give any negative feedback. At the end of each 

presentation, while we waited for the next presenter to come forward, the students passed their 

comments to the previous presenter. Kendall’s comment about the audience’s response to the 

recording reveals the positive results of a pedagogy that influences “everyone to become more 

engaged, to become active participants in learning” (Teaching to Transgress 11). Having class 

members not only acknowledge each other’s presence but also appreciate and validate each 

other’s difference can be rewarding and enriching for students.  

Although Taylor initially felt that the presentation assignment would be “no hassle” 

because of having two roommates who speak Southern American English, in the timed writing 

essay, Taylor’s writes about having changed feelings after listening to the recording. “After 

listening to the audio recording, I thought to myself, I do not want to present this to my class this 
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is embarrassing. My roommate sounds very southern, she was a perfect example for my 

presentation but she did sound very uneducated,” remarks Taylor. Taylor’s feelings changed 

after observing the classmates’ presentations: “Hearing my peer’s presentations helped me 

realize my presentation was not that embarrassing.” Although by this time Taylor has read, 

discussed, and analyzed articles about language exploration written by scholars in the field of 

linguistics, Taylor still feels shame about the home language of Southern American English. 

Taylor’s feelings change, however, after observing the other students’ presentations. This 

suggests that having students read theoretical material is not enough to influence them to change 

their views about NSE. As Henry Giroux argues,  

[T]he issue of student experience must be seen as central to a critical 

pedagogy…It is therefore imperative that radical educators learn how to 

understand, legitimate, and interrogate such experience [sic]. This means not only 

understanding the cultural and social forms through which students learn how to 

define themselves, but also learning how to critically engage such experiences in 

a way that refuses to disconfirm them or render them illegitimate. (Pedagogy and 

the Politics of Hope 110) 

 

At stake here is the need for instructors to understand how to address the issues that emerge from 

having students share their home language with the class. One way to address this is for 

everyone who is a part of the class (including the instructor) to share their home language. That 

way students like Taylor can see that they are not the only speakers of stigmatized dialects. 

 In the timed writing essay,
28

 Terry also writes about originally feeling uncomfortable 

with presenting the home language to the class, but feeling “less apprehensive” after being 

exposed to my presentations, specifically the “No Mo’ Boudin” and “Y’all Idlin’ Over There!” 

presentations. Terry writes, “After watching the ‘No Mo’ Boudin’ presentation and the ‘Y’all 
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Idlin’ Over There!’ presentation I felt much more comfortable with the prospect of sharing my 

own language background, and [they] gave me new perspective on the topic of language.”  

 Like Kendall and Terry, in the timed writing essay, London admits feeling “a little 

apprehensive” about the concept of sharing of one’s home language with the class. Nevertheless, 

London credits the self-assurance with which I shared my home languages with feeling better 

about sharing the Midwest Accent:  

Mrs. Burns was so confident in presenting her own language really helped me as 

well…Mrs. Burns displayed it in a very confident and prideful way, and I did my 

very best to replicate that…After seeing and hearing Mrs. Burns, I was confident 

and ready to begin my research to create my presentation.  

 

Having an instructor who serves as a bidialectal role model helps to assuage students’ anxiety 

about sharing their home languages. Students who speak NSE may feel as if their dialect is 

inferior to SAE; while students who consider themselves speakers of SAE (in this case, 

London’s Midwest English), may feel as if their language is unexciting. London even titles his 

presentation “The Mundane Midwest Accent,” which shows feelings of insecurity about sharing 

that language variety. 

The inclusion of the examples of my language background helps Reagan feel less 

apprehensive. In the timed writing essay, Reagan writes about connecting with the examples 

presented in the “I Shot My Brother” Presentation because it is “a story told with the accent of 

the informal english [sic] of the south.” Reagan writes about “[r]elaxing after the first example 

when hearing phrases and words also in my recording of a friend from the same area. Ya’ll [sic] 

and words ending with ‘in’ instead of ‘ing’ were the two common expressions linking the two 

different stories together.” Reagan’s PowerPoint Presentation, titled “Running in the South,” 

features a recording of a friend telling a story about participating in the hurdles competition for a 

high school track meet without knowing that falling on the hurdles leads to disqualification. The 
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friend speaks about falling on several hurdles during the race and ending the race with a bloody 

face, broken nose, and two black eyes from running into all of the hurdles. Reagan connects the 

speaker’s use of the word y’all in the transcription to Guy Bailey and Jane Tillery’s “Sounds of 

the South.” Bailey and Tillery say, “[M]ost Americans immediately recognize you-all and yall 

[sic] as distinctively Southern second person pronouns” (“DYSA?). Reagan’s connection with 

the sample presentation helps to alleviate feelings of anxiety about sharing the home language of 

Southern American English. Reagan observes common features in our presentations, which 

makes Reagan feel at ease about presenting to the class. 

In the timed writing essay, Brook also writes about feeling “nervous slightly” because the 

home language “is something that can be very personal.” Brook mentions that “no one wants to 

put him/herself out there to be mocked or made fun of.” Brook chose not to record a family 

member or friend who also spoke the same home language, but found a YouTube video of a 

“fellow Michigander telling a story and showcasing [his] accent.” Brook writes about normally 

not feeling nervous about presenting in front of the class, but the uniqueness and personal nature 

of this project gave Brook a different feeling: “It was a presentation about a part of me which 

was more personal than most projects I had done.” Brook’s remarks show how the personal 

nature of this project can make students feel uneasy. However, in the final essay
29

, Brooks 

reflects on a positive experience in the classroom as a result of the language exploration 

curriculum: “[T]he feedback that was given to each one of us after our presentation … made it 

not feel like our own speech was being critiqued” (emphasis mine). Brook’s reflection on the 

feedback received from classmates proves that a student-centered language exploration 

curriculum makes students feel at ease sharing their NSE language identities in the classroom.  
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In the timed writing essay, Kelly writes about feeling more comfortable sharing the home 

language with the class because I had shared mine. Kelly describes it the following way: 

The presentation I identified with the most out of the three presented was “I Shot 

My Brother”…This example presentation helped me get over my fear of sharing 

my family’s speech with my classmates. This presentation contained a very 

genuine representation of Mrs. Burns’ informal home language. By sharing this 

informal look into her family’s life, it helped me gain the confidence to share 

mine. Before this presentation, I was very apprehensive to share my family [sic] 

home language. 

  

As Kelly writes further about those fears, Kelly becomes more specific, pointing out how 

although Kelly’s grandmother is “as sweet as can be,” Kelly was fearful that the classmates’ 

would judge her negatively because of “her very slow southern drawl.” In Chapter 1, I write 

about how I was felt nervous sharing the recording of my husband because I thought that he 

would be criticized because of his speech patterns. Kelly says that because I showed “a very 

personal look into [my] family’s background,” Kelly realized that “it didn’t really matter” and 

that “everyone has their own accent, so why should we be ashamed of it.” Students were also 

able to appreciate non-standardized variations of American English because of the respectability 

it gained within the classroom. In the timed writing essay
30

, London writes about the confidence 

and pride I exuded when presenting my language background and how I was not ashamed of my 

husband’s “silly story.” While the students recognize that stories like the one my husband told as 

well as their home language would normally not be a part of academic settings, by exemplifying 

how connections can be made between academic and social information there is a place for it in 

academia. 

The pride shown when presenting my home language transferred to London:  
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The actual experience of recording someone from home and explaining it gave me 

a strong sense of pride. It was a really cool feeling being able to sift through my 

dad’s language and connect it to a region. This experience not only gave me a 

sense of pride to the Midwest, but also my family.  

 

London’s use of the slang (“really cool”) to describe the experience suggests that the level of 

comfort London feels because of this experience. This comfort transcends the constraints of the 

routine, rule-governed traditional academic environment where slang is not allow. In fact, in the 

PowerPoint Presentation for the oral presentation assignment
31

, London exemplifies how the 

word cool is a part of the father’s speech patterns and, therefore, London’s home language. As a 

result, it is quite intriguing that this word is being used to express London’s feeling of pride from 

exploring the Midwest Accent.  London continues, 

But after presenting, I felt a very strong sense of accomplishment. It wasn’t only 

just because I had just given a speech. It was because I felt confident and good 

about my own language. …More importantly, however, my changed view is due 

to hearing everyone’s presentations. Every language is so different, and it was 

amazing to hear other forms and see other people’s sense of pride. 

 

London expresses a strong emotional reaction to this classroom experience. Incorporating 

information about the students’ and the instructor’s linguistic identities influences how students 

like those previously mentioned receive language exploration activities. These students initially 

feel uneasy about sharing their home languages, but after seeing examples of NSE from their 

counterparts and myself, students feel less tense about the process and even finish the language 

exploration curriculum with positive views of the experience. 

                                                 
31 For this project, I want you to record and transcribe the recording of someone who speaks a form of 

your home language. It can be you, a family member, or friend. If you decide to record someone, please 

ask that person to tell you an interesting story, and try to keep the recording as natural as possible. Of 

course, it is important that you get that person’s permission before recording him or her. Try to limit the 

recording to no more than 2 minutes long. After you have the recording, you need to transcribe it, make 

copies of the transcription for the entire class (i.e., 25 copies), and create a PowerPoint Presentation 

showing connections between the language in the transcription and some of the statements in at least 3 of 

the articles that we have read in the class and/or other articles from the Do You Speak American? 

Website. 
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Changing Views about Non-standardized Varieties of American English 

Another goal of this study is to determine if this language exploration curriculum will 

improve students’ appreciation NSE. In the final essay
32

, Courtney writes about the effect that 

the presentations had on Courtney’s views of NSE. Courtney says that the development of the 

presentation “forced me to reflect on my home language.” In the conclusion, Courtney ends with 

the following statement: “Despite the extensive writing involved with this course, I enjoyed 

gaining new perspectives on informal English” and changing “some of my assumptions about 

language.” Courtney continues, “After spending a great amount of time researching, discussing, 

and analyzing informal English I have developed a greater appreciation for the diversity of the 

English language and its many forms.” Courtney says that these presentations provided the class 

with “real examples of dialects, rather than simply reading about them.” The previous statement 

suggests the importance of having students present their home languages to the rest of the class; 

as Courtney argues, they provide “real examples of dialects.”  

In the final essay, London says the following:  

The change in my thinking of informal language was most influenced by the oral 

presentation assignment.  After those presentations, I will never view informal 

English negatively every [sic] again. The way my peers speak is just how they 

were brought up. Also, after hearing their parents and friends talk naturally, I 

know that speaking differently isn't bad. Overall, this project really allowed me to 

get a taste of several different cultures, and it changed my perception of informal 

English in a positive way. These few articles I read, and oral presentation project 

really changed how I view informal/non-standard English.  They made me put 

some thought into the topic, and as a result, I now view non-standard English such 

as slang in a good sense.   

 

London’s comments suggest the importance of not only having students engage in reading, 

discussing, and analyzing theories, but it also reflects the importance of a pedagogy that “links 

                                                 
32

 Write an essay where you tell about your experience in the class.  Please offer examples from 

your experiences in the classroom. 



 

107 

 

discussions of facts or more abstract constructs to concrete reality” (Teaching to Transgress 86). 

London says, “After completing this project, my view on language really has changed. 

Previously, I viewed language as just another way of speaking. I knew people talked differently, 

I just never really cared.” London’s most emphatic statement illustrates the importance of this 

language exploration curriculum: “More importantly, however, my changed view is due to 

hearing everyone’s presentations.” This student, who initially possessed a limited and indifferent 

view about language, now appreciates language because of this curriculum. 

In the timed writing essay
33

, Taylor also writes at length about the influence of the 

presentations.  Taylor appreciates being able to get a glimpse into the personal lives of those in 

the class, including the instructor. Taylor writes, “My professor also had a presentation that she 

presented to the class. It was a recording of her husband when he was little; he shot his brother in 

the butt with a BB gun.” In addition, Taylor appreciates seeing the home language of Southern 

American English from the classmates’ perspectives: “Doing this assignment help [sic] me see 

the perspective of what other people think about Southern American English.” In True to the 

Language Game, Keith Gilyard advocates for instructors to create a classroom environment 

where knowledge is viewed as “a process that is only successful in schools with active student 

participation, which is proper preparation for the active, participatory lifestyles” (40). Students 

like the previously mentioned ones are active participants in the class because the oral 

presentation assignment requires that they take responsibility for helping to change their 

classmates’ views about language. Then the timed essay and the final essay require that students 

reflect on this learning process.  
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A Special Case   

 Sometimes special cases arise in studies like this one that require more attention than 

others. Parker is one such case. I choose to highlight Parker’s written responses because they 

reveal a change in view about NSE greater than any other student responses. In the narrative 

essay
34

, Parker writes about the experience of growing up in Southern California in a 

predominately-Hispanic community and attending a high school that catered to the linguistic 

needs of Hispanic students who have acquired English as their second language. Because Parker 

felt linguistically and intellectually superior to both the students and the teachers at that 

institution, Parker reflects on this experience with negativity. Initially, Parker’s views inhibit the 

ability to engage fully in the language exploration curriculum. However, the activities of the 

curriculum, especially the incorporation of the instructor’s linguistic identities, changed Parker’s 

views, and Parker transitioned from having strong prejudices against NSE to wanting to change 

negative stereotypes of New York City English.  

Parker’s writing in the narrative and critique essays exemplifies linguistic prejudices. In 

the narrative essay, Parker refers to NSE as “making careless grammatical errors,” “improper 

varieties,” and “speaking improperly;” whereas, Parker refers to SAE as “the language of [a] 

more educated society.” Parker argues, “English should be practiced as formally as possible.” 

Also, for the critique essay
35

, Parker’s strong eradicationist beliefs inhibited the critiquing of the 

author’s writing; instead, Parker focused on proving that Chicano English is “by no means…its 

own, well-developed language.” Parker responds to the argument of Carmen Fought, the author 
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of “Talking with Mi Gente” by arguing the following: “By accepting Chicano English as a 

language, the author and the others who accept it, including its speakers, come across as slothful 

and unintelligent.” In Dialects in Schools and Communities, Walt Wolfram, Carolyn Temper 

Adger, and Donna Christian claim, “[D]ialects spoken by members of particular class and ethnic 

groups are, in fact, subject to stereotypes related to the intellectual capability and morality that 

are equally unjustified” (28). Parker’s use of the words slothful and unintelligent exemplifies 

Parker’s linguistic prejudice against Chicano English. Also, Parker’s repetition of the word 

accept in the previous statement suggests that Parker believes that accepting Chicano English as 

an appropriate dialect has perilous consequences for American society.  

Parker’s linguistic prejudices stem from a belief in the homogeneity of the English 

language. In the critique essay, Parker expresses the belief that speakers of Chicano English 

should learn the “rules set by native speakers of the language”:  

English and Spanish taught to children and adults in developing countries should 

not be accepted if it is not spoken with the proper pronunciation. The acceptability 

of Chicano English as a dialect of both English and Spanish detracts from the 

value of being educated formally in a language, thus demonstrating that its 

speakers do not actually have a reason for the differences in phonology other than 

lack of formal language education. 

 

Parker’s view of language exemplifies Rosina Lippi-Green’s description of language 

standardization in English with an Accent. Lippi-Green describes language standardization as “an 

attempt…to fossilize language by means of controlling variation” (8). As a member of 

mainstream society, Parker initially has difficulty considering the possibility of language equality 

among standardized and non-standardized dialects of any language; instead, Parker believes an 

appreciation of Chicano English inhibits a person from being educated because Parker ultimately 
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believes that SAE is the language of the educated. For instance, in the narrative essay
36

, Parker 

discusses how reading the newspaper and books as an adolescent introduced Parker to “the 

language of a more educated society.” Parker even credits the exposure to SAE with providing 

Parker with “a higher intellect” than other children. Parker’s feelings of intellectual superiority 

become more evident in the following excerpt from the narrative essay: 

Being raised in such a diverse community resulted in attending schools that were 

not as driven to promote the use and teaching of [the] formal English that my 

parents and I would have preferred…Students whose first language was Spanish 

had their education put before mine. Students who were not eager to learn proper 

spelling and grammar were not forced to. Most importantly, students like myself 

who desired success and were already aspiring to be future leaders had their 

educations placed on the back burner.  

 

Parker’s comments suggest animosity toward the institution Parker attended and the choices it 

made. Parker also assumes that these students are not motivated enough to learn SAE, so Parker 

classifies them as “not eager to learn,” while classifying those “students like myself” as astute, 

motivated, and “aspiring to be future leaders.”  

In the critique essay
37

, Parker also argues that the social class of speakers of Chicano 

English makes the dialect inferior to SAE, claiming that “its primary usage in lower class regions 

and communities does not give it the credibility its speakers desire.” Parker’s argument centers 

on the belief that one’s social class determines the amount of power that person possesses. Many 

people assume that NSE is limited to lower class people and that learning SAE will help these 

individuals make financial gains. In Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in the 

Classroom, Lisa Delpit posits that SAE is the “language of economic success” (68). Therefore, it 

                                                 
36 Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English language 

that you grew up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years.  You should also discuss 

your perception of your home language(s).   
37 Write a critique essay about one of the articles that we’ve read thus far.  Your critique should be based 

on at least three of the following criteria:  the author’s thesis, tone, purpose, word choice, and primary 

means of support (evidence).   
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is not surprising that Parker initially abhors NSE and desires to eradicate it. Because of these 

beliefs, in the critique essay, Parker forms the following conclusion about Fought’s article: “In 

writing an article lacking adequate support to validate the points given, it is a challenging task 

for Fought to develop the impression of men, women, and growing children speaking Chicano 

English as a proper form of the English language.” Referring to Chicano English as “improper,” 

Parker adds, “Although Carmen Fought attempts to argue that [Chicano English] is not a 

beginner form of English, a fluent, native English speaker would side with the majority in saying 

that one who is not speaking in complete English sentences is neither fluent nor formally 

educated.” Again, Parker’s use of the phrase “complete English sentences” to describe Chicano 

English shows Parker’s eradicationist views about the English language.  

In the writing prompt about Chicano English and Spanglish
38

, Parker argues against 

accepting Spanglish: “The mix of English words and Spanish words demonstrate ignorance that 

has built tolerance levels within others.” Parker’s statements show a strong aversion toward 

NSE, a belief that SAE is the English language, and a belief that the English is language is 

superior to Spanish.  

Parker makes the following statement in the critique essay
39

: “Though it is valuable to 

note the accent-related differences, the author of the article is ignoring the importance of learning 

a dialect and pronouncing words the same way that its native speakers would.” Again, Parker 

claims that others, in this case Carmen Fought, are ignorant about language because Parker 

                                                 
38 In Guy Bailey and Jan Tillery’s “Sounds of the South” and Matthew J. Gordan’s “The Midwest Accent,” the 

authors make an argument regarding Southern American English and Midwest American English.  In the article 

“The Dialect of Chicano English,” Carmen Fought makes an argument about the acceptability of Chicano English 

and Spanglish.  Has this article changed how you view Chicano English and Spanglish?  If so, how did it change 

your view?  How does Fought show her credibility (ethos) to the audience?  How does she appeal to the audience’s 

way of thinking (logos)?  How does she appeal to the audience’s emotions (pathos)?   
39 Write a critique essay about one of the articles that we’ve read thus far.  Your critique should be based on at least 

three of the following criteria:  the author’s thesis, tone, purpose, word choice, and primary means of support 

(evidence).   
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initially believes language should be homogeneous—everyone has to speak “the same way” as 

the native speakers of the language. Because of Parker’s strong linguistic prejudices, Parker has 

difficulty viewing language through a counterhegemonic lens. These views persisted after 

reading approximately five scholarly articles about linguistic diversity, which proves that having 

students read theories is not enough to change their views about language or any subject for that 

matter. A language exploration curriculum should also contain practical examples of students’ 

and the instructor’s home languages. 

Another example that proves the need for a language exploration curriculum in first-year 

writing classrooms appears below. In Parker’s critique essay, Parker discusses assimilation:  

As Americans, citizens of the free world who have tried to emigrate from the 

countries we disputed with in past centuries, we should be putting forth sufficient 

effort to help the immigrants and families learn formal English so that they may 

assimilate. However, the ignorance of those who use informal English results in a 

more substantial percentage of our population speaking improperly. 

 

Parker begins by using the words Americans, citizens, and the free world to create a sense of 

solidarity with readers. Parker’s claim that “we” share the same history of emigrating from 

England then fighting with the British illustrates the prevalence of Parker’s white middle class 

views. The use of the first person plural we further suggests the silencing of nonwhite voices; 

instead, the authority and voice of reason and intellect is that of white middle and upper class 

America. Parker ends by calling for mainstream America to help immigrants and their families 

learn SAE in order to assimilate into mainstream society because for Parker, those who do not 

assimilate can lead to dire circumstances—a “ substantial percentage of our population speaking 

improperly.”  

 Parker’s discussion is rooted in classist (some might go as far to say racist) thinking that 

views middle and upper class whites and their language of SAE as superior and those who do not 
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use it as inferior. In the narrative essay
40

, Parker writes about the desire to eradicate all NSE “in 

order for society to function well as a whole.” In other words, in order to maintain the 

mainstream status quo, Parker initially believes native speakers of English—more specifically, 

middle and upper class white native speakers—have sole authority over American English. 

Therefore, Parker’s statement suggests that those who would like to assimilate into mainstream 

society and receive the rewards of assimilation should emulate those in power.  

In the narrative essay, Parker goes even further by providing the following specific 

example of Parker’s language ideology:    

My parents recall this situation by saying that my teacher stated, ‘Parker is doing 

good in class.’ The word ‘doing’ should have been modified by the adverb ‘well’ 

in that context. To think that someone who was not using formal English was 

responsible for the instruction of a classroom would be absolutely unheard of in 

the majority of well-educated communities in the United States. As a result of the 

aforementioned event, I chose to refrain from using informal English at all costs 

in order to preserve the English language for what it is and what it should be.  

 

Parker’s reflection centers on the goal of trying to establish credibility. First, Parker begins by 

naming the main authority figures and primary perpetuators of Parker’s views about language: 

“my parents.” Next, Parker provides an example of the teacher’s use of NSE, then Parker shifts 

into a tone that resembles that of a teacher in order to provide a small lesson that illustrates 

standardized grammar. This act of appropriating an authoritative voice also shows in Parker’s 

aversion toward the teacher’s response. The expression “to think that someone” takes on an air of 

superiority and disrespect. In that sentence, Parker refrains from giving the teacher a title of 

respect such as teacher; instead, Parker refers to the teacher as “someone.” This encounter 

influences Parker to try to remove NSE from Parker’s language.  

                                                 
40

 Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English 

language that you grew up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years. You 

should also discuss your perception of your home language(s).   
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Initially, Parker’s primary goal is to communicate the importance of using SAE. 

According to Maxine Hairston, in her work “Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching Writing,” “Every 

student brings to class a picture of the world in his or her mind that is constructed out of his or 

her cultural background and unique and complex experience” (190). As a critical pedagogue, I 

consider it my goal to empower students like Parker to consider counter-hegemonic perspectives. 

This consideration of alternative views is evident in Parker’s written responses at the end of the 

semester. Parker writes about appreciating several varieties of American English, including 

Louisiana Creole English, Chicano English, New York City English, California English, and 

Southern American English. Interestingly, in the final essay
41

, Parker shows a change in views of 

NSE: “Without language exploration, one might have a . . . sense of ignorance about such a 

dialect. Like many of the students, that ignorance can be overcome through the task of educating 

oneself on a language’s origins and history” (emphasis mine). At first, Parker considered those 

people who accepted NSE to be ignorant; now Parker considers those who lack knowledge about 

a language’s origins and history as ignorant. The inclusion of my presentations influenced Parker 

to appreciate NSE in the classroom.  

 Parker initially had a strong aversion toward NSE, which partially stems from the 

experience of feeling inundated by the linguistic needs of Parker’s Hispanic counterparts while 

living in Southern California. However, in the timed essay
42

, Parker writes about the language 

exploration experience and sharing the home language of New York City English: “Using humor 

and sarcasm, [my] presentation was created with a goal of showing that New Yorkers can be just 

                                                 
41 Write an essay where you tell about your experience in this class. Please offer examples from your 

experiences in the classroom. 
42 Write an essay of at least 5 paragraphs where you discuss your experience developing the oral 

presentation for this class. Please discuss your views about my presentations and the presentation that you 

developed.   
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as lighthearted as speakers of other English dialects.” In Parker’s PowerPoint Presentation for the 

oral presentation assignment
43

, which is titled “Fuhget About It: New York City English,” Parker 

shows how “the attitude conveyed in New York City English is often viewed negatively to 

outsiders. Its abrupt tone and use of expressions with a generally negative connotation often push 

outsiders away.” Parker connects these views with what Tannen says in “New York Style”: 

We don’t think of saying, ‘When my voice has that quality, it means I’m being 

friendly,’ or ‘I’ll leave a half-second pause when I’m finished.’ Such linguistic 

cues are sent and perceived automatically [...] And we don’t want to walk away 

from conversations thinking, ‘Gee, you use pitch and intonation differently from 

me.’ We think, ‘He’s in a rotten mood,’ or ‘She’s weird.’ (“DYSA?”) 

 

In Other People’s English: Code-Meshing, Code-Switching, and African American Literacy, 

Young, Barrett, Young-Rivera, and Lovejoy argue, “[I]t is important that teachers not only 

educate themselves but also their students about other Englishes and their legitimacy in human 

expression. Bringing in examples that show different varieties in use communicates to students 

that language is diverse, serving different functions and purposes” (145). By including examples 

of different non-standardized varieties, Parker grows to appreciate these language differences 

and challenge the notion of SAE being the only legitimate variation of American English. 

As previously stated, Parker initially disregarded any non-white perspectives among the 

reading audience. However, in the timed writing essay, Parker writes about the influence of my 

presentations: 

Mrs. Burns’ presentations about the English used within her family and 

throughout her childhood demonstrated how one should try to exemplify his or 

                                                 
43 For this project, I want you to record and transcribe the recording of someone who speaks a form of your home 

language. It can be you, a family member, or friend. If you decide to record someone, please ask that person to tell 

you an interesting story, and try to keep the recording as natural as possible. Of course, it is important that you get 

that person’s permission before recording him or her. Try to limit the recording to no more than 2 minutes long. 

After you have the recording, you need to transcribe it, make copies of the transcription for the entire class (i.e., 25 

copies), and create a PowerPoint Presentation that includes you playing the recording and showing connections 

between the language in the transcription and some of the statements in at least 3 of the articles that we have read in 

the class and/or other articles on the Do You Speak American? Website. 
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her home style of speaking. Rapid interjections and frequent use of slang [in the 

recordings] were so well-presented that it almost seemed as though the home 

videos were filmed with the intention of using them in a classroom environment. 

Because the conversations were so informal and familiar, it was easy to relate and 

feel like a part of the family, something integral in understanding the primary 

dialect of someone else.  

 

Parker’s statements illustrate an appreciation for NSE that comes from the instructor serving as a 

bidialectal role model. Parker’s comments on the presentations being “well-presented” and “easy 

to relate to” are considerably different from the original disregard for NSE. Parker even gives 

specific details about the presentations, which further illustrate how the language exploration 

curriculum can change the views of even the most resistant students. Parker discusses the “No 

Mo’ Boudin” Presentation: 

The comedic relief of someone eating the ‘boudin’ added an extra element of 

feeling at home and created another element of understanding Louisiana Creole 

English. By discussing the stealing of the item of food, the [Louisiana] Creole 

culture was presented as having culinary arts holding a high level of importance 

within families and their speaking mannerisms. 

 

Parker’s observation of specific aspects of the presentation and Louisiana Creole culture shows 

that Parker learns to appreciate the language exploration curriculum. Parker’s writing suggests 

that Parker no longer sees language from an eradicationist perspective. By sharing one’s 

linguistic and cultural heritage in the classroom, students notice that all people have something in 

common. In Teaching to Transgress, hooks argues that the “effort to respect and honor the social 

reality and experiences of groups in this society who are nonwhite is to be reflected in a 

pedagogical process” (123). The language exploration curriculum encourages students to reflect 

on the experiences of others, including their instructor. In the final essay
44

, Parker writes, 

“Language exploration and its necessary discussion [in the class] led to the requirement of going 

                                                 
44 Write an essay where you tell about your experience in this class. Please offer examples from 

your experiences in the classroom. 
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beyond one’s basic knowledge and considering how and why men and women throughout the 

country speak as they do.” Parker’s views changed after the completion of the language 

exploration units and the inclusion of the instructor’s linguistic identities in the classroom. 

Parker’s change reflects the immense reward of including these activities in first-year writing 

classrooms. 

Conclusion 

 My students’ work from the language exploration curriculum that includes the instructor 

in the role of bidialectal role model reveals how this curriculum encourages students to consider 

their views of NSE. The students’ written responses show that after considering their views, 

those students who had eradicationist views of language diversity, changed their views and 

began to appreciate NSE. Despite the lack of representation from African American student 

participants, composition pedagogues can still benefit from students’ responses to the language 

exploration curriculum. Students responses to the oral presentations assignment show that most 

students feel anxiety about sharing personal information in an academic setting, and that by 

modeling for students how to complete the oral presentations assignment and simultaneously 

sharing one’s home language and culture, the instructor can alleviate some of that tension for 

students. The writing that I have analyzed in this chapter and the previous one is merely the 

beginning of what needs to be a continuing conversation in the field concerning language 

diversity, realizing that a language exploration curriculum can help students appreciate their and 

other’s speech patterns while fulfilling institutional goals and outcomes.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

“Professors who expect students to share . . . but who are themselves unwilling to share are 

exercising power in a manner that could be coercive . . . When professors bring narratives of 

their experiences into classroom discussions it eliminates the possibility that we can function as 

all-knowing, silent interrogators. It is often productive if professors take the first risk . . . so as to 

show how experience can illuminate and enhance our understanding of academic material.” 

(hooks, Teaching to Transgress 21) 

 

I began this chapter with a quote from bell hooks that illustrates the importance of both 

students and instructors sharing their personal identities in the classroom. hooks declares that 

instructors should no longer “function as all-knowing, silent interrogators,” that we should be 

willing to share the personal information that we ask of our students (21). This statement 

encourages instructors to examine their teaching practices and participate in the exercise of 

mutual sharing in order to improve students’ learning experiences. 

In a number of ways, the language exploration curriculum used in this study embodies 

hooks’ call for a classroom of mutual sharing. This curriculum empowers students through 

exploring their home languages and other forms of non-standardized American English (NSE). 

Writing about their home languages allows students to consider their culture and families and to 

understand how their upbringing and the people in their lives help shape their linguistic 

practices. As Hayden says in the narrative essay
45

, “Our dialects are a part of each of our 

identities . . . It tells the story of where we are from, the people we know, and perhaps the way 

we think.” At the forefront of the language exploration curriculum is students’ growing to 

acknowledge and appreciate the nuances and commonalities of NSE. 

                                                 
45 Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English 

language that you grew up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years.  You 

should also discuss your perception of your home language(s).   
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 hooks’ quote reverberates throughout this study because it suggests the importance of an 

instructor sharing her personal identity in the classroom. In particular, for language exploration 

curriculums, instructors should be willing to be bidialectal role models for their students in order 

to alleviate the anxiety students feel when sharing their home languages. Instructors should also 

work to facilitate language exploration curriculums that help students discover and appreciate 

their non-standardized linguistic practices and those of others. 

 The study’s primary goal was to analyze student writing in order to demonstrate concrete 

ways to apply the SRTOL position statement in a first-year writing classroom by not only having 

students develop and share their own linguistic identity but also by sharing the linguistic identity 

of the instructor with the students. The purpose of this case study is to determine the social and 

academic implications of incorporating students’ and instructors’ home languages in the 

composition classroom, to determine how incorporating the information about the instructor’s 

linguistic identity influences how students receive language exploration activities, and to 

determine whether language exploration activities that include the instructor in the role of a 

bidialectal role model in the classroom improve students’ appreciation of non-standardized 

varieties of American English.  

As indicated in Chapter 1, this case study began in 2011 because of my research on 

linguistic variation and the SRTOL as well as my personal experiences with collecting and 

analyzing data from the linguistic heritage of my family. Based on my research from 2011 and 

2012, I believe that composition instructors have a responsibility to create classroom spaces for 

students’ home languages, rather than favoring exclusively academic discourse and Standardized 

American English (SAE). My position has evolved to include the belief that instructors who ask 
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students to share a part of their personal identities should be willing to share a part their own 

identities as well, as hooks proposes.  

This final chapter discusses the main assertions of my analysis of the students’ writing 

and the implications for future research. I begin with a discussion of the findings of the study and 

unexpected results. Following these sections, I include my personal reflection as principal 

investigator and active participant in the study, as well as address possible changes to the 

methodology and highlight implications for the field of Composition and Rhetoric, more 

specifically Composition Pedagogy. I end with a future research agenda that suggests ways to 

promote language exploration curriculums in first-year writing classrooms. I acknowledge that 

including personal information in the classroom can be risky, but in the spirit of critical 

pedagogy, I seek to disrupt the traditional classroom paradigm because I believe students can 

benefit from this type of learning experience. 

Conclusion 

Findings.  The findings of this study illustrates how including the instructor’s linguistic identity 

in the classroom helped students explore their home languages. Drawing on the theory of critical 

pedagogy, the language exploration curriculum connects theories about language with real-life 

linguistic experiences, which encourages students to gain a better understanding and appreciation 

for NSE. Through close reading and rhetorical analysis, I investigated the various ways the 

participants responded in writing to the activities in the language exploration curriculum. By 

providing an example of what happens when a pedagogue serves as a bidialectal role model to 

the students, the language exploration curriculum in this study builds on and puts into practice 

the concepts of the SRTOL.   
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 Overall, the results of this study demonstrate how the participants began to appreciate all 

varieties of written and spoken English. This finding is evident when comparing the students’ 

initial writing, which comes from their narrative essays and their responses to the on-demand 

writing prompts, to the writing in the final projects, which include the timed writing essays, the 

final essays, and the PowerPoint Presentations for the oral presentation assignment. I argue that 

including texts that promote language equality and discuss different forms of American English 

provide students with theories to critique the dominant language structure. Likewise, having the 

instructor lead the way in presenting her home language in the classroom helps students 

overcome their personal insecurities involving their own home languages. In “Multicultural 

Classrooms, Monocultural Teachers,” Terry Dean says, “With increasing cultural diversity in 

classrooms, teachers need to structure learning experiences that . . . help students write their way 

into the university” (23). These findings reveal that the instructor’s inclusion of her home 

languages in the classroom facilitated the students’ learning experiences. Their writing samples 

demonstrate that the students were more confident about their home languages and learned more 

about their own and others’ home languages. 

Unexpected Results. While analyzing the results of this study, some unexpected results emerged.  

These include students finding the curriculum interesting and engaging with the theories that 

they read about throughout the semester. Although these results are beyond the scope of my 

study, they make significant contributions to the discussion of language exploration. 

One of the key components of hooks’ form of critical pedagogy is student engagement 

and interest. hooks’ asserts that educators should make the classroom “an exciting place” for 

students (Teaching to Transgress 7). Based on the students’ comments, the presentations of my 

linguistic heritage accomplished that goal. Commenting on the “melting pot” of dialects within 
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the classroom, Courtney describes the linguistic presentations as “fascinating and enriching” and 

“quite entertaining.” Similarly, Kendall says, “The experience of creating this presentation was 

insightful and fun. It was an interesting process to obtain an unrehearsed recording of my 

roommate.” Claiming that it was “very enjoyable to work on,” Hayden also found the 

development of this project appealing. In addition, London describes the “I Shot My Brother” 

Presentation as “a funny story told by her loved one.” The students’ use of the words fascinating, 

enriching, entertaining, enjoyable, and funny suggests that presentations that include the 

instructor’s home language help create the engaged classroom that hooks advocates, a classroom 

environment that focuses on students “exploring concrete aspects of their reality” (Yearning: 

Race, Gender and Cultural Politics 6). The student responses suggest that a language exploration 

curriculum creates an intriguing learning experience for the students, one that students can reflect 

on with a sense of pride and accomplishment. 

Like the previously-mentioned students, Taylor sums up the experience of working on 

the oral presentation assignment as “more of an enjoyment rather than a school assignment.” 

Taylor says that working with a roommate to record an example of Southern American English 

was “quite humorous” because Taylor’s roommate has “one of thickest southern accents I have 

ever encountered.”  

Having her tell me a story from her child hood, then having to analyze everything 

she said was fun because it came from someone I know personally. She is so cute 

when she talks with her southern drawl. Making the presentation was not dreadful 

because it was more so an interaction with someone then [sic] just sitting at a 

computer desk and typing away. I was able to work with a great friend that I have 

known since kindergarten.  

 

Note Taylor’s elation over analyzing the roommate’s speech; Taylor describes the analysis as 

“fun” and “not dreadful” because of its personal nature (“someone I know personally”). Taylor 

and many other students may consider academic assignments as mundane and anti-social. Taylor 
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relates academic assignments with an image of someone “just sitting at a computer desk and 

typing away.” However, including the language exploration curriculum in the classroom allowed 

Taylor to work with someone interesting (“[s]he is so cute when she talks with her southern 

drawl”) and valuable to Taylor (“a great friend that I have known since kindergarten”). All of 

this is accomplished in an environment that normally does not link academic and social projects.   

 Willow describes the inclusion of my linguistic heritage in the classroom through the 

presentations as “captivating and interesting,” saying that the presentations appealed to the 

audience’s emotions through “the use of personal stories from [the instructor’s] family 

members.” Willow also says that the presentation helped with gaining a better understanding of 

and appreciation for cultural and linguistic backgrounds: 

Personally for me, I found the “No Mo’ Boudin” presentation to be the most 

compelling because it included a video of her family socializing naturally. The 

video provided the audience with a window into Mrs. Burns’ life and made it easy 

to experience her and her family’s cultural values. Another Aspect [sic] of her 

presentation that I enjoyed was the humor included throughout the video. In a 

presentation, humor is a valuable tactic to make an audience remember 

information. For example, I can clearly remember how Mrs. Burns’ younger sister 

mispronounced boundin [sic] and instead called it “booty.” I have sat through 

countless presentations in my academic career that have presented information to 

me in a mundane manner. It was exciting to see Mrs. Burns’ presentation because 

viewing clips of her family made her presentation more personal. Coming from 

California, I am an alien to the Louisiana Creole culture and boudin. Mrs. Burns’ 

presentation was very successful in teaching me about her cultural background. 

 

Willow’s statement above suggests that excitement is an important aspect of learning. Notice 

how Willow bolsters the argument about the importance of humor or excitement in the classroom 

by referring to specific details in the recording such as “Mrs. Burns’ younger sister.” Willow also 

not only remembers the unique term boudin, but also my younger sister’s pronunciation of the 

word boudin as “booty.” Willow’s ability to recollect details about the presentation indicates that 
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Willow had a memorable learning experience; therefore, instructors should incorporate humor 

and excitement into the classroom as a way to get students engaged in the subject.  

Addison describes the oral presentation assignment as “the most interesting and favorable 

assignment we completed this semester.” Likewise, in the timed writing essay, Hayden writes 

about gaining a greater understanding of Hayden’s own dialect “which made this assignment 

very enjoyable to work on.” Also, Kelly says, “Researching your own family creates an 

interesting and exciting project that I would gladly do again.” Courtney not only describes the 

pride felt about Southern American English but also claims that “exploring my own dialect and 

the dialects of my teacher and classmates has been a fascinating and enriching experience as an 

English speaker.” Taylor says, “It was a humorous presentation, I enjoyed it a lot. She made 

great connections with her audio recording to past articles or new articles found on the internet. 

Her slide show was creative with pictures and an attention getter title.” Taylor fills the previous 

excerpt with words that suggest a positive experience because of this curriculum. Taylor 

recognizes the balance of both the academic and personal touches in my presentations, pointing 

out that the presentation contained scholarly articles as well as pictures and an intriguing title. As 

previously noted, these activities accomplish the goal of creating an engaging learning 

environment for my students. In Teaching to Transgress, hooks recalls how many pedagogues 

view the incorporation of excitement and passion in the classroom as “disruptive of the 

atmosphere of seriousness assumed to be essential to the learning process” and that “[to] enter 

classroom settings in colleges and universities with…the desire to encourage excitement, was to 

transgress” (7). However, despite these traditional views about excitement in the classroom, the 

students’ responses to the language exploration curriculum suggest that they have had an 

enriching learning experience. 
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Another unexpected result was that the sample presentations also gave the students 

examples of methods of conducting research. Kendall’s consideration of the research 

methodology (i.e., the focus on trying to get a “natural” recording) shows that the students 

developed research skills while completing this project. By modeling a presentation recorded in a 

natural fashion, students could see that they could do the same. Like Kendall, Taylor was also 

concerned about having the recording “sound as natural as possible,” and Taylor writes about the 

method of recording a roommate who is “always telling…random stories,” leading Taylor 

surreptitiously to record the roommate after receiving permission. Taylor records a roommate 

who speaks Southern American English, telling the story of purchasing and using Milk of 

Magnesia on her face to get rid of oily skin. In the PowerPoint Presentation, Taylor highlights 

the following sentence from the transcription: “And I was like, ‘I want original flavored ‘cause 

you know milk of magnesia is a laxative.’” Then Taylor connects that sentence to what John 

Singler says in the article “Like, Quote Me:” “Sometimes the like quotative is used to express an 

‘inner monologue,’ representing what the speaker thought to herself/himself but did not actually 

say aloud” (“DYSA?”). After seeing the connections I made between my language background 

and the scholarship the students read, Taylor is able to apply this same methodology to Taylor’s 

study. 

Courtney is another student who provides details about the research methodology. 

Courtney says the following: 

While researching SAE [Southern American English] and finding an audio 

recording displaying the dialect, I was able to make several connections between 

the recording and an article on SAE that we read in class. In my presentation on 

SAE, I used examples from the recording, a story shared by Texas native 

Matthew McConaughey about his experience acting in his first movie, as well as 

examples from my Southern grandparents.  
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Courtney’s excerpt is full of examples linking theory and practice. In the beginning, Courtney 

introduces both theory and practice: “While researching SAE [Southern American English] and 

finding an audio recording showcasing the dialect, I was able to make several connections 

between the recording and an article on SAE that we read in class.” In the excerpt, SAE 

represents theory and the audio recording represents practice, or a real-life experience. In the 

presentation, Courtney not only uses examples from Courtney’s Southern grandmother but also 

the Southern actor Matthew McConaughey, knowing that using a celebrity would strengthen 

Courtney’s personal ethos.  

 Courtney continues: 

The article on SAE made note of the fact that the severity of the standard 

Southern accent has lessened over the years, but that the language today remains 

distinct and unique among variations of the English language. I noticed a similar 

discrepancy in the speech patterns of my grandmother and McConaughey’s, with 

my grandmother’s speech being much slower, although both had the “Southern 

drawl.” My personal history with Southern American English, Mrs. Burns’ 

presentation, and the article that we read in class all helped to further my 

understanding of the language. 

 

In Courtney’s PowerPoint Presentation, titled “Southern American English: A Misunderstood 

Language,” Courtney makes connections between Southern American English and African 

American English: “SAE and African American Vernacular English (AAVE) are two of the most 

castigated forms of informal English.” Also, Courtney points out how both dialects exhibit 

features of other languages: AAE from African languages and Southern American English from 

Scottish, English, Welsh and Scots-Irish languages. 

 Similar to Courtney, Kendall writes the following: 

After the instructor, Mrs. Burns, showed the class three of her own oral 

presentations as examples, I knew the expected criteria. The presentation that 

proved most helpful was Mrs. Burns’ presentation on Southern American English. 

The presentation entitled “I Shot My Brother” was the first example presented to 

the class. The audio recording was humorous and engaged the audience. This 



 

127 

 

audio recording was taken in a natural setting, which portrayed the Southern 

American English dialect well. I decided to create my audio recording in the same 

natural setting to fully portray all aspects of my home language, Southern 

American English. I secretly recorded one of my roommates, who is also from the 

South, telling a story about her day. My roommate was unaware I was recording 

her, so I was able to obtain the true portrayal of Southern American English. My 

roommate used slang and even drew out some of her pronunciations like true 

southerners do. I thought this audio recording of my roommate was the perfect 

depiction of my home language.   

 

Like many of the other students, Kendall acknowledges the importance of obtaining a natural 

recording or, as Kendall describes it, “the true portrayal of Southern American English.” 

Kendall’s use of the word true twice in the excerpt above suggests the importance of authenticity 

as a part of the study and a part of Southern culture; Kendall desires a “true portrayal” of a “true 

southerner”—someone who could be the “perfect depiction of my home language.” Kendall’s 

cultural and linguistic pride shows in the language used to describe this experience. This project 

is clearly about more than just language for Kendall; it is about Kendall’s home language, 

Kendall’s mother tongue.   

 This study evaluates the ways students change their views about their own and others’ 

mother tongues based on the incorporation of the instructor’s linguistic identities in the 

classroom. The unexpected results that emerged organically from the student writing samples 

suggest that the results of such a study can be immense. Therefore, composition instructors need 

to follow up on the findings of this study and incorporate language exploration activities into 

their classrooms. Specifically, I suggest that composition instructors incorporate their own 

mother tongues into the classroom in order to serve as bidialectal role models for their students.  

Reflections: Critical Pedagogue as Principal Investigator 

 At the beginning of this study, I set out to see if I could provide my students with a 

similar experience to the one I had while conducting and presenting research on my linguistic 
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identity. During the study, I was hopeful that my students would end the semester with poignant 

learning experiences. Little did I know that this curriculum would lead to another enriching 

experience for me as the pedagogue of the classroom and the principal investigator of this study.  

When it came time for me to share my linguistic identities with my students, I felt some 

anxiety about sharing something so personal with them, but I also felt a sense of pride in my 

linguistic heritage. Just as I did in Dr. Davies’ classes, I shared my linguistic heritage, my home 

language, my mother tongue in a classroom setting. In fact, when presenting the “No Mo’ 

Boudin” Presentation, I actually shared my mother’s tongue. The loveliness of her fluency in 

African American English, Southern American English, and Louisiana Creole English can be 

heard in the recording I shared with my students. 

As I analyze the students’ writing, I am amazed by how their experiences are so similar 

to my own. Students like London and Madison who shared their experiences of recording and 

analyzing their family members’ speech patterns fills me with a sense of accomplishment 

because they learned to appreciate their home languages and those of others. I also appreciate the 

trajectory in Parker’s thinking from one who completely and unapologetically believed SAE was 

the only “correct” form of English to one who wants to help eradicate stereotypes about New 

York City English. Parker’s writing suggests that language exploration curriculums can help 

students overcome mainstream language ideologies and appreciate NSE. Ultimately, the 

students’ accounts of changing their views about NSE and respecting language differences make 

me feel as if there is hope for those within the field of Composition and Rhetoric who desire to 

build on and put into practice the work that Smitherman et al. began when they established 

SRTOL.  



 

129 

 

 Although this experience has been very rewarding for my students and me, if I have the 

opportunity to repeat this study, I would change some things. One of the most important changes 

that I would make to this study concerns the on-demand writing prompts used in the class. As 

stated in Chapter 1, some of the writing prompts given to the students contained questions that 

were too specific, which could have skewed the results of my study. For instance, in the writing 

prompt on Guy Bailey and Jan Tillery’s “Lone Star Language,” I ask the following question: 

“Has the article changed how you view Texas English? If so, how did it change your view?” As 

time passed, I developed questions that are more open-ended. For instance, in the writing prompt 

on Deborah Tannen’s “New York Style,” I ask the following question: “What is your perception 

of New York City English?” The more open-ended questions do not lead the writers to 

responses, and having the students articulate their own changes without being prompted to do so 

will result in more reliable data.  

 Also, I would include the following article in the curriculum: “What is ‘Correct’ 

Language?” by Edward Finegan. I would include this article at the beginning of the semester 

because it discusses important language ideologies such as prescriptivism, descriptivism, and 

linguistic variation that can give students foundational knowledge of those topics. Finegan says, 

“Because languages naturally adapt to their situations of use and also reflect the social identities 

of their speakers, linguistic variation is inevitable and natural” (“DYSA?”). Including this text 

would give students a more comprehensive view of language issues. Although many of the 

students had an enriching experience with sharing their home languages, some of the students 

continued to use terms such as correct and proper to refer to SAE. As previously mentioned, I 

wanted the articles, the oral presentations, and the projects that the students completed to 

influence the students’ views about language. Any attempt to modify the students’ verbal or 

http://www.lsadc.org/fields/index.php?aaa=variation.htm
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spoken language would have more than likely encouraged the students to ensure that their 

written responses fit what they viewed as my agenda.  

Although the students analyzed their perceptions of NSE, I would like to extend the 

discussion to include students’ analyzing SAE. Finegan’s text would be helpful in that regard 

and would be a good addition to the first unit where students explore their home languages. I 

would have students begin the unit by sharing their views of NSE and SAE, have students read 

“What is ‘Correct’ Language?” for homework, and then discuss the text during the next class 

session. 

 Also, during that class session, the music video “Word Crimes” by “Weird Al” Yankovic 

would be a suitable addition. This video, which is a parody of Robin Thicke’s popular song 

“Blurred Lines,” illustrates prescriptivist views of language. Yankovic sings about the “word 

crimes” that irritate him the most, including text language and a lack of knowledge about the 

grammatical conventions of Standardized Written English. Yankovic sings the following: 

If you can't write in the proper way 

If you don't know how to conjugate 

Maybe you flunked that class 

And maybe now you find 

That people mock you online 

 

This humorous and engaging video would be appropriate for the class session where we discuss 

“What is ‘Correct’ Language?” because it illustrates prescriptive views in an intriguing manner. 

In my experience, students comprehended and appreciated the theories more if they connected it 

to engaging material like Yankovic’s video.  

 As the previous discussion suggests, building language exploration materials into the 

curriculum requires choosing texts that provide students with the theoretical foundation 

necessary to analyze linguistic differences and ideologies. Therefore, composition instructors 
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who choose to follow up on the findings of this study and incorporate language exploration 

activities into their classrooms should seriously consider the texts, writing prompts, and projects 

associated with such a curriculum.  

Implications  

This research is important to the field of Composition and Rhetoric because it 

contextualizes the experiences of first-year writing students within the larger conversation of 

academia. As students assimilate into academic culture, many of them assume that they have to 

relinquish their home languages. In order to combat the negative effects of assimilation, 

educators can modify their curriculums to include the home identities and cultures of the 

students, especially minority students who attend college in steadily increasing numbers. As 

these students enter academia, they bring with them diverse experiences, cultures, and home 

languages that composition instructors should hear and appreciate. Composition instructors 

should be aware that students’ ways of speaking that differ from SAE do not signify a lack of 

intelligence or that their language is inferior, broken, or wrong. Nonetheless, providing spaces 

for NSE does not mean discarding SAE. Composition instructors must still adhere to the 

institutional and programmatic guidelines, which traditionally call for teaching students how to 

write in Standardized Written English.  

My research has documented positive results for students who engage in a language 

exploration curriculum that addresses their non-standardized linguistic practices and includes an 

instructor who also shares her non-standardized linguistic practices. It has offered a practical 

application of SRTOL in a communal learning environment of mutual knowledge sharing.  
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Future Research  

Although this study contained positive results, there are some limitations. One of the 

limitations of this study that future researchers may want to address is how instructors who do 

not consider themselves speakers of NSE could conduct this study. Possessing a home language 

should not be a prerequisite to completing a study similar to this one. However, possessing an 

interest in students’ personal identities is necessary. If instructors who consider themselves as 

solely speakers of SAE would conduct this study, they need to begin by engaging in their own 

language exploration where they observe and analyze their speech patterns. They may want to 

record themselves speaking with family members and friends because most people tend to use 

NSE around family members and friends. Many of my students, especially those from the 

Midwest, thought they did not possess a home language, but after conducting research, they 

found their home languages. It may be closer to SAE than others’ speech patterns, but it is still a 

home language. Although it can be a difficult exploration for some, I challenge pedagogues to 

discover the nuances in their speech patterns.   

Another limitation of this study concerns the lack of speakers of African American 

English (AAE). Future studies evaluating the effectiveness of language exploration programs 

should find ways to recruit participants who speak AAE. Such a study would shed additional 

light on how speakers of AAE respond to the language exploration curriculum, and those who do 

not speak AAE would have an opportunity to interact with speakers of AAE. Future researchers 

may consider conducting this study at a historically black college or university to ensure the 

inclusion of African American participants. Also, advertising the course as a language 

exploration course where students will explore African American English and other dialects may 

lead African American students to enroll in the course.  
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Although my aim for this study was to teach students to appreciate NSE and challenge 

dominant language ideologies, I recognize that achieving the objectives of the University of 

Alabama First-year Writing program in terms of increasing the students’ command of the 

Standardized Written English is also a critical part of a language exploration curriculum. I do not 

propose that SWE should be eradicated from language exploration curriculums; instead, 

instructors should find ways to continue to meet the goals of their programs while including a 

language exploration curriculum. 

I also recognize that some instructors may not want to focus on language exploration for 

the entire semester. Therefore, future researchers may consider engaging in these activities for 

one unit or a few weeks rather than an entire semester. Researchers may also consider just 

having students complete on-demand writing prompts related to the topic rather than writing 

formal essays along with on-demand writing prompts on the topic. I think these experiences can 

be rewarding for students as well.  

Conclusion 

 This work began with a narrative about my experiences in courses where I came to 

believe that language issues are complex and worthy of evaluation by both educators and 

students. Through my research, I argue that including texts that promote language equality and 

discuss different forms of American English provide students with guidelines to critique the 

dominant language structure, and having the instructor lead the way in presenting her home 

language in the classroom help students overcome their personal insecurities involving language. 

Although I have given my students a similar experience to my own with this case study, I 

acknowledge that a lifelong battle still lies ahead. There is still much work to be done concerning 

the call that Smitherman et al. made in the SRTOL, and as one who can now attest to the 



 

134 

 

influence of language exploration curriculums, I want to continue to educate others about their 

importance.  

Just as these mainstream language ideologies continue to be perpetuated by educational 

institutions, these same views can be eradicated in educational institutions. My goal is to inspire 

educators to recognize and empower the Kellys, Terrys, Hilarys, and Parkers in the classrooms; 

to educate these students regarding linguistic subordination and discrimination; and to implement 

a language exploration curriculum that includes texts, discussions, and assignments that inculcate 

an appreciation and acceptance of NSE. In short, I want to affirm spaces for the linguistic 

identities of their grandmother from Alabama, their cousin from New York City, and their uncle 

from California. 
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Appendix A 

First Day Writing Prompt  

The way we speak says a lot about who we are because language is such a big part of our culture 

and identity. What role does language play in your life? Does it influence how you perceive 

yourself and others? What is your perception of those who speak informal English such as 

Southern English, New York City English, and African American English (Ebonics)? Do you 

speak informal English?  Do you or any members of your biological family speak it? Describe 

how you see participants who speak this way.   

 

“Sounds of the South” Writing Prompt 

During the last class session, we discussed the rhetorical appeals and the rhetorical situation.  

You also read “Sounds of the South” by Guy Bailey and Jan Tillery for homework. What is your 

initial reaction to the article?  Has it changed how you view Southern American English? What is 

the purpose of the article? Who do you believe is the intended audience for this article, and what 

are the values of that audience? How do the authors Guy Bailey and Jan Tillery exemplify their 

credibility (ethos) to the audience?  How do they appeal to the audience’s way of thinking 

(logos)?  How do they appeal to the audience’s emotions (pathos)?   

 

Jeff Foxworthy “Southern Accent” Writing Prompt 

Consider Foxworthy’s comments about the southern accent. He says that “we are not stupid in 

the South,” but he also says that he would not take a brain surgeon with a southern accent 

seriously. Write a paragraph-length response to the following questions: Why do you think most 

people view those who speak with a southern accent as unintelligent? In other words, where do 

these views about the language of southerners come from?   

 

“New York Style” Writing Prompt 

Last week we discussed Southern American English by reading Bailey and Tillery’s article 

“Sounds of the South” and viewing Jeff Foxworthy’s video “Southern Accent.”  Today we will 

discuss New York City English. What is your perception of New York City English?  What are 

some of the similarities between New York City English and Southern American English?  What 

are some of the differences?  Please use your copies of “Sounds of the South” and “New York 

Style” to provide evidence (i.e., quote at least one sentence from each source) to support your 

views.  

 

“The Midwest Accent” Writing Prompt  

During the last class session, we discussed New York City English by reading Deborah Tannen’s 

“New York Style” and watching parts of the show “King of Queens.”  Today we will discuss 

Midwest English. In the article “The Midwest Accent,” Matthew J. Gordan challenges the 

mainstream view that Midwesterners speak the “best English.” Do you consider speakers of 

some forms of American English to sound “more educated,” “more sophisticated,” or 

“friendlier” than others? If so, why do you think that is?  
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“Lone Star Language” Writing Prompt 

In Guy Bailey and Jan Tillery’s “Lone Star Language,” Bailey and Tillery discuss common 

myths about Texas English.  Has this article changed how you view Texas English?  If so, how 

did it change your view?  How do Bailey and Tillery show their credibility (ethos) to the 

audience?  How do they appeal to the audience’s way of thinking (logos)?  How do they appeal 

to the audience’s emotions (pathos)?   

 

“Do You Speak Presidential?” Writing Prompt 

The way a person speaks and writes can lead others to form judgments about that person. These 

judgments can range from thinking the person is unintelligent and lazy to thinking the person is 

charming and witty. Politicians understand this and like other professionals, they may adopt 

speech patterns that help them connect with their audiences. During this discussion, I would like 

you to consider the verbal styles of some of our former presidents. Is it necessary for a president 

to use Standard English in order to get elected to that office? Why do you think it is necessary or 

not necessary? Please cite at least 2 of the articles that we have read. 

 

“Hooked on Ebonics” Writing Prompt 

During this semester, we have discussed two of the most stigmatized forms of American English: 

Southern American English and New York City English. Today we will discuss a form of 

American English that is probably the most stigmatized: African American English (AAE) or 

what is more widely known as Ebonics. What is your perception of African American English? 

What are the similarities between African American English and Southern American English 

and/or New York City English? What are some of the differences?   
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Appendix B 

Narrative Essay (Pre-Test) 

 

Introduction to Assignment  

On the first day of class, I asked you to write about how you view those who speak informal 

English such as Ebonics, Southern English, and New York City English.  We then shared some 

of our varying perceptions of those who speak informal English.  Those observations had a wide 

range: from some students viewing people who speak that way as unintelligent and 

unsophisticated to some claiming that there is nothing wrong with speaking that way and 

viewing people who speak that way as showing a part of their culture.  Then on the third day of 

class, you all considered the topic even further and wrote your diagnostic essay based on the 

topic.  Those essays reflect the vast language backgrounds within this classroom.  I would now 

like you to develop your diagnostic essay into a narrative essay that includes more details, 

dialogue, and descriptive language. 

 

Task  

Write a narrative essay where you identify and tell a story about the form(s) of the English 

language that you grew up speaking and how your language has evolved over the years. You 

should also discuss your perception of your home language(s).   

 

Please offer examples from your own experiences or the experiences of others to support why 

your perspective is as it is. Your narrative should contain most of the basic elements of a good 

narrative such as descriptive language and dialogue. 

 

Rhetorical Situation 

Audience:  An academic audience that is not familiar with your home language. 

Purpose:  To write the story of your language background in a detailed and intriguing way. 

Goals:  This assignment addresses SLOs 2, 3, 4, and 5:   

 Execute the assignment instructions for a variety of academic genres. 

 Compose essays with appropriate content development, organization, and style by 

practicing the steps of the writing process (pre-writing, drafting, revising). 

 Employ appropriate writing strategies for each assignment’s audience and purpose. 

 Demonstrate correctness in the written conventions of the University discourse 

community, including grammar, punctuation, mechanics, usage, and basic citation and 

paper formatting. 
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Appendix C 

Critique Essay  

 

Introduction to Assignment  

During the first weeks of class, we have read articles that make arguments about different forms 

of American English.  We have also written about and discussed the impact that these readings 

have had on our views of different types of informal English.  I would now like for you to choose 

one of those articles and thoroughly critique the author’s writing. 

 

Task  

According to Stephen Wilhoit, “[I]n a critique you evaluate a source text’s quality or worth 

according to a set of established criteria” (87).  Write a critique essay about one of the articles 

that we’ve read thus far.  Your critique should be based on at least three of the following criteria:  

the author’s thesis, tone, purpose, word choice, and primary means of support (evidence).   

 

Rhetorical Situation 

Audience:  An academic audience that has not read the article. 

Purpose:  To critique one of the articles. 

Goals:  This assignment addresses SLOs 2, 3, 4, and 5:   

 Execute the assignment instructions for a variety of academic genres. 

 Compose essays with appropriate content development, organization, and style by 

practicing the steps of the writing process (pre-writing, drafting, revising). 

 Employ appropriate writing strategies for each assignment’s audience and purpose. 

 Demonstrate correctness in the written conventions of the University discourse 

community, including grammar, punctuation, mechanics, usage, and basic citation and 

paper formatting. 
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Appendix D 

 

Informative Synthesis Essay  

 

Introduction to Assignment  

Think of this paper as a review of literature (or sources). You have read a collection of articles (a 

total of 15) surrounding our course theme of exploring language. You will need to create an 

essay that analyzes the variety of articles you have read.  Rather than summarizing each article 

and creating a paper of strung-together summaries, you need to look for themes and common 

ground between the articles, and then organize your essay around those themes or common 

threads. 

 

On the first day of class, I asked you to write about how you view those who speak informal 

English such as African American English, Southern English, and New York City English. As 

you organize your essay, I want you to reconsider this prompt. What perspectives on informal 

English do the articles you have read offer? How do those perspectives help you to shape or 

synthesize a discussion on language? 

 

Organizational Strategies and Writing Task 

According to Stephen Wilhoit, “In a synthesis [essay], you combine information from two or 

more readings to support a position of your own” (157). You should identify at least three 

themes around which to organize and synthesize the information from your articles. Your thesis 

should highlight perspectives on language that the various sources have illuminated. However, 

this is a long essay, so please do not fall into the 5-paragraph essay trap simply because I have 

asked you to address three themes. You should write as many paragraphs as are necessary to 

communicate the themes that have emerged from the readings. Please reference at least 7 of the 

articles in your essay, being careful to cite particulars (quotes and paraphrased information) from 

the articles to support your assertions. Please bring copies of these articles to every class session 

so that you can work on it in class. 

 

Rhetorical Situation 

Audience:  Your instructor and your classmates (i.e., an academic audience). 

Purpose:  To critique one of the articles. 

Goals:  This assignment addresses SLOs 2, 3, 4, and 5:   

 Execute the assignment instructions for a variety of academic genres. 

 Compose essays with appropriate content development, organization, and style by 

practicing the steps of the writing process (pre-writing, drafting, revising). 

 Employ appropriate writing strategies for each assignment’s audience and purpose. 

 Demonstrate correctness in the written conventions of the University discourse 

community, including grammar, punctuation, mechanics, usage, and basic citation and 

paper formatting. 
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Appendix E 

Oral Presentation  

 

Introduction to Assignment  

In this class, we have been exploring non-standardized forms of English such as Southern 

American English, African American English, and New York City English. We have read 

articles that explore these forms of English, and you have written a narrative essay where you 

shared examples of your language background. Now, I would like you to share a more in-depth 

example of your language background with the rest of the class by recording someone who can 

represent your home language.   

 

Task  

For this project, I want you to record and transcribe the recording of someone who speaks 

a form of your home language. It can be yourself, a family member, or friend. If you decide to 

record someone, please ask that person to tell you an interesting story, and try to keep the 

recording as natural as possible. Of course, it is important that you get that person’s permission 

before recording him or her. Try to limit the recording to no more than 2 minutes long. 

After you have the recording, you need to transcribe it, make copies of the transcription 

for the entire class (i.e., 25 copies), and create a PowerPoint Presentation that includes you 

playing the recording and showing connections between the language in the transcription and 

some of the statements in at least 3 of the articles that we have read in the class and/or other 

articles on the Do You Speak American? Website. This will give you an opportunity to do 

research and connect the recordings to the information in the articles. 

Before you all present, I will share examples of presentations from the language 

exploration that I completed in one of my previous courses. I hope that these presentations will 

give you an example of what I expect for this assignment. 

 

Rhetorical situation 

Audience: An academic audience who is not familiar with your home language. 

Purpose:  To present a form of non-standardized English to the rest of the class and show how 

that language illustrates some of the points made in the articles. 

 

Presentation Guidelines 

 Your presentation should be 3 – 5 minutes long (the video or recording should be no 

more than 2 minutes long). 

 You need to distribute 25 copies of the transcript to the rest of the class 

 Your PowerPoint Presentation or Prezi should be 5 – 10 slides long and include an 

introductory/title slide and a works cited page at the end of the slide.   

 Your presentation should contain good visual content that relates to the content in the 

presentation. 

 You should project your voice during the presentation. Everyone in the back of the 

classroom should be able to hear you. 

 You should discuss at least 3 of the articles and how they relate to the recording.  

 You should appear prepared and familiar with the material (i.e., you should give the 

audience eye contact). 
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Appendix F 

Timed Essay  

This semester we have discussed several articles and short videos that center on language 

exploration. A part of your language exploration included recording someone who speaks a form 

of informal/nonstandard English and sharing that recording with the rest of the class. I want you 

to reflect on your experience recording that person and/or finding that recording and developing 

the presentation for the class.   

 

Consider the 3 presentations that I shared with you as examples of my language background, 

which includes African American English, Southern American English, and Louisiana Creole 

English. Please answer most of the following questions:  Did these presentations influence how 

you view the topic of language? If so, how? What did you realize from conducting the research 

that you did (i.e., finding a recording of a form of American English and connecting it to the 

readings)? What was the experience like? Please be specific and detailed. 

  

Writing Task  

Write an essay of at least 5 paragraphs where you discuss your experience developing the oral 

presentation for this class.  Please discuss your views about my presentations and the 

presentation that you developed.  Consider the questions above.   

 

Rhetorical situation 

Audience:  A student who is NOT in the class, so please be detailed and specific. 

Purpose:  To inform your audience about your experience in the class. 

 

Note:  This essay will be graded mostly for content and organization rather than grammar, 

mechanics, style, and word choice, so please focus on ending your introduction with a thesis 

statement that addresses the topic above, begin each body paragraph with a topic sentence, and 

include specific evidence in each body paragraph.   

 

Brief Descriptions of the Presentations 

 

“I Shot My Brother” 

My husband Chris’s story of when he shot his brother in the butt with a BB gun. 

 

“No Mo’ Boudin” 

My parents consoling my younger sister while she cries about someone in the family eating all of 

the boudin, a type of spicy sausage that contains rice and pork and is commonly eaten in 

Southern Louisiana. 

 

“Y’all Idlin’ Over There!” 

My grandmother’s story about how her boyfriend loves her so much that “he got a tumor on his 

brain.”
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Appendix G 

 

Final Essay (Post-Test) 

 

Introduction to Assignment  

Throughout the semester, you have discussed and written about topics related to the exploration 

of language. You have read and discussed articles and completed projects related to the topic, 

including a narrative essay, critique essay, oral presentation, timed essay, and an informative 

synthesis essay. For your final essay, I would like you to reflect on all of the work you have 

completed in this class. Consider the articles, presentations, essays, group work, etc. Which 

project (i.e., the essays or the oral presentation) has had the greatest effect on how you perceive 

informal forms of American English, and why? Which article has had the greatest effect on how 

you perceive informal forms of American English, and why? Which class activity such as the in-

class discussions, writing prompts, group work, and viewing the presentations has had the 

greatest impact on your view? Which project and/or activity has helped improve your writing, 

and how?   

 

Writing Task  

Write an essay where you tell about your experience in the class.  Please offer examples from 

your experiences in the classroom. 

 

Rhetorical situation 

Audience:  Someone in academia who is not in the class 

Purpose:  To reflect on your experience in this class. 

Goals:  This assignment addresses SLOs 2, 3, 4, and 5:   

 Execute the assignment instructions for a variety of academic genres. 

 Compose essays with appropriate content development, organization, and style by 

practicing the steps of the writing process (pre-writing, drafting, revising). 

 Employ appropriate writing strategies for each assignment’s audience and purpose. 

 Demonstrate correctness in the written conventions of the University discourse 

community, including grammar, punctuation, mechanics, usage, and basic citation and 

paper formatting. 
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Appendix H 
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