
ThispaperpresentsanoverviewofAfrican-AmericanVerna-

cularEnglishusingthe1996OaklandSchoolBoardDecisionon

usingAAVEintheclassroomasbackground.Detailsoftheb

oard・sresolutionsareexamined,anditscritics・argumentsare

reviewed.AbriefhistoricalsurveyofAAVEisfollowedbyan

analysisofthevariety・slinguisticandsociolinguisticelements.

Thedebateisthenplacedintothelargercontextoflanguage

rightsandideologyfromwhichsuggestionsaremadewhichre-

latetolanguageteachingpedagogy.

Introduction

ThevarietyofEnglishspokenbymanyAfrican-Americans
referredtovariouslyasBlackVernacularEnglish,African-
AmericanVernacularEnglish,orEbonics hasmaderecent
newsintheUnitedStatesduetoacontroversial1996resolution
bytheOakland,CaliforniaBoardofEducationofficiallyde-
claringitas・geneticallybased・andrejectingitsstatusasa
・dialect・ofEnglish.Intakingthisdecision,theOaklandschool
boardattemptedtocounterclaimsthatEbonicsiseitheracor-
rupted languageform orsomehow inferiortoStandard
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AmericanEnglish.TheOaklandresolutionhasnowbecome
thefocusofcriticismfromanumberofindividualsandgroups
whoclaimthatitisexclusionaryandhaslittlebasisinscientific
fact.
InthispaperIattempttoclarifythedebatesurroundingthe
issuethroughanexaminationofAfrican-AmericanVernacular
Englishhistorically,linguistically,andinitssocialcontext.
Afterabrieflookattheresolutionanditscritics,Idiscusshow
anaturallanguageisdefinedincognitivetermsandtowhatex-
tentEbonicsmeetsthosecriteria.Anhistoricalsurveyof
AAVE・soriginsisfollowedbyconsiderationoftheprincipal
linguisticandsociolinguisticpatternsofAAVE.Finally,I
arguethatacritical-linguistic／historical-structuralapproachto
languageawarenessandcurriculumplanningcanhelpeduca-
torstoseebeyondthenarrowlyinstrumentalandahistorical
outlookwhichhasoftenledtothedisproportionateevaluation
ofsomelinguisticvarietiesoverothers.

TheOaklandResolution

Despitemuchimpassioned andoftenmisinformed（seeRoth-
stein,1993） discussionintheUnitedStatesoveradeclinein
educationalstandardsandthenationaldebateoverthemeth-
odsandrelevanceofstandardizedtestingprocedures,averages
forverbalscoresonatleastonemajorachievementtesttakenby
manyhighschoolstudentshaveshownimprovementsinpast
years.Intheperiodfrom1980to1989scoresontheverbalsec-
tionofthewidely-administeredSATroseamodest12points,
from387to399,leadingobserverstoremarkthatdespiteover-
alldeterioratingconditionsinAmericanschools,improvements
insomeareasarestillevident.1Yetwhenaggregatetestscores
fromtheSATarebrokendownintodifferentsocialcategories,
otherpatternsemerge.
Inanotableexample,overallscoresforblackstudentsduring

theperiodmentionedshowedsmallincreasespracticallyeach
year,whereasthosefortheirwhitecounterpartsappeartohave
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vacillated,markingfewchanges.Whatstrikesonemostabout
thescores,however,isthelargeandpersistentgapbetween
whiteandblackstudentsinbothverbalandmathsections.In
verbalskillsalonethisgapovertheperiodinquestionmeas-
uredcloseto100points（seetable）.Anditremainssotoday
withnoapparentsignofnarrowing.Asareflectionofwhatis
generallyreferredtointestingliteratureas・performance,・
SATscoresareroutinelyusedbyuniversitiesinadmissions
processesand,inthissense,areameasureofastudent・spre-
sumedmarketabilityinanagewheneducationhascomemore
andmoretoassumethestarkcharacteristicsofbasicskills
trainingtofillslotsinahighlymobileandunpredictablelabor
pool.
IntheOakland,CaliforniaUnifiedSchoolDistricttheaver-
agegradepointaverage（GPA:scaleof4.0）inthe199596
schoolyearforallstudentswas2.1.Onthisscale,scoresfor
whiteandAsian-Americanswereabove3.0,whereasAfrican-
Americanstudentsfoundthemselvesatthebottomwithanav-
erageof1.80 astartlingfigureconsidering53％ ofthe
Oakland,Californiaschooldistrictstudentpopulationisblack
oneofthehighestpercentagesintheUnitedStates.
Longawareofthesetestscorediscrepancies,blackcommu-

nityactivists,membersoflocalPTAs,andschoolboardmem-
bershavejoinedintheattempttoequalizeschoolresultsover
theyears.Althoughthehistoryofblackactivism inthe
Oaklandcommunitydatesfromwellbeforethe1960s,itwas
duringthattimecommunityleaderstooktothestreetstode-
mandthatthemunicipalgovernmentallocatetaxfundsina
moreequalmanner.ItwasinOaklandalsothattheBlack
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ScholasticAptitudeTest19801989（verbal）

Black White
198081 332 442
198485 346 449
198687 351 447
198788 353 445
198889 351 446

Source:BlackAmericans:AStatisticalSourcebook.
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Pantherself-defensegroupfirstorganizeditselftoconfrontpo-
liceviolence,tohelpprovidepoorAfrican-Americanswithbet-
terhousingandjobs,andtoteachinner-citychildrenlanguage
skillsandrespectforblackculture.
OnemightarguethattheplaceofOakland・sblackcommu-

nityinthecurrentdebateoveracademicstandardsfindsits
roots,atleastinpart,indifferencesbetweenPanthersonthe
onehandandblackculturalnationalistswhosemessageto
blackchildrenofthetimewasthat,sinceAfricaremainedtheir
ancestralhome,allwhiteculturalsymbolsshouldberejected.
Oakland・sPantherleaders,ontheotherhand,arguedforan
approachbuiltonradicaldemocracyandlessonpurelycul-
turalsymbolsasameansofinstillingconceptsofindividual
prideandself-improvement.English,theyinsisted,wasas
muchtheirsasanyone・s,andspeechesbyPantherleaderssuch
asHueyNewtonserved,perhaps,toconvinceotherwiseskepti-
callisteners.DavidGross（1986）,commentingonNewton,
notesthat:
Inhisview,anewblacklifestylewasnotonlynotradicalenough

initselfbutcoulddeflectenergyawayfromthemoreimportant

goalsofpoliticalrevolution.

Incontrasttoculturalnationalistsofthe1960s,Panthersap-
pearedtoseeEnglishmoreasapoliticalweaponwithwhich
theyhopedtotransformsociety.Thisdisputeparallelsadivide
insociallinguisticswhichoftencontraposesthosewhoregard
languageassomehowperipheraltolargersocialandpolitical
questionswiththosewhoinsistthatlanguageisacrucialfactor
indeterminingsocialdiscourse anissueIwillturntolater.
ButwhetherornottheOaklandboardmemberswerecon-
templatingtheradicalheydayofthe1960s,itwasnevertheless
withthishistoryofcommunityactivismasbackgroundthatthe
OaklandUnifiedSchoolDistrictunanimouslypassedaresolu-
tiononDecember18,1996,officiallyrecognizingAfrican-
AmericanVernacularEnglish／Ebonicsas amongotherthings
・geneticallybased,・a・legitimatelanguage,・and・notadia-

lectofEnglish・（seeAppendix1）.Theboardrecommended
thatinlightofthecontinualunderperformanceofyoung
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African-Americansinreadingandwritingskills,theschooldis-
trictshouldbeallowedtousefundsfrom theU.S.Federal
BilingualEducationActtofundaprogram・featuringAfrican
LanguageSystem principlestomovestudentsfrom thelan-
guagepatternstheybringtoschooltoEnglishproficiency.・
Theresolutionoftheboardwasatfirstroutinelyreportedin
thelocalpress,butasopinionwritersaroundthecountryex-
pressedatypicallymockingattitudetowardthegeneralsubject
ofnon-mainstreamEnglish,broadernegativeopinionbeganto
build.
Nationaltelevisionandradiowasquicktoweighinonthe
issuewithcommentaryappearingthedayaftertheresolution
wasreleased.Aflurryofnewsbriefsfollowedthatweekand
whatsoonbecameapparent atleasttotheboardmembers
whohaddraftedtheresolution wasthatfeweditorialists,
televisioncommentators,orotheranalystsappearedtohave
actuallyreadtheresolution.Afterseveraldaysoffuriouscriti-
cismfromlegislators,newswriters,politicalactiongroups,na-
tionalpoliticians,andahostofothers,theboardreconvened
andamendedtheresolution,removingwhatwereconsideredto
bethemostoffendingphrases（seeAppendix2）.

Resolutioncritics

Oneofthefirstgroupstoexpressanopiniononthematterwas
theconservative・languagerights・movementEnglishFirst,
whoseproposedamendmenttotheU.S.constitutiondesigned
tomakeEnglishtheofficialnationallanguagehasquickly
gainedmomentum overthepastseveralyears.Executive
DirectorJimBouletJr.・sclaimthat・BlackEnglishclassesare
awasteofthestudents・timeandthetaxpayers・money・sug-
geststhattheOaklandresolution・sstatedintentionofmerely
usingEbonicsasasteppingstonetowardStandardAmerican
English（hereafterSAE）mighthavebeenconvenientlyover-
looked,perhapsintheinterestsoffurtheringEnglishFirst・s
openly-statednationalistagenda.Althoughthisgroupdoes
allowthatotherlanguagesareworthknowing,thepuriststance
behindtheireffortsfrequentlyshinesthrough.Commentingon
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similarmotivationsforopposingunfamiliarinfluencesonone・
slanguage,GeorgeThomas（1991）defineslinguisticpurismas
an
...attitudepromptedbysomeperceptionofashortcomingwith

respecttooneofmoreofthevaluesassociatedwith・purity.・Itis

motivatedbytheimplicitassumptionthatpurificationconferssu-

periority.

Hegoesonfurthertodistinguishnationalism as・theaes-
theticprinciplewhichdwarfsallothers.・Thiswouldnotbean
unusualconceptformanyAfrican-Americans,whoseexclusion
fromU.S.socialandpoliticalaffairshasoftenbeenframedin
termsofnationalpurification.Pennycook（1994）,Auerbach

（1995）,Tollefson（1995）,andotherssimilarlyemphasizethe
hegemonicroleStandardEnglishhasplayedinsubordinating
culturaldifferencesaroundtheworld,asopposedtotheunify-
ingroleinwhichitismostoftenportrayed.
AnothervocalopponentoftheOaklandresolutionwasRay

Haynes,aCaliforniastatesenatorwhosepassionateopposition
toEbonicscompelledhim tointroducenationallegislation
whichwouldpenalizeschoolsthatattemptedtoputthe
Oaklandresolutionintoeffect.Haynesclaimedthat・Whatthe
ebonics［sic］programissayingisthatwearegoingtoallow
youtoengageinbadspeechpatterns・（Gunnison,1997）.
AccordingtotheSanFranciscoChronicle,SenatorHayneswasin-
troducedtotheEbonicsissuethroughtheeffortsofRichard
Delgaudio,presidentoftheLegalAffairsCouncil,anultra-
conservativeorganizationwhichhasdefendedindividualssuch
asOliverNorth,aReaganeramilitaryadviserconvictedofdi-
rectingmassivearmsanddrugtradedeals,aswellaspolicemen
filmedviciouslybeatingblackmotoristsonLosAngelesstreets.
Delgaudiorevealsathinlydisguisedcontemptforcertainsec-
torsofsocietywhenhecontendsinthesamearticlethat
・MilitantblackextremistsinOaklandandelsewherewoulden-
couragestreet-landtalkinsideourclassroomsandseparateand
unequaleducationforasliceofthebilingualeducationpie・
（emphasisadded）.
Butashasoftenbeenthecase,manyofthestrongestcritics
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oftheEbonicsresolutionwereAfrican-Americans.Some,like
thetelevisionpersonalityArsenioHall（・It・sabsurd.Absurd.I
thinkitcreatesawfulself-esteeminblackkids...・;Olszewski,
1997）andwell-knowncomedianBillCosby（・Legitimizingthe
streetintheclassroomisbackwards・;Olszewski,1997）might
possiblybedismissedassomehowlackinginformedopinions.
Butanumberofprominentblackintellectualsinvolvedinlocal
andnationalpolicy-makinghavealsospokenoutagainstthe
resolution.EzolaFoster,aveteranblackeducatorintheLos
AngelesUnifiedSchoolDistrict,joinedtheabove-mentioned
SenatorHaynesasco-leaderofanationalcampaigntooppose
Ebonics.Respected black newspapercolumnistWilliam
Raspberryalsoappearedtoseelittleconnectionbetweenthe
socialeffectsoflanguageeducationpoliciesandpoorstudent
academicperformancewhenheremarkedintheWashington
Post（Raspberry,1997）that・thesolutionslielessinchanging
thewayteachersteachthaninthecommitmentoftherestofus
particularlytheblackmiddleclass tochangethewaythese

youngstersviewtheirworld.・EvenJesseJackson,perhapsthe
mostprominentliberalblackleaderintheU.S.,initiallycalled
theresolution・anunacceptablesurrenderborderingondis-
grace.・
Thedisparatenatureofthesedetractorsprovidesanexample
ofthewaysthatideologicallyhottopicsareoftenmanipulated
tosupportavarietyofpoliticalpositions.Thethreatofabas-
tardized・streettalk・takingoverandusurpingapurerStand-
ardEnglishisafamiliaremotionalappealemployedbygroups
likeEnglishFirstinzealouscampaignsagainsttheuseofother
languagesintheUnitedStates.Fortheirpart,anumberof
well-knownliberalsberatedtheOaklandschoolboardforwhat
theyclaim amountstotherelegationofblackstudentsto
second-classcitizenshipthroughasystem oflinguisticapart-
heid.Thedifferentclaimsandterminologyintheresolution
werethusemployedasrallyingpointsbyeachgroupfortheir
ownparticularpurposes.
Insituationssuchastheseinwhichemotionsrunhigh,itwill
comeasnosurprisethatsensitiveissuescanbelesseasily
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exploitedwhenterminologyisclearlyandunambiguouslyde-
fined.AsIwillattempttoillustrate,thiswasamajorfaultof
theOaklandresolution.

TheGeneticBasisofLanguage

Theboard・suseoftheterm・geneticallybased・inreferringto
Ebonicswasclearlythemostcontroversialpointintheentire
December18thresolution.Itwasquicklyreplacedinthe
amendedversionduetoloudprotestsfromaroundthecountry
whichaccusedtheOaklandadministratorsofracialdetermin-
ism,reversediscrimination,bigotry,andsimpleignoranceof
humanevolutionandcognition.Consideringhowgeneticre-
searchhasbeenusedovertheyearstolegitimizeavarietyof
racistlegalandsocialmeasures,widespreadobjectionstothe
phraseareunderstandable.Theturnofthecenturyeugenics
movementisaprimeexampleofthisdistortedapplication
havingledtoforcedsterilizationinmanystatesandmiscegena-
tionlawsthroughouttheSouth.RobertN.St.Clair（1982）de-
scribeshowmanyofthesameacademicswholedtheeugenics
movementwereimportantinlaterpsychometricresearchand
eventuallyindevelopmentoftheIQ testingattheheartof
muchofthecurrentcontroversyoverculturalbiasinschooling.
ArthurJensen（1969）,basinghisworkonwhatwasdescribed
as・verbaldeprivation・theory,concludedthat・racism,orthe
beliefinthegeneticinferiorityofNegroes,isacorrectviewin
lightofthepresentevidence.・Andgeneticsremainsafactor
todayincontinuedattemptsbyAmericanacademics,suchas
RichardHerrnstein,CharlesMurray,andothers,toexplain
blackacademicinferiority.
Incommentsmadeafteramendingtheresolution,Oakland

schoolboardofficialsdeniedhavingintendedthisphraseto
referinanywaytoracialdeterminism.Implyingthatthelan-
guageablilitesofAfrican-Americansaregeneticallydifferentin
somewaythanthoseofotherraceswasnot,theyinsisted,their
intentioninusingtheterm・genetically-based.・Ifweaccept
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theboardonitsword,then,onemustassumetheyhadinfact
adoptedoneoftwodramaticallydifferentinterpretationsofthe
term・genetically-based.・
Thefirstoftheseaccordswithstandardlanguageacquisition
theory,whichholdsthatallhumansarebornwithalanguage
・faculty・allowingthemtoacquireaparticularlanguagegiven
theyarecognitivelyunimpairedandhavenotbeentotallyde-
privedoflinguisticinput.Inthisview,anyparticularlanguage
achildisraisedspeakingwouldbegenetically-based,deriving
asitwouldfromthehumanlanguagefaculty.Creoles pidgins
whichhavebecometheprincipallanguageofacommunity
aregenetically-basedinthissense,sincetheyhavelin-

guistically-developedgrammarscomparabletoothernatural
rulegoverned languages.Thus,iftheEnglish spoken by
African-Americanswereactuallyakindofpidginwithalim-
itedlexicalrangeandnofixedgrammar,itwouldonlyhave
persistedagenerationorsobeforetheprocessofcreolization
initiatedbysecond-andthird-generationspeakersbegantofill
inthevariouslinguistic・gaps.・Accordingtothisdefinition,by
referringtoEbonicsasgenetically-based,oneissimplydesig-
natingAfrican-Americansascognitively-normalandclaiming
thattheirspeechhabitsarerule-governedandthereforenot
whollyrandom.Itisdifficulttoimagineagroupofpeopleliv-
ingtogetheronaday-to-daybasiswithoutrecoursetoacom-
mon,underlyingsetofspeechrules grammaticalandsocial
bywhichtocommunicate.（Someoftheparticularrules

whichgovernAAVEarediscussedinthefollowingsection.）
Theonlyotherconceivableinterpretationoftheresolution・s
referencetogeneticsfollowsfromthefirstcondition:Ebonicsis
alanguagevarietyspokenbyacognitively-subnormalgroup
thatbecauseofageneticpredispositioncanneithercommuni-
cateeffectivelyamongthemselvesnorhopetospeakanydiffer-
ently.Inotherwords,someAAVEspeakersmightliketolearn
SAEbutareunablebecauseofageneticinability.Needlessto
say,thisisclearlytheview theboard wascontesting.
Consideringthethrustoftheresolutionwastoimprovethe
academicperformanceofAfrican-Americanstudentsandto
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havethemlearnSAE（whetherornotthelatterfollowsfrom
theformer）,itisdifficulttoimaginehowtheOaklandschool
boardmemberswouldhaveconsideredthisnotionoranything
otherthanthefirst,linguistically-unremarkable,definitionof
thegeneticbasisoflanguage.
Cognitiveimpairmentofentireracialcategoriesisaphe-
nomenonwhichappearsindatacollectedandinterpretedonly
underthemostrestrictedcircumstances.Eventhoughdata
suchasthisisnotuncommon,itshouldalsobenotedthata
largepercentageofAfricans（towhom African-Americans
wouldbegeneticallylinked）regularlygrowupspeakingmore
thanonelanguage,manyofwhicharemorelinguisticallyintri-
cateintheirinflectionalsystemsthanEnglish.Oneisleftwith
fewoptionstochoosefrom inthisdebate.Eithertheboard
memberswerearguingagainstthefoundationoftheirown
resolution,ortheyweresimplypointingouthowAAVE,asall
naturallanguages,aregeneticallybased.
Whetherboardmembershadclearlyconsideredtheabove

distinctionsandwerepreparedtofaceaccusationsofracism
basedonothernonlinguisticdefinitionsisaseparatequestion.
Thememberswereclearlysurprisedatthedepthofreaction
provokedbytheirresolution,andtheirsubsequentwillingness
toamendthedocumentwouldseemtoimplythatwordingwas
notavitalissue.Theboardclearlyusedtheterm・genetically-
based・withoutregardfortheextremeinterpretationsitoften
carriesandintheensuinghailofcriticismwasunabletodebate
theessentialtriviality（inthiscontext）ofthephrase.Inalater
synopsisoftheadoptedpolicytheboardwrites・theterm
・genetically-based・isusedaccordingtothestandarddictionary
definitionof・hasoriginsin.・Itisnotusedtorefertohuman
biology.・Thisdisclaimerstrikesoneasanattemptatbackped-
aling,hurriedlyissuedinresponsetoaccusationsofracism,
althoughinviewoftheabovediscussionitseemstobeamean-
inglessconcession.
Tosummarize,Ibelievewecanview useoftheterm
・genetically-based・intheOaklandresolutionasbothapoliti-
calblunder,consideringtheeagernesswithwhichsomany
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groupsrushedtocondemnit,andasanunexceptionalcom-
mentonthebasisofhumanlanguage.
ConceptssuchasUniversalGrammar,thelanguagefaculty,

thelanguageareaofthebrain,mentalese,etc.areasyetpoorly
understoodbycognitivescientiststhemselves,anddebates
amongnon-linguistsaredoublycontentious.Thisobviously
doesnotimplythatoneshouldrefrainfrommakinginquiries.
ThepointisthattheEbonicsdebate,occurringasitdidina
highlyconservativepoliticalatmosphere,withlimitedtime
constraints（theschoolboardwasholdingitsfinalsessionofthe
year）andwithinanethnicallydividedcommunityalreadysen-
sitivetoquestionsofraceandlanguage,seemedalmostdes-
tinedtoignitedespitethisfairlycommonreferencetoashared
genetictraitthatinothercircumstancesmighthavepassedun-
noticed.

Languagevs.Dialect

TheOaklandschoolboard・sinsistenceonensuringthatEbonics
notbedesignateda・dialectofEnglish・canbeseen,Ibelieve,
asarisingfrom twodifferentsources:（1）acommonmis-
perceptionabouttheterm・dialect,・and（2）adesiretoclarify
andlegitimizetheoriginsofAAVE.Bothhavebeenpointsof
contentionintheblackcommunityformanyyearsaseduca-
tors,parents,andactivistsgrapplewithsuchquestionsas:
・Isn・tthewaywespeakathomegoodenough?Isourlanguage
justapoorversionofEnglish?Shouldn・tourchildrenlearn
・good・English?SchoolsteachwhiteEnglish.Whyshouldwe
havetolearnit?・ThesearealllegitimateconcernsforAfrican-
Americans,whosehistoryintheUnitedStateshasbeenoneof
continualculturalsuppression.Evenso,itwouldseemthepur-
posesoftheOaklandresolutionmighthavebeenbetterpro-
motedhaditsdraftersattendedmorecloselytoterminology.
・Dialect・asitiscommonlyused（i.e.outsidelinguistics）has
certainpejorativeovertoneswhichsuggestanuneducatedor
colloquialmannerofspeaking.ManySAE speakers,for
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example,wouldnotreadilyadmittousingadialect thatterm
beingreservedingeneralparlanceforregional,workingclass,
orforeign-soundingspeech.Nevertheless,therearefewhard
andfastrulesseparatingtheterms・language・and・dialect・
amonglinguists.Ingeneral,mutually-comprehensiblespeakers
aresaidtopossessthesamelanguage,althoughChambersand
Trudgill（1980）noteanumberofexceptionstothisprinciple.
NorwegiansandSwedes,twoexamplesintheirlist,who,al-
thoughcommonlyconsideredtospeakseparatelanguages,un-
derstandeachotherwithoutgreatdifficulty.Dialects,onthe
otherhand,arenormallyconsideredtoexistwithinonelan-
guageandtobemutuallyintelligible.Theywillgenerallypos-
sesstheirownphonological,lexical,andsyntacticfeatures.In
somecountries,however,（e.g.China）,whatarereferredtoas
dialectsaresufficientlydifferentfromthestandardvarietyin
thesefeaturesthattheirspeakersunderstandeachotheronly
withgreatdifficultyornotatall.Inasimilarfashiontothe
prestigedialectsinmanyothercountries,theSAEdialectinthe
UnitedStateshassucceededincapturingaplaceasthena-
tionallanguage（althoughthisremainsanextremelyconten-
tiousissuetoday）.
Inlightofthesefactors,itwouldseemreasonablethentore-
gardSAEandAAVEequallyastwoseparatedialectsofthe
Englishlanguage.AlthoughSAEisveryclearlytheprestige
formusedforbusinessandeducation,inpurelylinguisticterms
aswillbedetailedlater thereisnobasisforvaluingone

dialectoveranother.Evenso,theworddialectobviouslycarries
anumberofnegativeconnotations,andmanylinguiststhere-
foreprefertousethetermvariety.
Besidesthispejorativesenseofdialect,aprincipalobjection

voicedbyanumberofAfrican-Americanlinguists（andhence
apossiblemotivationfortheOaklandschoolboard・sreluctance
tousetheword）isthewayithascometobecontrastedwith
creoleinthedebateovertheoriginsofAAVE.Creoles,asstated
earlier,arefullyformednaturallanguagesevolvingoutofpidg-
ins,andthisisthemannerinwhichsomehistoricallinguistsbe-
lieveAAVEmayhavebeenformed.The・dialecthypothesis・
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incontrastmaintainsthatAAVEis,inessence,anativeform
ofthelanguagewithnoclearbasisinaWestAfricanpidgin,an
implicationbeingthatthelanguagewasnotproperlyacquired
tobeginwithandisthereforea・bastardized・formofEnglish.
Othersprefertoarguemoresimplythatsocialisolationwasa
principalfactorinpreservingarchaicformsofthelanguage
（Williams,1975）.
Duetothemanypejorativeconnotationssurroundingthe

worddialect,itisnotdifficultthentounderstandwhythe
OaklandSchoolBoardshunneditasanacceptabledescription
forAAVE.Consideringthetermagainfromapurelylinguistic
pointofview,however,itsinclusionintheresolutionwould
simplyappearunnecessary.Whether・creolization・isaviable
originforAAVEornot andanumberofresearchersdebate
thepoint,Muhlhausler（1986）notably,whoconteststhe
African・substratum・theoryofadeep,corelayerofboth
grammarandlexiconunderlyingAAVE itisimportantto
keepinmindthatthelegitimacyofAAVEasanaturallan-
guagedoesnotdependinanywayontheresolutionofthis
question.

OriginsofAAVE

Cognitivetheoriesofmindandlanguageareessentiallyap-
proximations,dataforwhichderivefromlanguageusers.Since
methodsofactuallyexaminingthebraintodeterminehowhu-
mansdevelop,order,andprocesslanguagearelimited,theories
arelargelybasedonthemostreadily-obtainedandwidely-
founddataavailable languageusage.TheOaklandSchool
Boardresolution・sdeterminationthatEbonicsisa・legitimate
language・canthereforeonlybeconfirmedbyexamining（1）
historicaldocumentaryevidenceofitsdevelopmentand（2）
grammaticalelementsfoundinspeechsamples.
Asalludedtopreviously,ithasbeensuggestedthatAAVE
lackstheappropriategrammaticalmeansofexpressingcom-
plexthoughtpatternsandthatitsspeakersarethereby
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somehowincapableoffullyrationalthought.Amongother
claimsonecommonlyhearsaboutAAVEare:thatitcannot
expresstenseandthereforeitsspeakerswanderinandoutof
temporalspeechatrandom;itislazyspeechwhichfailstoshow
correctverbinflectionsandnounmarkers;itsspeakersenunciate
poorlyanddonotpronouncecertainSAEsoundsproperly;
itsspeakersuseverbalelementsrandomly,sometimesleaving
themoutaltogether.Manyofthesecriticisms,althoughheard
recentlyfromopponentsoftheEbonicsresolution,arefarfrom
new.SomedatebacktotheearlydaysofAfricanslaveryin
boththeAmericasandinWestAfrica theprincipal・source・
ofslavestakenbyDutch,British,andPortuguesetraders.
Had17thcenturybusinessmenexportedtheirhumancom-

modityfromasingleportontheWestAfricanCoast,thelike-
lihoodofoneortwoAfricanlanguagespersistingamonga
displacedpopulacewouldhavebeengreatlyenhanced.The
policyamongslavers,however,wastomixtribalandlanguage
groupsinordertopreventcommunicationamongprisonersand
therebytoavoidrevolt.InhisbookontheoriginsofAmerican
English,Dillard（1972）quotesanearlierhistorianwhoex-
plains:
ThemeansusedbythosewhotradetoGuinea,tokeeptheNegroes

quiet,istochoosethemfromseverallpartsofyeCountry,ofdiffer-

entLanguages;sothattheyfindtheycannotactjoyntly,whenthey

arenotinaCapacityofConsultingoneanother,andthistheycan

notdoe,insoefarrastheyunderstandnooneanother.（From

RichardSimpson・s1689VoyagetotheStraitsofMagellan&S.Seas.）

SlavesbroughttotheAmericancoloniesthereforewereini-
tiallyeithercompelledtolearnEnglish（orinearliercases,
Dutch）directlyfromtheiroverseersoreventualownersorhad
astheironlymeansofcommunicationapidginpiecedtogether
fromEnglish,languagesofotherslavesorIndianswithwhom
theycameintocontact,andtheirowntriballanguages.These
twopossibilitiesform thebasisoftheongoingdebateasto
whethermodernAAVEisactuallyacreole perhaps,assome
suggest,withaWestAfricansubstratum orwassimply
learneddirectlyand,byimplication,imperfectlyfrom the
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Englishoftheoverseers.
TheearliestliteraryrecordsofapidginEnglishinuseinthe
Americancoloniesappearstodatefromthelate17thorearly
18thcenturies,althoughtherearerecordsofGuineaCoast
CreoleEnglishfromasearlyas1600（Dillard,1992）.Accord-
ingtoLoewen（1995）,thefirstnon-nativesettlersintheUnited
Stateswereactuallyblacknotwhite,sinceSpanishcolonizers
intheearly17thcenturyhadbroughtandlaterabandoned100
slavesinwhatisnowSouthCarolina.SlavesbroughtbyBritish
colonizers,however,firstarrivedinthecolonyofVirginiain
1619.SincearoundthattimeDutchtradershadbeenconduct-
ingtradeinhumansfromtheWestIndiesprincipallytoNew
York,andwhentheBritishgainedcontrolofthecolony,they
resumedthebusinessthemselves.Documentsofthattimepro-
videevidencethatapidginorcreolevarietyofEnglishwasspo-
kenbyatleastsomeslavesinNewYorkandPhiladelphiaprior
to1741（Dillard,1992）.Somemaintainthatevenatthisearly
stage,blackpopulations,oftenconsideredbysometohavebeen
toosmallinanyonelocaletosustaintheprocessofcreolization,
clearlymaintainedthesocialrelationshipsnecessaryoutsideof
theirworkplacestokeepthisprocessactive.
IntheseaislandsofGeorgiaandSouthCarolina,Gullahis
perhapsthebestdocumentedandnotablytheonlyAfrican-
AmericancreolewhoseWestAfricanoriginsremainuncon-
tested.Althoughspeculationrangeswidely,lackofdocumen-
taryevidencestillleavesunclearthequestionsofwhetherthere
wasonceamuchwidercreolevarietysimilartoGullahand
whethermodernAAVEcantraceitsoriginstothislanguage
（Mufwene,1997）.
Throughoutthe18thcenturytherewasasteadyinfluxof

WestAfricanandmaritime（shiphand）pidginspeakersto
areasoftheeasternU.S.seaboard,and,althoughAAVEis
oftenassociatedwiththesouthernUnitedStates,therehad
beenslavesinthenorthernandeasternstatesforahundred
yearsormorebeforetheywerebroughttoareasofthedeep
South.ThecolonyofGeorgia,firstcharteredin1733,hadini-
tiallybannedslaverybutrepealedthatlawin1751,andtrade
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inhumanswithothercoloniesanddirectlyfromWestAfrica
beganseveralyearsafterwards.
Butconsideringtheoldernortherncolonies・increasingincli-
nationtoofficiallyendtheslavetrade,theeventthattruly
openedthecountrytolarge-scaleslavery andonethatwould
thereforeshapethefutureofAAVE wasthegovernment・s
forcibleremovalofthenativeAmericanpopulationfrom
southernareasofthecountry,thusopeningituptolarge-scale
planters.ThedramaticincreaseinslavesinAlabama,Missi-
ssippi,andLouisianafrom182040thusbeganwhathasbeen
calledthe・southernization・ofBlackEnglish.Accordingto
someresearchers,largeconcentrationsofslavesonasingle
plantationallowedformoreintenselinguisticinteractionand
somelimitedmeasureoffamilylife,bothofwhichledtoasus-
tainedcommunity（Dillard,1972）.Butasmentionedearlier,
plantationswouldnotnecessarilyhavebeentheboundariesof
allsociallife.Underconditionssuchasthese,thecreolehy-
pothesisisadistinctpossibility,althoughinmanyareasbythe
late1800sitalsoappearsthatAAVEwasundergoingareverse
processofdecreolizationinwhichfeaturesthatwerenoticeably
unlikethemainstreamvariety（e.g.anteriorverbmarkerssuch
asdeandblan）werebeinglost（Mufwene,1997）.
Historicallinguistsmarkthefinalstageintheevolutionof
AAVEfromEmancipationthroughtheendofWorldWarII.
Duringthistimealargenumberofnewlyliberatedslaves
begantocongregateinisolatedruralareasthroughoutthe
South（duelargelytodiscriminatorypoliciesestablishedby
majoritywhiteresidents,butinmanycasesthroughtheirown
initiatives）tofoundall-blacksettlements.Before1900,90per-
centoftheblackpopulationlivedintheSouth.Withincreasing
industrializationinthe1880sandlaterduetocropdevastation,
African-Americansslowlybegantomoveintonortherncities.
RecruitmentofsouthernsoldiersinthefirstWorldWarex-
posedruralblacks（andwhites）toothervarietiesofEnglish
fromaroundthecountryandinEurope.
Duringthe1920sand1930sjazzentertainersand（more

slowly）otherunskilledlaborersmigratedfromtheMississippi
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basintoindustrialnortherncitieslikeChicago,bringingwith
themtheirownlinguistictraditions.Andfinally,WorldWarII
andtheprosperitythatfollowed（atleastintheUnitedStates）
allowedAfrican-Americansgreaterfreedomtotravelandthe
opportunitytoenterhighereducationinincreasingnumbers,
factorswhichhadmarkedinfluencesontheirlanguage.Thein-
creasingmonocultureofcommercialtelevisionthatbeganin
the1950shashadalevelingeffectnotonlyonAAVEbuton
manyregionaldialects.
By1960,AAVEwasnolongerthoughtofasastrictlysouth-

ernregionalvariety.Only60percentofallAfrican-Americans
continuedtoliveintheSouth,astatisticwhichmaybethought
ofassignalingthe・nationalization・ofAAVE.Throughout
thesehistorictransformations,anddespitedifferentattemptsat
assimilatingAfrican-Americansintomainstream society,sin-
cereorotherwise,AAVEhasremaineddistinctfromSAEpho-
nologically,grammatically,andtoalesserextentlexically.
WhythisshouldbesoisamajorpointofcontentioninU.S.
educationalthinkingtoday.Inordertoexplainthis・discrep-
ancy,・policymakershavevariouslyclaimedthatAfrican-
Americansaresociallydeprived,learningdisabled,orin
extremecasesthattheyaresimplyincapableoflearningstan-
dardEnglishduetogeneticIQinsufficiencies.Adiscussionof
theideologybehindsuchquestionswillbetakenupinalater
section.
Thedyingoutormaintenanceofminoritylanguagevarieties
despite（orofteninspiteof）socialorracialpersecutionisan
historicalphenomenonwelldocumentedbylinguistsand
ethnographers（noteEdwards,1985）.Asonemightnaturally
expect,aprincipalreasonistheuseoflanguageasameansof
maintainingone・stieswithfamiliesandneighborhoodsand
holdingcommunitiestogether,especiallywhenthosecommuni-
tiesareundersomeformofthreat.Butbeforegoingontolook
atthelargerquestionofwhyAAVEhaspersistedoverthe
years,letusfirstexaminesomeoftheelementsofthevarietyit-
selftodeterminewhetherthereisanysubstantivebasisto
claimsofits・nonexistence.・
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CharacteristicsofAAVE

AAVEsyntacticvariation
DespiteattemptsbysometolabelAAVEspeakersaslackinga
truelanguageandconfiningthemtowhathasbeencalleda
・non-logicalmodeofexpressivebehavior・（Labov,1972）,for
mostpurposesAAVEandSAEspeakershavefewactualdiffi-
cultiescommunicatingonapurelylinguisticbasis.Theexten-
sivelexicalandsyntacticborrowingsfromAAVEinthefieldof
musicandentertainment（i.e.hepcat,square,alligator,jazz,
boogie-woogie,ragtime,dis）illustratehowononelevellan-
guageitselfisnotnecessarilytheproblem.Asthelanguageof
twomajorimperialistpowers,Englishhasalongtraditionof
importingnewlexicalitemswhicharefittedcog-likeintothe
morefundamentalgrammaticalframework.Thereisevidence,
too,suggestingtheinfluenceofWestAfricanphonologyon
whitesouthernspeech（Feagin,1997）.Nevertheless,therere-
maindistinctdifferencesbetweenAAVEandmostothervarie-
tiesofStandardAmericanEnglish.Butbecauseofitsbasic
structuringeffectonlanguage ormorerelevantforthepresent
argument,theimportancelenttoitbyeducators differences
ingrammartendtodrawaninordinateamountofattention.
PerhapsthemostnoticeableofthesedifferencesisAAVE・s

useoftheverbbe.Whenfunctioningaspresentcopula,theverb
isvariable,asin:
1）Youintelligent.
2）Youareintelligent.
TraditionalcriticsofAAVEhaveclaimedthatcopuladele-
tioninsuchcasesillustratesaninconsistentandlazyspeech
pattern.AsLabovandothershavenoted,however,onealsono-
ticesasimilarpatternofvariabilityinSAEincontractionrules
allowingonetosay,forexample:

Ithinkyouareintelligent.
or

Ithinkyou・reintelligent.
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OneshouldnotthereforeregardSAEasinconsistentbecause
itfollowsthisvariablerule.AndjustasSAEwouldnotallow
areductionsuchas・Yes,you・re,・onewillnotfind・Yes,you・
inAAVE.Herebothdialectsarefollowingrules simplydif-
ferentsetsofrules.
SomehaveexplainedthevariabilityinAAVEasderiving

fromitsmedianpositionbetweenan・extreme・formoftheas-
sumedcreoleontheonehandandSAEontheother,with
speakersswitchingatdifferenttimesforsocialpurposesbe-
tweenthetwopoles.Thispossibilitymightsuggestthatfar
frombeingmore・restricted・intheirspeechpatterns,assome
haveclaimed,manyAAVEspeakers,whoarecontinually
forcedtomakesubtledialecticalchoices,haveinsomewaysa
broaderverbalrepertoirethanmainstreamSAEspeakers,who
aregenerallylimitedtoonevarietyorcode.
Tothosewhoinsistthatlackofacopulainsuchcasesindi-
cateslaziness,onemightpointoutthatAAVErulesarecer-
tainlynotunique.InthisregardLabov（1972）hascommented:
Weknowthattherearemanylanguagesoftheworldwhichdonot

haveapresentcopula,andwhichconjoinsubjectandpredicate

complementwithoutaverb.Russian,HungarianandArabicmay

beforeign,buttheyarenotbythesametokenillogical.

AnothersalientfeatureofAAVEistheverbformbe＋Ving,
asin:
IbestudyingEnglish.
Thisformhasincurredthewrathofgrammariansandthe

ridiculeofsophomoresovertheyears.Attentioniscommonly
focusedonthefactthattheauxiliaryverbisuninflected,often
pointedtoasevidenceofAAVE・sinabilitytoexpresslinguistic
subtlety.But,ashasoftenbeennoted,withfewexceptions
Englishverbalinflectionshavelargelydisappearedovertime,
andwhencomparedtosomeAfricanlanguages,forexample,
theverbalinflectionsystem inEnglishmightbeconsidered
ratherelementary.SAEisnolesssubtleorlogical,forexample,
becauseonesaysIgo,yougo,wego,theygo.Giventhatthemean-
ingisnotaffected notevensubtly thefactthatAAVEdoes
notfollowtheinflectionalrulesofthestandarddialectforthe
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verb・be・inthiscasesignifieslittle.Inflectionhereisstrictlya
matterofsocialconvention.
Inaddition,thebe＋Vingformisgenerallyequatedwiththe

continuousaspectbymanySAEspeakers,althoughwhenusage
isexamineditisclearthatAAVEspeakersmakeadistinction
betweenbe＋Ving（Ibestudying）andSubjectVing（Istudy-
ing）,thelatterusedmoreofteninthecontinuoussense.
Be＋Ving,bycomparison,ismoreoftenusedtoconnoteagen-
eralstateofaffairs（i.e.Iamalwaysstudying）.Comparethis
withthemoreconfinedmeaningoftheSAEcontinuousandthe
slightlymoreformalnuanceofthesimplepresent（Istudy）.
Manyotherdistinctions,suchasAAVE・suseofdoublenega-
tion（・Can・tnoone...,・alsofoundinFrenchandSpanish）and
thestilldisputedquestionastothedominanceofverbalaspect
overtense,mightbediscussed.Othershavedealtwiththeseis-
suesinmuchgreaterdetail（seeCukor-Avila,P.,Maynor,N.,
Bailey,G.,1991;Labov,1972）,butwithouttakingmorespace
thanispossiblehere,itbearsrepeatingthatinpurelylinguistic
terms,AAVEhasproventobearule-governedlanguagevari-
etywithelementscharacteristicofmostothernaturallan-
guagesandassuchshouldbejudgedultimatelyonthose
linguisticcriteria.

AAVEsociolinguisticpatterns

Lessapparentthanpurelysyntacticdifferencesarewaysin
whichAAVEandSAEspeakershavebeenshowntodifferin
theirsocialpatternsofcommunicativebehavior.Foryears
studiespointedtohow speakersofEuropeanoriginwhose
Englishwasungrammaticalcouldstillgettheirmessages
across,whileatthesametimespeakersfrom AsiaorAfrica
withexcellentgrammarseemedtoexperiencemoreproblems
communicating.Phillips・（1972）workwithAmericanIndians
offeredsomeofthefirstevidencethatpragmaticfactorscould
affectchildren・slearningbehavior.Sheillustratedhowfailure
torespondinwaysexpectedbyAngloteachersledtothemis-
labelingofmanynativeAmericanchildrenaslearningdisabled
orevenretarded.Similarbehavioralstudiesinblackcommuni-
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ties,althoughfewerinnumbercomparedwithresearchon
grammar,haveprovidedresearcherswithsomeofthediagnos-
tictoolsneededtoanalyzepatternsoflinguisticbehaviorpat-
ternsamongAAVEspeakers.
Many ofthesociolinguisticbehaviorscommon among
AAVEspeakersoriginatedintherelativeisolationofblack
communitiesandwereunknowntomostwhitesuntilthe1960s
and1970s,whenAfrican-Americansbegantoappearregularly
intelevisiondramasandcomedies.ElizabethWhatley（1981）
hascataloguedpatternssuchasfussing,toasting,sounding,and
signifying,whichdifferfromSAEinanumberofsignificant
ways.Shealsorecordswhatsheclaimsisaculturally-specific
formofpolitenessinwhichchildrenarerequiredtoverbally
acknowledgedirectivesfromadultsbeforecarryingthemout.
Itisimportanttorememberthatsincemanyofthesebehaviors
eithergounnoticedorarenotproperlyunderstoodbyschool
teachers,children・slearningcanbeadverselyaffectedina
numberofways.GumperzandGumperz（1978）,commenting
onthesocialeffectsoffailingtounderstandthesepragmatic
cues,remarkedthat:
Misunderstandingsnowtendtotaketheformofmisreadingofin-

tent,ratherthanofproblemsindecodingfactualstatements;yet

theyneverthelesshavelinguisticbasis.Researchinthisareaisstill

inthebeginningstage,butitseemsclearthattherecontinuetobe

significantcommunicationdifficultieswhichstandinthewayof

fullparticipationofminoritypersonsinpublicaffairsandaffect

theeducationtheyreceive.

PowerandEducation

Inprevioussections,Ihavesaidlittleabouttheroleeitherso-
cioeconomicfactorsorideologyplayinestablishingandmain-
tainingattitudestowarddifferentlanguagevarieties.How,we
mayask,dopeoplecometoaccepttheirownspeechpatterns
andthepatternsofdiscourseinwhichtheyregularlyengageas
・justthewaythingsare・andnotasactivelyconstructedby
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variousinterestswithinsociety?Dovariousdiscoursalpatterns
betweenteacherandstudentarisesolelyoutoflinguisticneces-
sity,oraretheyalsodeterminedbyhistorical,socialandeco-
nomicconsiderations?Perhaps,assomesuggest,thesearenot
somuchargumentsaboutlanguageasaboutcultureitself.
Lippi-Green（1997）comments:
TherealtroublewithBlackEnglishisnottheverbalaspectsystem

whichdistinguishesitfromothervarietiesofUSEnglish,orthe

rhetoricalstrategieswhichdrawsuchavividcontrast,itissimply

this:AAVEistangibleandirrefutableevidencethatthereisadis-

tinct,healthy,functioningAfricanAmericanculturewhichisnot

white,andwhichdoesnotwanttobewhite.Thisisastateofaf-

fairswhichisunacceptabletomany.

Beyondthis,wemayalsowonderifschoolsmaynotunwit-
tinglyteachstudentstoreproducetheinherentvaluesofa
mainstream racist（andalso,capitalist）society,andifso,
whetherthisbiasinturnunderminesstudents・abilitiestoap-
preciatetheirownclass-basedorethniccultures.Basedonthe
languageoftheresolutionitself,considerationssuchasthese
appearedtoinformmuchoftheOaklandSchoolBoardresolu-
tion.
Fromthediscussionoflanguagesanddialects,itshouldbe

clearhowhistorical,social,andeconomicconditionsrather
thaninherentlinguisticfactorsoftenensurethepromotionof
onelanguagevarietyoverothers.Historical・accidents・which
haveshapedtheEnglishlanguagehaveincludedtheNorman
Conquest,theIrishpotatofamine,Dutchcolonization,and
Africanslavetrading,tonamejustafew.Onecanaddtothese
suchsocialfactorsastheattemptbylatenineteenthcentury
philologiststoreformthelanguagebybringingitmoreintoline
withLatinsyntax,thedesireoftheupwardlymobiletospeak
inwhattheyconsideramoresociallyacceptablemanner,and
whatmanyhavecalledthelevelingeffectofmasscommunica-
tiononnotonlyhowpeoplespeakbutalsowhatisdiscussed.
Iplacethewordaccidentsinquotationsabovenotonlyoutof

conventionbutalsoasameansofillustratinghow,without
somespecialemphasis,wordsorexpressionsaregenerally
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skimmedoverwithoutbeinglentanyparticularsignificance.
Theyareunderstoodinthecontextofthediscussion,butnot
necessarilyquestionedastotheirgeneralapplicability.In
muchthesameway,assumptionsandvaluesabouttheworld,
whatisconsideredacceptableorcorrect,howoneshouldbe-
have,findtheirwaysintotheformsandusagesofthelanguage
weuseonadailybasis.Inabroadsensethisgradualabsorption
bylanguageofthevaluesystemsinwhichitisimbeddedisa
naturaloccurrence,sincemutualcomprehensionrequirescom-
monassumptionsuponwhichdiscoursecanbebuilt.Butasin-
dividualsadapttoroutinepatternsoflinguisticbehaviorin
ordertoadapttospecificlinguisticcommunities,theirlan-
guageoftenbeginstoreflecttheseunderlyingsocietalassump-
tionsinwaystheyarenotalwaysfullyawareof.
Justasasimple・dialect・canoutgrowitselftobecomethe

sole・natural・mediumofdiscourse,value-ladenpatternsofdis-
coursealsofindthemselvesoccupyingnationalandeveninter-
nationalpositionsinwhichtheyoftendisplaceotherpossible
patternsofcommunication.Immersedinlanguageasweall
are,howcanwedistinguishbetweenwhatwebelieveisnatural
ontheonehandandwhatissocially-constructeddiscourseon
theother?Forexample,wemightconsiderquestioningmuch
ofthecommonlyaccepteddiscourseinstudenthistory,social
studies,history,andlanguagetexts,suchasthedailyrecitation
ofthepledgeofallegiancebymanyAmericanchildrenin
whichtheyunthinkinglycelebratetheircountry・spresumed
libertyandjustice・forall.・AsStephens（1992）illustratesin
LanguageandIdeologyinChildren・sFiction,textsfoundinmuch
literaturecontainsubtlyracistandsexistvaluesthat atthe
veryleast meritdiscussion.Whatseemsplainandobviousto
onepersonmayappearproblematictoanother.
Commonsenseassumptionsaboutlanguage,therefore,must
beconsideredideological,andeducatorswholeavetextsunex-
aminedbearsomeresponsibilityfortheinculcationofvalues
impartedthroughthematerialstheychoose.Alternately,when
discoursecarryingthebeliefsandvaluesofcertaininterestsex-
ertsitscontroloverotherdiscoursaltypes,societycommonly

201TheEbonicsControversy:CriticalPerspectives



beginstoacceptitastheunquestionednorm.
Anexampleofthiscontestbetweendiscoursesdrawnfrom

educationinvolvesthewaysinwhichattitudestowardauthor-
ityfiguresareoftentaughtasformulaiclessons,asiftherewere
nostrugglesbetweenthevarioussectorsorclasseswithinsoci-
ety.Fairclough（1989）referstothisprocessofdiscourselosing
itsideologicalcharacteras・naturalization.・Insocietieswhere
economicbenefitsarestratified（i.e.capitalistsocieties,most
dramatically）,iftheotherwiselinguisticallyneutrallanguage
varietyofoneparticulargroupbecomesthenorm,thatgroup
willnecessarilymaintainanadvantageoverothers.Forpur-
posesofeducation,naturalizedlanguageisnotthoughtofas
beingtendentious.Ratheritiscommonlyviewedasapureme-
dium throughwhichskillsaretransmitted,astandardupon
whichonebasesthe・correctness・ofspeechorwriting.Ques-
tionsoflinguisticcorrectnessaside,however,theveryusageof
oneoranothervariety,atthispoint,becomesanincreasingly
politicalquestion,or,asMilroy（1982）putsit,oneoflanguage
identity.
Dueinparttotheinherentbiasofusingaparticularlan-
guageorlanguagevariety,discussionsoflanguagevarieties,be-
causetheyareconcernedpurelywiththedescriptionof
linguisticelementsorthesocialbehavioroflanguagegroups,
oftenfailtorecognizethatlanguageisnotastaticconceptbut
ratheronethatrepresentsapotentialareaofstruggleoverso-
cietalvalues.ThusiflinguisticcomparisonsofAAVEandSAE
demonstratetheir・genetic・similaritywhilefailingtoshow
howthetwotypeshaveevolvedandhavebeenusedbydiffer-
entsectorsofsociety,thedescriptioncannothelpusexplain
whyAAVEisdevaluedinpresentsociety.Similarly,sociol-
inguisticdescriptionsofthebehavioroflanguagegroupsoften
providewhataresimplemeasuresofwhatisthoughtofas・ap-
propriate・behaviorinagivensituation,ratherthanattempt-
ingtoexplainthehistorical,economic,orsocialfactorsbehind
thebehaviorsstudied.Thisnormativebiastolinguisticanaly-
sis,ratherthanpointingtowaysoflinguisticandsocietal
change,tendstopromotethenotionthatsocialpatterns eco-
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nomicorlinguistic aresomehownaturalandunchanging.
Linguisticusage,thus,cannotbeanalyzedapartfromtheso-
cietywithinwhichitisused;itmustberegardedasoneele-
mentofasocietalwhole historic,social,andeconomic.In
describingthelinguisticinteractionsbetweenpredominantly
SAE-speakingteachersandAAVE-speakingstudentsininner-
cityschools,thequestionthenbecomesnotsomuchwhatissaid
butwhyitiscommunicatedasitis.Whatsocial,economic,and
historicinfluenceshaveshapedtheformsandsocialusageof
bothAAVEandSAEandthewaytheyinteract?Howhas
SAEcometomaintainitspositionastheseeminglyuncontested
nationallanguagetobeusedinexclusionofothervarieties?
Aretherelargereconomicfactorswhich makeAfrican-
AmericansandthereforethevarietyofEnglishtheyspeakless
acceptable?Todisregardsuchquestionsistoengageinatype
ofmyopicelevationofcommonsensenotionsaboutlanguage
similarinsomeregardstochildren・sassumptionsthatothers
shouldalwayswanttoplaythegametheyareplaying.
Fairclough（1989）referstothispreemptingofcommonsense
assumptionsbyonelanguagevarietyordiscoursetypeandits
resultantacceptancebyalargerpublicasthe・opacityofdisc
ourse・ aninabilityessentiallytoseethroughthehistorical
impositionofonediscourseuponothers.
ThisinabilityaffectsAfrican-Americansinparticularintwo

distinctbutrelatedways.First,asaseparatelinguistictradi-
tionAAVEtendssimplytobedisregardedandeventuallysub-
limatedbythemoredominantSAE.AlthoughmanyAfrican-
AmericansareraisedspeakingSAE,AAVEisusedalmost
exclusivelybyAfrican-AmericansandthustheSAEAAVE
distinctionisgenerallyregardedasaracialaswellasalinguis-
ticdistinction.Teachers,blackorwhite,areveryoftenun-
awareofthesubtledistinctionsinusagebetweenSAEand
AAVEand,asaresult,oftentypicallyteachlanguageskills
fromanuncriticalviewpoint.Themediumofinstructionitself
isseldom recognizedasonelanguagevarietyamongothers.
Thisassumedneutralityinturnencouragesvaluecomparisons

（asopposedtocomparisonswhichsimplyexaminedifferences）
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whenotherlanguagevarietiesareencounteredintheclass-
room.
Ofequalimportance,however,isthewaytheopacityofdis-
courseaffectsAfrican-Americansasrepresentativesofalarge
economicunderclass.Asameasureofthebasicinequalityof
economicpowerinanysociety,thediscourseofmorepowerful
elements corporateelites,governmentbureaucrats,mediaty-
coons willtendtoreplaceotherdiscoursetypesthroughthe
processofnormalization.Althoughacorporateperspectivehas
cometoimbuediscourseinvirtuallyeverysectorofsociety,it
mightbearguedthatduetoAAVE・srelativeisolationithas
remainedlesssusceptibletosuchinfluences.African-America
ns・lowereducationallevelsandhencetheirrestrictedaccessto
higher-payingjobs（bothofthese,needlesstosay,affectedby
discriminatoryattitudeswithinsociety）hasironicallylimited
theinfluencecorporatediscoursehashaduponAAVE.
Nevertheless,ascorporationsexertanincreasinginfluence

uponsociety,thediscourseofthebusinessworldisspread
throughfilms,television,andotherchannelsofpopularculture.
Highereducationalinstitutions,too businessesthemselves
reflectingthesesocialtrends,regularlyemploycorporate
discoursalpatternsinpromotionalliteratureaimedatattract-
ingstudents.Despiteresistancefrom African-Americansto-
wardassimilationintowhiteculture,theattractioncorporate
cultureholdsformanyyoungAfricanAmericansispowerful.
Inevitably,thishastransformedthewaytheyspeak.Whatmay
haveseemedacommonmodeofinteractionbetweenblackcus-
tomersandshopkeepersseventyyearsago,forexample,hasun-
doubtedlybeenalteredbychangesintheforcesofproduction
andtheaccumulationofcapital mattersoverwhichthey
havehadlittlecontrol.Asaresult,manyAfrican-Americans
whoarecarefultonotewhatareusuallyregardedasracially
distinctcharacteristicsoftheirlanguagevarietymayoftenbe
unawareofhow fullytheyparticipateinamoresubtly-
designedcorporatediscourse.Butitisthisdiscoursethatisin
partresponsibleforsustainingmanyoftheeconomicandsocial
mythswhichallowinequitableconditionstoreproducethem-
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selves.Amajorityofthepopulation African-Americansand
others largelyfailstorecognizethediscoursepatternsofthe
corporateworldasproblematicandopentochallenge.
Henceitisthewaysinwhichdifferenttypesofdiscourseun-
derlayoureverydayinteractionsthatteachersmightattendto
mostcarefully,sinceawarenessoftheseassumptionscanbe
usedeithertofurtherthestatusquoortostruggleagainstit.
Thedegreetowhichteacherschoosetoactasinterpretersof
schooltextsisacaseinpoint.Aswithanymaterialproduced
foramasspublic,textsusedinschoolsareaimedatanideal-
izedreadership.Alltextsnecessarilyplacereadersintoasub-
jectpositioninorderforthemtointerpretawriter・sintention.
Textsforlargeraudiencesconsequentlymustbewrittenwitha
generalidealizedsubjectpositioninmind,andconsidering
demographicsintheUnitedStates,thispositionismostoften
writtenfromawhiteupper-middleclassviewpoint.Whether
teacherschoosetobringthisnormalizedsubjectpositiontothe
students・attentionornotwillbeonefactorindeterminingthe
perspectivestudentscanhopetogainfromtheireducation.
Whensubjectpositionsareeitherregulatedbyteachersor
constrainedbytheeducationalstructureitself,studentsare
oftenconfinedtocertaindiscoursalroleswhichintime,andbe-
causeofanapparentlackofalternatives,becomenormalizedin
theirfunctions.Thisprocrusteandeterminationoflanguage
formsaffectsstudentsfromallbackgrounds,butgenerallytoa
greaterdegreethosewhodonotsharethediscoursalpatternsof
thedominantsociety.Theyaretheoneswhoseintelligenceis
immediatelyquestionedwhen・simple・questionsofcommon
sensearise.Languagethusbecomesaquestionofpowerfor
someeducatorswhounderstandthatdiscourseisone butcer-
tainlynottheonly areaofpoliticalstruggle.

Conclusion

Asmuchascanbesaidabouttheimportanceofplacinglan-
guageinitssocialandhistoricalcontextsothatstudentsmay
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understandtheroleitplaysinshapingtheirlives,onemust
guardagainstthereductionofsocialstruggletoasimplediscus-
sionoflanguage.Languagecanonlyeverbeonepartina
largerstruggleforpowerovertheproductiveforcesofsociety，
anditisinthisrealization,Ibelieve,thatsomehopeforchange
lies.
Ratherthansimplybeingplacesofinculcationinwhichthe
dominantpatternsofsocietyarerehearsed,schoolscanbeand
oftenareplacesthatteachwhatmightbecalled・liberation
skills.・Thesecanincludelessonsnotonlyincriticallanguage
awareness（CLA）,inwhichstudentslearntolookattherea-
sonshowandwhydifferentlanguagevarietiesareused,but
alsothepracticalskillsnecessarytochangetheconditionsof
oppressioninwhichstudentsoftenfindthemselves.Inthe
UnitedStatesoneoftheseskillswouldnecessarilybethestudy
ofEnglishasitisusedinthemainstreamsocietytoinfluenceso-
cialandeconomicpolicy.DespitethefactthatSAEisadialect
inthesamesenseasAAVE,itisundeniablythedialectmost
oftenusedforbusinessandeducation;toactasifthisisnotthe
caseissimplytoignorerealityand,inthecaseofmanypoor
inner-cityblackstudents,tohinderwhatpotentialtheymight
haveintheeducationalsystem.Admittedly,thisisnottosay
thatoncehavinglearnedSAE,greatlyimprovededucational
andcareeropportunitieswillnecessarilyfollow.Withracism
andstructuralunderemploymentsomuchinforceinthe
UnitedStates,manyyoungAfrican-Americansmayregardthe
beaconofhopesupposedlyprovidedbySAEasafalselight
andnotalwayswithoutreason.
Evenso,studentsshouldnothavetochoosestrictlybetween
askills-basedapproachoflearninga・standard・dialectandone
thatlooksatlanguagesolelyfromacriticalperspective.Seenas
twoelementsinaprocessofsocialemancipation,theycancom-
plementeachotherandenrichlanguagestudybyillustrating
howlanguageformsandlanguageusagearebothcrucialele-
mentsofhistoryandsocialeconomics.Afrequentcriticismlev-
eledatschoolsistheiroverproductionof・educatedfools・
skilledgraduateswithoutthesimplecommonsensetounder-
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standthesocialsignificanceofwhattheyproduce.Nuclearen-
gineerscometomind:peoplewithtechnicalknowledgethat
bafflesthecommonimaginationyetwhocompetetobuild
weaponsthatwillclearlydestroythemselvesandtheirown
families.Simplelanguageskillstrainingmightbeviewedfrom
asimilarperspective.Withoutanunderstandingofthereasons
peoplespeakastheydo,theusesthatlanguageisputto,theso-
cialandeconomicforcesthatframeandmoldlanguageforms
anddiscourse,andthewaysthatlanguageinturnaffectsthe
societyinwhichwelive,studentsofanyracialbackgroundbe-
comeunthinkingconsumersandreproducersofalanguage
alreadydesignedforthem.
Clearlythen,skillstrainingandlessonsinthesocialrele-

vanceoflanguagemustgohandinhand.Lookingbackatthe
goalsthatinitiallyinspiredOaklandSchoolBoardSuperinten-
dentToniCooktoproposeherresolution,onefeelsthatsheun-
derstoodthispoint.Althoughtheresolutionfailedinmany
respects,itdidsucceedinbringingbeforethepubliconceagain
largerquestionsofAAVE,itsrelationshiptoSAE,andthefail-
ureofpubliceducationtofullyaddresstheseissues.Italso
raisedimportantquestionsabouthowtheserelationshipsaffect
learning.
AcurriculumcomposedofCLAandattentiontoskillstrain-
inginSAEcouldbegintoallowstudentstomaketheirownin-
formedchoicesaboutthelanguagevarietiestheyspeakina
waythatwouldpreventexclusionfromeithertheirownora
larger,morediverselanguagecommunity.Thiswouldnotnec-
essarilyentailtherelegationofAAVEtousesoutsideeducation
andbusiness.Withinformedstudentsasthefinalarbitrators,
theyshouldultimatelybegiventhechoiceofwhichvariety
theyfeelmostcomfortablewith.ItcouldbeAAVE,SAE,or
anygradationinbetween.Theimportance,finally,isthatno
oneshouldkeepstudentsfromdoingwhatcomesmostnatu-
rally speakingtheirownlanguage.
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Note

1.Rothsteinnotesthatwhileaggregateverbalandmathscoreshavedeclinedsince
1972,thisisduelargelytothebroadeningofthebaseoftesttakers afact,hepoints
out,thatshouldbecountedasameasureofsuccessratherthanfailure.
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Appendix1:OriginalOakland
SchoolBoardEbonicsResolution

PassedDecember18,1996

WHEREAS,numerousvalidatedscholarlystudiesdemonstratethat
African-Americanstudentsasapartoftheircultureandhistoryas
Africanpeoplepossessandutilizealanguagedescribedinvarious
scholarlyapproachesas・Ebonics・（literally・Blacksounds・）or・Pan-
AfricanCommunicationBehavior・or・AfricanLanguageSystems・;
and

WHEREAS,thesestudieshavealsodemonstratedthatAfrican
LanguageSystemsaregeneticallybasedandnotadialectofEnglish;
and

WHEREAS,thesestudiesdemonstratethatsuchWestandNiger-
CongoAfricanlanguageshavebeenofficiallyrecognizedandad-
dressedinthemainstreampubliceducationalcommunityasworthof
study,understandingorapplicationofitsprinciples,lawsandstruc-
turesforthebenefitofAfrican-Americanstudentsbothintermsof
positiveappreciationofthelanguageandthesestudents・acquisition
andmasteryofEnglishlanguageskills;and

WHEREAS,suchrecognitionbyscholarshasgivenriseoverthepast
fifteenyearsoflegislationpassedbytheStateofCaliforniarecogniz-
ingtheuniquelanguagestatureofdescendantsofslaves,withsuch
legislationbeingprejudiciallyandunconstitutionallyvetoedrepeat-
edlybyvariousCaliforniastategovernors;and

WHEREAS,judicialcasesinstatesotherthanCaliforniahaverecog-
nizedtheuniquelanguagestatureofAfrican-Americanpupils,and
suchrecognitionbycourtshasresultedincourt-mandatededuca-
tionalprograms which have substantially benefited African
Americanchildrenintheinterestofvindicatingtheirequalprotec-
tionofthelaw rightsundertheFourteenthAmendmenttothe
UnitedStatesConstitution;and

WHEREAS,theFederalBilingualEducationAct（20U.S.C.1402
etseq.）mandatesthatlocaleducationalagencies・buildtheircapaci-
tiestoestablish,implementandsustainprogramsofinstructionfor

210



childrenandyouthoflimitedEnglishproficiency;and

WHEREAS,theinterestsoftheOaklandUnifiedSchoolDistrictin
providingequalopportunitiesforallofitsstudentsdictatelimited
EnglishproficienteducationalprogramsrecognizingtheEnglishlan-
guageacquisitionandimprovementskillsofAfrican-Americanstu-
dentsareasfundamentalasisapplicationofbilingualeducation
principlesforotherswhoseprimarylanguagesareotherthanEnglish;
and

WHEREAS,thestandardizedtestsandgradescoresofAfrican-
Americanstudentsinreadingandlanguageartsskillsmeasuringtheir
applicationofEnglishskillsaresubstantiallybelowstateandnational
normsandthatsuchdeficiencieswillberemediedbyapplicationof
aprogramfeaturingAfricanLanguageSystemsprinciplesininstruct-
ingAfrican-Americanchildrenbothintheirprimarylanguageandin
English;and

WHEREAS,standardizedtestsandgradescoreswillberemediedby
applicationofaprogramwithteachersandaideswhoarecertifiedin
themethodologyoffeaturingAfricanLanguageSystemsprinciplesin
instructingAfrican-Americanchildrenbothintheirprimarylan-
guageandinEnglish.Thecertifiedteachersofthesestudentswillbe
providedincentivesincluding,butnotlimitedtosalarydifferentials.

NOW,THEREFORE,BEIT

RESOLVEDthattheBoardofEducationofficiallyrecognizestheex-
istence,andtheculturalandhistoricbasesofWestandNiger-Congo
AfricanLanguageSystems,andeachlanguageasthepredominantly
primarylanguageofAfrican-Americanstudents;and

BEITFURTHERRESOLVEDthattheBoardofEducationhereby
adoptsthereportrecommendationsandattachedPolicyStatementof
theDistrict・sAfrican-AmericanTaskForceonlanguagestatureof
African-Americanspeech;and

BEITFURTHERRESOLVEDthattheSuperintendentinconjunc-
tionwithherstaffshallimmediatelydeviseandimplementthebest
possibleacademicprogram forimpartinginstructiontoAfrican-
Americanstudentsintheirprimarylanguageforthecombinedpur-
posesofmaintainingthelegitimacyandrichnessofsuchlanguage
whetheritisknownas・Ebonics,・・AfricanLanguageSystems,・
・Pan-AfricanCommunicationBehaviors・orotherdescription,andto
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facilitatetheiracquisitionandmasteryofEnglishlanguageskills;and

BEITFURTHERRESOLVEDthattheBoardofEducationhereby
commitstoearmarkDistrictgeneralandspecialfundingasisrea-
sonablynecessaryandappropriatetoenabletheSuperintendentand
herstafftoaccomplishtheforegoing;and

BEITFURTHERRESOLVEDthattheSuperintendentandher
staffshallutilizetheinputoftheentireOaklandeducationalcommu-
nityaswellasstateandfederalscholarlyandeducationalinputinde-
visingsuchaprogram;and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED,thatperiodicreportsonthe
progressofthecreationandimplementationofsuchaneducational
programshallbemadetotheBoardatleastoncepermonthcom-
mencingattheBoardmeetingofDecember18,1996.

Appendix2:AmendedEbonicsResolution

WHEREAS,numerousvalidatedscholarlystudiesdemonstratethat
African-Americanstudentsasapartoftheircultureandhistoryas
Africanpeoplepossessandutilizealanguagedescribedinvarious
scholarlyapproachesas・Ebonics・（literally・Blacksounds・）or・Pan
AfricanCommunicationBehaviors・or・AfricanLanguageSystems・;
and

WHEREAS,thesestudieshavealsodemonstratedthatAfrican
LanguageSystemshaveoriginsinWestandNiger-Congolanguages
andarenotmerelydialectsofEnglish;and

WHEREAS,thesestudiesdemonstratethatsuchWestandNiger-
CongoAfricanlanguageshavebeenrecognizedandaddressedinthe
educationalcommunityasworthyofstudy,understandingandappli-
cationoftheirprinciples,lawsandstructuresforthebenefitof
African-Americanstudentsbothintermsofpositiveappreciationof
thelanguageandthesestudents・acquisitionandmasteryofEnglish
languageskills;and

WHEREAS,suchrecognitionbyscholarshasgivenriseoverthepast
fifteenyearstolegislationpassedbytheStateofCaliforniarecogniz-
ingtheuniquelanguagestatureofdescendantsofslaves,withsuch
legislation being prejudicially and unconstitutionally vetoed
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repeatedlybyvariousCaliforniastategovernors;and

WHEREAS,judicialcasesinstatesotherthanCaliforniahaverecog-
nizedtheuniquelanguagestatureofAfricanAmericanpupils,and
suchrecognitionbycourtshasresultedincourt-mandatededuca-
tionalprograms which have substantially benefited African-
American children in theinterestofvindicating theirequal
protectionofthelawrightsundertheFourteenthAmendmenttothe
UnitedStatesConstitution;and

WHEREAS,theFederalBilingualEducationAct（20U.S.C.1402et
seq.）mandatesthatlocaleducationalagencies・buildtheircapacities
toestablish,implementandsustainprogramsofinstructionforchil-
drenandyouthoflimitedEnglishproficiency;and

WHEREAS,theinterestoftheOaklandUnifiedSchoolDistrictin
providingequalopportunitiesforallofitsstudentsdictatelimited
EnglishproficienteducationalprogramsrecognizingtheEnglishlan-
guageacquisitionandimprovementskillsofAfrican-Americanstu-
dentsareasfundamentalasisapplicationofbilingualorsecond
languagelearnerprinciplesforotherswhoseprimarylanguagesare
otherthanEnglish.Primarylanguagesarethelanguagepatternschil-
drenbringtoschool;and

WHEREAS,thestandardizedtestsandgradescoresofAfrican-
Americanstudentsinreadingandlanguageartsskillsmeasuringtheir
applicationofEnglishskillsaresubstantiallybelowstateandnational
normsandthatsuchdeficiencieswillberemediedbyapplicationof
aprogramfeaturingAfricanLanguageSystemsprinciplestomove
studentsfromthelanguagepatternstheybringtoschooltoEnglish
proficiency;and

WHEREAS,standardizedtestsandgradescoreswillberemediedby
applicationofaprogramthatteachersandinstructionalassistants,
whoarecertifiedinthemethodologyofAfricanLanguageSystems
principlesusedtotransitionstudentsfromthelanguagepatternsthey
bringtoschooltoEnglish.Thecertifiedteachersofthesestudentswill
beprovidedincentivesincluding,butnotlimitedtosalarydifferen-
tials;

NOW,THEREFORE,BE IT RESOLVED thattheBoardof
Educationofficiallyrecognizestheexistence,andtheculturalandhis-
toricbasesofWestandNiger-CongoAfricanLanguageSystems,and
eachlanguageastheprimarylanguageofmanyAfrican-American
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students;and

BEITFURTHERRESOLVEDthattheBoardofEducationhereby
adoptsthereport,recommendationsandattachedPolicyStatement
oftheDistrict・sAfrican-AmericanTaskForceonthelanguagestat-
ureofAfrican-Americanspeech;and

BEITFURTHERRESOLVEDthattheSuperintendentinconjunc-
tionwithherstaffshallimmediatelydeviseandimplementthebest
possibleacademicprogramforthecombinedpurposesoffacilitating
theacquisitionandmasteryofEnglishlanguageskills,whilerespect-
ingandembracingthelegitimacyandrichnessofthelanguagepat-
ternswhethertheyareknownas・Ebonics,・・AfricanLanguage
Systems,・・Pan-AfricanCommunicationBehaviors,・orotherde-
scription;and

BEITFURTHERRESOLVEDthattheBoardofEducationhereby
commitstoearmarkDistrictgeneralandspecialfundingasisreasona-
blynecessaryandappropriatetoenabletheSuperintendentandher
stafftoaccomplishtheforegoing;and

BEITFURTHERRESOLVEDthattheSuperintendentandher
staffshallutilizetheinputoftheentireOaklandeducationalcommu-
nityaswellasstateandfederalscholarlyandeducationalinputinde-
visingsuchaprogram;and

BEITFURTHERRESOLVEDthatperiodicreportsontheprogress
ofthecreationandimplementationofsuchaneducationalprogram
shallbemadetotheBoardofEducationatleastoncepermonthcom-
mencingattheBoardmeetingofDecember18,1996.
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