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ABSTRACT 

AMBERLY N. EVANS 
 
AN ARTFUL EXPRESSION OF CULTURAL MISMATCH: A CASE STUDY EXPLORING 
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TEACHER PERCEPTIONS OF BLACK ENGLISH AND 
THEIR INSTRUCTIONAL CHOICES 
 
Under the direction of WYNNETTA A. SCOTT-SIMMONS, ED.D. 

Most U.S. Black students experience a cultural mismatch when they attend U.S. public schools, 

which usually subscribe to Eurocentric Anglo-Saxon cultural norms, as seen throughout the 

curriculum, literature selection, and rules and norms. One consequence of this mismatch is lower 

mastery level performance of Black students on standardized national reading and mathematics 

assessments than their White peers. Thus, the current education system is oppressive toward 

Black students, for it denies access to a culturally and linguistically affirming education that 

reflects and sustains their cultural ways of being. 

This research aimed to better understand current teacher perceptions of Black English use 

in the classroom and how those perceptions influence instructional decisions made by teachers of 

Black English-speaking students. Applying the principles of a case study with elicitation and 

traditional interviews and document analysis, the researcher studied six elementary teachers of 

Black English speakers. 

The major conceptions identified across participants’ responses were that teachers held 

positive perceptions of Black English use outside of school but struggled to transfer those same 

perceptions to their instructional decisions. More often teachers viewed their role as responsible 

for equipping students for the future and obligated to teach prescribed standards and curricula to 

promote students’ academic success. As a result, their instructional choices more often privileged 
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linguistic varieties aligned with White Anglo-Saxon norms—the curriculum. Consequently, 

rather than employing asset-based teaching, they asked Black English speakers to “erase” their 

Black English use to better meet the expectations of school. This often looked like writing and 

speaking Mainstream American English rather than Black English. Therefore, teachers’ 

instructional choices often resulted in deficit thinking results, which notices a cultural mismatch 

but upholds dominant culture while viewing cultural differences as unsuitable for the setting.  

Study findings suggest implications for curriculum designers and teachers to create 

spaces for Black students in the curriculum and classroom to fully see, hear, and represent 

themselves to take advantage of opportunities to fully be present in their education experience. 

Future research recommendations include exploration of the role and influence of professional 

development, curriculum redesign, and teachers’ choices on Black English speakers’ self-

development and identity. 
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PROLOGUE 

Without black, no color has any depth. But if you mix black with everything, suddenly 

there’s shadow—no, not shadow, but fullness. You’ve got to be willing to mix black into 

your palette if you want to create something real. 

–Anonymous 

Metaphors in academic writing benefit the writer and the reader (Kelley, 2011). The art 

of metaphoric writing takes two completely different topics and creates a relationship between 

the two. The use of metaphors in academic writing, like this dissertation, allows for complex 

concepts to be simplified into more relatable everyday topics. The process of painting a 

metaphoric picture for an audience challenges the researcher to understand their work in a 

greater sense. The writer must now comprehend and deliver their research in plain yet creative 

ways. The writer engages with their thoughts in a way that can only happen through the process 

of making connections through creative and metaphoric writing (Kelley, 2011). Not only is the 

inclusion of metaphors beneficial for the writer themselves, including a metaphor throughout a 

lengthy project such as a doctoral dissertation also provides a line of continuity for the reader. 

Throughout the entirety of the project, the reader is grounded in the relationship and connections 

made between the complex conversations of research and literature to the simple mundane 

comparison that creates a more comprehensible visual for the reader to follow. Thus, in this 

dissertation, I rely on the metaphor of the artistic process and artistic expression to illuminate the 

relationship between diverse linguistic expression and an artist’s artistic expression.  



 

xv 

The Role of Art in Society 

Art provides the windows from our world into worlds beyond ours. Art transcends 

communication styles, cultures, and time allowing people to see beyond themselves and into the 

worlds and minds of others. Art is a way for people to connect with cultures, opinions, and times 

other than their own, for they are connecting with friends who share the same likes and dislikes 

as themselves or strangers from across the world. Art in all mediums, such as painting, sculpting, 

writing, photography, and videography, have the means to stretch beyond sociocultural 

boundaries to connect generations, cultures, and languages to share a unified experience. 

Art’s role in society is to communicate ideas that foster conversations that explore our 

emotions, opinions, and inner beings. Originally, people admired art for its visual or audio 

aesthetics. Now art plays additional roles within society. Art provides us with visually appealing 

masterpieces, as well as outlets for social and political agency. Art influences society by 

providing various mediums that ask individuals to reflect and communicate with themselves and 

one another. Ultimately, art is communication. It is the way in which people communicate with 

themselves and others across time and cultures through images, sounds, and stories. 

Forms of Art Expression 

Art is expressed and shared within society in numerous ways. According to an article 

written by the Eden Gallery, there are seven major forms of art expression: 

• Painting is one of the most common mediums of artistic expression. Often when one 

thinks of art, their mind goes to painting or drawing of some sort. Painting is the 

artistic expression using paint as the primary medium. A painter uses various colors, 

surfaces, strokes, and styles to express their artistic vision. 
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• Sculpture is an ancient art form dating back to prehistoric times. Unlike painting, 

sculpting produces three dimensional visual images using a variety of materials such 

as clay, stone, ceramics, metals, and wood. In recent years, modern sculptors have 

ventured beyond the traditional materials and have begun creating sculptures from 

novel materials like metals, plastics, glass, and other found objects. 

• Literature is the expression of art by way of storytelling through a variety of written 

works. Literature expands across all written languages and can appear as poetry, 

essays, plays and so much more. 

• Architecture is one of the more overlooked art forms, for it serves a functional 

purpose. Architecture is art expressed through structures, most commonly buildings. 

• Cinema is the youngest of the other art forms, cinema has a shorter history than other 

art forms, but by far is one of the most popular forms of artistic expression. Cinema, 

unlike many other art forms, engages one’s audio and visual senses using a 

combination of storytelling, spoken word, and visual art to convey a message. 

• Music is one of the many heartbeats to cultures all around the world. One can find 

unique musical expression present in all human societies. Music is the combination of 

sounds and vibrations to create musical compositions.  

• Theatre, like literature, has a long and rich history. Theatre encompasses the artistic 

forms of dance, music, opera, circus arts, musicals, puppetry, and other performing 

arts. Theatre often includes the total package of arts including music, architectural 

design, and literature.  
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Each of these various forms of expression brings about variety that connects to different people 

and different parts of a singular person. Similarly, the variety of language helps to connect 

people in different ways. The unique characteristics of different artists’ mediums are like the 

unique characteristics of different languages, presenting other concepts and feelings that the 

other artistic expression could not do. Only the consumption of diversity and variety allows us to 

experience all of who we are. 

Color Theory 

Many artists apply the use of diversity and variety in their art through the use of color. 

For this research study, I needed to better understand color and art. By better understanding color 

and the artistic process, I could also better understand diversity, the artistic expression of 

language, and the beauty of diverse language expressions. 

First, it all begins with the three primary colors. These colors are the base for ever other 

color we see. Naturally created, we find them in nature, and they cannot be created by man. Blue, 

yellow, and orange are the primary colors of the world and in art. Similarly, there are some 

primary languages, such as Greek and Latin, which are the root of many other languages. 

Linguists can use a word’s Latin or Greek roots to trace the origin of a word and determine its 

meaning. For this study, I saw English and African languages as the primary colors of Black 

English. These languages existed separately and naturally within the world for centuries before 

melding together like secondary colors. 

Secondary colors are the colors created from the mixing of two primary colors. When 

artists add blue to yellow, they get green; if they add yellow to red, they get orange; if they add 

red to blue, they get violet. Green, orange, and violet are secondary colors, the colors achieved 
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by mixing two primary colors together. Dialects, language variations, and Creole languages are 

the secondary colors of the language wheel. The combination of two and sometimes more 

languages can create a new more complicated colorful language with which to paint the world. 

Artists can choose to broaden the spectrum of colors in any direction they want. They can 

add warm colors like red, yellow, and orange to brighten the spirit of an art piece. They may 

choose to use cool colors like greens, blues, and violets to deepen the aesthetic of a piece. In 

addition to the intentional selection of colors on the color wheel, artists may also choose to use 

non-colors called values, such as white, gray, and black to add dimension to their art as well. In 

the world of art, adding black to a color gives the color shadow and depth; adding white adds 

tent to colors making them lighter; adding gray gives tones bringing about scale to a color. Each 

addition to the color palette brings new meaning to the color itself—or, as the name states, it 

brings about new value to the color. The careful selection of color ultimately changes the way in 

which art expresses itself, leading to different feelings and interpretations by those who are 

observing and admiring the work. Like artists who carefully select the colors they choose to add 

to a painting, humans carefully choose their words, syntax, and grammatical structure to add to 

the meaning of what they are hoping to express. Every linguistic choice is intentional, and as a 

result, it provides a different experience for those engaging in conversation with one another. 

Adding Black Value 

As previously mentioned, Black is not a color itself. Instead, it is a value. Therefore, I 

like to say, when adding Black to a color you are adding value. In the same way, I like to believe 

when Black people add themselves or their culture to something, they, too, are too adding 

value—value that is sometimes misunderstood by others but so priceless for those Black people. 
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Adding Black experience, Black thought, and Black creativity to society bring about 

revolutionary change, trends, and inventions. 

Black people embed, infuse, express, and passionately give of themselves in every aspect 

of their lives. The inclusion of their cultural heritage and their histories adds fullness to their 

individual and broader community lives. This is a group of people who take what is dull, distant, 

and without energy and bring it into their own cultural realm. They make it their own. They mix 

other hues, tones, and shades with their blackness to every aspect of life, so that they are able to 

see reflections of themselves in expressive, artistic, and diverse modes. The addition of the color 

black to one’s palette creates something newer, fuller—something more authentically real for 

those other Black people also experiencing the world. 

In the same way that black adds to the depth of an art piece, the melding of African 

language nuances to English to create Black English adds depth to the identities of many Black 

Americans in the United States. Black English is the unique secondary color created from the 

mixing of two other languages. Forced upon Black ancestors and held onto throughout the 

tragedies of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and slavery, the creation of Black English is the result 

of perseverance, ingenuity, and community. To disregard the authenticity, the validity, and the 

beauty of Black English is to disregard the artistic process of creating such a masterful work of 

art. 

I invite the readers to join me on my metaphoric journey as I connect language and the 

artistic journey. The goal is to explore and present the various ways that culturally situated 

language and cultural forms of expression serve as artistic forms of their own. Language that is 

colorful and multidimensional reveals the inner voices of its speakers. Language creates pictures 
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of culture, history, and self. The culturally-situated language is a unique and distinct way of 

painting the world. Black English is Black Americans’ way of mixing their Blackness into a 

picture that has so often disregarded their existence. It is a way of creating something distinct; 

something new; something inherently valuable and worthy of acceptance. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: WHERE THE ART BEGINS 

“Not everything that is faced can be changed,  
but nothing can be changed until it is faced”  

–James Baldwin, 1962, p. 2 

The beginning of any artistic expression is an idea that an artist wants to share with 

others. From the realization of the idea the artist begins to explore how to bring their idea to life. 

For a painter, that exploration is through the many sketches in which the painter discovers the 

exact lines and colors that will fill the canvas. For a dancer, it means exploring different steps to 

different beats until settling on the choreography that brings the idea to life. For writers, the 

exploration begins with an outline of a story. They explore various versions of the story until 

they settle on the one that expresses their idea the best. Exploration is the beginning to any new 

artistic journey.  

Similar to the beginning stages of artistic expression, Chapter 1 is the beginning of this 

study. It aims to set the stage for the project being presented. In Chapter 1, I explore the 

background of the research problem, define the purpose of the study, outline the guiding 

theoretical frameworks, and present the research questions that shape the study. 

Baldwin, an artist with words and an advocate for racial justice, believed that change can 

only become possible by first confronting the problem. A current, and persistent, problem in the 

United States is that Black students are often denied the opportunity to a high-quality education 

(Bryant, 2015; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Schott Foundation, 2009). Studies have revealed that 

schools serving high populations of Black students often do not have the resources needed to 

provide a high-quality education (Bryant, 2015; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Office for Civil 
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Rights [OCR], 2015). A high-quality education encompasses highly-qualified teachers and high 

quality curriculum that is cultural relevant and access to a variety of activities, experiences, and 

resources (technological and trade). Unfortunately, urban inner-city schools predominantly 

comprised of Black students suffer from high teacher turn attrition and a high number of novice 

teachers (OCR, 2014). Moreover, these schools are less likely to have highly qualified teachers. 

Additionally, most school curriculum is chosen at a district level from a list of reputable 

curriculum programs that contain one-size fits all curricula (Allen & Seaman, 2017) with little 

consideration of student diversity across the district. Therefore, many curriculums used in 

schools serving Black students lack the cultural relevancy needed to support Black student 

learning experiences.  

As a result, Black students are finding themselves trailing behind their White peers on 

academic achievement measures in both reading and math (National Assessment of Educational 

Progress [NAEP], 2019). In order to change the narrative of Black learning experiences, student 

achievement, and lingual validation, we must follow Baldwin’s advice and first acknowledge the 

problem before holding difficult and courageous conversations on the topic. Doing so requires an 

in-depth examination and understanding of the issue.  

This study aimed to further investigate the problem of the Black-White test achievement 

gap by seeking to better understand the relationship of cultural mismatch theory, asset-based 

teaching theory, and deficit teaching theory as it relates to teachers’ perceptions of Black English 

use in the classroom. Ferguson (2003), Rhoden (2017), and Champion et al. (2012) investigated 

the relationship between teachers’ perceptions of Black English and their expectations for Black 

students. In each of the studies, researchers concluded that teachers who held negative 
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perceptions of Black English also had lower standards for Black students. Consequently, these 

teachers’ deficit thinking of Black English led them to believe that Black students needed less 

rigorous learning activities (Champion et al., 2012; Ferguson, 2003; Rhoden, 2017). Therefore, 

this thinking led to Black students not having the opportunity to engage in grade-level content, 

which ultimately affected their performance on grade-level assessments and further contributed 

to Black student test achievement disparities. This study sought to further understand how 

teachers’ current perceptions of Black English use in the classroom may influence their 

instructional decisions and actions towards Black students. 

Background of the Problem 

James Coleman et al. (1966) wrote a report titled Equality of Educational Opportunity, a 

749 page document comprised of educational data, researcher interpretations, and conclusions 

about the state of U.S. schools. Commonly referred to as the Coleman Report, many regard the 

document as the first national publication to introduce the alarming disparity between White and 

Black students’ academic achievement according to assessment data (Camera, 2016; Dickenson, 

2016; Hill, 2016). For some, these findings were shocking; for others, these findings were 

confirmation of existing personal and deficient social and academic lived experiences 

(Alexander & Morgan, 2016; Gordon, 2017; Heller, 1969; Jackson & Moffit, 2017). The 

Coleman report acknowledged the fact that an achievement gap based on academic measurement 

by way of standardized test scores did in fact exist between Black and White students. Even in 

districts that reported relatively equal funding amongst its schools, Black students were scoring 

multiple grade-levels behind their White peers on reading and math assessments (Coleman et al., 

1966). Funding remains one of the lingering and persistent areas of deficiency, as well as a point 
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of contention regarding Coleman’s findings. However, Coleman et al. (1966) posited the 

achievement gap reflected the deficits that were a result of the Black community lived 

experiences. In particular, Coleman et al. (1966) delineated the aspects of family structure, 

family educational attainment, and socioeconomic status.  

Coleman et al.’s (1966) assertions ignited debates about the root cause of the 

achievement gap, as well as what to do with the findings of his research (Dickinson, 2016). For 

example, one of the findings was that schools within the same region received roughly the same 

amount of federal funding; therefore, Coleman et al. (1966) assumed that funding was not the 

cause of the Black-White achievement gap. Consequently, conservatives of the time used the 

results from Coleman’s et al.’s research to make the argument that schools did not need more 

federal funding. However, the counterargument addressed the fact that there was no investigation 

of how the funding was spent and if the spending resulted in differing achievement outcomes. 

Ultimately, the Coleman Report highlighted the fact that Black students were not achieving as 

well on standardized tests as their White peers, despite similar funding and resources. As a result, 

the Coleman Report prompted research and debate that sought to better understand Coleman et 

al.’s assertion that Black and White students—despite their seemingly equally funded 

educations—were performing drastically different from one another (Dickinson, 2016).  

In addition to revealing disparities between Black and White student performance, the 

Coleman Report included future recommendations based on the findings from the research. For 

example, based on their research in which they found a correlation between integration and 

positive student performance, Coleman and colleagues (1966) concluded that peers strongly 

influenced student achievement and integrating students of different backgrounds would increase 
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student achievement. Coleman et al. (1966) believed that integrated schools were a part of the 

solution and recommended that the United States needed schools where students of various 

social classes and racial groups intermingled. Consequently, their recommendation led to federal 

actions such as busing Black students to predominately White schools, which supported already 

existing federal integration initiatives (Kiviat, 2000). 

The decision to integrate schools was a contentious topic across the United States. Not 

only was there a push for desegregation, which is to terminate all practices of segregation, but 

there was also a push for schools to intentionally integrate, which would include the fair and 

equal treatment of different racial and ethnic groups within desegregated environments, like 

schools. In 1954, more than 10 years prior to the Coleman Report, the U.S. Supreme Court ruling 

in Brown vs. Board of Education ended racial segregation in U.S. public schools, yet segregation 

still persisted throughout the country. Although segregation was ruled illegal, the social act of 

integration was not occurring within schools. Black and White students were still attending 

school separately. Acknowledging de facto segregation, the Coleman report illuminated the. 

Need for further actions for schools to integrate (Coleman et al., 1966; Kiviat, 2000, Wong & 

Nicotera, 2009). Legally schools were no longer segregated, but schools were not intentionally 

integrating either. The Coleman Report sparked debates, educational policy changes, and 

research that sought to better understand the disparities between the White and Black educational 

experience (Dickenson, 2016; Gordon, 2017).  

Thirty-six years later, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) refocused national attention 

on the state of U.S. public education. The 2002 UNICEF (United Nations International 

Children’s Emergency Fund) report summarized the findings from the 2000 Programme for 
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International Student Assessment (PISA), which included three surveys that tested 14 to 15-year-

old students on their literacy skills and essential mathematics and science abilities (National 

Center of Education Statistics [NCES], 2002) and released a ranking list of 24 developed 

countries (CNN.com, 2002). The first ranked country had the least percentage of students scoring 

below the international benchmark and the last ranked country had the highest percentage of 

students scoring below the international benchmark. In the United States, which ranked 18th on 

the list, 16.2% of students surveyed scored below the international benchmark. There was a 7.4% 

difference between the United States and Portugal, the lowest performing country, and a 14.8% 

difference between the United States and Korea, the highest performing country. The results of 

the PISA revealed that other developed countries were better preparing their students for life and 

employment in the 21st century (CNN.com). Additionally, an in-depth examination of the PISA 

results revealed a racial discrepancy in literacy achievement in the United States. White students’ 

literacy scores on average were higher than Black students’ literacy scores, again echoing the 

reality of an achievement gap between White and Black students (NCES, 2002). 

In response to the 2000 PISA OECD rankings, the U.S. Congress passed the No Child 

Left Behind Act. The NCLB Act (2002) aimed to provide a solution to the achievement gap by 

way of increased accountability in schools and improved equity in the quality of education in 

U.S. schools for all students. Ultimately, not only would the NCLB Act benefit the individual 

student, but it would also help the United States improve their global academic standing. The 

NCLB Act cited the need for increased accountability in schools and improved equity of quality 

education amongst U.S. schools for all students. NCLB (2002) confirmed that the previously 
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reported achievement gap between White and Black students was still prevalent in the 21st 

century, despite the efforts to solve the inequity of educational experiences.  

According to recent PISA (2018) assessment data, not much has changed regarding the 

U.S. academic achievement, international ranking, or literacy differences amongst racial 

subgroups (Schleicher, 2019), despite the legislative efforts of recent presidents, such as George 

W. Bush’s NCLB and Barack Obama’s Every Student Succeeds Act. Although the global 

academic comparison assessment PISA (2018) revealed that U.S. students performed on average 

in reading and below average in math compared to other developed countries worldwide, the 

2019 NAEP report showed that reading achievement is declining amongst White and Black 

students when compared to the 2017 NAEP assessment results. Although both student groups 

experienced an overall proficiency decline, the overall proficiency levels still reveal a racial 

disparity. Specifically, the 2019 NAEP reports showed that White students’ average reading 

score was 230, while the average Black students’ reading score was 204—a 26-point difference.  

In March of 2019, Hanushek et al. wrote that over 50 years had passed since the first 

recognition of the academic achievement divide between Black and White students (Coleman et 

al., 1966), yet the gap persists. Although millions of dollars have been spent on resources and 

research investigating possible causes of the Black-White achievement gap, such as 

environmental influence, class size, family wealth, and policies (Braun et al., 2006; Chay et al., 

2009; Hanushek & Rivkin, 2006; Krueger & Whitmore, 2001; Yeung & Coley, 2008), the 

achievement gap between Black and White students has failed to decrease. The 2019 NAEP 

reports indicated some narrowing of the reading achievement gap from 1990 to present day (32 

points to 24 points), but the reports also presented astonishing revelations that the academic 
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disparity had not significantly decreased in over 50 years, emphasizing the dire need for 

addressing the achievement differences on standardized assessments between Black and White 

students. Thus, one can conclude from NAEP data that the reading achievement gap is a relevant 

problem facing U.S. schools in the 21st century. Ideally, Black and White students should 

receive the same quality of literacy and language arts education resulting in similar achievement 

measures on reading and language arts assessments; however, the numbers reveal a different 

narrative. Black students are at a higher risk of falling behind their White peers on standardized 

tests than all other racial groups (NAEP, 2019). Education researchers have a sizable state inn. 

addressing this historically and socio-politically complex social justice issue. 

Statement of the Problem 

NAEP data from the past decade show that Black students continuously score below their 

White peers on national literacy assessments (U.S. Department of Education [USDOE], 2011, 

2013, 2015, 2017, 2019). In a seminal study, Banks et al. (2001) created a comprehensive list of 

possible variables contributing to the observed achievement differences between Black and 

White students. Banks et al. (2001) delineated 62 variables, which they organized into 5 

categories and 12 principles, all of which relate to educational equity. The five categories are 

teacher learning; student learning; intergroup relations; school governance, organization, and 

equity; and assessment. The category of teacher learning emphasizes the need for educators to 

engage in professional development that helps them to understand the complex relationship 

between different races, ethnicities, languages, and socioeconomic classes on student behavior 

and academic performance. The category of student learning highlights the responsibility of 

schools to provide equitable opportunities to rigorous content, curriculum that reflect students’ 
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realities, and opportunities for students to develop knowledge and skills through extracurricular 

activities. The third category, intergroup relations, focuses on students and teachers working to 

understand negative effects of stereotypes and biases. Through examining their own biases, 

students and teachers should also learn about cultural and linguistic differences and create spaces 

where students can express cultural differences in affirming ways. School governance, 

organization, and equity challenge institutions to create policies that ensure equitable funding 

and educational experiences. Lastly, assessment encourages teachers to create and use culturally 

sensitive assessment techniques to evaluate students’ cognitive and social skills.  

A common misunderstood cultural difference between Anglo-Saxon school norms and 

linguistically diverse students is the use of language in the classroom. Some researchers believe 

that a language mismatch can also be a contributing factor to the Black-White achievement gap 

(Charity et al., 2004; Craig et al., 2009; Pearson et al., 2013; Terry et al., 2016). The use of Black 

English by Black students in schools that expect the use of Mainstream American English can 

cause poorer literacy achievement and growth (Craig et al., 2009; Terry et al., 2016). Not only is 

the use of Black English in a school setting a possible variable, but also a teacher’s 

misunderstanding of linguistic diversity and negative attitudes toward languages different than 

Mainstream American English may be contributing factors to the current achievement gap 

between White and Black students (Fogel & Ehri, 2006; Gregory & Oetting, 2018; Taylor, 

1983). Consequently, Black students face the challenge of learning new academic content while 

also navigating a culturally unfamiliar system that asks them to adapt to new cultural standards 

and ways of being. 
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Introduction to an Opportunity Gap 

The Black-White achievement gap is not evidence of an inherit difference between Black 

and White students. Rather, the Black-White achievement gap is evidence of a system of unequal 

opportunities and access (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Mooney, 2018; 

Schott Foundation, n.d., 2009; Welner & Carter 2013). Mooney (2018) quoted Mathew Kramer, 

former Co-CEO of Teach for America, as saying, “The causes of these differences are unequal 

and inadequate educational opportunities, not inherent differences in capability or character” 

(para. 8). In a study by the Schott Foundation (n.d.), researchers found that “students from 

historically disadvantaged families have just a 51 percent Opportunity to Learn when compared 

to White, non-Latino students” (para. 1). The opportunity to learn, as defined by the Schott 

Foundation (2009), includes but is not limited to factors such as access to quality early childhood 

education, access to highly qualified teachers, access to well-funded instructional materials, and 

a college preparatory curriculum. In the study conducted by the Schott Foundation (2009), 

researchers analyzed student performance data reported by each of the 50 states and the District 

of Columbia Departments of Education in order to determine both the quality of and access to 

instruction received by students. Researchers found that many states did not successfully provide 

students with access to the necessary resources needed to provide meaningful learning 

opportunities (Schott Foundation, 2009). The researchers contended that Black and Brown 

students from low-socioeconomic backgrounds were more likely to be denied access to high 

quality learning opportunities that included highly qualified teachers and access to quality 

curriculum that included critical inquiry and college preparatory skills (Schott Foundation, 

2009). 
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Minority students are more likely to attend lower quality schools and have less resources 

than their White peers who attend high quality schools with an abundance of resources due to 

their zip code, family’s wealth, education attainment, and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984/1986, 

1991; Darling-Hammond, 1998; Gosa & Alexander, 2007). The problem does not lie within the 

individual’s capability to perform or learn; instead, it lies within the lack of opportunities 

available or given to culturally and linguistically diverse students (Darling-Hammond, 1998; 

Ladson-Billings, 1995; Mooney, 2018; Schott Foundation, 2009; Welner & Carter 2013). 

Moreover, the result of a system of unequal opportunities and access is the achievement gap, 

which may be called more rightfully an opportunity gap.  

Opportunity and achievement are interrelated. The lack of one can lead to the decrease of 

another and vice versa (Welner & Carter, 2013). The recognition and use of opportunity gap 

instead of achievement gap takes the responsibility off of the individual student, and, in return, 

places the onus on institutions outside of the student’s immediate control that influence the 

opportunities and access to which students are privy. The opportunity gap refers to the unequal 

and inequitable distribution of opportunities based on race, ethnicity, location, and 

socioeconomic status resulting in academic disparities. Heafner and Fitchet (2015) cited the root 

cause for the academic disparity as the lack of opportunities available or offered to Black 

students to be successful, such as providing Black students with learning spaces that respect, 

affirm, and accept their cultural differences as worthy assets to the learning environment. When 

we recognize that the achievement gap is present, but also recognize that the disparity exists as a 

result of a lack of opportunities, then we, as educators, can begin to truly understand how we can 

work to close the gap.  
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Hidden Curriculum 

Often the disparities or differences in opportunity amongst White students’ and Black 

students’ educational experiences are not overt; instead, they are hidden and embedded within 

the curriculum (Alsubaie, 2015). Longstreet and Shane (1993) defined the term hidden 

curriculum as “the kinds of learning students derive from the very nature and organizational 

design of the public school, as well as from the behaviors and attitudes of teachers and 

administrators” (p. 46). Although implicit, the hidden curriculum promotes and reinforces certain 

beliefs, behaviors, and standards. A hidden curriculum lesson learned by too many minority 

students is the realization that cultural diversity, diverse languages, and minority histories are 

devalued, rejected, and silenced (Godley & Esher, 2012). This hidden curriculum lesson does not 

apply to students whose culture, language, and histories are welcomed, affirmed, and celebrated 

within schools. U.S. schools traditionally adhere to Eurocentric ideals. Therefore, students whose 

beliefs, culture, language, and ways of being most closely align with Eurocentric ideals are less 

likely to learn hidden curriculum lessons that their society devalues and rejects their culture. 

More pointedly, the culture, language, and ways of being of students from White middle-class 

homes are centered within U.S. curriculum, privileging them to have a more culturally affirming 

educational experience. 

As a southern Black woman who attended public schools my whole life, I know the 

lessons of the hidden curriculum all too well. The language I spoke at home did not exactly meet 

the language standards of the schools I attended. Teachers always reminded me to pronounce my 

words correctly, enunciate, and rearrange my words to fit the Mainstream American English 

standard grammatical structure. The constant corrections of how I spoke taught me that I was not 
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accepted as my authentic self upon entering the classroom. In order to be heard, I had to adapt 

who I was to meet the standards of school. Following the language advice given by teachers, I 

modified my language use to meet school standards. This led to many accomplishments, such as 

good grades, academic recognition awards, and acceptance into prestigious groups. The picture 

of the hidden curriculum became abundantly clear. The more I denounced my own culture and 

language, the more successful I could be in school. However, following this advice also led me 

to devalue my own language assets. I found myself becoming embarrassed of the way my mom 

spoke with family and friends. I would constantly correct her with the excuse of “I don’t want 

you to go in public speaking like that.” For years, prior to developing a paradigm shift about 

language, I internalized the lessons of the hidden curriculum, namely that my cultural differences 

were deficits.  

My personal story is not an anomaly. Hollins (2015) discussed how school culture and its 

emphasis on Whiteness can cause students of different ethnic backgrounds to reject their home 

culture in favor of accepting European-American values, perceptions, and practices as superior to 

their own, resulting in culturally, ethnically, and linguistically diverse students rejecting 

themselves. My biographical anecdote is an example of Hollins’s argument that school 

curriculum is a cultural product. My educational history is only one example of how teacher 

actions toward linguistically diverse students can carry long-lasting impacts on how these 

students see themselves, their culture, and their knowledge.  

The proliferation of stories describing the expectation to denounce one’s own culture and 

conform to the accepted standard forms of lingual expression to achieve academic success is part 

of a growing narrative of diminished cultural capital and heightened cultural mismatch for 
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minoritized students throughout the United States. The failure to add the color black to the 

academic canvas, thereby broadening the palette, serves as evidence that far too often the voices 

and experiences of marginalized populations have not been considered in the questioning and 

decision-making process of curriculum development.  

Current curriculum is inherently biases against Black Americans, Hispanic Americans, 

and other disenfranchised populations (Apple, 2017). Current school curriculum is evidence of 

dominant society standards, which are strategic and systematic ways to perpetuate the status quo 

and the oppression of marginalized groups (Barnett & Coate, 2011; Hollins, 2015). Ultimately, 

the curriculum that wins the curricular wars is the one that most closely resembles the beliefs and 

values of the dominant culture, thereby silencing and erasing the cultures of other groups of 

people. Schools can and often subtract resources from young students culturally and 

linguistically, adversely affecting their academic achievement and connectedness within the 

school environment (Valenzuela, 2005). 

In an effort to determine why Black college students are silent in their predominantly 

White class, Laufer (2012) conducted interviews with 15 Black college students at a 

predominantly White institution (PWI). Many attributed their silence to the overwhelming 

amount of teaching material that focused on European-American culture, in addition to history 

and teacher and student attitudes towards race and cultural differences. Many of the participants 

chose “self-silencing” (Laufer, 2012, p. 5) as the better option so as to not be judged as the 

“angry Black” (p. 60) person and to gain the knowledge they needed to develop as a student. 

Laufer’s (2012) research is an example of systematic structures and hidden curricula that silence 

minority students in schools. Current school curriculum promotes the “(a) cultural values, 
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practices, and perceptions (b) psychological, social, economic, and political needs” (Hollins, 

2015, p. 92) of the dominant culture. Too often students from racially, ethnically, and 

linguistically diverse backgrounds feel the need to compromise their culture, values, and beliefs 

in order to be successful in school (Hollins, 2015; Laufer, 2012). Therefore, the cultural product 

in 21st-century school curriculum signifies and echoes the voices that societies legitimize, 

respect, accept, and value the most (Sleeter & Carmona, 2017).  

Too often cultural legitimization results in the underserving of ethnic minority students in 

U.S. public schools. The linguistical silencing and correction of their language convey disrespect 

and the impression that they sound ignorant (Johnson & VanBrackle, 2012; Kraemer et al., 

2000). That type of rhetoric is harmful to a student’s self-identify as well as to a teacher’s 

perception of a student’s academic ability (Dunstan & Jaeger, 2015; Godley & Escher, 2012). 

The lack of cultural inclusion in 21st-century traditional public schools is a curricular 

dilemma that is in dire need of addressing. At the most fundamental levels, a silencing, erasure, 

or contempt of a student’s language serves as a direct disregard for the student, their family, their 

community, and their heritage. The language and knowledge of diverse learners are undervalued 

and mistaken as inferior or as a deficit, rather than a cultural asset (Delpit, 2006; Johnson & 

VanBrackle, 2012; Kraemer et al., 2000). This leads to deficit thinking and teaching practices 

that ultimately deny linguistically diverse students the opportunities to access fair and equitable 

educational experiences. Furthermore, the Black-White achievement gap is reproduced. 

In order to meet the language needs of linguistically and culturally diverse students, 

teachers must be knowledgeable of the cultural differences and similarities they share with their 

students (Johnson et al., 2017; Pittman et al., 2014). Taking the time and effort to understand and 
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learn about a student’s home language promotes and creates a trusting, comforting, safe, and 

secure learning environment for linguistically diverse students to excel (Blackley, 2019). In an 

interview with Larry Ferlazzo (2017) of Education Week Teacher, first language advocate Rosa 

Isiah reminded teachers that language and academic identity are inextricably connected. The 

choice to validate a student’s culture and language provides invaluable social and emotional 

benefits, such as supporting the student in developing a positive self-image of themselves, their 

family, and their culture (Gay, 2018; Ferlazzo, 2017; Billings, 1995). Conversely, a failure to 

affirm and foster student identity can lead to a negative self-conception and internalized cultural 

oppression.  

Teachers can inadvertently create such negative environments that are not affirming of 

students’ home languages because of cultural misunderstandings. A teacher’s cultural 

misunderstanding due to their own cultural differences can lead to negative perceptions of 

cultural and linguistic diversity. In some cases, this may cause teachers to relate to, assess, or 

teach diverse students in unfavorable ways (Fogel & Ehri, 2006; Gay, 2018; Johnson & 

VanBrackle, 2012; Minor, 2014; Taylor, 1983). For example, Taylor (1983) found that teachers 

who held negative attitudes of Black English speakers were more likely to score their reading 

comprehension as low, although these linguistically diverse speakers’ answers were comparable 

to Mainstream American English speakers, who in contrast received higher comprehension 

scores. Taylor (1983) concluded that negative attitudes toward dialect diversity interfered with 

how teachers responded to students’ reading ability in both accuracy and comprehension. 

Misunderstanding cultural differences is a possible hurdle contributing to the literacy 

underachievement of Black students in comparison to their White peers (Fogel & Ehri, 2006; 
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Johnson & VanBrackle, 2012; Minor, 2014; Taylor, 1983). The lack of cultural awareness leaves 

teachers unequipped with the knowledge and strategies needed to support linguistically diverse 

students. The negative perceptions of cultural differences, in combination with not knowing or 

understanding a student’s cultural background, affects how Black students receive care, support, 

and instruction (Fogel & Ehri, 2006; Johnson & VanBrackle, 2012; Minor, 2014; Taylor, 1983). 

Significance of the Study 

Every child living in the United States should have the right to a high-quality education. 

No child’s education should be limited by the dominant linguistic norms and expectations held 

by teachers, schools, or lawmakers. Further research is necessary to determine ways to create 

better, more culturally responsive, relevant, and sustaining educational opportunities for 

linguistically diverse students (Chamberlain, 2005; Craig et al., 2003; Flores & Rosa, 2015; 

Hartman, 2003; Johnson et al., 2017; Terry et al., 2016). The goal of culturally responsive and 

sustaining educators is to create an education system that benefits all students; affirms and values 

cultural uniqueness; and plays to the strengths of all learners. Currently, some classrooms in the 

U.S. public education system fail to do this for linguistically diverse students. The significance 

of this study lies in its potential to contribute to the literature of culturally responsive teaching.  

To accomplish this, this case study explored how teachers’ perceptions of the use of 

Black English in the classroom influenced their instructional choices and decisions for their 

Black English speaking students. Research has shown that teacher perceptions are influential and 

long lasting (Byrnes et al., 1997; Minor, 2014; Oats, 2008). Teachers’ perceptions can determine 

how they interact with students and what type of instruction and learning opportunities they 

provide to them (Love & Kruger, 2005; Minor, 2014). Additionally, public perception of Black 
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English is typically negative (Johnson & VanBrackle, 2012; Kraemer et al., 2000; Newkirk-

Turner et al., 2013). Since the 1960s, researchers, linguists, educators, politicians, and average 

citizens have debated the value and legitimacy of Black language. Opposing views argue that 

Black English is not a legitimate language; instead, it is a rule-breaking, grammatically incorrect, 

inferior way of speaking (Rickford, 1998), and students should not receive encouragement to 

speak this way in schools. Therefore, this warrants additional research to understand how 

teachers’ perceptions of Black English usage may influence the way in they interact, speak to, or 

support Black students’ literacy and language development (Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1999; Byrnes 

et al., 1997; Champion et al., 2012; Cross et al., 2001; Love & Kruger, 2005; McClendon & 

Valenciano, 2018). Ultimately, by understanding how teachers perceive and interact with 

linguistic diversity, education leaders can develop curriculum and resources for teachers to create 

a fair and equitable education experience that affirms, accepts, and uses the language and cultural 

ways of being of culturally, ethnically, and linguistically diverse students. 

Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical framework shapes and frames a study and provides the lens in which the 

researcher will view all parts of the study (Casanave & Li, 2015). Like the outline of a picture on 

a coloring sheet, or the formatting expectations delineated for written forms of expression, the 

theoretical framework provides the structural boundaries for investigative thinking. For this 

study, the research design and data analysis were based on the principles of cultural mismatch 

theory (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2019; Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 1988), while exploring 

if and how deficit thinking theory (Valencia, 1997) and asset-based teaching approaches, like 
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culturally relevant (Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995), responsive (Gay, 2018), and sustaining (Paris, 

2012) pedagogy present themselves in teachers’ instructional decisions and actions. 

Cultural mismatch theory (Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 1988) posits that a 

probable cause for poor academic performance of culturally diverse students is cultural 

mismatch, which lies in a mismatch between a student’s home culture and their school’s cultural 

expectations. An example of cultural mismatch would be expecting a student from a culture with 

more reserved behaviors to engage in class debates or open discussions. This cultural mismatch 

can cause tension and misunderstandings between the teacher and the student if the teacher does 

not have cultural understanding and competence of the diverse cultures of his or her students 

(Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 1988). For the purpose of this study, I used cultural 

mismatch theory to explain the presence of the linguistic mismatch between Black students and 

their teachers and that such a mismatch can reshape the way a teacher interacts, engages in 

conversation, and teaches linguistically diverse students.  

In the early years of racially integrated education, educators, a deficit thinking approach 

plagued education policy and educational curriculum (Paris, 2012; Soloranzo & Yosso, 2001; 

Stockman, 2010; Walker, 2011; Valencia, 1997). Deficit thinking theory stems from the cultural 

deficit theory studied by Deutsch in 1961. It also shares similarities to cultural mismatch theory 

because both consider cultural differences as invaluable assets to the classroom. However, unlike 

cultural mismatch theory, which centers the student’s experience, deficit thinking theory centers 

the teacher and their thoughts and beliefs. According to deficit thinking theory, when a teacher 

believes that a student from a different cultural background enters school without the linguistic 

skills needed to succeed, that teacher will consciously or subconsciously provide limited access 
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to learning opportunities due to their beliefs about what a student lacks rather than what they 

have. If a student does not match the dominant cultural standards, then teachers view the 

student’s behaviors and ways of thinking as a problem that needs mending—a deficiency. For 

linguistically diverse students, that means that not speaking Mainstream American English 

equates to something being wrong with them and their language. Instead of working to 

understand their linguistically diverse students, teachers instead spend time trying to “fix” what 

they believe is wrong with these students. The deficit approach works to eradicate all cultural 

differences that do not coincide with dominant White American cultural standards (Paris, 2012). 

Opposition to this way of thinking and practice led to the creation of a new paradigm: the 

difference approach. 

The difference approach began to erase the narrative that cultural diversity was 

synonymous with deficient (Stockman, 2010). Instead, the difference approach asked educators 

and others to recognize and understand that different cultures may approach education and 

learning in various ways. Thus, instead of teachers trying to “fix” linguistically diverse students, 

teachers viewed students as having different cultural practices than themselves or different from 

the dominant cultural standards. In some ways this was progress, but unfortunately, this ideology 

was still heavily seeped in an othering mentality – the labeling of a group who someone believes 

does not fit into the social or cultural norms of the group. Although the language of the approach 

had shifted, the goals did not. Like deficit thinking, the difference approach still sought to change 

and assimilate students to dominant culture standards (Paris, 2012). Therefore, the difference 

approach still encourages students to assimilate to mainstream cultural standards.  Ultimately, 

both of these approaches, deficit and difference approach, failed to recognize and value the 
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cultural differences of students. Researchers and educators continued to push back against these 

stifling educational perspectives. As researchers continued to learn about the value of culture, 

they sought to make valuing cultural differences a pivotal part of pedagogy (Stockman, 2010).  

Next in the evolutionary cycle of cultural acceptance was the resource approach. 

Researchers Moll and Gonzalez (1994) coined the phrase funds of knowledge to describe their 

belief that students enter the classroom with a backpack filled with knowledge learned from their 

cultural histories and practices. Rather than viewing these cultural practices as deficits or 

different, Moll and Gonzalez (1994) encouraged educators to recognize the value and the 

resources of these practices. For example, a linguistically diverse student who speaks a different 

language other than Mainstream American English does not have a language deficit; rather, this 

student already possesses a great deal of linguistic knowledge (phonological and semantic), 

although different, that can be useful to learning and acquiring a second language form. The 

question then becomes: how will the teacher build on the funds of knowledge this student 

already possesses? 

Ladson-Billings (1994) and Gay (2000, 2018) continued to add to the resource approach 

to develop more culturally centralized pedagogy, known as culturally relevant pedagogy 

(Ladson-Billings, 1994) and culturally responsive pedagogy(Gay, 2018), respectively. Ladson-

Billings (1994) argued that the best way to meet the needs of Black students and other ethnic 

minorities is to invite their cultures into the classroom. Culturally relevant pedagogy “empowers 

students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural references to 

impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (Ladson-Billings, 1994, pp. 17-18). Essentially, 

culturally relevant pedagogy aimed to bridge student’s home culture with the school culture 
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without minimizing the expectation for Black and Brown students. Similar to Ladson-Billings’s 

call for teachers to make teaching and learning more culturally relevant for Black students, Gay 

(2018) theorized another student-centered pedagogical approach, culturally responsive teaching, 

which she defined as “using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and 

performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to 

and effective for them” (p. 31).  

The root of Ladson-Billings (1994) and Gay’s (2018) pedagogical approaches share 

similarities. Both believe students should be the center of teaching and learning; teachers should 

strive for cultural understanding; and a student’s cultural experiences and ways of being should 

be viewed as assets to the learning environment and included to create meaningful, rich learning 

experiences for culturally and linguistically diverse students (Gay, 2000, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 

1994, 1995. At the heart of both of these approaches is the belief that a student’s culture should 

be recognized, affirmed, and respected as a part of the teaching and learning experience. Ladson-

Billings (1994, 1995) and Gay (2000, 2018) agreed that teaching and learning should be relevant 

and responsive to the cultural identities (practices, behaviors, language, and literacies) of the 

various students in the class.  

Although both culturally relevant and responsive teaching had pushed the education 

needle in the right direction in regard to how educators should address cultural differences in the 

classroom, Paris (2012) believed there was still work to do. In recent years, Paris has questioned 

how well these approaches are living up to their original goals and intentions. Additionally, he 

asked if the terms relevant and responsive communicate the intended ideology. Paris (2012) 
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extended culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy to culturally sustaining pedagogy, which 

he explained and defined as the following: 

Relevance and responsiveness does not guarantee in stance or meaning that one goal of 

an educational program is to maintain heritage ways and to value cultural and linguistic 

sharing across differences, to sustain and support bi- and multilingualism and bi- and 

multiculturalism. They do not explicitly enough support linguistic and cultural dexterity 

and plurality (original emphasis) necessary for success and access in our 

demographically changing U.S. and global schools and communities. . . . The term 

culturally sustaining (original emphasis) requires that our pedagogies be more than 

responsive of or relevant to cultural experiences and practices of young people, it requires 

that they support young people in sustaining their cultural and linguistic competence of 

their communities while simultaneously offering access to dominant cultural competence. 

(p. 95) 

Therefore, culturally sustaining pedagogy asks educators to go beyond making teaching and 

learning relevant and responsive to cultural differences by also working toward the maintenance 

and sustainability of cultural identities (Paris, 2012). With previous approaches, the maintenance 

and sustainability of a student’s home culture was not a priority. Many educators and education 

policies worked to include and recognize diversity but did little to sustain diverse cultures. The 

added challenge of cultural sustainability is important because many cultural differences are 

interconnected with a student’s identity (Paris, 2012).  

Godley and Minnici (2008) and Godley and Escher (2012), found that Black high school 

students described Black English (BE) as a cultural identifier. Students described Black English 
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as being a part of who they were. Some respondents reported that being able to speak Black 

English in class helped them to better communicate their thoughts and understanding of content 

with their peers. Culturally sustaining pedagogy not only encourages diverse representation or 

culturally integrated lesson plans, but it also challenges teachers to help students sustain their 

cultural practices, language, and literacies, while still providing access to dominant cultural 

expectations and competences (Paris, 2012). 

Cultural mismatch theory as defined by Villegas (1988) and Stephens and Townsend 

(2015), along with deficit thinking theory as presented by Deutsch (1961), and culturally 

sustaining pedagogy, as defined by Paris (2012), were the appropriate frameworks for this study 

that examined teacher perceptions of the use of Black English in the classroom and how one’s 

perceptions influence one’s instructional decisions. Cultural mismatch theory believes that 

institutions like U.S. public schools promote mainstream norms while excluding the cultural 

norms of underrepresented groups (Villegas, 1988), which may inadvertently fuel inequality by 

creating barriers to access for underrepresented groups (Stephens & Townsend, 2015).  

Through decades of research, various scholars have found that deficit thinking appears in 

different ways. For the purpose of this study, the deficit thinking approach that guided the 

analysis of the study was the “blame the victim” (Thomas, 2020, p. 20) orientation. The major 

tenets of the blame the victim orientation are (a) cultural differences are to blame for the 

challenges that one faces, and (b) choosing to think this way ignores the significance of 

institutional and systematic influences on the shaping of academic or societal disparities. In 

contrast to deficit thinking, asset-based thinking recognizes diverse cultures and languages as 

assets worth saving in the classroom. Asset-based teaching builds on the diverse knowledge and 



 

25 

skills that students bring to school rather than working to assimilate students to conform to 

mainstream norms.  

Culturally sustaining pedagogy is an asset-based teaching approach that asks teachers to 

allow, invite, and use their students’ cultural practices at school (Paris, 2012). Additionally, 

culturally sustaining pedagogy not only encourages students to use their cultural practices at 

school but also sustain their cultural practices beyond school as well (Paris, 2012). This case 

study also explored the ways in which teachers’ perceptions influenced their instructional 

decisions, as well as the types of language supports they offer to linguistically diverse students. 

As a theoretical framework, cultural mismatch theory, deficit thinking theory, and culturally 

sustaining pedagogy shaped the design of this study. Chapter 3 offers a further explanation of 

how each of the theories coexisted and guided the design of the study and the analysis of the 

data.  

Research Questions 

The purpose of this case study was to understand teachers’ perceptions of the use of 

Black English in a class setting and the ways in which teachers’ perceptions influence how they 

teach their Black English-speaking students. The following research questions guided this study: 

1. How do teachers perceive Black students use of Black English in the classroom? 

2. How are teachers’ linguistic perceptions of Black English reflected in their 

instructional decisions for Black students? 

Definitions of Terms 

The following definitions of terms are meant to assist and guide the reader: 

Black English, according to Pearson et al. (2013), refers to the following:  
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The native language variety of many, but not all [Black] Americans. It is a complex, rule-

governed linguistic system in its own right that has many elements in common with 

[Mainstream American English] and other elements that are unique to [Black] English. 

(p. 32) 

This includes “grammatical, phonological, and stylistic distinctions” (Godley & Escher, 2012, p. 

705). 

Dialect is the modification of a language as the result of geographical or social 

parameters. It is often linked to a place, people with a shared group identity that may be based on 

class, occupation, ethnicity, nationality, or race (Labov, 2012). 

Mainstream American English (MAE) is an English dialect in the United States that is 

accepted across various ethnicities as the language of communication within a variety of settings, 

such as social, academic, or work settings. MAE is also known as Standard English. In this 

study, it refers to the academic target language in schools (O’Neal & Ringler, 2010). 

Mainstream/Dominant culture is the “U.S. culture that reflects European-American 

values of the people who established the major institutions of the country” (Chamberlain, 2005, 

p. 197) 

Opportunity gap is a term used to express that the achievement gap only persists because 

students of color do not receive the same opportunity and access to similar learning experiences 

as their White or more economically affluent peers. The new terminology refers less to what the 

students are not doing (achieving) and instead places more attention on what the educational and 

government systems are not providing for these students.  
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Standard English is a commonly agreed upon set of grammar, spelling, pronunciation, 

and vocabulary English rules deemed as acceptable in academic, professional, and casual 

settings.  

Summary 

In 1966, James Coleman and colleagues released the results of an extensive study that 

revealed Black students across the United States were not performing at the same proficiency 

levels as their White peers on standardized assessments. Later coined as the Black-White 

achievement gap, this term referred to the disproportionate achievement rates between Black 

students and White students. For decades to come, the academic achievement discrepancies 

between Black and White students were the center of many educational reform discussions. The 

educational problem to solve was the Black-White achievement gap.  

Recent national assessment data continue to reveal that, although the Black-White 

achievement gap has narrowed, it has not decreased significantly; as a result, a significant 

discrepancy in academic achievement still persists between Black and White students (NAEP, 

2019). In an effort to better understand the causes of the achievement gap, some researchers have 

refocused their attention from student achievement to systematic structures that limit access to 

quality education opportunities for Black students. Rather than focusing solely on the 

achievement discrepancies, there has been a shift to focus on the difference in opportunities 

afforded to Black students in comparison to their White peers. What researchers have found is 

Black students have less access to quality schools and resources in comparison to White 

students. Consequently, there is an opportunity gap between Black and White students that is 

causing Black students to continuously underperform on national literacy assessments in 
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comparison to their same age peers of other racial or ethnicity groups (NAEP, 2019), ultimately 

perpetuating the academic achievement gap (Heafner & Fitchett, 2015).  

One missed opportunity for Black students is the opportunity to be a part of an education 

system that reflects their cultural selves, ways of being, and histories. Therefore, a possible 

contributing factor to the achievement gap is the language mismatch between Black students’ 

home language and school language expectations. Traditionally, the language expectations of 

public schools mirror the expectations of the dominant societal culture. In the United States, the 

dominant culture is European-American, also referred to as White American. Therefore, when 

Black students enter schools, they are entering a space that reflects European-American norms, 

cultural identities, and language (Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1994). Naturally, this causes a 

clash of cultural norms and understandings, also referred to as a cultural mismatch (Nguyen & 

Nguyen, 2019). The cultural mismatch theory hypothesizes that students of diverse cultures face 

difficult paths in school because of the different cultural expectations. For example, a student 

who speaks Black English and required to speak, read, and write in Mainstream American 

English will most likely face a more difficult learning journey than a student who already enters 

the classroom with Mainstream American English knowledge. Thus, a White student has the 

opportunity to learn in an environment that he or she already possesses knowledge of, which can 

make the learning process much quicker and easier. 

Pair cultural mismatch with negative teacher perceptions of the students’ use of Black 

English in the classroom, and Black students face another hurdle. To support students’ language 

needs, educators need to be culturally responsive to the needs of linguistically diverse students 

(Gay, 2018; Keh, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Paris, 2012). Teachers who understand the assets 
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that linguistically diverse students possess are more likely to affirm, welcome, and use a 

student’s home language in instruction, which provide a student with reflections of themselves in 

the school curriculum and ultimately creates higher levels of school connectedness. Contrarily, a 

teacher who does not understand or recognize the assets of a student’s home language may 

operate from a deficit thinking approach (Valencia, 1997). The deficit thinking theory posits that 

teachers see cultural mismatch and differences as deficits that need correcting. Such an attitude 

can lead to the silencing and erasure of student voices, cultures, and language. Unfortunately, 

there is an overwhelmingly negative attitude towards Black English that can lead to unfavorable 

learning outcomes for linguistically diverse students (Cross et al., 2001; Newkirk-Turner et al., 

2013; Taylor, 1983), which again limit Black students’ opportunity to learn.  

In order to bring about change, one must first face the problem. In Chapter 1, I explore 

the problem of Black students’ lack of opportunity to experience linguistically affirming 

education, and the subsequent challenges they could encounter while learning English Language 

arts standards, which are rooted in Mainstream American English. This case study focused on the 

variables of cultural mismatch and teacher perceptions and attitudes toward linguistic diversity. 

The aim is to learn more about the relationship between teachers’ perceptions of Black English 

and their instructional choices. The study explored how teacher perceptions of linguistic 

diversity influenced their instructional choices and actions toward their students who spoke 

Black English. An examination of how teachers’ perceptions of Black English influenced their 

instructional decisions provided insight and greater understanding of how language perceptions, 

asset-based teaching, and deficit thinking promote or limit Black students’ opportunities to learn.  
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This chapter served to introduce the study. It addressed the background of the problem, 

the statement of the problem, the researcher questions, and the study’s significance. Also 

identified was the theoretical frameworks for this qualitative study. Definitions of key terms 

were provided to assist the reader. Chapter 2 provides relevant literature that further explain and 

expound on the conversation related to Black English and teacher perceptions. Chapter 3 

describes the research design and methodology of this study. Chapter 4 presents the results of the 

study, and Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the results, as well as implications and 

recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW: BUILDING THE FOUNDATION 

“Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.” 

-Zora Neale Hurston, 1942, p. 143 

Prior to a new project an artist will engage in background research of the topic or idea 

they wish to express. A film writer will research the time period, the culture, and the 

environment to best understand the nuances that will provide the realistic context needed for the 

audience to fully immerse themselves into the art. A novelist will research the language patterns 

of the intended characters, the historical context of the timeframe, and the tenets of the genre in 

order to create works of art that are accurate. An architect will research the environment, 

determine the purpose of the structure, and analyze the durability of materials before building the 

design. Akin to the work of an artist, a researcher must in engage in research in order to build a 

sturdy foundation upon which to present the art. Accordingly, as an artist beginning a new 

project, I engaged in a review of literature to learn more about the context, the history, and the 

components of teacher perceptions, linguistic diversity, and culturally and linguistically 

responsive and sustaining pedagogical practices. 

The purpose of this study was to better understand the relationship between language 

perceptions and teachers’ instructional decisions. Specifically, this study sought to explore how 

teachers’ perceptions of Black English usage in the classroom influenced their instructional 

decisions for Black students. Like a box of crayons filled with many colors, each representing 

something special and distinct, Black English is one of the many unique languages spoken in the 

United States. Linguist John McWhorter (2010) stated, “Ebonics—or Black English, as I prefer 
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to call it—is one of a great many dialects of English. And so English comes in a great many 

varieties, and Black English is one of them” (para. 7). 

Unlike the quote by John McWhorter, many do not consider Black English an English 

dialect. Instead, many hold negative perspectives of Black English and consider it a broken, 

unintelligent, and a lazy form of English (Champion et al., 2012; Cross et al., 2001; Gupta, 2010; 

Johnson & VanBrackle, 2012; Kraemer et al., 2000; McClendon & Valenciano, 2018). This 

study addressed the problem that negative perceptions and lack of understanding of cultural 

differences affect the caring, support, and instruction of Black students in the classroom (Fogel 

& Ehri, 2006; Johnson & VanBrackle, 2012; Minor, 2014; Taylor, 1983). 

The purpose of this chapter was to uncover, examine, interrogate, and situate this 

exploration within the existing body of research on the possible relationship that exists between 

the notions of Blackness and Black English held by practicing educators as juxtaposed against 

U.S. social, academic, and linguistic standards of excellence. Viewed holistically, these concepts 

provide a solid foundation for understanding how linguistic perceptions held by teachers and 

cultural and linguistic mismatch serve as a root cause for the present literacy assessment 

achievement gap between Black and White students. An additional aim of this research was to 

provide a framework for advancing the critical conversations about race, language, and 

instructional practices. The goal of this literature review was to provide the reader a more 

comprehensive understanding of the research and conversation centered on the topic of Black 

English, teacher perceptions, instructional practices, and subsequent needed steps to support the 

linguistic and literacy development of Black English-speaking students in the United States.  
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The Literature Review Process 

The purpose of the extensive literature review is for the researcher to understand fully the 

literature or scholarly conversations related to their topic (Randolph, 2009). Like an artist 

learning a new style of paint, dance, or poetry, one must first complete extensive research to 

better understand the nuances of the topic of study. It is through the action of a literature review 

that a researcher begins to become an expert on their topic. The literature review provides the 

researcher with the knowledge needed to join the larger research conversation (Randolph, 2009). 

The absence of the literature review process has a high probability of leading to a faulty, 

uninformed study (Randolph, 2009). 

The process in which I completed the literature review was by first selecting the focus, 

goal, and coverage of the literature review. Randolph (2009) identified four main focal points of 

literature reviews: research outcomes, research methods, theories, and practices or application. 

The goal of this literature review was to review research outcomes. I determined what were 

relevant topics that I needed to better understand and began searching for research articles related 

to the categories. Within those categories I wanted to learn more about the research outcomes 

related to Black English and student achievement, Black English and teacher perceptions, Black 

English and culturally responsive pedagogical practices. Identifying the focus of the literature 

review guided what type of articles I read and included in Chapter 2.  

Next, I selected a goal for the literature review. What did I want the literature review to 

provide for readers? This literature sought to integrate multiple sources of research into a 

comprehensive conversation while also providing necessary critiques to inform for the study. 

The combination of both the integration goal and criticism goal allowed for the literature review 
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to provide the needed background knowledge to understand general findings and outcomes while 

also revealing areas of weakness that need further investigation, therefore setting the stage for 

future research.  

Next, I determined the type of coverage for the literature. In other words, how far and 

how deep would I travel along this trail of research? Randolph (2009) explained four types of 

coverage: exhaustive, exhaustive with selective citation, representative, and central or pivotal. I 

used a combination of exhaustive with selective citation and representative to define the search 

parameters for this literature review. In some sections, I cast a broader net; whereas in other 

sections, I set boundaries that were more restrictive to refine the selected articles. Generally, I 

included peer-reviewed articles from reputable journals; seminal or pivotal work that dated more 

than a decade ago; recent research to confirm seminal work that dated within a decade; and 

research from leaders in their field.  

Once I selected the focus, goal, and coverage type, I began researching, reading, 

summarizing, integrating, conceptualizing, and analyzing the research articles. The next step to 

the literature review process was to determine how it would be written. How will I organize the 

information researched? Who will I write it for? Of the three organization types (historical, 

conceptual, and methodological), I selected to organize the literature by concepts because the 

topic embodies multiple concepts. The audience that I was writing for were general scholars. By 

selecting the organization style and audience, I was able to write the literature review. 

This chapter presents research that supports the assertion that Black English is a language 

system of its own. Also presented is research that describes the history, cultural identity, and 

features of Black English. Following this are discussions of the perceptions of Black English and 
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how perceptions can influence teacher actions and choices toward Black students. Next is a 

discussion of how Black English stands within a Mainstream American English-only school 

system. The chapter ends with a discussion of the need for more positive, affirming, and 

inclusive teaching practices to address the cultural mismatch between Black English and 

Mainstream American English standards in schools.  

The History of Language in the United States 

Language in the United States has been and still is a tool of control, power, and 

oppression for minority populations who speak languages other than Mainstream American 

English (Hartman, 2003). As Monteiro (2015) stated, “Language is one of the means through 

which power is maintained . . . especially when we consider that language is one of the elements 

that makes racism and other forms of discrimination possible” (para. 2).  

One of the earliest examples of the usage of language as a system of oppression dates 

back to the beginning of the transatlantic slave trade. In 1619, a ship carrying the first African 

slaves brought to American soil arrived on the coast of Virginia (Ponti, 2019). Naturally, the 

African slaves did not know the language spoken by those they had to serve. Enslavers and those 

in favor of slavery used language to control the enslaved people by restricting the use of the 

slaves’ native tongue (Rickford & Rickford, 2000) and restricting access the enslaved people had 

to the English language (Morse, 1973; Rickford & Rickford, 2000). Slave masters and others 

controlled African people by dictating the language they could or could not use.  

As any language is learned, eventually the enslaved African people learned English, 

which benefited enslavers as they could better communicate with them. For example, the 

enslaved people who worked mostly in the house were taught simple phrases and commands in 
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order to complete the jobs and tasks ordered by the enslavers and their family. For the purpose of 

work and religion, enslavers found it necessary and inevitable to teach the enslaved people 

English. Learning English was also beneficial to the enslaved people as well. Living on a 

plantation with other slaves from various parts of the African continent made it challenging for 

them to communicate with one another in their native language. Learning a shared language, 

such as English, created unity and community amongst the enslaved people (Rickford & 

Rickford, 2000).  

A shared language system, although beneficial for the enslaver, also posed a threat. Now 

slaves could communicate with one another, and some enslavers feared that the enslaved people 

would devise plans of escape and revolt. Therefore, to maintain control, preserve power, and 

further oppression, enslavers and those in favor of slavery created laws that restricted slaves 

from learning how to read and write in Mainstream American English. An editorial for the well-

known 19th-century newspaper, Harpers Weekly, read, “The alphabet is an abolitionist. If you 

would keep people enslaved people refuse to teach them to read” (Evans, 1867, p. 706). Fredrick 

Douglas said knowledge is “the pathway from slavery to freedom” (p. 3). It was almost common 

knowledge that the way to recycle the status quo of White dominance and Black inferiority 

required the control and restriction of language and literacy education (Tolley, 2016).  

Between 1740 and 1834 states in the South (i.e., Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia) passed anti-literacy laws that prohibited slaves from 

learning how to read and write in Mainstream American English because enslavers viewed 

literacy education as a threat to the institution of slavery (Tolley, 2016). A North Carolina statute 

stated, “Teaching slaves to read and write, tends to excite dissatisfaction in their minds, and to 
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produce insurrection and rebellion” (Jay, 1853, p. 134). Not only were enslavers concerned with 

the enslaved people planning revolts, but literacy education could lead to more complex escape 

plans as well. If slaves were to learn how to read and write in English, they could forge either 

travel or freedom papers (Cornelius, 1983; Tolley, 2016). If the enslaved people so bravely dared 

to learn how to read or write in Mainstream American English, they could and most often would 

be punished with whippings or worse (Cornelius, 1983). Similarly, if White allies taught Black 

people how to read and write during the anti-literacy law era, they could face high fines and jail 

time (Coleman, 2020). Anti-literacy laws are one example of the use of language to oppress and 

limit the freedom of a group of people in the United States.  

In 1863, President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, which 

declared “that all persons held as slaves . . .are, and henceforward shall be free” (para. 2). 

However, slaves and their descendants still did not find freedom in the United States. Those in 

power who wished to stay in power sought ways to continue to discriminate and oppress Black 

men and women. For example, the Jim Crow era of the South, in which laws segregated Black 

and White people in public and private spaces with the intent to discriminate against Black 

citizens, reigned for decades (Onion et al., 2018). During the Jim Crow era, literacy laws and 

discriminatory literacy tests extended and legally maintained the sociopolitical control of 

language.  

For centuries, numerous individuals have understood the innate power of language and 

the access that it provides to social mobility (Tosky & Scott, 2015). Knowing that for centuries 

slaves were restricted from learning how to read and write in Mainstream American English, 

people of power began to use language to restrict employment opportunities and voting for Black 
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people. For example, the Louisiana literacy test required potential Black voters to read a difficult 

set of legal documents, whereas, on the other hand, White voters received rather easy text to read 

before voting (National Geographic Society, 2020). Black people were subject to different 

reading and writing assessments based heavily on one’s use and knowledge of Mainstream 

American English. In other cases, the simple request to complete forms such as job applications, 

social service applications, or registry documents could pose difficulties for former enslaved 

Black men and women who were the victims of anti-literacy laws because they were unable to 

read or write in Mainstream American English. The inability to read or write in Mainstream 

American English led to the denial of many services and opportunities (National Geographic 

Society, 2020). 

According to Tosky and Scott (2014), language has been used to open gates for some and 

close gates for others throughout U.S. history, and the practice persists today. Language 

gatekeepers judge how individuals speak and determine their value and access to different 

opportunities. Linguistic gatekeepers “want to keep insiders in and outsiders out by opening and 

closing a real or imaginary gate” (Fought, 2005, para. 17). For example, a linguistic gatekeeper, 

whether the authority is real or imagined, may determine that an applicant’s use of Black English 

during an interview is unprofessional and ultimately deny the applicant a job despite experience 

or education. Linguistic gatekeeping values one language over another and, as a result, uses 

language as a way to judge and restrict access and opportunities to minority linguistic speakers 

(Hartman, 2003). 

The use of language to control a group of people, to preserve statutes of power, and to 

further oppression continues. The idea of linguistic capital proffered by Bourdieu (1991) is that 
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it is possible to view one’s levels of language knowledge as different levels of linguistic 

currency. Some dominant languages like Standard English possess more capital value than do 

others because of its acceptance across multiple cultures, generations, and geographical regions 

as the language of academia, professionalism, and business. The systematic restriction to 

linguistic capital can adversely affect what opportunities groups of people receive (Bourdieu, 

1991). As previously stated, Black people in the United States have been systematically 

restricted from linguistic and literacy education that would allow them access to the linguistic 

capital needed to spend in certain situations like voting, job interviews, and schooling. 

The U.S. economic and education system is theoretically built on the premise that anyone 

can maneuver through society to achieve financial stability as long as they work hard and apply 

themselves (Barone, 2020). However, the use of language as a gatekeeper has counteracted this 

theory (Tosky & Scott, 2014). Those who speak and behave in a way that most closely resembles 

the dominant societal norms, which are Eurocentric White norms, are those who can more easily 

navigate through society (Baker, 2016; Hero, 2003). For centuries, those of African descent have 

been irreproachable beneficiaries of the results of language control tactics used to enslave, 

control, and oppress Black people.  

The very birth of the United States was the melding of Europeans across various 

countries fleeing to a new nation (Goldman, 2017). According to Goldman (2017), “America has 

been diverse from the start . . . a nation of immigrants” (paras. 1 & 2). Despite the diverse 

language history, and the fact that the United States does not have one single official language 

(Kaur, 2018), it has most commonly followed an English-only regime within public school 

systems nationwide. Mainstream American English reigns dominant as the sole language of 
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power and communication, creating levels of hierarchy (Ng & Deng, 2017; Tosky & Scott, 

2014).  

Historically and presently, the use of non-mainstream American English dialects and 

languages can suppress someone’s access or acceptance into certain spaces (Hartman, 2003). 

Knowing the correct language to speak based on the context and situation can change the 

trajectory of a specific outcome (Shuter, 2013), those who have learned Mainstream American 

English possess the necessary social capital to navigate society successfully within these 

expected system standards (Baker, 2016). Those who do not use Mainstream American English 

are more likely not to possess the social capital needed to maneuver through society with ease, as 

the system is not designed for non-Mainstream American English languages. For example, 

Grogger (2019) conducted a study that found speech patterns can strongly affect a person’s 

salary, leading the researcher to conclude that workers with non-mainstream accents typically 

earn lower wages than do their similarly qualified peers. This study demonstrates that those who 

possess linguistic capital that matches the expectations of society can gain access to benefits, 

such as higher wages. In another study, Massey and Lundy (2001) found Black men and women 

were discriminated against in the housing market even in the absence of their physical presence. 

In this study, loan officers had only spoken to potential Black homebuyers on the phone. 

Therefore, speech patterns alone led to discriminatory housing practices, such as denying home 

loans to eligible Black borrowers. Again, the lack of linguistic capital that mimics mainstream 

American English norms limited Black citizens access to quality housing and higher wages. 

These two studies underscore the use of language as a gatekeeper.  



 

41 

The History of Language in U.S. Public Schools 

For decades, debates have focused on which languages U.S. schools should use and teach 

(Thomas, 1996). Many of the debates stem from the ever-present reality that U.S. minority and 

immigrant populations are growing rapidly (U.S. Census, 2019). According to recent U.S. 

Census (2019), the United States is becoming a more ethnically diverse nation than previously 

predicted. Nearly 40% of U.S. citizens identify as non-White. As a result, the demographics of 

U.S. public schools are vastly changing. Nearly 45% of K-12 students in the United States 

identify as non-White (Bustamante, 2019), yet the school systems continue to uphold a 

monolingual Eurocentric language curriculum and its expectations.  

One topic of the language debates is the implementation of bilingual programs to 

effectively use the students’ native tongues in conjunction with the new language the student is 

learning (Cohen, 1975), which, in the United States, is Mainstream American English. Bilingual 

education challenges the education system to acknowledge the rich and diverse cultures and 

languages spoken by students at a school. In addition, bilingual programs require schools to 

provide instruction in both Mainstream American English and the student’s native tongue. Many 

in favor of bilingual education state that bilingual education is best for students because it honors 

students’ home languages while allowing them to progress in their native tongues, which studies 

show makes it easier for students to then learn a second language (Lightbrown & Spada, 2013; 

Lynch, 2016). Most importantly, it affirms the student’s first language as valid and valuable to 

the student’s learning experiences (Lynch, 2016).  

Black English-speaking students are bidialectal—meaning they speak two or more 

dialects (due to linguistic definitions bilingual does not apply to Black English speakers) (Godley 
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& Escher, 2012). Bidialectalism and bilingualism share many of the same characteristics, such as 

high levels of linguistic command and the ability to move between two or more language 

varieties (Washington et al., 2018). At the heart of the two, speakers are knowledgeable and able 

to communicate in two (sometimes more) language varieties. Therefore, the research and debates 

surrounding bilingual education are significant to understanding how the U.S. education system 

should treat Black English.  

Similar to the bilingual education debates, in the late 1990s, the Oakland California 

school district proposed acknowledging Black English, the English variation spoken by Black 

Americans, as a language, thus warranting Black students to receive a bilingual education 

(Thompson, 2000). Oakland School district proposed that Black students should receive 

education in both Black English and Mainstream American English. Unfortunately, there was 

pushback from within the Black community as well as outside of the Black community that led 

the Oakland school district to revisit their proposal. (Thompson, 2000). Some Black families and 

those opposed said that teaching Black English to students in schools was setting Black students 

up to fail because Black English is “broken English” and not accepted in society at large (Hall, 

1997). Despite the numerous research studies conducted by linguists like Labov (1973, 2012) 

and Rickford (1998) that acknowledge Black English as a rule-governed language spoken by 

Black citizens nationwide, educators, parents, politicians, and others disagreed with Oakland’s 

Black English proposal. Eventually, the opposing voices outweighed the proponents of Black 

English. Consequently, the Oakland school district retracted their proposal, and Black students 

returned to a Mainstream American English only curriculum (Thompson, 2000). 
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For decades, Black students have been searching for their voice within a Eurocentric 

dominant society. Educators are tasked with the duty to help Black students find and develop that 

voice by affirming and accepting the use of Mainstream American English in the classroom as 

proposed by other bilingual advocates (McKeon & Malarz, 1991). In order to begin the challenge 

of changing language norms in U.S. public schools, it is important that teachers, school officials, 

and curriculum writers reconsider the use and acceptance of diverse languages in the classroom. 

What is Black English? 

Black English has been referred to as African American English (AAE), Black English 

Vernacular (BEV), African American English Vernacular (AAVE), and Ebonics to name a few 

variations (Labov, 2012). Each name is specifically chosen to represent the beliefs of the person 

using the term; however, each of the names also echoes one single idea— a group of people 

identified as Black or African American do indeed speak using a shared language system. For the 

purpose of this study, Black English refers to this shared language system. Furthermore, the term 

Black is used instead of African American because the term Black is more inclusive than African 

American. African American was originally coined to highlight the African ancestry and heritage 

of Black people in the United States, while also demanding the status and recognition of Black 

people as American citizens (Sigelman et al., 2005). 

In recent years, the Black population in America has changed. Where it was once 97-98% 

the descendants of enslaved Africans brought to the United States in 1619 or later, now nearly 

eight percent of Black citizens are foreign born, meaning that they are not descendants of 

enslaved Africans brought to the United States centuries ago (Anderson, 2015). Yet, despite not 

being descendants of slaves, they still identify as Black. They may be Caribbean, Afro-Latino, 
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West African, or East African, but the one similarity that is shared is Blackness. The term Black 

recognizes how the African Diaspora reaches beyond the United States (Broaddus, 2019); 

therefore, the use of the term Black English recognizes that the language is not limited to only 

African Americans but all who identify as Black. Black English refers to the systematic language 

used within the Black communities, which often is a melting pot of Black cultures (Broaddus, 

2019; Labov, 2012). It is a cultural tool of communication that has brought Black people 

together from all corners of the United States. Despite the distance between different 

communities and groups of Black people, Black English unifies them as a collective group, no 

matter their histories (Labov, 2012).  

Secondly, the choice to use Black English rather than Black English Vernacular derives 

from the fact that vernacular is often used to describe a language spoken by a specific group of 

people (Labov, 2012), and although Black English is spoken mostly by Black people across the 

United States, it is not limited to only Black people (Paris, 2012). In fact, Black English features 

and patterns are permeating literature, media, and entertainment more than ever before. 

Highlighting Black English as more than just a vernacular speaks to its complexity as a valid, 

rule-governed language system that has specific phonological, morphological, and syntactic 

structures (Labov, 1973, 2012; Rickford, 1998). The following sections describe some of the 

Black English origin stories, common features of Black English, and perceptions of Black 

English within society. 

The Origin of Black English 

Although the exact origin of the formation of Black English is unknown, two major 

theories attempt to explain its beginnings and uniqueness (Green, 2002; Kautzsch, 2004; 
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Winford, 2015). The most commonly accepted theory amongst linguists is that Black English is a 

variation of English derived from old British English used during the Atlantic slave trade 

(Winford, 2015). Choosing to believe this theory also implies that one believes Black English is 

a dialect (a variation of a larger language system that is specific to a region or a group of people), 

rather than a stand-alone language that includes its own spoken and written codes.  

The second hypothesis, the least commonly accepted amongst linguists, is that Black 

English derived from American Creole languages that have been decreolized over time (Green, 

2002; Kautzsch, 2004; Winford, 2015). Choosing to believe this hypothesis implies that one 

believes that Black English is a language system developed and derived separately from British 

English. The Creolist Hypothesis proposes that enslaved Africans in the South created a Creole 

language that combined two or more languages spoken by the enslaved people out of the 

necessity to communicate with one another (Green, 2002; Kautzsch, 2004; Winford, 2015). As 

the enslaved people lived together on plantations, they created a simple and basic language 

(pidgin) that they could use to communicate with one another and form bonds to live in unison 

(Rickford, 2015). Over time, as those speaking pidgin learned more together and shared more 

experiences, the pidgin developed into a more complex language system, known as a Creole 

language, which, according to Rickford (2015), refers to the mixing of two or more languages to 

make one uniform language. The Creolist Hypothesis contends that eventually the enslaved 

people developed their own Creole language to communicate with one another, but over time, 

the language was decreolized to resemble Mainstream American English (Rickford, 2015). 

Although linguists debate the origins of Black English, most do agree that, despite where 

or how Black English began, it is a language system comprised of specific phonological, 
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morphological, and syntactic rules that separate it from Mainstream American English (Labov, 

2015; Rickford, 1998; Winford, 2015). The following section describes the features of Black 

English. 

Features of Black English 

As Alim and Smitherman (2012) stated, “Just about everything you thought you knew 

about Black [English] couldn’t be further from linguistic facts” (p. 4) because the linguistic 

truths vary drastically from the general public’s perspective. Black English is a rule-governed 

language system that has its own unique phonological, morphological, and syntactic rules 

(Labov, 1973, 2012; Rickford, 1998). Although on the surface level Black English sounds 

similar to Mainstream American English, there are quite a few distinct differences that separate 

Black English from Mainstream American English. Black English is not broken English, as some 

may refer to it (Champion et al., 2012; Cross et al., 2001; Gupta, 2010; Hall, 1997; Johnson & 

VanBrackle, 2012; Kraemer et al., 2000; McClendon & Valenciano, 2018). Instead, it is a rule-

governed language system used as a cultural tool shared by Black people in the United States.  

One observation of Black English is that it can be simpler, more direct, and less 

redundant that Mainstream American English (Labov, 2012). However, although more 

simplistic, some linguists also consider Black English to be more complex than Mainstream 

American English because it requires the speakers and listeners to be fully in tune with the 

conversation as they must rely on the message present in the underlying “mental grammar” 

(Labov, 2012, p. 49). Due to the many obsolete, redundant features of Mainstream American 

English features, those engaging in conversation must be present in the conversation and listen to 

the context, intonation, and embedded information to truly understand and comprehend what is 



 

47 

being said. For example, in Black English, a speaker may respond to the question, “Where is 

your mom?” with the reply “She at work.” The response, “she at work” is simpler in nature than 

“she is at work.” In Black English, the absence of the verb to be reduces redundancy because it is 

implied that she is at work, since the question originally asked, “Where is your mom?” Yet in the 

attempt to be simple, this is also evidence of Black English as a complex language system that 

requires a higher level of language understanding. 

Black English contains dozens of features that separate it from Mainstream American 

English. For example, a common phonological trend in Black English is the deletion of ending 

sounds (Craig et al., 2003; Green, 2004; Labov, 2012; Rickford, 1998). Sometimes these ending 

sounds are wholly deleted, partially deleted, or altered. For example, a Black English speaker 

may say “tes” instead of “test.” In this case, the speaker has deleted the ending consonant cluster 

/st/. Another phonological example maybe “mo” instead of “more,” where a Black English 

speaker will alter final syllables of a word to change the end from a closed syllable (consonant, 

vowel, consonant) to an open syllable (consonant, vowel) (Craig et al., 2003; Green, 2004; 

Labov, 2012; Rickford, 1998; Treiman & Bowman, 2015).  

Not only does Black English have phonological differences from Mainstream American 

English, but Black English is also known for its different grammatical rules that distinguish it 

from Mainstream American English. A common grammatical feature of Black English is the 

manipulation of the verb to be (Craig et al., 2003; Green, 2004; Labov, 2012; Rickford, 1998; 

Treiman & Bowman, 2015). Unlike Mainstream American English where the verb “to be” is 

often conjugated according to the subject and the tense in which the action took place in the 

sentence, in Black English the verb “to be” may be left unconjugated or may be omitted 
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altogether. For example, a Black English speaker may say, “She waiting for you at home,” 

instead of following the Mainstream American English rules that would include a to be verb 

form: “She is waiting for you at home.” The previous Black English example completely omits 

the verb to be.  

In other grammatical situations, a Black English speaker may choose not to conjugate the 

verb to be in order to show continuous or habitual action. For example, a Black English speaker 

may respond to the question, “Where is your sister?” by saying, “You know she be at work.” In 

the last sentence, the verb to be is purposefully not conjugated to represent that this action is 

continuous. The sister is at work all the time. She was at work yesterday, she is at work right 

now, and she will be at work again in the future. Mainstream American English does not have a 

way to conjugate verbs to show habitual actions; however, Black English speakers have created a 

way to represent habitual actions within the language. These are only a few examples of some of 

the distinctions between Black English and Mainstream American English. Tables 1 and 2 offer 

additional examples, as well as a summary of common phonological and morphosyntactic 

features of Black English (Craig et al., 2003; Pearson et al., 2013).  
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Table 1 

Common Black English Phonological Features 

Feature Mainstream American English Black English 
Deletion of Ending  
Consonant Clusters 

test 
clothes 

tes 
close 

Pronouncing Closed syllable 
Words as Open Syllables  

more 
tore 
sister/brother 

mo 
toe 
sista/ brotha 

Dropping the final /g/ winning 
eating 
sleeping 

winnin 
eatin 
sleepin 

Substituting the Beginning or  
Final /th/ for /d/ or /f/ 

the 
this 
bath 

da 
dis 
baf 

 
 
Table 2 

Common Black English Syntactic Features 

Feature Mainstream American English Black English 
Irregular “to be” We are walking to the store. We be walking to the store.  

We walk to the store. 
Zero verb “to be” Momma is cooking in the kitchen. Momma cooking in the 

kitchen.   
Non-Plurality  those dogs those dog  
Non-Possessive daddy’s hat daddy hat 

Omission of Prepositions all of my things all my things 
Subject-Verb Agreement The girl swims The girl swim.  

 
 

Perceptions of Black English 

Despite the research by linguists that affirms Black English as a language (Labov, 2015; 

Rickford, 1998; Winford, 2015), many perceive Black English as a lesser form of English. 

Common words used to describe Black English are uneducated, inferior, and ghetto. Such terms 
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ignore the complexities of Black English and the unique cultural bond that Black English 

provides for Black Americans nationwide (Godley & Escher, 2012; Labov, 2012). The studies of 

Billings (2005), Cross et al. (2001, Johnson and VanBrackle, (2012), Kraemer et al. (2000), and 

many others (Champion et al., 2012; Gupta, 2010; McClendon & Valenciano, 2018), described 

the general public’s perception of Black English as a language as well as its use in particular 

contexts, such as writing, work, and school settings. The majority of research reveals that Black 

English is traditionally perceived as broken English, English with mistakes, less intelligent, or 

less professional. 

Numerous studies showcase and discuss how Black English is indeed its own rule 

governed language. In 2012, Johnson and VanBrackle conducted a study in which raters scored a 

variety of writing samples, each having various types of linguistic errors. Some errors were most 

commonly associated with English as a Second Language (ESL) variations, some were most 

commonly associated with Mainstream American English, and others were most commonly 

associated with Black English speakers. The results of the study showed that, overall, the essays 

that contained Black English speech patterns were graded more harshly than those that contained 

ESL speech pattern errors or Mainstream American English speech pattern errors. In fact, 

Johnson and VanBrackle (2012) found that what should have been considered a high-level essay 

was 9.1 times more likely to fail in comparison to a high Mainstream American English essay. 

Overall, this study revealed that Black English linguistic features are less favorable and 

considered to be worst mistakes than other linguistic errors made by ESLs and Mainstream 

American English speakers (Johnson & VanBrackle, 2012). 
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To better understand the sociolinguistic perspectives of undergraduate students, Kraemer 

et al. (2000) surveyed 278 participants, ages 18 to 60, enrolled in speech disorders courses. The 

participant pool was racially diverse with 17 Black students, 208 White students, 19 Hispanic 

students, four Asian students, and 30 students who identified as other. Each student received 

phrases to review and to rate as appropriate or not appropriate in professional and academic 

settings. Overwhelmingly, phrases that followed Black English rules and structures received the 

lowest mean score, indicating that the participants scored Black English as the least favorable 

language (Kraemer et al., 2000). In contrast, Mainstream American English passages, phrases, or 

recordings received the highest mean score, indicating that participants reacted most favorably to 

Mainstream American English patterns, features, and structure. When scoring Black English 

examples, participants often selected derogatory descriptions, such as ineffective when 

communicating and unprofessional. Conversely, the majority of the participants perceived the 

use of Mainstream American English as effective when communicating and professional 

(Kraemer et al., 2000). Interestingly, race, gender, and age of the participants had no significant 

effect on participants’ responses. 

Race was a factor in Cross et al.’s (2001) study, in which 111 preservice teachers rated 

five readers who used varying dialects when reading aloud a 145-word passage. After listening 

to each passage, the participants rated each reader’s personal characteristics in the areas of 

“intelligence, friendliness, consideration, education, trustworthiness, ambition, honesty, and 

social status” (Cross et al., 2001, p. 211). The results of the ratings showed a significant 

difference in ratings between the Black English reading compared to the Mainstream American 

English reading in all categories except for honesty. Many of the participants admitted to being 
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able to identify the differences between the speaker’s race and language variation. Furthermore, 

Cross et al. (2001) noted a racial divide amongst the ratings as well. For example, White raters 

were more likely to give high ratings to White speakers and low ratings to Black speakers 

regardless of whether they were in the high or low group. The opposite was true for Black raters. 

Black raters were more likely to give higher ratings to Black speakers and lower ratings to White 

speakers (Cross et al., 2001). Therefore, the researchers concluded that the race of the rater 

matters when judging the speaker.  

Billings (2005) found similar results when analyzing the results of a Black English versus 

Mainstream American English attitude survey. Billings (2005) concluded that White raters 

preferred White speakers, and Black raters preferred Black speakers. Billings (2005) also noted 

that Black raters’ commentaries were harsher than those of White raters. Black raters 

consistently rated Black English speakers higher than did their White Mainstream American 

English-speaking peers.  

In their qualitative study, Godley and Escher (2012) found that he negative perceptions 

held by those within and outside of the Black community have created struggles for Black 

English speakers. Godley and Escher (2012) interviewed 51 tenth-grade Black English speakers 

about their beliefs regarding spoken language expectations in the classroom, and offered four 

major themes from participants’ responses: (a) the fear of external judgment, (b) the desire for 

clear communication, (c) the maintenance of individual and group identity, and (d) the 

demonstration of respect. The young Black English speakers had already discovered the reality 

of public perception regarding Black English usage and, as a result, many of them feared being 

judged or dismissed because of their preferred language (Godley & Escher, 2012). Some 
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students mentioned how speaking Black English can make it more difficult to secure a job or 

career in the future because of how Black people and Black English are perceived. Additionally, 

students mentioned their desire for clear communication, which 45% of the students said 

happened when they spoke their preferred language, Black English (Godley & Escher, 2012). 

Students suggested how sometimes the only way for them to understand new content or express 

their thoughts was to speak in their most natural form. Altering their thoughts to fit the mold of 

Mainstream American English resulted in the dismissal and lost meaning of their thoughts and 

feelings. Students also discussed the bond that Black English gives them with their peers in class. 

Many of the students linked Black English to their identity, and when asked to not speak Black 

English in the classroom, they felt they were also being asked to silence a part of who they were 

(Godley & Escher, 2012). Therefore, the use of Black English allowed them to maintain 

individual identity as well as group identity. Overall, more students than not advocated for the 

acceptance and use of Black English in the classroom, although they also understood the 

pushback they might receive from teachers, their peers, and society at large (Godley & Escher, 

2012). 

Dunstan and Jaeger (2015) also utilized interviews to understand how dialect influenced 

students’ academic experiences as college students. More specifically, they interviewed Black 

English speakers to get a better understanding of how speaking Black English influenced 

elements of a course and their academic identity. Interview responses revealed students were 

often aware of the negative perceptions and stereotypes often associated with the Black English 

language. As a result, participants stated that they were less likely to speak up in class because 

they feared others would perceive them as less intelligent (Dunstan & Jaeger, 2015). The 
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participants also discussed feeling hesitant during public speaking opportunities, less 

comfortable in classes with fewer students who spoke like them, and more comfortable in classes 

with more students who spoke like them. Furthermore, participants spoke about needing to prove 

their intelligence because of the way others perceived them due to their language differences 

(Dunstan & Jaeger, 2015). When speaking about how dialectal or language differences 

influenced their academic ability, participants overwhelmingly agreed that their language 

differences did not affect how they perceived themselves as scholars, but they did believe the 

differences affected how others saw them. In summary, Dunstan and Jaegar’s (2015) findings 

revealed that linguistic diversity perceptions held by the public do in fact affect those who speak 

the language. Although, the participants did not perceive their own speech patterns negatively, 

they recognized that others did, and this affected how they participated in class and felt around 

others in the class setting. Many believed that they had more work to do to prove their existence 

in the Mainstream American English spaces because they felt as though others judged them 

because of the way they communicated (Dunstan & Jaeger, 2015). Because Black people are 

often judged by their speech patterns (Brock, 2016; Massey & Lundy, 2001; Grogger, 2019), 

they feel the pressure to assimilate to mainstream White norms in regard to both language use 

and appearance in order to be heard and accepted within society, including school settings. 

Raciolinguistics 

The theory of raciolinguistics suggests that race and language are innately intertwined 

(Flores & Rosa, 2015; Rosa & Flores, 2017). Therefore, how language is heard and perceived is 

heavily connected to the speaker’s race. Monteiro (2015) stated that language “either marks the 

point at which we co-exist in our differences or, on the other hand, serves to separate universes 
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in a hostile and decisive way” (para. 2). In some cases, it is not the language itself that is 

disliked; rather, it is the unfair and unfavorable perceptions of the speaker behind the language 

that leads to strife, discrimination, and negative presumptions. Considering the negative 

stereotypes associated with Blackness in America and centuries of racism toward Black citizens 

in the United States, it becomes clear as to why raciolinguistics is important to understand. 

Raciolinguistics ask us to study the critical connection between race and language. 

The raciolinguistic theory is a fitting explanation for why and how Black English can be 

and still is perceived negatively despite the research that has shed light on its linguistic structure. 

Additionally, raciolinguistics can explain why Black speakers were rated less favorably than 

their White peers, even in cases when both spoke similarly (Billings, 2005). Alim and 

Smitherman (2012) wrote about this concept in their book Articulate While Black: Barack 

Obama, Language, and Race in the U.S. The authors discussed the “languaging race” (p. 3), 

which is the examination of the politics of race through the lens of language. They noted the 

dearth of research examining the intermingling role of race and language, although it is crucial to 

recognize how language “plays a crucial role in the construction of racial and ethnic identities” 

(Alim & Smitherman, 2012, p. 3). Further research is necessary to better understand the 

relationship between race and language. 

Factors Impacting Black Students’ Literacy Achievement 

Cultural and linguistic mismatch is a possible variable causing the Black-White 

achievement gap (Oats, 2008; Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 1988). Many Black 

students encounter a linguistic mismatch because their preferred language (Black English) differs 

from the language expectations (Mainstream American English) in the majority of U.S. public 
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schools (Oats, 2008; Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 1988). Chapter 1 introduced the dire 

need for effective educational reform to address the significant disparity amongst White and 

Black students’ academic achievement. NAEP (2019) reports show little change in the difference 

of achievement in over 50 years. Black students’ literacy achievement on Mainstream American 

English-based standardized tests is lower than most other racial groups, excluding Native 

Americans and Alaskan Americans (NAEP, 2019).  

The low literacy achievement of Black students on standardized assessments can be 

attributed to many plausible factors. These include denial of education (Coleman, 2020), then 

later segregation laws, such as separate but equal, that ensured Black students’ educational 

experiences were years behind their White peers (Irons, 2002). In more recent years, some have 

attributed the academic discrepancy between Black and White students to be the result of 

educational policies and practices. Examples include the large percentage of new and 

inexperienced teachers, high teacher and leadership turnover, and limited access to quality 

resources found in urban schools that serve a majority Black and Hispanic students (Coleman, 

2020). For decades, researchers have tried to pinpoint the factors contributing to the Black-White 

academic disproportion of achievement (Braun et al., 2006; Chay et al., 2009; Hanushek & 

Rivkin, 2006; Krueger & Whitmore, 2001; Yeung & Coley, 2008) in an attempt to narrow the 

achievement gap (NAEP, 2019. 

Black English and Literacy Achievement 

Many Black students speak a variation of Black English (Labov, 2012; Rickford, 1998). 

Although the dialect may vary slightly from region to region, many Black communities share 

Black English despite the location or distance between the communities (Labov, 2012). 
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Therefore, similar to the way all other languages are learned, young Black children learn Black 

English by mimicking the speech patterns they hear in their surroundings. Black children begin 

to speak in the way of their mother or father, grandparents, aunts and uncles, friends, and 

neighbors. A Black child’s speech is a reflection of their community and their culture (Labov, 

2012; Rickford, 1998).  

Between the ages of five and seven, children in the United States are required to attend 

school, public or private (NCES, 2018). If they have not noticed previously, students of 

linguistically diverse backgrounds begin to notice the existence of multiple variations of English 

when they enter school (Labov, 2012). The language norms and expectations presented at school 

do not match the language they speak at home because the dominant school language is 

Mainstream American English (Oats, 2008; Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 1988). Many 

linguists and educational researchers attribute the cultural or linguistic mismatch as a possible 

cause for the disproportion between Black and White students’ literacy performance (Oats, 

2008). For White students who speak Mainstream American English, generally speaking, school 

language norms affirm their home language, whereas the opposite is typically true for Black 

students (Gay; 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Essentially, Black students encounter a linguistic 

mismatch, which many consider a form of a language barrier. Similar to the plastic restricting 

full access to your coloring tools, Black students face additional work to understand and navigate 

a Mainstream American English school system.  

To investigate if the use of Black English impacted reading and writing in the early 

elementary years, Terry (2006) conducted a study in which 92 first-, second-, and third-grade 

students completed a variety of literacy assessment probes that assessed their Mainstream 
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American English grammar and spelling skills. The participants spoke either Mainstream 

American English or Black English. When Terry (2006) examined students’ results, she noticed 

that Mainstream American English speakers outperformed Black English speakers on both 

grammar and spelling tasks. Terry (2006) concluded that the differences in the errors made by 

Black English speakers (sounds and inflections) in comparison to Mainstream American English 

speakers were a direct reflection of linguistic variation and linguistic mismatch between Black 

English and Mainstream American English features. The Black English-speaking students did 

have command of language, such as letter-sound relationships, but it was strongest in their home 

language instead of the Mainstream American English used in school and assessments (Terry, 

2006).  

In their study, Charity et al. (2004) explored the relationship between Mainstream 

American English and reading achievement with 217 K-2nd-grade African American students in 

urban schools. Researchers found that reading achievement correlated with students’ familiarity 

with Mainstream American English. Students who were more knowledgeable of. The rules and 

conventions of Mainstream American English had better reading achievement (Charity et al., 

2004).  

The studies of Terry (2006) and Charity et al. (2004) offer evidence that, in terms of 

literacy achievement, students whose home language does not match the language used in 

schools lack the advantage of students who speak that language at home. Therefore, students 

who enter school with a language that does not match the school language face a more 

challenging literacy growth journey. Imagine being asked to choose three colors to color a 

picture. It would be greatly beneficial to know the picture you were going to color before 
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choosing your three colors. You would not need yellow, pink, and green to color the night sky. 

Having knowledge of expectations before performing a task puts you in a better position to 

succeed at that task. Similarly, having knowledge of the school’s norms and expectations will 

position you to better perform and achieve within that particular system. 

Dialect Density 

To better understand how to best equip Black English speaking students with the 

necessary skills to thrive in Mainstream American English classrooms and society, teachers are 

not only charged with creating affirming language environments, but they are also challenged 

with preparing students with the appropriate competencies and skills to navigate society at large 

(Paris, 2012). Therefore, it is essential to know and understand the relationship that Black 

English has with Mainstream American English and literacy achievement to best understand how 

educators can best support Black students.  

The relationship of linguistic mismatch between Black English and Mainstream 

American English is complex in nature. It is not so simply defined and described. For example, 

in a study of preschool students, Connor and Craig (2006) found that the relationship between 

dialect density and language development was complicated. Dialect density refers to the number 

of dialect variations from Mainstream American English a student makes when speaking. For 

example, if a student says 100 words and of those 100 words 40 comprise dialect variations, this 

student has a dialect density of forty percent. Connor and Craig found that students who had high 

dialect density and low dialect density had stronger emerging literacy skills than those students 

who had moderate dialect density.  
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The finding that both high levels and low levels of dialect density could lead to stronger 

literacy skills reveals a rather complex relationship between dialect variation and the command 

of language. Connor and Craig (2006) concluded that the reason preschool students with high 

levels of dialect variation performed well on emerging literacy tasks was because these students 

possess proficient literacy skills in their home language that were easily transferable to the 

Mainstream American English task.  

Contrary to Connor and Craig’s (2006) findings, other research shows that dialect density 

and literacy skills share a negative correlation (Charity et al., 2004). High levels of dialect 

density typically equate to lower levels of literacy proficiency, and the opposite is also true. 

Lower levels of dialect density parallels higher levels of literacy proficiency. For example, in a 

longitudinal study, Washington et al. (2018) studied 835 students ranging from ages five to 

twelve. The goal of the study was to better understand the relationship between dialect density 

and literacy achievement. The researchers aimed to learn if students who had higher dialect 

densities had lower literacy skill proficiency than those students who had fewer dialect 

variations. The findings of this study revealed that students with higher levels of dialect density 

also had weaker language skills, which led to lower levels of literacy proficiency on various 

reading and writing tasks (Washington et al., 2018). Although Washington et al. (2018) noted 

that students with high levels of dialect density also have lower language skills, dialect itself was 

not the sole cause of literacy skill performance over time. Further, research in the area of long-

term literacy growth is necessary to better understand the role dialect plays, as well as other 

contributing factors such as teacher perceptions or student access to effective Mainstream 

American English language supports.  
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The contrasting findings between these two studies (Connor & Craig, 2006; Washington 

et al., 2018) indicate that the relationship between dialect density and literacy achievement is 

complex. In one study, students who possessed high dialect density also scored similar to those 

who had low dialect density (Conner & Craig, 2006). The development and knowledge of the 

student’s home language proved to be useful when completing Mainstream American English 

tasks. However, unlike the findings of Connor and Craig, as the students grew older and 

Mainstream American English reading and writing tasks became more complex, the influence of 

dialect density on literacy achievement seemed to have a more negative correlation (Charity et 

al., 2004; Washington et al., 2018). The more dialect variations a student made in their speech 

and writing tasks, the lower the student’s Mainstream American English literacy achievement 

scores were. Therefore, research shows that, overall, the more dialect density a student has, the 

more difficult it will be for that student to acquire the skills and knowledge of Mainstream 

American English in order to be successful on assessments based on Mainstream American 

English norms and rules. By understanding this relationship, teachers and school officials can 

create language and literacy curricula that support the language needs of Black English speakers.  

Style Shifting 

With the known possibility that the use of Black English can interfere with Black 

students’ literacy progress (Charity et al., 2004; Connor & Craig, 2006; Washington et al., 2018), 

some linguistic researchers began to shift their focus from the relationship between Black 

English and literacy achievement to the ways students can improve their Mainstream American 

English skills (Craig et al., 2014; Craig et al., 2009; Terry et al., 2016). Many linguists believed 
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decreasing the amount of dialect variations a student made when speaking, reading, and writing 

would improve literacy skills.  

Shifting between two or more dialects intentionally or unintentionally is referred to as 

dialect shifting (Craig et al., 2009). Unlike code-switching, dialect shifting can be a permanent 

shift, as well as a contextual shift. Permanent style shifting is when a linguistically or dialectally 

diverse speaker begins to decrease the use of their home language and in return increase the use 

of a new language permanently. This shift takes place at home and at school, within casual, 

professional, and academic conversations. Contextual style shifting is when a linguistically or 

dialectally diverse speaker only shifts language codes based on the context in which they are 

speaking. The change is temporary and dependent on the goal and context of the conversation. 

Code-switching is typically referred to as contextually based language switching, whereas dialect 

shifting refers to the decreased use of one dialect and the increased use of another (Craig et al., 

2009; Garcia & Wei, 2014). Therefore, researchers began to investigate how students’ dialects 

shift, what benefits result from dialect shifting, and the possibility of teaching dialect shifting. 

Researchers have found that the natural dialect shifting of Black English speaking 

students is based on two occurrences: the literacy context of an activity and time in school. In 

2004, Thompson et al. conducted a study focused on understanding if Black English students’ 

dialect density measures shifted based on the context of a literacy task. Elementary-age students 

completed three different tasks: (a) a free speech (no boundaries or restrictions) picture 

description, (b) an oral reading of a text written in Mainstream American English, and (c) a 

written response to a prompt. All students produced Black English features during the free 

speech picture description probe, which also had higher dialect density measures than the other 
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two reading and writing focused activities. Dialect variations significantly decreased from the 

picture description probe to the oral reading probe and even more so during the writing probe, 

leading Thompson et al. (2004) to conclude that Black English speakers’ dialect density 

measures changed based on the context of the literacy task. Thus, one can conclude that when 

teachers ask Black English speaking students to share verbally, either speaking freely or reading 

aloud, teachers can expect higher levels of Black English variations, as this is the most naturally 

occurring communicative medium (Thompson et al., 2004).  

Additionally, Thompson et al. (2004) found that different Black English features were 

present in different contexts. For example, during the free speech picture description, Black 

English speaking students used both phonological and morphosyntactic features when speaking. 

During the oral reading probe, more phonological features were present than morphosyntactic, 

and the opposite was true for the writing probe, for more morphosyntactic features were present 

than phonological. Overall, Black English speaking students produced the least amount of dialect 

features during the writing task, indicating that different Black English variations occur 

consistently based on the different literacy tasks. This is important for teachers to be aware of as 

they plan language and literacy supports for their students. Knowing how students’ dialect shifts 

and which features are more likely to occur during a particular activity or assignment can help 

teachers better prepare to support Black English speakers’ language and literacy skill 

development (Thompson et al., 2004).  

In a more recent quantitative longitudinal study of 102 Black English speaking 

kindergarten, first, and second grade students, Craig et al. (2014) investigated what predicted 

dialect shifting more: the context or type of task (reading or writing) a student was completing or 
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the age of a student. After following the students for two years, Craig et al. (2014) found that 

dialect shifts depended more on context than the age of the speaker. Although students were 

more likely to dialect shift as they grew older, at all ages, students’ dialect shifted more 

consistently based on the context of the assignment than due to their age or grade level. Craig et 

al. (2014) found the more verbal a task, such a reading or oral storytelling, the greater the dialect 

variation used by a Black English speaker. On the other hand, the less verbal the task, such as 

writing, the less dialect variations a Black English speaker made. Dialect shifting based on task 

or context reveals the linguistic control of Black English speakers. Acknowledging this skill and 

asset also shows potential Mainstream American English linguistic control for Black English 

speakers (Craig et al., 2014). 

In addition to contextual dialect shifting, researchers found that many Black English 

speakers naturally dialect shift from using higher levels of their home dialect to beginning to use 

more Mainstream American English in the first grade (Craig et al., 2004; Washington et al., 

2018). The significant dialect shifts from kindergarten to first grade can be attributed to 

increased and accumulated exposure to Mainstream American English usage in school, 

facilitating students’ acculturation of Mainstream American English features into their own 

speech patterns.  

After second grade, dialect reductions begin to stabilize. Therefore, a student will 

spontaneously decrease their dialect use early in their educational career and then the dialect 

density reduction will become stagnant (Terry et al., 2016). Although students are likely to 

reduce their use of dialect variations naturally between first and second grade, the level or 

amount in which the reduction happens varies from student to student (Craig et al., 2004; 
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Washington et al., 2018). Consider a first-grade student who has a dialect density measure of 

40%, which means that on average the student has 40 dialect variations for every 100 words 

spoken. By second grade the same student will naturally reduce his use of Black English to 20%, 

making a 50% dialect density reduction in all, which in statistical terms is significant.  

Conversely, consider the Black English-speaking student who does not decrease their 

dialect density as great as fifty percent. Once the student reaches third grade, research suggest 

that the student’s dialect density will remain constant, since natural dialect shifting is less likely 

to happen beyond second grade (Craig et al., 2004; Washington et al., 2018). Therefore, it is 

imperative that teachers who teach third graders or older understand and use language support 

strategies that can assist students with dialect shifting between their home dialect and the 

expected school language. Without the appropriate language supports that help students to use 

more Mainstream American English in the appropriate literacy context, Black students could fall 

behind in their literacy growth progress with Mainstream American English (Craig et al., 2004; 

Washington et al., 2018).  

Furthermore, research has supported that students who dialect shift can improve their 

overall reading and writing skills (Craig et al., 2009; Ivy & Masterson, 2011; Thompson et al., 

2004). The less Black English and the more Mainstream American English features students 

produce, the more likely the students will improve their literacy skills. The concept of dialect 

shifting equating to improved Mainstream American English literacy skills is not surprising. 

Dialect shifting from Black English to Mainstream American English would mean that students 

are using the expected language of schools more often, which would allow them to meet the 

language request made by their teachers (Johnson et al., 2017).  
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With new understanding of how dialect density positively correlates to student literacy 

skill growth coupled with understanding how and when students dialect shift and how dialect 

shifting can improve potential academic achievement (Craig et al. 2009; Ivy & Masterson, 2011; 

Thompson et al., 2004), researchers began to grow curiosity about dialect malleability (Terry et 

al., 2016). Can external factors support dialect shifting for dialectally diverse students beyond 

their natural instinct to dialect shift? Knowledge of the malleability of dialects could potentially 

lead to improved language development strategies for classroom teachers (Terry et al., 2016). 

Therefore, it became important for researchers to not only understand the relationship between 

dialect shifting and literacy achievement but also how educators could leverage the benefits of 

dialect shifting. 

However, dialect shifting is not the final goal. Although dialect shifting holds potential, if 

misused, it can exacerbate the traumas of the past, such as the erasure of African languages and 

culture during the enslavement of African captives. If taught, encouraged, and pushed with the 

intent to eradicate one’s home language, then dialect shifting is not the answer (Paris, 2012; 

Stockman, 2010; Valencia, 1997). Aligning with the tenets of culturally relevant, responsive, and 

sustaining pedagogies, teachers should balance the teaching of Mainstream American English 

norms with positive affirmation and the welcoming of a student’s home language (Gay, 2000, 

2018; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995). 

Teacher Perceptions 

Cherry (2020) contended that the perceptions individuals have of one another determine 

how they view and interact with each other. Negative perceptions of another person can breed 

tension and unfavorable behaviors (Cherry, 2020). Cherry explained that, primitively, 
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perceptions or prejudgments are what humans use as protection. If individuals perceive 

something or someone as dangerous or scary, they are less likely to engage. In contrast, if 

individuals perceive something or someone as safe or friendly, they are more likely to engage in 

a favorable manner (Cherry, 2020). Historically and currently, these same reactions to 

perceptions are happening inside classrooms across the United States. Teachers’ perceptions 

impact the types of learning opportunities afforded to different racial groups (Minor, 2014). 

Beady and Hansell (1981) and Redding (2019) studied how the race of teachers 

influences their perceptions and expectations for Black student success. Redding (2019) found 

that Black teachers held higher expectations for Black students than did White teachers. 

Redding’s research suggests that there is a positive relationship between teacher and student 

racial/ethnic matching. Students who share the same racial or ethnic background tend to have 

more positive achievement outcomes. Beady and Hansell’s (1981) study, conducted nearly 40 

years prior to Redding’s study, revealed similar findings. When examining if Black and White 

teacher expectations differed for Black students, Beady and Hansell (1981) found that Black 

teachers held higher expectations for a student’s ability to enter and complete college. Although 

the research did not discuss how this affected student achievement, the researchers did discuss 

possible implications of such different expectations for Black students. Lack of high teacher 

expectations of success or academic achievement for a student can lead to less rigorous 

instruction and fewer opportunities to explore college bound courses that was offered to their 

peers, thus, essentially stifling a student’s projected academic achievement. 

Blanchard and Muller (2015) described the dangers of low teacher expectations as a form 

of gatekeeping. They studied the connection between teacher perceptions of students’ efforts and 
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college potential to students’ academic progress, such as grades and willingness to take courses 

that are more rigorous in the future. The researchers noted teachers who held low expectations 

for students unintentionally created learning environments that discouraged students from 

exploring higher level math courses that were the foundation of college level math. Therefore, a 

teacher’s perception of a student’s ability acted as a gate that deterred many immigrant and 

language minority students from accessing college bound courses (Blanchard & Muller, 2015). 

Teacher perceptions are a powerful, often subconscious tool constantly at work. Alvidrez 

and Weinstein (1999) claimed, “Teachers make judgments on a regular basis about the ability of 

students, and their appraisals can have critical implications for curricular and instructional 

opportunities” (p. 731). In their longitudinal study, Alvidrez and Weinstein (1999) asked 

preschool teachers to appraise student intelligence based on their perceptions of students. 

Teachers rated students who possessed social capital valued by teachers, such as assertiveness 

and innate leadership skills, as more mature. Furthermore, teachers rated students from high 

socioeconomic backgrounds higher overall than students from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds. Alvidrez and Weinstein (1999) compared the teacher ratings to student IQ scores. 

In the case where teachers rated students as high ability, the teachers’ perception of the student 

was higher than the IQ score predictor.  

Rubie-Davies (2010) conducted a study where teachers were asked about the 

expectations they held for their students at the beginning of the school year. The students were 

from various cultural and ethnic backgrounds, including Maori, New Zealand, Pacific Island, and 

Asian. At the end of the year, teachers used running records to assess students’ reading growth 

and achievement. Rubie Davies (2010) found that the expectations for students aligned with their 
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overall student achievement. Rubie-Davies highlighted this trend as a self-fulfilling proficiency. 

The students whose teachers had high expectations for them at the beginning of the year also had 

the highest reading achievement at the end of the year. Rubie-Davies (2010) concluded that 

further research was necessary to determine exactly what instructional strategies differed for the 

group of students who showed reading growth versus the group of students (Maori) who did not 

show reading growth. 

In the other cases where the teachers perceived students more negatively, the IQ scores 

were higher than what the teacher predicted. Alvidrez and Weinstein (1999) concluded, 

“Teachers tended to overestimate the intelligence of children whom they perceived as competent, 

independent, assertive, and interesting and to underestimate the intelligence of children they saw 

as immature and insecure” (p. 736). Preschool teachers developed their perceptions mostly based 

on behaviors and external factors, such as socioeconomic status. These perceptions led to over- 

and underestimations that influenced student outcomes and achievements in later grades, which 

is of great concern (Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1999).  

Timmermans et al. (2016) also studied how teacher perceptions influenced teacher 

expectations of student ability. Similar to Alvidrez and Weinstein’s (1999) participants, teachers 

perceived students who appeared self-confident and displayed positive work habits more 

favorably than students who seemed less self-confident and displayed less positive work habits. 

However, Timmermans et al. (2016) found the impact of teacher perceptions on teacher 

expectations differed from teacher to teacher. Whereas some teachers’ perceptions strongly 

influenced their expectations for students, others were able to separate their perceptions from 

their expectations. The variance in teacher perceptions of student ability highlights the need for 
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future research of how and if teachers are able to separate their perception and bias toward 

culturally, ethnically, and linguistically diverse students from their academic expectations for 

those students.  

Perceptions and prejudices are natural parts of being (Cherry, 2020). As stated earlier, 

each are primitive actions that humans engage in for survival. However, in the classroom, 

perceptions of student ability can have lasting impacts beyond the classroom (Alvadrez & 

Weinstein, 1999). A teacher’s perception can affect the quality of education that a student 

receives. Low teacher expectations of academic achievement for a student can lead to a student 

not receiving the opportunity to engage in rigorous, college-bound learning experiences. This 

results in the perpetuation and in some cases widening of the opportunity gap. Therefore, it is 

important for teachers to understand the role of their perceptions and bias when educating 

students. 

Teacher Perceptions of Black Student Achievement 

Black citizens of the United States have a long and arduous history of marginalization 

and oppression (Riphagen, 2008). From the introduction of the Atlantic slave trade, to 

segregation laws, to the current racially-divisive systematic practices used by government 

agencies, school systems, healthcare organizations, and more (Gal et al., 2020), Black people are 

continuously pushed outside of the lines of the American dream picture. Concurrently, as 

systems throughout history worked to degrade, marginalize, and oppress Black people, White 

citizens were taught to perceive Black people and Black culture through a negative and inferior 

lens (Green, 2002). Centuries of racially-divisive commentary and lessons continue to thrive in 

the minds of some. Although for many, this racially-divisive commentary is not one of their own, 
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instead one they are exposed to, it is evident that perceptions of Black people and Black culture 

are often times more negative than positive (Riphagen, 2008).    

In the 1940s, Kenneth and Mamie Clark conducted their well-known psychological 

research studies, coined the doll studies, in an effort to determine how sense of self develops in 

Black children. The Clark and Clark (1947) studies revealed the impact of segregation and the 

negative perceptions of Black people in the United States. In this seminal study, Black children 

were asked to choose between either a seemingly White doll or seemingly Black doll after 

hearing a specific statement or question related to human characteristics like beauty, friendliness, 

and honesty. When the Clarks prompted children to “give me the doll that you like to play with 

the best,” “give me the doll that is the nice doll,” or “give me the doll that is a nice color” (p. 

169), more often than not, the participants pointed to the White doll.  

Since 1947, several psychologists have replicated the study over the years to include a 

wide variety of races and ethnicities. A recent reproduction of the study in 2010 by CNN 

revealed that children, ages 4-5 and 9-10 years, still equated positive character traits to the dolls 

that resembled Whiteness and negative character traits to the darker skinned dolls that resembled 

Blackness (Billante & Hadad, 2010). Researchers also noted that, although all children were 

exposed to stereotypes about race and characteristics, White children upheld the stereotypes 

more strongly than their Black peers (Billante & Hadad, 2010). Based on the consistent results 

from the several trials and reproductions of the original study conducted by the Clarks in 1947, 

one can conclude that positive social perceptions regarding Whiteness versus Blackness 

overwhelmingly favors Whiteness. These psychological research studies revealed that the 

perceptions of Black and Brown children are consistently negative. 
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Although young children participated in the doll studies (Clark & Clark (1947), and most 

would assume that adults would know better than to choose character traits based on race or 

ethnicity, education researchers have found that teachers (adults) do hold less favorable 

perceptions of Black students than their same age White peers. Minor (2014) sought to discover 

if teachers held different perceptions of student ability based on race. Minor (2014) asked 

teachers to rate student academic ability in the fall, and teachers overwhelmingly rated Black 

students as having lower academic ability than their White peers. Minor also found that, when 

asked to reevaluate their academic ability ratings in the following spring, teachers still perceived 

Black students as having lower academic ability, even when students had similar achievement 

test scores as their White peers. Despite new insight and evidence of a student’s academic 

ability, teachers still relied on their fall perceptions for their spring evaluations despite their 

initial perceptions proving to be inaccurate (Minor, 2014). Additionally, teachers who perceived 

a student as well-behaved or matching school behavioral expectations, such as sitting still and 

quiet or following Mainstream American English discourse patterns, also had more favorable 

perceptions of that Black student’s academic ability than other Black students who did not 

behave well (Minor, 2014). Student behaviors had a larger influence on a teacher’s perception of 

a Black student’s academic ability than a White student’s academic ability.  

Minor’s (2014) study reveals three important findings that speak to the power of teacher 

perceptions of Black student achievement. First, teachers tend to perceive Black students as 

having lower academic ability. Second, teacher perceptions are long lasting and do not shift 

despite new insight, which can have detrimental consequences for Black students. Third, a 

teacher’s perception of a Black student’s academic ability is heavily linked to a student’s 
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knowledge and adaptation to Mainstream American English school norms (Minor, 2014). 

Therefore, students who enter the classroom with cultural mismatch are more likely to be 

perceived as having lower academic ability, which could possibly interfere with the learning 

opportunities provided to those students, resulting in further disparities between Black and White 

students’ literacy and overall academic achievement.  

In a different teacher perception study Mahatmya et al. (2016), investigated how well 

teachers’ perceptions of educational attainment for their Black and Hispanic students matched 

the perceptions those students had for themselves. Overall, teachers had lower expectations of 

educational attainment than what the students believed about themselves. As a result of the low 

expectations of educational attainment, the teachers reported that they perceived students as 

having low school-connectedness, which altered how and what teachers taught to those students 

(Mahatmya et al., 2016). The findings of this study have important implications. First, a 

teacher’s perception of Black students’ ability and possible academic attainment is generally 

lower than how those students perceive themselves. Students believe they are able and capable of 

much more than the tasks their teachers provided. Secondly, teachers altered access and 

opportunity based on their personal perceptions and judgments of what a student could or could 

not do or how invested a teacher believed a student to be in their learning. Actions like those can 

be damaging to a student’s educational experience, and they are examples of the ever-present 

opportunity gap. Negative or reduced academic expectations for students results in teachers 

teaching differently to those students, often restricting their access to a rigorous and equitable 

education (Mahatmya et al., 2016). Combining the already negative perceptions of Black student 
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academic achievement potential with the negative perceptions of Black English creates a 

dangerous concoction.  

In an earlier study, Taylor (1983) interviewed teachers to gain a better understanding of 

how speech variety influenced a teacher’s evaluation of a student’s reading comprehension 

ability. Taylor (1983) asked teachers to score two readers who both read on the same reading 

level and had similar comprehension abilities. The only difference was one student was Black 

and one student was White. Both students had miscues when reading. In fact, both students made 

roughly the same number of miscues, seven and six respectively (Taylor, 1983). Of the reading 

miscues made by the Black student, 67% of the miscues were not reading miscues. In fact, they 

were Black English variations, meaning that the miscues followed Black English rules but not 

Mainstream American English rules. Although both students made approximately the same 

number of mistakes, the teachers scored and evaluated the Black student much harsher than his 

White peer.  

Taylor (1983) also surveyed and interviewed teachers to gain a better understanding of 

the teacher’s feelings and attitudes toward Black English. Taylor (1983) found a difference in 

evaluations between two equal level readers when the evaluator had a negative attitude toward 

one language variety over another. This study offers evidence of perceptions and how they can 

potentially affect how a teacher views and assesses a student, despite evidence to the contrary. 

Such behaviors and perceptions can lead to unfavorable learning experiences for Black students. 

Language Supports for Black English Speakers 

Similar to second language learners, Black English speakers face a linguistic mismatch 

when they begin school (Johnson, 1979). Black students who speak Black English encounter 
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language norms, rules, and conventions that differ from their home language and pose challenges 

as they are required to read, write, and speak in what is considered the appropriate school 

language, Mainstream American English. Due to the differing phonological and morphosyntactic 

features and structures between Black English and Mainstream American English, researchers 

have noted that Black English speaking students who produce high levels of dialect variation 

have slower literacy growth than students who produce lower levels of dialect variations (Craig 

et al., 2009). Furthermore, too often the negative perspectives of Black English restrict Black 

students from receiving the language supports needed to help them further develop their 

Mainstream American English (Minor, 2004).  

Craig et al. (2009) noted that students can improve their literacy growth by dialect 

shifting (reducing the use of one dialect while increasing the use of another). Dialect shifting 

proves to be beneficial for students’ literacy growth. As students become more familiar with the 

dominant language standards, it becomes easier to successfully perform various reading and 

writing tasks.  

Many students will spontaneously dialect shift in first grade, significantly reducing the 

amount of dialect variations they make when speaking, reading, or writing (Terry et al., 2016). 

However, spontaneous dialect shifting happens mostly during first grade and then becomes 

stagnant after second grade (Terry et al., 2016). Therefore, in the later grades, students may still 

find it difficult to meet the demands of Mainstream American English assignments due to their 

current language mismatch. As a result, it becomes important that researchers and educators 

learn how to best support Black students’ continued literacy growth (Craig et al. 2009; Ivy & 

Masterson, 2011; Thompson et al., 2004; Washington et al., 2018).  
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In prior discussions, a Black student’s literacy growth was dependent on their own 

instinctual spontaneous dialect shift from high levels of Black English variation to higher levels 

of Mainstream American English usage. However, it eventually becomes the responsibility of the 

teacher and school curriculum to intervene and support Black students’ continued literacy 

growth. Provision of specific language support strategies that continue to teach Black English 

speakers how to dialect shift and code-switch when appropriate is necessary (Craig et al., 2009; 

Ivy & Masterson, 2011; Thompson et al., 2004; Washington et al., 2018). 

Language support practices are innately culturally relevant and responsive practices that, 

if done correctly, can work to sustain the cultural identity of Black students (Gay, 2000, 2018; 

Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995). The next sections discuss various culturally sustaining language 

supports that can help build students’ knowledge of Mainstream American English, while also 

providing cultural confirmation and affirmation. Culturally sustaining language practices give 

students access to dominant culture language expectations by explicitly teaching dialect 

differences and helping students recognize the value in their home language in order to continue 

its use (Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris, 2012). The practices presented do not subscribe 

to deficit thinking; instead, they exemplify understanding of the difference amongst dialects, 

view a student’s home language as a resource, and use language to empower and equip students 

for academic success (Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris, 2012). Such culturally sustaining 

language supports can prepare students for literacy achievement without diminishing a student’s 

identity or silencing a student’s language. Students will learn how to choose a different color 

without loving their favorite color any less. 
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Dialect Awareness Instruction 

Dialect awareness instruction is a collection of various instructional strategies that aim to 

bring awareness to one’s own language use (Edwards et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2017). Many 

Black English speakers, like many other native speakers of any language, are not able to explain 

the formal rules of their language prior to school instruction (Labov, 2012). Individuals learn 

many grammar or phonological rules by mimicking what they hear (Lightbrown & Spada, 2016). 

For instance, a child as young as two years old may know in order to indicate that he has more 

than one item he must add an /s/ sound to the end of a word. It is unlikely that a parent 

specifically taught the child the rules of singularity and plurality. It is more likely that the child 

naturally recognized this pattern from listening to the way others spoke and described their 

surrounding environment (Lightbrown & Spada, 2016). The same is true for how young Black 

English speakers learn the rules and conventions of Black English. A child is not taught to 

shorten the /ing/ sound to /in/. It is a pattern that they learn from listening to others speak within 

their community.  

In contrast to their Mainstream American English speaking peers, Black English speakers 

rarely receive the opportunity to formally learn the rules of their language. Mainstream American 

English speakers spend their entire K-12 careers learning the rules and conventions of their 

language. Dialect awareness education provides Black English speaking students with the 

opportunity to explicitly learn about their dialect while also learning Mainstream American 

English commands and conventions by building upon their existing language knowledge based 

upon their home dialect (Edwards et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2017).  
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Black English is a language that closely resembles Mainstream American English, which 

makes it harder for Black students to recognize the slight phonological and morphosyntactic 

differences between the two languages (Edwards et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2017; Labov, 2012). 

It is possible that “the problem is not with dialect mismatch per se but with difficulty learning to 

code-switch from a nonmainstream dialect to Mainstream American English is a symptom of 

more general problems with linguistic flexibility and metalinguistic awareness” (Edwards et al., 

2014, p. 1884). Although language mismatch is the heart of the problem that Black English 

speakers face at school, an added layer to the problem is beyond language mismatch. Black 

students do not receive explicit language instruction that teaches them how to recognize the 

differences between Black English and Mainstream American English nor are they taught how, 

when, or why they should code-switch (Johnson et al., 2017). For young children, a navy blue 

crayon and an indigo crayon are both blue. It is much easier to recognize the difference between 

red and blue than two shades of blue. The same is true for young Black English speakers: it is 

much easier for others to recognize the differences between English and Spanish and much more 

difficult for the untrained ear to recognize the linguistic differences between Black English and 

Mainstream American English. To teach children the difference between navy blue and indigo, a 

more competent colorist must explicitly teach what makes the two shades different. Therefore, 

due to the many similarities of Black English and Mainstream American English, it becomes 

imperative that teachers and school curriculums provide the space and opportunity for students to 

analyze and understand the linguistic differences of the two languages, which can make it easier 

for students to fluidly code-switch between the two when applicable. Dialect awareness 

education provides the education students need to identify what makes the school language and 



 

79 

their home language different without the assumption that one is better than the other (Edwards 

et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2017). When educators and the education system recognize Black 

English as a rule-governed language, it becomes clear that Black English speakers should receive 

language instruction similar to that given to second language learners, as well as language 

support that helps them develop school language without diminishing their home language.  

Contrastive Analysis Instruction 

One strategy for dialect awareness education is contrastive analysis. The contrastive 

analysis approach asks for the teacher and the students to work together to compare and contrast 

two or more languages used in the classroom (Johnson et al., 2017). Typically, the languages 

compared are the school’s expected language and the student’s home language. In the case of 

Black English speakers, the teacher and student work together to better understand the 

differences and similarities between Black English and Mainstream American English.  

Contrastive analysis benefits students’ language skills development, ultimately resulting 

in improved Mainstream American English reading and writing skills (Johnson et al., 2017). 

When studying the effects of dialect awareness education for non-Mainstream American English 

speakers, Johnson et al. (2017) found that the most effective dialect instruction encompasses 

explicit and direct instruction that allows students to actively engage in comparing Black English 

and Mainstream American English linguistic features, rules, and commands. In their study, 

Johnson et al. (2017) divided Black English speakers into three groups, each of which received 

various levels of dialect awareness education ranging in levels of explicit instruction. The 

contrastive analysis group received the most explicit instruction and engaged in the most 

discourse about the similarities and differences between Mainstream American English and 
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Black English. At the end of the study, when asked to complete a series of final writing probes, 

the contrastive analysis group had greater code-switching abilities than the other groups that 

received less explicit dialect awareness instruction. The participants of the contrastive analysis 

group increased their Mainstream American English usage in schools, and they were able to 

code-switch more fluently on writing assignments than they were prior to the contrastive analysis 

instruction (Johnson et al., 2017). Dialect awareness instruction, which required students to 

actively engage in contrastive analysis of Black English and Mainstream American English, 

improved students overall writing skills. Writing skills are a definite predictor of students’ 

reading skills, which means if students’ writing skills improve, it is likely that there ewill be an 

improvement in their reading skills (Johnson et al., 2017). Therefore, dialect awareness 

education such as the one presented in Johnson et al.’s study is a potential teaching strategy that 

can improve students’ literacy skills, which can help to close the current literacy achievement 

gap between White and Black students.  

Contrastive analysis is one of many other forms of dialect awareness education that 

shows great potential in supporting Black students with becoming more proficient with the use of 

Mainstream American English. It is much easier to color within the lines when you have strong 

fine motor skills. Similarly, it is also much easier to achieve on literacy assessments based on 

Mainstream American English principles if you have a strong command of Mainstream 

American English.  

Code-Switching Instruction 

Another dialect awareness strategy that is empowering for linguistically and culturally 

diverse students is explicit code-switching instruction. As defined earlier, code-switching is the 
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ability to consciously decide which language to use based on the specific context or objectives 

(Morrison, 2010). Individuals would not use a yellow crayon to add color to a wooden rocking 

chair; instead, they would select yellow paint. Similarly, individuals would not use yellow paint 

to color the sun in a coloring book; instead, they would use a coloring pencil. Choosing the right 

tool for the right context is a skill that many diverse students learn to do on their own.  

To most older students, it is apparent that language and context matters (Godley & 

Minnici, 2008). For example, in a study of critical language pedagogy, high school Black 

English speakers spoke about their knowing when to “turn off” their Black English use (Godley 

& Minnici, 2008). These students recognized the need to code-switch in order to thrive in certain 

spaces (job interviews or work settings) due to the negative perceptions surrounding their 

preferred Black English language.  

In another study of high school Black English speakers, Godley and Escher (2012) found 

that Black English speakers were aware of their need to code-switch outside of school, but they 

strongly revered school as a space where they should be able to use Black English freely without 

judgment. Many of the Black English speakers admitted that they did not know their teacher’s 

opinions of Black English usage in the classroom (Godley & Escher, 2012). Although older 

Black English speaking students recognized the need to code-switch in society, then need to 

code-switch at school was not as apparent because they saw school as a safe place to be their 

authentic selves. 

School is often advertised as a safe space where students should feel comfortable 

bringing their cultural identities inside of the classroom rather than leaving them outside of the 

door. However, the reality is dialectally diverse students need to code-switch not only in society, 
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but in school as well. Due to the fact that the preferred code of many Black students does not 

match the codes of school, it becomes important that Black students learn to switch codes to 

match the language expectations of school. Research has noted that when students dialect shift 

and use more Mainstream American English instead of Black English, they are more likely to 

have higher rates of language and literacy development than their peers who do not learn to 

dialect shift or code-switch (Edwards et al., 2014; Connor & Craig, 2006; Johnson et al., 2017; 

Washington et al., 2018). Therefore, it becomes imperative that educators provide students with 

the correct tools to navigate not only their home community but also the communities beyond 

their own.  

A component of culturally sustaining pedagogy is to help diverse students revere their 

cultural identities and empower them by teaching them dominant culture norms. Access to the 

dominant culture’s language provides Black English-speaking students access to the dominant 

culture’s resources (Paris, 2012). However, students must know when and where to use 

Mainstream American English. Teachers can provide explicit code-switching instruction along 

with critical context discussions, which teach students the rules of the art of code-switching 

(Edwards et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2017). 

Dialect awareness education strives to inform students of language similarities and 

differences (Johnson et al., 2017), along with educating students of the innate power structures 

embedded in language use (Freire, 1972). Freire, an early radical educator, developed a theory of 

critical pedagogy that supported the use of language as a tool of liberation and access for 

marginalized and oppressed minority populations. Within critical pedagogy is the admittance that 

language can be a tool used to oppress marginalized populations (Freire, 1972). If language can 
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be used to oppress marginalized populations, then the contrary is also true: language can also be 

used to liberate marginalized populations. Freire (1972) first noted that dialects are an essential 

piece of an individual’s cultural identity that should be valued and sustained, but he also 

recognized that dialects create a stratified system of oppression. Those who are speakers of non-

mainstream dialects have less access to social mobility. In order for true liberation to happen, the 

oppressed populations must be knowledgeable of the language of power (Freire, 1972). 

Knowledge of the dominant culture’s language provides individuals with the tools needed for 

future societal mobility (Freire, 1972). 

Similarly, Bourdieu (1984/1986, 1991) also recognized the way in which language 

created barriers of access. Bourdieu discussed historical French practices that restricted certain 

groups of people from learning mainstream French. The policies intentionally blocked access to 

dominant language education, which led to the development of various non-mainstream French 

dialects later regarded as unintelligent and improper. By restricting access to dominant language, 

the French created generations of oppressed citizens (Bourdieu, 1991).  

 As a solution to the oppressive language policies, Freire (1972) placed the responsibility 

on teachers to provide students with the language of the dominant culture. Providing students 

with the tool of mainstream language provides students with increased cultural capital (Bourdieu, 

1984/1986, 1991). The combination of knowing how to fluently speak Mainstream American 

English coupled with the knowledge of when to code-switch gives students the necessary 

currency to succeed in school (Edwards et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2017). Knowing when to use 

Mainstream American English and how to apply Mainstream American English commands and 

conventions to reading and writing tasks improve Black students’ language skills, ultimately 
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improving their literacy skills, too (Edwards et al., 2014; Connor & Craig, 2006; Johnson et al., 

2017; Washington et al., 2018). 

Summary 

This chapter provided an exhaustive review of the literature to build a foundation for the 

current study. The aim of this study was to explore the relationship between teachers’ 

perceptions of Black English usage in school with their instructional decisions for Black English-

speaking students. The literature presented discussed the powerful influence of teacher 

perceptions on teacher instructional decisions and actions. Additionally, the literature reviewed 

in this chapter addressed the delicate relationship between Black English and student 

achievement in a Mainstream American English society. In order to support the needs of Black 

English-speaking students in the 21st century, it is paramount that researchers, educators, and 

other stakeholders understand how perceptions of linguistic diversity can influence a student’s 

opportunity to learn in an equitable learning environment.  

Furthermore, this chapter sought to provide research to help readers gain a better 

understanding of Black English as a complex verbal and unique language shared amongst Black 

people across the United States. To this effect, this chapter included discussions of the history of 

language in the United States, and its continued immense effects on Black English speakers in 

the 21st century. Also presented were the origin theories and some of the common features of 

Black English.  

Beginning as early as the Atlantic slave trade, Black people of African descent have 

witnessed the power of language control. From enslavers restricting the use of African native 

languages (Tolley, 2016) to anti-literacy laws (Tolley, 2016) and Jim Crow schools (Iron, 2014), 
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Black American people in the United States have been at the receiving end of language 

discrimination and control for centuries. 

To counter the language controls by way of societal and lawful implementation, a unique 

English language diverged from Mainstream American English into an English form blended 

with African linguistic features, popularly known as Black English (Rickford, 2015). Black 

English is a rule-governed language form that shares many similarities with Mainstream 

American English, yet it has different and unique phonological and grammatical rules and 

structures (Labov, 2012; Rickford & Rickford, 2000). Black English is a commonly spoken 

language amongst Black American people nationwide (Labov, 2012). Although the research 

provided by linguists indicates Black English is a stand-alone language that is distinctively 

different than Mainstream American English, the perceptions of Black English as a language are 

overwhelmingly negative (Johnson & Vanbrackle, 2012; Kraemer et al 2000). For example, 

teachers frequently rate Black English speakers poorly in literacy activities, such as writing, 

reading, and speaking, because of their language differences and variations from Mainstream 

American English (Johnson & Vanbrackle, 2012). Additionally, White raters are more likely to 

score Black English speakers poorly in comparison to other groups (Billings, 2005; Cross et al., 

2001). Black students in the United States are likely to speak a variation of Black English at 

home with their families and within their communities (Labov, 2012). The negative perception 

of Black English and speakers of Black English can have lasting implications on a Black 

student’s education (Minor, 2014; Taylor, 1983).  

Naturally, these students also bring their home language with them to school. However, 

this may pose as a challenge for many reasons. One is the unfavorable common perception of 
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Black English. Teachers who hold negative attitudes towards Black English may also perceive a 

Black student’s academic performance poorly (Minor, 2014; Taylor 1983). Secondly, the 

linguistic mismatch between Black English and the standard school language expectation can 

create a more difficult literacy growth journey for Black students (Craig et al., 2014; Craig et al., 

2004; Craig et al., 2009). Black students who speak high levels of Black English in school tend 

to perform poorly on Mainstream American English tasks than their peers who have less dialect 

variations (Craig et al., 2014; Craig et al., 2004; Craig et al., 2009). 

Lastly, Chapter 2 proposed alternative approaches to instruct linguistically diverse 

students, such as Black English speakers, using contrastive analysis and explicit instruction on 

code-switching and dialect awareness. These research-based strategies are practical and rooted in 

culturally relevant, responsive, and sustaining pedagogical tenets. Dialect awareness instruction 

offers students the opportunity to learn explicitly about their home language, become more aware 

of the linguistic variation they speak, and learn how it compares to Mainstream American 

English (Johnson et al., 2017). In conjunction to supporting a student’s home language in 

schools, dialect awareness education also prepares students to understand the social bounds of 

language (Morrison, 2010). Furthermore, dialect awareness offers explicit education on when, 

why, and how one code-switches (Morrison, 2010). Therefore, dialect awareness education 

affirms a student’s home language while also giving them access to the dominant language.  

This literature review provided a holistic overview of the research conversation 

supporting the need for the current study. Next in the artistic journey is deciding how to convey 

the artistic vision. An artist begins by researching the concepts that will bring meaning to their 

work, but just as important, the artist must decide the proper medium to express their artistic 



 

87 

vision. In Chapter 3, I will explain how I applied the knowledge learned in Chapter 2 to design a 

qualitative case study that aimed to gain a greater understanding of the relationship between 

teachers’ perceptions of Black English usage in the class and their instructional decisions. 

Chapter 3 describes and outlines the study’s design, data collection methods, and data analysis 

approach.
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY: CHOOSING THE RIGHT TOOLS 

Paintings don’t just happen. I am not a proponent of the idea of an artist as someone who 

kind of magically makes things and has no real control or isn’t willfully producing a 

certain kind of thing. It is labor-intensive, and it is research-intensive. You are making 

one decision after another, trying to get at something you think is important. 

-Kerry James Marshall 

The process of creating art is not magical. It is methodical. An artist does not splash paint 

on a canvas without a vision, without prior research, without sketches, or without edits and 

revisions. A dancer does not perform a recital without first creating choreography and practicing 

the steps many times. The final artistic vision that we get to see are the results of a labor of love. 

It is the results of research and methodical planning by the artist. Like an artist, a researcher does 

not magically land on outcomes, findings, and conclusions. A researcher must also plan a series 

of methodical steps that will create the path to the desired research findings. This chapter 

outlines the methodology used to collect and analyze the data that eventually become the themes 

and findings of the study. The chapter  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore how teachers’ perceptions of Black English 

influenced their instructional decisions regarding their Black students. Despite the ongoing 

debate about the legitimacy of Black English as a language system, like the filmmaker Fellini, I 

believe that language differences are the unique windows in which people view, understand, and 

experience the world. Rather than debating if Black English is a language that should be spoken 
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by Black students in the classroom, it would be of greater benefit to understand how Black 

students rely on Black English to communicate their unique visions of life.  

National literacy assessment data indicates that the current literacy education received by 

Black students at large in the United States is not preparing Black students to read at or above 

proficient levels (USDOE, 2019). Black students have continuously received fewer opportunities 

to receive high quality education, as seen by previous and current national literacy assessment 

data (USDOE, 2019). Therefore, more research is necessary to understand the possible factors 

contributing to the literacy underachievement of Black students.  

Linguistically diverse students enter school facing a cultural mismatch (Craig et al., 2009; 

Fogel & Ehri, 2006; Gregory & Oetting, 2018; Terry et al., 2016; Villegas, 1988). U.S. public 

schools subscribe to Mainstream American English norms as the standard for written and spoken 

language. For many Black students who speak variations of Black English, this poses as an 

additional learning challenge. A language mismatch coupled with teacher bias toward language 

diversity places Black students at risk of receiving subpar literacy learning experiences. To gain 

a better understanding of the relationship between teachers’ perceptions and their instructional 

choices, I chose a research strategy that allows for a narrative approach. Allowing teachers the 

opportunity to narrate their experiences and beliefs regarding Black English provided an in-depth 

understanding of how teachers perceived the use of Black English in schools and how teachers’ 

perceptions influenced their instructional decisions for their Black students. 

Currently, an undeniable discrepancy between Black and White student achievement 

exists in the United States (NAEP, 2019). Black students continue to score significantly below 

their White peers on national reading assessments. Like many researchers, I am interested in 



 

90 

understanding possible variables and contributing factors of the Black-White achievement gap. 

Recent discussions regarding the Black-White achievement gap acknowledge that opportunities 

and achievement are inherently intertwined (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Schott Foundation, 2009; 

Welner & Carter, 2013). Therefore, to better understand the achievement gap, it is beneficial to 

examine the educational opportunities Black students receive in comparison to their White peers. 

Linguistic verification, affirmation, and acceptance are opportunities that White Mainstream 

American English-speaking students receive that Black English speakers do not (Alsubaie, 2015; 

Ferlazzo, 2017; Godley & Esher, 2012; Heafner & Fitchet, 2015). The purpose of this study was 

to gain a better understanding of how perceptions of linguistic diversity may or may not 

influence the types of learning opportunities presented to linguistically diverse students. 

Therefore, this study sought to understand the link between teachers’ perceptions of Black 

English use in the classroom and how those perceptions influenced their instructional decisions.  

Research Questions Reiterated 

To explore teacher perceptions of Black English use in the classroom and to understand 

how deficit thinking theory or asset-based teaching approach reveals itself in teachers’ 

instructional practices, the following questions guided the research study: 

3. How do teachers perceive Black students use of Black English in the classroom? 

4. How are teachers’ linguistic perceptions of Black English reflected in their 

instructional decisions for Black students? 

Research Design and Rationale 

It is important for the researcher to consider the design of the study carefully so that the 

design will allow the researcher to explore and investigate the research questions most 
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effectively (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The researcher must also consider the purpose and the 

problem of the study in designing a methodology that connects to the purpose and provides 

insight to possible solutions for the problem (Creswell, 2012). Although quantitative research 

provides answers, Rahman (2016) claimed they are only “snapshots of a phenomenon” (p. 102), 

whereas qualitative research has the potential to allow “deeper insight” (p. 102) and examine 

participants’ “perceptions, feelings, and understanding” (p. 102). The purpose of qualitative 

research is to better understand how someone develops meaning of a particular experience or to 

understand the nuances of a specific event, situation, or group of people (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016; Yin, 2014). The qualitative approach “seeks to gain an understanding of underlying 

reasons, opinions, and motivations by providing further insight into a problem” (Physiopedia, 

2020, para. 85). 

With those considerations in mind, I implemented a qualitative case study to explore the 

relationship between teachers’ perceptions of Black English, as well as how their instructional 

decisions for Black students reflect those perceptions. Since this study sought to understand 

teachers’ thoughts and decisions in relation to linguistically diverse students, a qualitative 

research design was the best approach in comparison to a quantitative approach for this study. 

Lastly, the qualitative approach was appropriate for this study because it is often used to 

“uncover trends in thought and opinions, and dive deeper into the problem” (Physiopedia, 2020, 

para. 85), which allows the researcher to gain an inside look at the thoughts of another person 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). A qualitative approach provided the opportunity to explore the 

perceptions, actions, and behaviors of teachers of students whose preferred communication 

method was based in Black English. 
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Of the traditional qualitative research design approaches, the case study approach was 

most suitable to answer this study’s questions because I planned to investigate teachers’ 

perceptions of the use of Black English in real-life classroom settings and their real-time 

instructional decisions for speakers of Black English. The case study approach was the most 

appropriate approach for this study because it allowed me to study a particular case. A case may 

be a person, an event or situation, or broader topics like communities, decisions, or programs 

(Yin, 2014). For this study, the case was the teacher participants, and the phenomena were their 

instructional decisions made when instructing Black students, specifically those who used Black 

English. Therefore, the unit of analysis for this case was the teacher and their instructional 

choices and practices with regard to students using Black English in the classroom.  

Case studies are most appropriate when a study is focusing on a particular case, as well as 

for “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 2014). This study was directed by two how questions. The 

study asked how teachers perceive Black English and how teachers’ perceptions influenced their 

instructional decisions. Therefore, this was a case study focusing on the role and effects of 

teacher perceptions of Black students’ use of Black English.  

Study Site, Sample Strategy, and Participants 

As previously mentioned, a researcher must be intentional and purposeful about every 

element of the research design process. Each decision made by the researcher has a dynamic 

effect on the study itself (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Therefore, when selecting the site and 

participants of a study, the researcher must be very strategic and mindful of the purpose of the 

study. For this study, I sought to learn more about teachers’ perceptions of Black students’ use of 

Black English in the classroom. Furthermore, this study explored how teachers’ perceptions of 
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Black English, whether positive or negative, influenced a teacher’s instructional decisions for 

Black students. In order to conduct this study, I located a site with teachers who served Black 

students who used Black English. Although, it is true that Black English is not reserved for only 

Black students, for the purpose of this study I was interested in Black students who spoke Black 

English because of the existing Black-White achievement gap. Additionally, I solicited the 

participation of teachers of Black students who were willing to share their experiences and open 

their classrooms for future observations. 

Study Site Selection 

In a case study, the site of a study is a critical component of the research design (Yin, 

2014). I was thoughtful as I selected the most fitting site for the research problem and question. 

Due to the nature of this case study, this project was not bound to one specific site. The cases 

that I observed were teachers of Black students who spoke Black English, and the phenomena 

were their instructional decisions made when interacting with linguistically diverse students, 

specifically those who used Black English. Thus the site(s) of the study were where the teachers 

taught.  

When considering a site for qualitative research, it is important to consider site 

accessibility. Convenient site selection, a site that is easily accessible or familiar to the 

researcher, made it easier to gain access to local sites and participants for the study (Palinkas et 

al., 2015). I applied purposeful sampling to begin locating sites and individuals who met the 

sampling criteria for this study in a local metropolitan city school district in the southeastern 

region of the United States. I selected this metropolitan school district because it has a racially 

and linguistically diverse teacher and student population: 56% of the students served identified 
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as Black (NCES, 2018). Furthermore, choosing a site this large granted me more access to a 

larger number of elementary teachers who taught elementary-age Black English speakers, which 

increased the likelihood of finding and securing quality participants who met the needs of the 

study. In addition to purposeful sampling, I also engaged in convenient sampling as well. 

This site selection also constituted typical case sampling (Patton, 2001) because this 

district represented a typical urban school district in the south. Fifty-three percent of the nation’s 

Black population lives in the South (Robson et al., 2019), mainly in metropolitan areas 

throughout the South. This school district serves nearly 56% Black students (NCES, 2018). 

Continuing in that vein, within that school district, I selected teachers from elementary schools 

that represented typical Black student achievement according to recent national assessment data 

(NAEP, 2019). I used typical case sampling to select the site because I wanted the participants of 

the study to represent what was typical, normal, or average (Patton, 2001). 

Prior to approaching the school district, I had to first submit an Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) application to Mercer University. After obtaining approval (see Appendix A), I then 

contacted the respective metropolitan school district, completed the required research application 

documents, and followed the necessary procedures to obtain permission to conduct research and 

obtain necessary demographic data in the schools. After receiving permission, I then examined 

demographic information for schools within the school district and located several elementary 

schools with a high population of Black students. To be considered an eligible site, an 

elementary school had to serve a population of 50% Black students or greater. Additionally, the 

elementary school needed to have a racially diverse teacher faculty to include the perceptions of 

a diverse background of people. Once I identified potential sites that met both criteria, I 



 

95 

contacted the school principals, informing them of the study and asking for permission to reach 

out to teachers at their respective schools about the study.  

 Participant Selection 

Unlike quantitative research, the qualitative researcher cannot perform purely random 

sampling (Creswell, 2012). Qualitative researchers must be more methodical in their participant 

selection since they are in search of specific people or situations that speak to a particular 

experience or phenomenon. The cases for this study were the teacher participants. The 

phenomena for this study were the instructional decisions teachers exhibited in regard to Black 

English-speaking students. Therefore, like many qualitative research studies, I began the 

selection process with purposeful sampling. 

Purposeful sampling occurs when “researchers intentionally select individuals and sites to 

learn or understand the central phenomenon” (Creswell, 2012, p. 206). Palinkas et al. (2015) 

stated purposeful sampling is “widely used in qualitative research for the identification and 

selection of information-rich cases” (p. 533) and appropriate when the researcher seeks to find 

participants who not only meet the criteria but also are willing and convenient. In the search for 

participants, I began with purposeful selection of participants using a specific criterion. Known 

as criterion sampling, this involves recruiting participants who meet a criterion as defined by the 

researcher in consideration of the purpose, design, and research questions of the study (Creswell, 

2012). For this study, participants had to be teachers of Black students who the teacher identified 

as Black English speakers. This criterion was important because one of the purposes of this study 

was to explore teacher perceptions of Black students’ use of Black English use in the classroom.  
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After locating potential sites, my next step was to ask the principals of each selected 

school site to share the research interest flyer. In many cases, the principals quickly responded 

and allowed me to share a flyer that shared a synopsis of the study and my contact information 

via email. In other cases, principals were unresponsive, so I also used other methods to advertise 

my study and elicit participants. My role within the metropolitan school district at the time of the 

study afforded me the privilege to interact with multiple schools throughout the year. Using the 

networks that I had established, I reached out to school leaders and asked for specific teachers 

who might be interested in participating in the study. Additionally, I also relied on the snowball 

elicitation method. Once I began to secure some participants, I asked them if they could 

recommend any other teachers at their school or elsewhere who they believed would be willing 

to participate in the study. 

Once teachers expressed their interest in the study, I sent an interest survey that briefly 

described the study’s purpose and commitment level and asked teachers if they would be 

interested in participating in the study. Once I received acknowledgment of interest from several 

potential teacher participants, I intended to employ maximum variation sampling, which is the 

process of intentionally selecting individuals who differ on specific characteristics (Creswell, 

2012; Patton, 2001), such as years of teaching experience, gender, race, and age. Maximum 

variation sampling was best for this study because I hoped to collect a variety of teacher 

perceptions. More variation would provide richer data, which would allow for a more complex 

view and understanding of the topic. Additionally, Patton (2001) stated that maximum variation 

can improve the trustworthiness of a study by exposing how common themes or patterns emerge 

across core experiences despite the participants’ differences. However, I did not have enough 
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interested and qualified participants to intentionally select participants. Nevertheless, despite not 

hand selecting the participants to meet maximum variation, the six participants who did express 

interest and met the participant criterion did in fact have maximum variation, for they varied in 

race, age, gender, and years of teaching experience.  

For the purpose of this study, I did not believe in limiting participant selection by race or 

gender. Therefore, I did not limit the race of teachers to one race or ethnicity. The goal was to 

elicit participants who represented more than one race or ethnicity and different gender 

identification. I was especially interested in ascertaining the differences and similarities in the 

teachers’ perceptions of Black students who speak Black English and their instructional 

decisions, despite the teachers’ racial backgrounds as they related to one another or the students. 

Furthermore, participants’ years of teaching experience was not a restriction. Current Black 

English perception research and linguistic diversity perception research centers on preservice 

educators, which is why I chose the criterion of in-service teachers in order to contribute a 

different perspective to the existing research.  

However, I did limit the grade level taught by participants to elementary grades, 

kindergarten through fifth grade. Craig et al. (2014) revealed that students naturally dialect shift 

and decrease dialect use between first and second grade, but after third grade, dialect decrease 

stabilizes. Additionally, research shows that students who have higher levels of dialect variations 

in school have a more challenging time acquiring Mainstream American English literacy skills 

than do their peers who have less dialect variations (Charity et al., 2004; Craig et al., 2014; 

Terry, 2006). Lastly, research has also shown that students who are not reading on grade level by 

third grade have a more difficult reading journey than those who are reading on grade level by 
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third grade (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2010). Therefore, the findings of these different studies 

indicate that the elementary years of linguistically diverse students are critical in their 

development of Mainstream American English literacy skills.  

In summary, following IRB approval (see Appendix A), I contacted representatives of a 

large southeastern metropolitan school district to obtain permission to conduct the study and gain 

access to its schools’ demographics. I then used a combination of typical and criterion sampling 

to select potential school-based sites. I selected a few potential school sites to begin eliciting 

participants based on the percentage of Black students served (at least 50%) and the teacher 

demographics. Upon identifying potential sites, I contacted each of the school’s principals to 

begin the criterion sampling of participants and obtain access to the email addresses of potential 

teacher participants. In addition, I also used career connections and participant connections to 

obtain participants. I solicited participants by first sending a flyer via email that described the 

study, along with an interest survey. Participants then completed the interest survey for my 

review. After reviewing the interest survey, I applied criteria sampling strategies to select 

eligible participants from the interest survey responses. In addition, I. achieved maximum 

variation sampling. Throughout the participant selection process, I was mindful of the purpose of 

the study in order to ensure that each decision regarding sites and participants aligned with the 

study’s purpose and research questions. 

Data Collection 

The data collected in a study is contingent on the purpose and goal of the study in 

question (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The goal of this study was to explore how teachers’ 

instructional decisions with Black students who spoke Black English were a reflection of their 
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perceptions of the use of Black English in the classroom. To fulfill the study’s goal and answer 

the study’s research questions, it was imperative that I collect thoughtful and relevant data.  

The case study design commonly uses a variety of data collection methods to study a 

case, such as interviews, observations, focus groups, artifact and document analysis, as well as 

questionnaires and surveys (Heller et al., 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2014). I collected 

data in a variety of ways in order to gather a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. 

Creswell (2012) advised researchers to collect multiple types of data and extend the data 

collection methods throughout the research process as needed. Other qualitative experts have 

contended that one data collection method alone does not allow for the fullest understanding of a 

case or phenomenon (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2011; Yin, 2014). In accordance with these 

recommendations, I collected data through speech-only interviews, a variety of elicitation 

interviews, and document analysis. The use of a variety of data collection methods promoted the 

trustworthiness of the study by facilitating triangulation of the the data (Creswell, 2012). By 

using three data collection instruments—audio and visual elicitation interviews, traditional 

speech-only interviews, and document analysis—I optimized my ability to develop the fullest, 

most comprehensive picture of the participants’ responses. 

Interviews 

First, I began with one-on-one, speech-only interviews. Often referred to as the heart of 

qualitative research, interviews, as summarized by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), are 

conversations that happen between the interviewer and the interviewee to render information 

pertinent to the study’s purpose that cannot be easily observed by the interviewer. By engaging 

in conversation with the interviewee, the interviewer can gain insight into the participant’s inner 
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thoughts and understandings of their lived experiences and surrounding world. In order to 

understand the beliefs and perceptions of teachers, I had to engage in a series of interviews.  

For the first round of interviews, I conducted individual interviews with participants 

while applying a semi-structured interview protocol approach. A semi-structured interview is a 

balance between a completely unstructured interview environment and a strict structured 

interview environment (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Because it includes a mix of more and less 

guiding structured interview questions but no predetermined wording or order, the questions 

allow for flexibility. Based on the purpose of the study and the guiding theoretical frameworks, 

the researcher prepared guiding questions that allowed for exploration of the study’s topic. In a 

semi-structured interview, the researcher also retains the freedom to be flexible depending on the 

participant’s responses (Creswell, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In this study, the first set of 

interviews with the participants focused on learning more about each teacher’s career 

background and ideas of diversity (see Appendix X). I asked questions that helped me to better 

understand the teacher as a person and educator. The questions aimed to gather information 

about the participants’ career history and educational philosophy, in general, and in respect to 

cultural and linguistic diversity. 

For the subsequent sessions of interviews, I began to prompt participants to dive deeper 

into their thoughts about cultural and linguistic diversity (See Appendix X). One of the purposes 

of this study was to learn more about teachers’ perceptions of the use of Black English in the 

classroom; thus, the intent of the interviews was to gain a better understanding of how teachers 

perceive Black English and how their perceptions influenced their instructional decisions. To 

elicit sensitive responses that might or might not reveal teacher biases, I used a variety of 
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mediums to elicit participant responses, such as audio recordings of linguistically diverse 

speakers, writing samples that present language codes different from mainstream American 

English, and student reading and writing work samples. Such a method of interviewing can be 

useful in obtaining a person’s most authentic reaction and perception toward a topic. Audio 

elicitation can add additional depth and insight that speech-only interviews cannot (Hogan et al., 

2016). I used a variety of materials that featured Black English speakers engaging in formal and 

informal discourse from a collection archived by the Library of Congress, You Tube, personal 

samples, and other resources available to the public.  

Participants engaged with the variety of material in different ways. In some sessions, all 

participants read written samples; in other sessions, all participants listened to audio recordings 

of conversations or a student reading. However, despite the type of material used for elicitation, 

after engaging with the linguistic sample, I asked questions to gain insight on the participants’ 

perceptions of the language used in the samples, as well as their instructional feedback and next 

steps for the student associated with the language sample. I asked participants to share their 

impressions of the speaker or writer and the language used in the sample, and when appropriate, 

I asked participants how they would further support this student’s academic growth. Choosing to 

begin interviews with linguistic samples in the form of audio recordings or written samples 

provided an opportunity for participants to respond naturally to the stimuli, rather than being 

guided by structured interview questions. The use of various linguistic sample materials 

partnered with intentional follow-up questions as a data collection method was ideal as an 

elicitation method because it helped to gather unguided and uninterrupted responses, which are 

ideal for perception studies (Hogan et al., 2016). Having teachers react naturally to audio or 
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videos furthered the probability that participants revealed their innermost thoughts, feelings, and 

beliefs regarding the use of Black English in the classroom.  

Following the audio-elicitation interviews, I conducted speech-only, semi-structured, 

one-on-one interviews as needed after transcribing and coding interview responses. I conducted 

all interviews with participants online via a video conferencing app due to scheduling and the 

current global pandemic. Most interviews occurred during summer break. The follow-up 

interviews consisted of follow-up questions from the elicitation interview, as well as other 

questions I created to align with the research questions and theoretical framework. These 

additional questions and interview sessions allowed me to investigate further the teachers’ 

perceptions of the use of Black English in the classroom in order to meet full saturation. 

Interviews continued throughout the study as an ongoing process to gain a better 

understanding of the thoughts and actions of the participants. On average, each participant 

participated in five interviews. Due to some scheduling conflicts or participant responses, some 

participants participated in fewer or more than five interviews. However, the true number of 

interviews needed for this study varied from participant to participant because, as noted by 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016), I found the need to return to the participants to learn more about 

their situation until saturation occurred. This happened when I reached a point of repetition and 

no new information or findings appeared (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Therefore, I conducted one-

on-one interviews as many times as necessary to understand fully how teachers’ instructional 

practices and dialogic interactions with students reflected their perceptions of Black English 

usage in the classroom. 
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Document Analysis 

In addition to interviews and observations, I also collected data through document 

analysis. Similar to observations, document analysis is a suitable addition to interviews. Creswell 

(2012) described documents as valuable sources of data for a qualitative researcher, for they can 

provide information for the researcher to better understand the essence of the phenomenon under 

study.  

There are many different types of documents one can use to mine for data. In this study, I 

used personal documents shared by the teachers and the students. Personal documents refer to 

“any first-person narrative that describes an individual’s actions, experience, and beliefs” 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 133). The personal documents I analyzed were writing samples 

created by Black students who were Black English speakers and shared by four participants. 

Each of the writing samples included informal (notes and annotations) or formal (rubrics) teacher 

feedback. I classified the student work samples as personal documents because teachers’ 

comments are first-person narratives describing their perspectives of the students’ academic 

performance. When analyzing the documents, I specifically looked to see how teachers 

responded to dialect variations in a student’s writing. Again, the purpose of the study was to 

understand how teachers’ instructional decisions for Black students who speak Black English 

reflected their perceptions of Black English. By examining the commentary that teachers wrote 

on student work, I was able to see how teachers responded to Black English usage in the 

classroom. Document analysis provided an additional form of data collection that helped me gain 

a full understanding of how the teachers’ instructional practices reflected their perceptions  
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In summary, I used traditional speech-only interviews, elicitation interviews, and 

document analysis as data collection tools to explore how teachers’ perceptions of Black English 

use in the classroom influenced their literacy instructional decisions with speakers of Black 

English. I began with the use of two types of interviews: individual, speech-only, semi-structured 

interview, followed by individual audio and visual elicitation interviews, then followed by 

additional individual speech-only, semi-structured interviews. Additionally, I used document 

analysis as another form of data collection. This involved analyzing teachers’ comments on 

student writing samples. Using a variety of data collection methods facilitated the triangulation 

of data, which increases the validity of the study by improving the trustworthiness of the study 

overall (Shenton, 2004). 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the process in which a researcher makes sense of the data they have 

collected (Thorne, 2000). Thorne (2000) cautioned novice researchers that data analysis—

although oftentimes forgotten—is crucial to the research process. Without it, the data collected 

has no meaning. Thorne acknowledged the complexity of data analysis, yet affirmed it as the 

quintessential component of research, since it brings the data collected into conversation with the 

purpose and questions guiding the research project. Analyzing interview data involves 

“consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 

202). 

In contrast to quantitative research, data analysis is an ongoing process in qualitative 

research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). A qualitative researcher should not wait until the end of data 

collection to begin analyzing the data, searching for themes, and concluding findings (Bogdan & 
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Biklen, 2007; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016); instead, the data analysis 

process should happen simultaneously with the data collection process. If the researcher chooses 

to wait until the end, then there is a risk of missing an opportunity to reexplore participant 

actions and words. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) contended that such a missed opportunity 

undermines the research. Therefore, for this study, data analysis began with the first piece of data 

collected. I used a spiraling data analysis method as recommended by Creswell (2012) to make 

sure that the data collection and the data analysis were interrelated and continually informing 

each other. Qualitative researchers must understand the need for continuous data analysis 

throughout the entirety of a research study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Throughout the ongoing data analysis process, the theoretical frameworks shaping this 

study continually informed the analysis and interpretation of data. I viewed the study through the 

guiding lenses of cultural mismatch theory, deficit thinking theory, and asset-based teaching 

approaches, such as culturally sustaining practices. Combining Villegas (1988) and Stephens and 

Townsends’s (2015) definitions of cultural mismatch theories, the major tenets that I sought as I 

analyzed data were (a) the promotion of mainstream/dominant cultural norms; (b) the exclusion 

of underrepresented groups cultural norms; and (c) barriers of assess to education as a result of 

the first two tenets. In addition, I utilized the tenets of the “blame the victim” (Thomas, 2020, p. 

20) deficit thinking orientation as a lens in which to analyze data. The identifiers of the blame the 

victim orientation are the perception that cultural differences are to blame for the challenges that 

one faces and ignoring the significance of institutional and systematic influences on the shaping 

of academic or societal disparities (Soloranzo &Yosso, 2001; Valencia, 1997). Lastly, another 

theory used to categorize teacher instructional choices was the asset-based teaching approach. 
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Culturally sustaining pedagogy is an asset-based teaching approach that asks teachers to invite 

and encourage students to use their cultural practices at school and beyond school in order to 

sustain their cultural ways for generations to come (Paris, 2012). I used these three theoretical 

frameworks to analyze and categorize the ways in which teachers’ perceptions influenced their 

instructional decisions for Black students who speak Black English. 

As I reviewed and coded data, I looked for actions and statements that revealed moments 

when a Black student’s language did not match the school’s expectations or norms. I also 

searched for instances when teachers emphasized mainstream norms and did not include 

opportunities for students to use their language to express ideas and understanding (cultural 

mismatch). In addition, I notated times when a teacher focused instructional attention on 

correcting cultural behaviors rather than highlighting and inviting cultural differences (deficit 

thinking). Furthermore, I looked for moments when a teacher allowed and invited the use of 

Black English in the classroom to support a student’s learning process (asset-based teaching 

approach). Therefore, as I moved through the data analysis steps, I intentionally interpreted the 

data using the principles of cultural mismatch theory, deficit thinking theory, and asset-based 

teaching approaches to better understand how teachers’ instructional decisions in regard to their 

Black English speakers reflected their perceptions of Black English.  

To help me accomplish data analysis, I utilized preliminary writings in the form of 

observer notes and memos. For example, soon after interviews concluded, I immediately wrote 

initial researcher comments. In these memos, I documented my initial thoughts of the interview, 

responses that stood out the most, questions I still pondered, initial reflections, initial codes, and 

any tentative themes I recognized. Engaging in preliminary analysis soon after an interview or 



 

107 

document analysis allowed me to begin a synthesis of the data. The process of initial synthesis 

helped to inform me as I was actively collecting data, as well as inform future data 

interpretations (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Next, I used a digital program to transcribe each interview. Although a digital program 

transcribed the interviews, I reviewed each transcription to make any necessary edits to ensure 

the correct capture of each statement. Follow transcription, I then coded the transcripts, 

observation notes, and shared documents. Coding, the data analysis method of assigning quick 

and easily referenced labels to pieces of data that a researcher finds essential and meaningful, is 

one of the first steps to gaining a snapshot of the ideas that occur throughout the data (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018). I began with In-Vivo coding in which I use the literal phrases or words spoken by 

the participants as the code. Applying tenants of In-Vivo coding with open coding (the least 

restrictive coding method), I read through transcripts, coding each line of data with a single word 

or phrase that summarized the big idea of that piece of data. When coding, Creswell and Poth 

(2018) advised that the codes derive directly from the data. Researchers must limit how much 

interpretation they apply to the participants’ words at this phase of the data analysis process. 

Additionally, I coded words and phrases that directly supported the theoretical frameworks of the 

study.  

After I coded a piece of data (an interview transcript for example), I finished with another 

researcher memo. This new researcher memo helped me to continue the reflective process so that 

I could meditate on the data that I had received from the participants. Continuous memoing after 

coding led to further synthesis of the data and yielded new questions to ponder, new questions to 

ask participants, and new data to collect. Qualitative data analysis is unique because of the 
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reciprocity between data collection and data analysis, each informing the other, so data analysis 

should inform the next round of data collection (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell & Poth, 2018; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

As the process continued, I conducted the next phase in analyzing data, which is thematic 

creation (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The themes that a researcher notices from the data will 

eventually become the findings that they share with others. Themes are the reoccurring ideas 

found throughout the data, from source to source (triangulation), and from beginning to end. I 

began to create loose groups and categories for the codes in order to keep track of arising 

preliminary theories. I gave each category a thematic description and definition, which facilitated 

future explanations as well as future data collection and analysis.  

As data continued to develop and data analysis continued, I was able to find the right 

category for a new code based on the established category definitions and descriptions. If new 

data did not fit into an existing theme, then it became clear that saturation was not yet met, and 

the research project was not complete (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). However, once new data 

became repetitive and no new codes were determined, I knew that data collection was nearing an 

end. Data collection is complete only when saturation occurs.  

At the saturation point, I had labeled 84 codes. After examining the list of codes created 

throughout the reading and rereading process, I began to refine the lengthy list of codes into 

categories related to each of the theoretical frameworks. I placed codes with similar meanings in 

the same category. I sorted the codes into categories of evidence of cultural mismatch, evidence 

of deficit thinking, and evidence of asset-based teaching approaches. Not all codes fit neatly into 

these three categories. I then had to review the 32 leftover codes to determine their relevancy to 
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the study. Of the 32 leftover codes, I determined that 18 of them were irrelevant to the purpose of 

this study, and the other 14 codes could be collapsed to fit with other code descriptions. I ended 

with 52 codes, which I analyzed and placed in relevant theoretical categories. After sorting the 

codes into the theoretical categories, I analyzed the codes to understand the message that the 

codes portrayed as a whole.  

One final yet recurring component of qualitative data analysis is developing 

interpretations of the themes noticed throughout the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As I worked 

to interpret the themes, I made sure to ask myself questions like, “How do I interpret these 

themes concerning the problem and purpose of the study?”; “How do these themes relate to the 

theoretical framework?”; and “Moreover, how do these themes relate to the larger body of 

literature on this topic?” Since the process of qualitative data analysis is ongoing, the 

interpretation of codes and themes was not reserved only for the end of the study. However, it 

acted as one of the final steps in concluding and relating the study to the larger ongoing 

conversation regarding teacher perceptions of Black English and the role and influence of 

teacher perceptions on their instructional choices and decisions. 

In summary, the data analysis methods I used for this study spiraled between collecting 

and organizing data; reading and memoing initial ideas and thoughts; coding data; categorizing 

codes into themes; and interpreting data for grander meaning (Creswell, 2012). Neither of these 

phases happened in isolation of one another, nor did they happen linearly. Furthermore, the 

researcher continuously compared previously analyzed data to newly analyzed data, a process 

known as constant comparison. Therefore, each part of the data analysis process occurred 
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throughout the research study until saturation of data took place, at which point data collection 

concluded, and final analysis was possible. 

Researcher’s Role 

In qualitative research, the researcher is a vital component of the research because the 

researcher is the instrument that collects and analyzes the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In 

contrast to quantitative research, which uses programs to collect and analyze data, qualitative 

research filters all data through the researcher (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Essentially, the 

researcher selects which participants to include, which questions to ask, what to observe, and 

what documents to collect. The researcher then sifts through transcripts, field notes, and 

documents and again chooses what to include and exclude as they make sense of the data. 

Following this, the researcher interprets the data by bringing the words, actions, and documents 

together to develop findings that answer the research questions. From the beginning to the end of 

the research project, the researcher is the artist of the grand painting. For this reason, when 

collecting and analyzing data, researchers must be aware of themselves and their biases to ensure 

they are aligning themselves with the research problem and the participants’ words and 

intentions rather than their own. 

As the researcher, I must also acknowledge the less obvious role that I have throughout 

the research process. As a Black woman, I understand that my role as the interviewer potentially 

influenced the way participants responded and engaged throughout the study. I recognize that 

being a Black woman investigating a topic about Black students might have influenced what 

participants shared. I understand that my presence and role as an interviewer possibly impacted 

teacher behaviors and responses, and I have to trust and assume that the data I collected 
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represents the teachers’ most authentic selves. To help participants feel comfortable sharing their 

truths, I prioritized the importance of establishing working relationships and building rapport 

with each of the teacher participants. This started by taking the time to get to know each 

participant before the collection of data. I also was mindful of my verbal and nonverbal reactions 

to participant responses and document samples. I did not want to present my thoughts and 

opinions at any point during the collection of data (Peshkin, 1988). I also let participants know 

that they had the right to stop an interview at any time based on their comfort levels. Although I 

was the researcher, it was important to empower the participants in order to build trust and 

comfort. 

As the researcher, I remained aware of both my explicit and implicit roles. Some of my 

influence was possibly more obvious and overt than others. Nonetheless, as the researcher, I held 

influence over every aspect of the research study. 

Researcher Bias 

Researcher bias is an inevitable piece of qualitative research (Peshkin, 1988). Artist Jacob 

Lawrence said it well: “You bring to a painting your own experience” (as cited in Turner, 1986, 

para. 17). Similar to an artist who cannot separate themselves from their work, a researcher 

cannot separate themselves completely from their research. At the beginning of a new study, a 

qualitative researcher must recognize that their biases (the experiences that shape one’s 

perspective) are ever-present and a natural part of who they are. It is not the responsibility of the 

researcher to avoid their biases, pretending they do not exist. Instead, a qualitative researcher 

should confront and acknowledge their biases (Peshkin, 1988).  
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The biases that a researcher has are also the unique perspectives that the researcher brings 

to the study. One of the defining concepts of qualitative research is its inherent subjectivity 

(Merriam & Tisdell; Peshkin, 1988). It is a well-known fact that qualitative research is not 

objective; it is accepted that qualitative research is subjective. Although subjectivity is expected 

and biases are understood to be present, it is still the researcher’s responsibility to limit how their 

biases impact the study. As researchers prepare for a study, they should take the necessary steps 

to become aware of the biases they may hold towards the research, so they can take precautions 

throughout the research process to keep their biases as uninfluential as possible (Peshkin, 1988). 

Avoiding personal bias can be difficult with the case study approach as it is normal for 

the researcher to be well-educated in the topic of study before studying a case (Yin, 2014). In the 

phenomenological approach, the researcher begins the research process by first engaging in the 

bracketing process, also known as a phenomenological reduction (Vagle, 2018). During this 

process, the researcher recognizes personal potential bias and notes the need to bracket personal 

beliefs, experiences, and prejudices in order to explore details and interpretations with little 

personal influence. Researchers write their related personal beliefs, prejudices, and biases toward 

the topic as an epoche at the beginning of the research process (Vagle, 2018). Although, I did not 

conduct a phenomenological study, I did use the phenomenological reduction process to 

recognize and control any researcher bias that I had toward the research topic. It was important 

that I did this as a Black woman who actively spoke Black English at the time of the study and 

used Black English in school during my youth. I was initially attracted to this research topic 

because of my own personal language learning experiences and teacher interactions as a student. 

Throughout my K-12 learning experience, I struggled with successfully using Mainstream 
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American English in my writing. In fourth grade, my teacher recommended me for tutoring to 

focus on my vocabulary, spelling, and grammar usage. Comments about my speech and writing, 

although revered as great content, always suffered from grammatical errors. It was not until later 

in life that I learned that many of the “mistakes” I was making in school were language 

variations that followed Black English linguistic patterns. For years, I navigated school thinking 

that I was not good at grammar and spelling, when in reality, I could not recognize, nor was I 

taught, that I was writing the way I spoke. I hope that the findings from research like this study 

help teachers and educational leaders rethink the way they see and hear linguistic diversity in the 

classroom. 

Due to my connectedness and personal experience with the topic, before I began 

researching, I identified my thoughts and beliefs regarding the subject of Black English use in 

school settings. I not only completed this process at the beginning of the research design, but I 

also continued this process throughout the study to ensure that I was keeping my biases in check 

and not allowing them to encroach upon the research unwarranted (Peshkin, 1988). Therefore, I 

kept a researcher’s journal where I reflected on my biases before, during, and after data 

collection and data analysis. 

In summary, researcher bias is not the end to research; it is just the beginning. At the 

beginning of the study, I bracketed my biases, personal beliefs, and prejudices in a researcher 

journal. I documented my thoughts, opinions, and reactions in my researcher journal before, 

during, and after data collection and data analysis. In my reflections, I closely examined how my 

life experiences related to the topic under study. I set those thoughts aside so that they did not 

interfere with the data collection and data analysis of the research. Although it is known that 
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biases exist within the researcher, it was my responsibility to recognize those biases and take the 

necessary steps to make sure those biases did not lead to unfavorable (intentional or 

unintentional) researcher habits. Biases are a part of the researcher’s reality, but they should not 

overwhelmingly be a part of the research. 

Trustworthiness 

Qualitative research is complex because the researcher is the main instrument of data 

collection and data analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As previously explained, the researcher 

is extremely involved in the research process from deciding whom to study, what to ask, what to 

observe, what documents to analyze, what codes to use, what interpretations to assign, and what 

findings to conclude. For some, this may make it difficult to trust the findings of a qualitative 

study. The researcher’s role combined with the inherent subjectivity that comes with qualitative 

research creates a need for the qualitative researcher to design a study that ensures future readers 

can trust the collected data and the researcher’s conclusions in regards to the findings (Shenton, 

2004).   

I designed this study to incorporate trustworthy measures before, during, and at the end of 

the study. Trustworthy measures for credibility could and should begin before data collection 

starts. For example, familiarizing myself with the site and participants before interviews and 

observations allowed me to check participant credibility, as well as build a rapport that could 

potentially lead to better interview interactions.  

Another pre-data collection trustworthy strategy is engaging in a preliminary examination 

of personal biases related to the study (Peshkin, 1988). I confronted all possible biases that could 

interfere with or influence the data collection and data analysis methods before I began 
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interacting with participants. By bracketing personal experiences, biases, and beliefs, I 

intentionally worked to separate myself from the experiences of the participants. This first 

measure of trustworthiness helped to keep the study grounded in the participants’ experiences 

rather than my own by recognizing where my experiences, beliefs, and biases could potentially 

interfere. 

I also took trustworthiness measures by gathering multiple sources of data throughout the 

data collection process. I used interviews (both traditional and a variety of elicitation interviews) 

and document analysis for data collection. I built trustworthiness by collecting data from 

multiple sources. I then used multiple sources to look for confirming or contradicting statements 

or actions, a process known as triangulation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Triangulation is an 

excellent way to ensure trustworthiness because you are using multiple sources of the 

participants’ words, actions, or documents to build meaning and context (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016; Shenton, 2004; Vagle, 2018). Triangulation gives the researcher multiple points of 

reference to use as evidence for conclusions and interpretations. Using multiple data collection 

methods allows for more participant evidence and less researcher interference.  

A second way that I ensured trustworthiness during the data collection method was by 

employing member checks. Member checks are when a researcher allows for participants to 

review transcripts and memos during the data collection and data analysis phases (Shenton, 

2004). During this time, the participants and the researcher can discuss if the researcher was 

capturing the experience in the way that the participant intended. Once again, taking this step of 

action reiterates that the research is grounded in the words and actions of the participants and not 

the false interpretations of the researcher.  
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Lastly, during the data collection process, I continued reflecting on my thoughts, 

prejudices, and biases. The continuation of bracketing throughout the data collection and data 

analysis process ensured that I keep my personal beliefs and biases separate from the 

interpretation of participants’ experiences. Each of the former methods will support a claim of 

trustworthiness for this study. Throughout the data collection process, I embedded procedures to 

ensure that the data collected stayed grounded in the participants’ words, intentions, and 

experience.  

During the data analysis phase, I used the constant comparison method to ensure the 

trustworthiness of the findings and interpretations. The constant comparison method requires the 

researcher to continuously compare previously analyzed data to newly analyzed data (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). During this process, I examined data to look for themes. Constantly comparing 

data ensures that the researcher is grounding the findings in the participants’ words, actions, and 

documents (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

In summary, ensuring trustworthiness is the qualitative way of validating research 

(Shenton, 2004). Due to its subjective nature, qualitative research cannot be validated entirely, 

but a qualitative researcher should attempt to develop and execute a study that reveals the truth 

about the participants’ experiences. Therefore, I incorporated measures of trustworthiness like 

bracketing, triangulation, member checks, and constant comparison to support claims of 

trustworthiness for this study. 

Limitations 

The nature of a qualitative study lends itself to ambiguity (Rahman, 2016). As the 

researcher, I am aware of the strengths and weaknesses present in the qualitative design of this 
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study. I took the necessary steps to promote the credibility and reliability of the study. Despite 

taking precautions to be objective when reporting the findings of the study, interpretation of the 

participants’ experiences is subject to the researcher’s beliefs and biases (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). To account for this, I bracketed my experience and engaged in reflexivity. Furthermore, I 

used rich, thick description (Creswell, 2012; Patton, 2001) in order to recreate the context of the 

study for readers. 

Another limitation of qualitative inquiry is the difficulty of generalizing the findings 

because of the small number of participants (Creswell, 2012; Rahman, 2016). To promote 

generalization, I created an audit trail that clearly depicts how I selected participants and 

collected and analyzed data. Rich, thick description provides readers with detailed accounts of 

participant sayings and actions, which may allow readers to compare the study with their own 

experiences and find some similarity. 

Finally, I conducted interviews with the participants. While interviewing is an accepted 

and established data collection tool in qualitative research (Creswell, 2012), the study relied on 

self-reported statements that was potentially false or altered. Although this does pose a potential 

risk to credibility, as a qualitative researcher, I trusted that participants who volunteered to share 

their experiences were expressing their truths. 

Delimitations 

The selection of participants and the choice of the study site served as delimitations. For 

this study, I conducted interviews with in-service elementary teachers from the same 

Southeastern metropolitan school district in the United States. I selected teachers based on 

convenience and their access to Black students who spoke Black English. As a result, the teacher 
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participants lived in the same region and worked for the same school district. Although teachers 

from the same region and school district can have different experiences and knowledge, it is 

more likely that teachers from the same school district share similar experiences, like school 

structure, curriculum expectations, and student population. The many similarities that may be 

shared amongst teachers could pose as a delimitation because it could hide how diverse teachers 

are in their responses to cultural and linguistic diversity. Therefore, what I learned from this case 

study cannot be a representation of a larger population (Creswell, 2012; Rahman, 2016). While 

the findings cannot be generalized, the findings can still be relatable, which can bring attention to 

areas of concern that then may lead to further investigations and conversations regarding the 

topic.  

Summary 

This chapter presented the research design and methodology, as well as its rationale, for 

the study. The principals of the qualitative research approach were appropriate for exploring how 

teachers’ perceptions of Black English use in the classroom influenced instructional decisions for 

Black English speakers because they allow for exploration of human experiences. Specifically, 

of the five traditional qualitative approaches, I employed a case study approach since it 

emphasizes the study of a specific case in real-life during real-time context. For this study, the 

cases were each of the teachers, who I selected using purposeful and criterion sampling from a 

metropolitan school district in the Southeastern region of the United States. The phenomenon 

that I studied was the teachers’ instructional decisions, which are best explored in real-time 

versus retrospectively.  
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In order to investigate the teachers’ perceptions of Black English and explore how their 

instructional decisions reflect their perceptions of linguistic diversity, I used a variety of data 

collection methods. The combination of interviews and document analysis allowed me, the 

researcher, to investigate and explore the research questions in depth.  

While simultaneously collecting data from each case, I also engaged in the ongoing 

process of data analysis. I used a fluid data analysis method in which data analysis happened as 

data generated, as each informed the other. Cultural mismatch theory, deficit thinking theory, 

and asset-based teaching guided data analysis and interpretation. Each influences the 

understanding and interpretation of data for future conclusions. 

Lastly, the end of this chapter offered discussions of the researcher’s role as one 

embedded throughout the process of research. The researcher is the instrument in qualitative 

research; therefore, it is important that the researcher limits the influence of researcher bias and 

takes the proper precautions to build trustworthiness into the study. I used the traditional 

phenomenology strategy of an epoche to bracket my biases toward the topic before, during, and 

after data collection and analysis in order to control the influence of my personal experiences and 

biases toward the research. In addition to bracketing, I applied other trustworthiness techniques 

such as member checking and triangulation to build the complexity, rigor, and trustworthiness of 

the study. 

This chapter outlined the methodical process used to determine the themes of the 

participant responses as they related to the study’s purpose, research questions, and theoretical 

frameworks. The methodology, like a painter’s sketch, writer’s outline, or sculptor’s cast, creates 

the path to the results. In Chapter 4, I discuss the results of the data collection and data analysis. 
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Chapter 4, the premiere, presents and discuss the findings of the study as it relates to the research 

questions through the lens of cultural mismatch theory (Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 

1988), deficit thinking theory (Deutsch, 1961; Soloranzo & Yosso, 2001; Valencia, 1997), and 

culturally sustaining pedagogy, an asset-based thinking approach (Paris, 2012).  
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CHAPTER 4 

THE PREMIERE: DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS 

“We all look at the same object in different ways.” 
-Kehinde Wiley 

Thus far, each chapter of this dissertation has also aligned with the artistic process. In 

Chapters 1 and 2, the artist presented the necessary research to build a plan, foundation, and 

context for the art project. In Chapter 3, the artist developed a plan as to how they would execute 

their art. Now, in Chapter 4, the artist is ready to present their art. It is time for the final 

performance. This is the time when the audience sits back and enjoys the presentation of all the 

research, detail, and planning that eloquently coalesce to express an artistic vision.  

In this chapter, I present and discuss themes from the data collected from six participants 

through the theoretical lens of cultural mismatch theory (Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 

1988), deficit thinking theory (Soloranzo & Yosso, 2001; Valencia, 1997), and asset-based 

teaching approach (Paris, 2012). Data analysis, along with the presentation and sharing of 

findings, is the most essential part of research (Thorne, 2000). Without data analysis, one simply 

has a problem identified, questions asked, but no answers, no discussion, and no follow-up. Data 

analysis is the process in which research questions are answered through the “consolidation, 

reduction, and interpretation of what people said” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 202). 

Furthermore, data analysis is the multistep process that goes beyond the simple collection 

of data by way of interviews, document analysis, or observations. It is not enough as a researcher 

to ask the tough questions and collect the data; one must also search for the expected and 

unexpected answers that can and will further the conversation toward a solution. Additionally, it 

is the duty of the researcher to share and discuss the findings of the study with a larger audience. 
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The data analysis process for this study is the process in which the researcher applies knowledge 

and theory to participant data to gain an understanding of how teachers perceived Black English 

and how those perceptions influenced their instructional choices for Black students. 

Review of the Problem 

All too often Black students have reaped the unfortunate benefits of negative perceptions 

that someone deemed to be their truth. Gershenson and Papageorge’s (2018) study of the 

relationship of teacher expectations on Black students’ likelihood to complete college and Ross 

and Jackson’s (1991) study of teacher expectations of both Black male and female students 

revealed that negative perceptions about a student’s culture, language, and community can lead 

to lower instructional expectations and lesser quality of instruction. Further, this may result in 

hundreds of students failing mainstream public education classes or not meeting their fullest 

potential. 

Currently, Black students are scoring significantly below their same-aged White peers on 

national standardized reading assessments. The 2019 NAEP reports showed that on average, a 

White students’ average reading score was 230, while the average Black student’s reading score 

was 204—a 26-point difference. It is imperative that educators and researchers continue to 

investigate why Black students are not scoring equal to their peers. The evidence of a test score 

achievement gap is the result of an opportunity gap (Heafner & Fitchet, 2015; Mooney, 2018; 

Welner & Carter, 2018). This study sought to ascertain of the disparity between Black and White 

students’ standardize test scores is rooted in the lack of opportunity that Black students have to 

engage with a learning environment that reflects their cultural and linguistic values and norms. 
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One potential reason for Black students’ underperformance on reading standards is the 

linguistic mismatch between mainstream American English language standards and Black 

English language standards (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Mooney, 2018; 

Schott Foundation, 2009; Welner & Carter 2013). Even more so, if teachers of Black students do 

not understand the unique characteristics of Black English and its impact on a student’s identity, 

culture, and literacy understanding, then further cultural mismatch may arise in the classroom. 

This may cause Black students to have a more difficult learning experience than others who do 

not suffer from a cultural mismatch at school (Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 1988).  

This study aimed to explore the relationship between teachers’ perceptions of Black 

English use in the classroom and how their perceptions influence their instructional practices. 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. How do teachers perceive Black students use of Black English in the classroom? 

2. How are teachers’ linguistic perceptions of Black English reflected in their 

instructional decisions for Black students? 

Participants 

A case study must have a minimum of one person and an unlimited maximum of 

participants in order to study a case effectively. For this study, six participants were selected to 

participate. For confidentiality and identity protection, a pseudonym was selected for each 

participant. The six participants were Daniel, Sonja, Maya, Kayson, Corie, and Alana 

(pseudonyms). All six participants were elementary teachers who taught Black students who 

speak Black English. Of the six participants, three were women and three were males. Three of 

the participants were Black and three of the participants were White. Three of the participants 
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were novice teachers with less than five years of teaching experience, and three of the 

participants were veteran teachers with at least five years of teaching experience. Five of the six 

teachers taught in the same school district in the southeast region of the United States. One 

teacher taught in a neighboring school district in the southeast region of the United States. Table 

3 presents a summary of the participants’ demographics. 

 
Table 3 

Summary of Participants’ Demographics  

Participant Name Gender Race Years Teaching Experience 

Daniel Male White 25 

Sonja Female Black 14 

Maya Female White 5 

Kayson Male Black 3 

Corie Female Black 17 

Alana Female White 5 

 
 

I designed the first round of interviews to gather demographic, background, and career 

data for each of the participants. The first interview was a speech-only interview consisting of 

guiding questions that invited participants to talk casually about their background and career. 

Table 4 provides a summary of the participants’ teaching positions at the time of the study. The 

following sections provide a summary of the data collected from the first round of interviews for 

each participant, identified by assigned pseudonyms. 
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Table 4 

Summary of Participants’ Teaching Positions 

Participant Grade # of Black Students Subjects Taught 

Daniel 5th 18 out of 23 reading, writing math, 
science, social studies 

Sonja 3rd 17 out of 22 math and science 
Maya 2nd 13 out of 22 reading, writing math, 

science, social studies 
Kayson 2nd 23 out of 23 reading, writing math, 

science, social studies 
Corie 1st 18 out of 24 reading, writing math, 

science, social studies 
Alana 4th 13 out of 21 reading and writing 

 
 
Daniel 

Daniel was an older White male who had worked in education for 25 years. Daniel was a 

southern transient, as he was originally from the northern region of the United States. He had 

held various positions within the field of education and had experience in both public and private 

schools. He had worked at the district office and as a school administrator. His diverse 

experiences had allowed him to learn from many different people. During his interviews, he 

highlighted the power and influence of his peers and colleagues throughout the years on his 

personal and professional growth. Although Daniel had experienced many roles within 

education, his revealed his heart had always loved being in the classroom. At the time of the 

study, Daniel was a fifth-grade inclusion teacher, responsible for teaching all subjects (reading, 

writing, math, science, and social studies) to a class of general education and exceptional 

education students. His class was comprised of 23 students, of whom 18 were Black.  
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Sonja 

Sonja was a middle-aged Black woman who had worked in education for 14 years. Sonja 

had lived in the southeastern region of the United States her entire life and served in a 

community close to where she lived as a child. Sonja’s journey as a teacher was not linear. She 

spent the majority of her career teaching middle school math courses before she took a break 

from education and worked in another field. After working outside of education for a few years, 

she revealed she being drawn back to her first love, but this time she returned to the classroom 

teaching elementary students. At the time of the study, Sonja taught third grade math and 

science. Sonja served 22 students, of whom 17 were Black.  

Maya  

Maya was a young White woman who had worked in education for five years. From the 

southeastern region of the United States, Maya first began teaching out of state with a charter 

school network before she transitioned to teaching at a public school near her home city. Maya 

had taught both kindergarten and second grade. At the time of the study, she taught second grade 

students all subjects (reading, writing, math, science, and social studies). Maya served 22 

students, of whom 13 were Black. 

Kayson  

Kayson was a young Black male who had worked in education for three years. Kayson’s 

career prior to becoming a teacher was working at a local youth organization in his hometown. 

Kayson expressed he began to pursue teaching when he realized he was meant to work more 

directly with children. Sat the time of the study, Kayson taught at a charter school in the 

southeastern region of the United States, close to his hometown. He purposefully sought out the 
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school due to his own personal beliefs and experiences with education. Kayson taught second 

grade students all subjects (reading, writing, math, science, and social studies). He served 23 

students, all of whom were Black. 

Corie 

Corie was an older Black woman with 17 years of experience teaching young 

elementary-age students. She transitioned into education later in life and proclaimed that it was a 

calling she could not continue to deny. Her knack for teaching, especially early literacy skills, led 

to school- and district-wide recognition. Corie was a northern transient who resided in the 

southeastern region of the United States at the time of this study. All her experience was at the 

same school. She taught first grade students all subjects (reading, writing, math, science, and 

social studies). Corie served 24 students, of whom 18 of were Black. 

Alana 

Alana was a young White woman with five years of teaching experience. Alana went to 

undergraduate school in a different state than her home state. After graduating, she moved back 

home and began searching for a job to begin her teaching career. In her five years of teaching, 

she had taught at two schools and in two grade levels. At the time of the study, Alana taught 

fourth grade reading and writing in the southeastern region of the United States. Alana served 21 

students, of whom 13 were Black.  

Summary of Data Collection Interview Techniques 

To address the research questions and the purpose of this study, I created interview 

questions (see Appendix B). Each interview was a semi-structured interview, which means I 

constructed an interview guide for each session, but I had the flexibility to adapt the questions to 
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fit the responses and participants. I began each interview with the same guiding questions and 

elicitation material. Based on the responses given by the different participants, I developed 

additional questions or comments to gain a deeper understanding of the participants’ thoughts, 

beliefs, and perception of Black English use in the classroom.  

Each participant engaged in a series of at least four interviews that aimed to gather more 

information regarding the participants’ perceptions of the use of Black English in the classroom 

and their perceptions of how Black English use influenced their instructional decisions made 

during different lessons. Table 5 summarizes the various forms of data collection used 

throughout the study. I used various forms of elicitation methods, such as audio recordings, 

written student work samples, and instructional documents (running record analysis form). 

Additionally, I asked participants to share documents that consisted of student work and teacher 

feedback. Four of the six participants were able to produce personal documents that were used 

for the document analysis. The other two teachers no longer had work samples as it was now 

summer break, and they had returned all work back to their students prior to leaving for the 

summer break. The documents shared by Daniel, Alana, Maya, and Kayson were included in the 

overall analysis as an additional form of data used to answer the questions guiding the study. 

 

 

Table 5 

Summary of Data Collection Interview Techniques 

Participant Interview 1: 
Introductions 
and Rapport 

Interview 2: 
Audio 

Elicitation 

Interview 3: 
Student Writing 

Samples 

Interview 4: 
Student 

Reading and 

Document 
Analysis 
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Writing 
Samples 

Daniel X X X X X 

Sonja X X X X  

Maya X X X X X 

Kayson X X X X X 

Corie X X X X  

Alana X X X X X 
 
 
The combination of multiple elicitation interviews and student work samples provided me with 

enough data to recognize thematic patterns across the different data types and participants.  

Data Analysis Process 

Each time I collected data either by interview or document analysis, I engaged in the 

process of coding, categorizing, and determining central ideas by way of present patterns. 

Although I began using electronic software to help with coding, I conducted most of my data 

analysis with pencil, paper, and sticky notes. I first closely read each of the data samples, such as 

interview transcripts or teacher volunteered student work samples with feedback. While reading, 

I would begin with in vivo coding, which is the process of using participants’ actual words to 

create codes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I started with this type of coding to ensure that all data 

analysis was rooted in the words of the participants and not my own interpretations.  

Because I was using the words of the participants and I had six participants, the list of 

original codes was extensive, 84 codes. Due to the extensive list of codes, I then had to analyze 

how the codes related to one another across the multiple participants. This involved taking the 

initial codes and finding patterns and similarities in order to create defined expanded codes. For 

example, I determined initial codes like “change how you speak,” “change it up,” “switch at 
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school,” “needs to change” to mean the same thing, so I combined them into one expanded code, 

“the need to code switch.” I continued this technique throughout the data collection process and 

ended with 32 expanded codes. Categorization of those codes culminated in 10 categories: (a) 

Black English at school, (b) Black English outside of school, (c) who do you speak Black 

English with?, (d) reasons for instructional choices I Black English and identify, (f) linguistic 

notices, (g) teachers’ expectations, (h) a teacher’s role, (i) instructional strategies in ELA 

(English language arts), and (j) instructional strategies in non-ELA content areas.  

Following the categorization of codes, I began to analyze the categories to determine the 

big picture, the patterns, and major findings from the data. The purpose of data collection and 

data analysis was to better understand how teachers from various backgrounds perceived the use 

of Black English in the classroom and how their perceptions of Black English use influenced 

their future instructional decisions regarding linguistic divergence from Mainstream American 

English norms. I analyzed teacher responses using the theoretical frameworks of cultural 

mismatch theory, deficit thinking theory, and asset-based teaching approaches, such as culturally 

sustaining practices. When analyzing and interpreting the data, I looked for participant responses 

that aligned with or contradicted the tenets of cultural mismatch theory as defined by Villegas 

(1988) and Stephens and Townsend (2015). Cultural mismatch theory hypothesizes that systems 

and institutions like public schools promote mainstream norms, while discounting the cultural 

norms that are common amongst underrepresented groups (Villegas, 1988). This practice can 

create barriers of access for underrepresented groups, leading to disparities in academic 

achievement (Stephens & Townsend, 2015). When analyzing participant responses, I looked for 
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evidence of teacher perceptions or instructional choices that promoted mainstream norms while 

discrediting the academic contributions of a student’s linguistic differences.  

Additionally, I analyzed data through the lens of the “blame the victim” (Thomas, 2020, 

p. 20) approach of deficit thinking theory as presented by Deutsch (1961), and culturally 

sustaining pedagogy, as defined by Paris (2012). I classified teacher instructional decisions and 

actions as either deficit thinking or asset-based teaching. The major tenets of the blame the 

victim deficit thinking orientation are that cultural differences are to blame for the challenges 

that one faces, and the significance of institutional and systematic influences on the shaping of 

academic or societal disparities are ignored. Therefore, if a teacher’s instructional decisions or 

feedback highlighted a students’ lack of academic mastery as fault of linguistic variation, I 

classified the instructional act as a deficit thinking approach.  

In contrast to deficit thinking, asset-based thinking recognizes diverse cultures and 

languages as assets that should be recognized and used in the classroom (Paris, 2012). I coded 

instructional decisions that invited the use of linguistic divergence as asset-based teaching. Based 

on the categorization of the data collected and the interpretation of the coded responses, I 

identified major findings that related to the study and purpose of the research. Figure 1 is an 

example of a detailed outline of the coding to category to findings process. 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

The Process of Codes to Categories to Findings  
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The remainder of the chapter is divided into three sections. The first section presents a 

discussion of individual cases and the patterns I noticed amongst participants. The second section 

is a discussion of the findings from the cross-case analysis. Upon completion of the cross-case 

analysis, I better understood the participants’ perceptions of diversity in general, and the way in 

which their perceived role within a particular context influenced their perception of linguistic 

diversity. 
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Individual Cases: Participants’ Patterns 

The participants’ beliefs about the use of Black English in the classroom and their 

approach to the use of Black English in the classroom were mostly similar. However, data 

revealed other factors accounted for some variation in participant perceptions. These included 

formal and informal educational experiences related to linguistic diversity and race. 

Teachers, such as Dave, Kayson, and Alana, who had engaged in either informal or 

formal growth experiences related to the topic of linguistic diversity or Black English, were more 

likely to create learning environments that accepted Black English use in the classroom. These 

experiences ranged from informal conversations with colleagues to formal professional 

development workshops that aimed to educate teachers about linguistic diversity and 

instructional practices one may employ to support linguistically diverse students. Although 

evidence revealed that Black English was not always invited as a linguistic choice for English 

language arts assignments, the teachers who recognized the value of Black English accepted 

Black English use during informal interactions such as talking with friends and collaborative 

group work. In one case two teachers, Daniel and Alana, also accepted Black English use during 

reading, as long as the students’ use of Black English did not interfere with their comprehension. 

Both Daniel and Alana had engaged in conversations about either linguistic diversity or Black 

English consideration on reading tests.  

Additionally, those teachers who engaged in professional or personal growth 

opportunities also reflected during interviews on how learning about linguistic diversity made 

them more sensitive to linguistic variations when grading assignments. Daniel, who had engaged 

in personal conversations with other Black women, discussed how he had taken the steps to 



 

134 

transform how he graded student assignments. In one of his interviews, Daniel stated, “By the 

end of that conversation, I was enlightened, sad, and compelled to do something differently. So, 

that’s what I did. I had to really check myself.”  

Kayson also mentioned having extensive professional development related to linguistic 

diversity. Kayson was also another participant who was less likely to criticize linguistic 

variations on assignments that others criticized, like the running record example and his own 

student work sample. When asked about the student’s performance on the running record Kayson 

replied, “He did pretty good. It looks like he made a lot of errors, but none of the errors really 

impacted his understanding based on his responses to the comprehension questions.” 

Although the teacher’s experiences did create more linguistically aware educators like 

Kayson, Daniel, and Alana, in the interviews conducted by me, none of the participants 

described intentional culturally relevant, responsive, or sustaining pedagogical principles that 

they applied to their instruction or classroom arrangement. Teachers who experienced 

opportunities to discuss and learn about linguistic diversity were less likely to criticize Black 

English use and accept its use superficially, meaning that there was evidence when they accepted 

the use of Black English. However, it was in a silent way that did not highlight the student’s 

linguistic knowledge or command of another language. The connection amongst experience and 

perception does reveal some insight to the influence of positive and informative professional 

development on an individual’s perception of linguistic diversity. 

Another interesting factor noticed when comparing which participants were more likely 

to criticize Black English use in the classroom was race. When comparing Black participant 

responses to White participant responses, Black participants were more likely to critique Black 
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English variations than were White participants. Two (Sonja and Corie) out of three Black 

participants consistently critiqued Black English use across various assignments presented during 

elicitation interviews, whereas one (Maya) out of three White participants consistently criticized 

Black English use across the various assignments. One explanation for this differentiation could 

be attributed to the personal experiences of the participants with Black English use in their 

classroom. Participants Corie and Sonja, who were both older Black women, shared their own 

personal experiences with using Black English at school as children. In contrast, none of the 

White participants shared personal experiences like those of Corie and Sonja’s where their 

language preferences were disregarded at school. Kayson, a Black male, did not share any 

negative or positive experiences about using Black English in school.  

Sonja’s Experience with Using Black English in School 

During an interview, Sonja told the following story about her use of Black English in 

school: 

When I was younger growing up in the South, we [Black people] all had our own way of 

doing things. We cooked different. We sang different. We danced different. We talked 

different. We dressed different. Everything was different. Well, I didn’t know it was 

different until I got to school. Up until I got to school, all the things, I did was normal 

because everyone else around me was doing it too. Then all of a sudden when I get to 

school all the things, I am doing is wrong. The way I sit is wrong. The way I walk is 

wrong. The way I talk is wrong. Honestly, it was annoying how many times I was 

corrected in a day. Over time, I guess I just started adapting. I was so tired of hearing the 

teacher tell me, “No this,” or “No that,” that I just started to change the way I behaved at 
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school. Eventually, I wasn’t just changing how I acted or how I talked at school, but I 

was changing how I did things at home too. I guess I just found it easier to keep it 

consistent. Then the next thing I know school was easier. The teacher was nagging me 

less. Things were better. 

Corie’s Experience with Using Black English in School 

During an interview, Sonja told the following story about her use of Black English in 

school: 

Growing up, I guess you could say I always spoke Black English. Or something like that. 

You know I am from [Northern Region of the United States], and we kind of have our 

own way of doing things, but basically, yeah, I spoke Black English. I actually remember 

the first time I really realized that I spoke Black English. It was when I was in college. 

This was my first time going to school with White kids, so there was a little culture 

shock. So, one day I was presenting a project or something for class, and I can just 

remember doing a great job. Well, feeling like I was doing a great job. Then I got my 

feedback, and a nice chunk of the feedback was about how I was talking. The professor 

was just going on and on about how I said this and how I said that. 

Corie’s story rang similar to that of Sonja’s experience as a child. Both had seemingly 

negative experiences with the policing of their use of Black English in school settings from 

elementary age all the way to college. In both cases, participants used these experiences to justify 

their need to protect their Black students from ridicule. Sonja even prided herself on “saving” her 

students from the pain of constant embarrassment and correction by constantly encouraging them 

to align their speech patterns to follow Mainstream American English standards. In order to do 
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that, both Corie and Sonja also heavily criticized the use of Black English more than the other 

four participants did, despite their personal connection to Black English. Overall, for the sake of 

student success, Corie and Sonja both perceived Black English as not belonging in the 

classroom. 

It is also important to note that another reason for the difference in responses could be 

attributed to my role as the researcher. It is possible that White participants could have felt less 

comfortable expressing less favorable ideas about Black English to me, a Black Woman. In 

contrast, Black participants may have felt a sense of comfort that allowed them to be more 

candid about Black English use in the classroom causing it to look like a racial divide in 

feedback shared by participants. 

  Other factors, like gender and years of experience, did not seem to have as strong of an 

influence on participants’ perceptions as did professional and personal growth experience and 

race. Both the novice teachers and the experienced teachers shared similar feelings about the 

appropriateness of Black English on literacy-based assignments in school. Overall, despite their 

years of teaching experience or gender, all teachers believed that Black English was not suited 

for literacy-based assignments like writing a narrative. However, those who did participate in 

professional and personal development were more graceful to the use of Black English in other 

areas like math, science, social studies, and reading. Lastly, Black women participants were more 

consistent with their perceptions of Black English use as a deficit across all subjects than were all 

other participants. 

The participants or teachers are the defining cases of this case study. Their experiences as 

shared through the interviews provide the rich data used to understand the relationship between 



 

138 

teacher perceptions and teacher instructional practices. Their unique experiences brought variety 

to the data, but also brought about commonalities and patterns amongst the participants that 

added depth to the data. 

Perceptions of Diversity in General 

To develop my understanding of participants’ perceptions of diversity both culturally and 

linguistically, I first asked participants about their attitudes toward cultural and linguistic 

diversity. Participants reported having positive attitudes toward cultural and linguistic diversity 

as a whole. Because I was unable to conduct classroom observations, I was only able to support 

this conclusion based on statements shared by participants during interviews. In a speech-only 

interview, I asked participants to define and explain the value of diversity (cultural and 

linguistic). Participants overwhelmingly viewed diversity as something that should be valued 

within society at large, highlighting diversity as an opportunity for people to learn and grow from 

one another. 

When asked what is the role of diversity in society, participants responded with the 

following comments: “to learn from one another,” “to show us different ways of living. Different 

ways of being,” and “to make the world less boring.” Daniel stated,  

Diversity is how you and I are different and how you and I are the same. There are 

obvious differences like age, race, and gender. But there are also things like religion, 

regions we grew up in, music we listen to, how we talk with our friends. All of that are 

ways that may make us different but are also things that could make us the same. 

Daniel’s statement about diversity highlights how Daniel noticed the depth of diversity stretching 

beyond racial and cultural differences. He also highlighted the idea that diversity not only points 
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out our differences, but also highlights our similarities. Daniel’s comprehensive statement about 

diversity is one example of how he and other participants welcomed diversity as an opportunity 

to engage with others who were different from them in positive ways, thus supporting the notion 

that participants overwhelmingly perceived diversity as a positive asset. 

In one elicitation interview, I asked participants to listen to a video clip of an Asian man 

and woman talking with a seemingly White Anglo-Saxon woman about community concerns and 

petitions. After listening to the video clip, I asked participants to discuss the language 

interactions seen and heard in the video. The responses shared again echoed the overwhelming 

belief amongst participants that cultural differences were a part of the world in which they lived. 

After watching the video clip, Alana said, “I never knew that about Korean culture. See, you 

learn something new every day.” Alana’s response recognized cultural differences as a learning 

opportunity rather than an opportunity for assimilation.  

Kayson laughed as he watched the video clip, and as soon as it finished, he said, “That 

was funny. They were funny. I should watch this show.” Kayson’s reaction to the video clip did 

not highlight the linguistic differences or the cultural differences almost as if they were not 

pertinent to the scene. Instead, his reaction recognized the comedic value of the interaction as if 

the cultural and linguistic differences were everyday occurrences.  

When giving their initial reactions to the video clip, Daniel described how he appreciated 

the White woman not “making a big deal” about the Asian speakers’ accent and cultural 

differences. In this comment, Daniel was reflecting on stories his wife had shared about her 

experiences at the nail salon in which many of the employees were of Asian descent. Daniel 

explained that the patrons of the nail salons often asked employees to speak English or asked 
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employees to repeat themselves several times, emphasizing that they could not understand them 

because of their accent. Daniel’s reaction to seeing a White woman not treat the Asian store 

owners in the video clip in the way that he had seen other women (White and Black) treat Asian 

citizens showed his affirmation of what he believed was a more acceptable reaction to linguistic 

diversity. 

Based on the positive responses to the video clip of the Korean couple interacting with a 

seemingly White woman, the participants had an overall positive attitude toward cultural and 

linguistic diversity as shown in the video. Understanding how participants viewed diversity in 

general laid the foundation for the development, analysis, and understanding of the next finding. 

Influence of Teachers’ Perceptions of Their Linguistic Role 

As a teacher, I saw myself playing many different roles in my student’s lives. Sometimes 

I was their teacher, other times I was their nurse, their counselor, their chef, and so much more 

based on my students’ immediate needs at the time. Throughout the interviews, participants 

shared similar sentiments in which they alluded to their roles changing based on the needs of 

their students, the setting, and the content. More specifically, participants shared how their 

linguistic roles changed due to the setting and content in which their students or hypothetical 

students used Black English. 

By way of multiple elicitation interviews, participants were able to listen to or read Black 

English use in formal academic settings, such as written class assignments, as well as informal 

settings, such as conversations between friends held outside of school. Additionally, participants 

were able to read student writing and reading samples in a variety of content areas, including 

writing, reading, science, social studies, and math. In each of the different settings—academic 
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versus nonacademic—the teacher participants reacted to the use of Black English differently. My 

original thoughts were that teachers’ perceptions of Black English changed based on the setting 

in which students used Black English. However, further analysis of what the participants 

conveyed made it clear that their concern for the use of Black English changed, not their 

perception of Black English. This was a result of how they perceived their role differently when 

students were speaking informally either at school or at home versus when the students were 

expected to speak more formally during academic assignments.  

Similarly, participants experienced their teacher role differently based on the content in 

which students used Black English. As their roles changed based on the content, so did their 

focus on linguistic differences. As a result, their instructional choices regarding Black English 

use differed based on the content area in which students used Black English.  

The responses of the participants led to two major findings related to how teachers 

perceive their role as an educator. The finding that described how teacher’s response to Black 

English use changed based on the setting in which students used Black English explained further 

how teachers saw their roles differently in different settings and therefore reacted to the use of 

Black English differently. The next finding described how teacher’s instructional suggestions 

and focus changed based on the academic content in which students used Black English further 

explained how teachers’ perceived role for each content area had a greater influence on teachers’ 

instructional suggestions than did the use of Black English itself. 

Influence of the Setting on Teachers’ Perceptions 

The overarching idea across the data always led back to how teachers perceived their role 

at that given time or in that given scenario. How the participants of this study saw their role as an 
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educator changed based on the setting of the linguistic interactions of Black students. In a 

speech-only interview, I asked teachers about the value of Black English in society and schools. 

Teachers responded with the ideas that Black English is “unique” to the Black community and 

“the way that Black people communicate with one another.” Such phrases were examples of how 

participants viewed Black English as a cultural identifier of Black people. Although teachers 

responded verbally with positive statements about Black English in interviews, in practice, a 

teacher’s positive attitude toward Black English was more difficult to uphold. For example, 

teacher feedback and suggested next steps for students revealed teachers leaned more on 

academic standards as the basis for appropriate language choices on school assignments.  

Black English Use in Informal Settings 

In an attempt to understand how teachers responded to Black English use in different 

settings, I asked participants to listen to an informal conversation between two young Black girls 

held outside of school. After listening to the audio recording, I asked participants about their 

impressions of the girls and their impressions of the language they used. Initially, each of the 

participants appeared more intrigued with the story shared by the young children than their use 

of Black English. Therefore, in a follow-up interview, I asked participants if the language used 

by the girls during their conversation was appropriate for the nonacademic setting. I do recognize 

that this less open-ended question could have potentially limited participant responses. All of the 

participants stated that the use of Black English was fine when the girls were talking with each 

other casually. The following are the responses of the six teacher participants: 

Corie stated, “Yes, it is perfectly normal for Black kids to talk like that with their friends. 
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Alana said, “Yes, that was definitely appropriate for the context. They were talking with 

each other.”  

Kayson replied, “I talk like that with my friends all the time, so I don’t see why they 

wouldn’t” 

Daniel stated, “Yes. It wasn’t supposed to be a formal conversation. There was nothing 

wrong with the way they were talking to one another.” 

Maya said, “Yes. I have some students talk like that in class. I guess if they are talking 

with their friends, it’s okay, I don’t really say anything.” 

Sonja replied, “They are young. How they were talking was perfectly fine.” 

The teachers’ initial reactions to the young Black girls speaking casually revealed that teachers 

did not see any problems with Black students speaking Black English amongst friends or during 

informal casual interactions. As Maya noted, this was something that they saw and heard their 

students do often. Other participants mentioned other casual times when students used Black 

English that did not cause alarm or did not provoke teachers to immediately correct a student’s 

speech preference like, “recess,” “during lunch,” and “when working on a group project.” In 

these contexts, which are less academic and more informal, teachers saw their role as less of an 

instructor responsible for teaching academically driven lessons and more as a bystander, listener, 

or facilitator. Meaning, teachers did not perceive their role at recess the same as they perceived 

their role during a lesson in class. In one setting, they were there to monitor children’s safety and 

to engage with students to build and deepen relationships.  

With whom the children were talking, the age of the children, and how a participant 

would speak in a similar context seemed to influence how they perceived the use of Black 
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English in this setting. All but Sonja referenced to whom the two girls were talking to as part of 

the linguistic context that made speaking Black English acceptable or appropriate for the setting. 

Therefore, in this situation, participants believed Black English use was appropriate because the 

two girls were talking to each other or to their friend. Kayson alluded to his own participation in 

code switching and then used that to justify why he believed that it was okay for the two little 

girls to also engage in potential code-switching behaviors. Kayson used his own experiences as a 

Black English speaker to determine if the context for which the Black Girls were speaking was 

acceptable. Lastly, Sonja relied on age as one of the determining factors for the appropriateness 

of Black English usage by the two girls.  

Therefore, as teachers responded to Black English use in informal nonacademic settings 

many factors influenced their perspective as to how to respond and treat Black English in these 

types of settings. In a formal setting, the role of the teacher shifted to an instructor whose 

purpose was to teach a predetermined standard, unit, or content. As a result, the way in which 

participants responded to Black English at recess, lunch, or other informal conversations differed 

from how they responded during more academic-centered tasks in formal settings.  

Black English Use in Formal Settings 

In contrast to wanting to understand how participants responded to the use of Black 

English in informal, less academic-centered settings, I also wanted to know how participants 

would respond to students using Black English in more formal or academic-centered settings, 

such as the classroom where students had to engage in linguistic tasks like writing and reading. 

Unfortunately, I was not able to include data samples of other informal or formal spoken 
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conversations amongst Black English speakers. Therefore, I recognize that the comparison of the 

informal community conversations to formal writing assignments is not the ideal comparison.  

In succeeding interviews, I presented participants with a variety of writing samples that 

included linguistic divergence. I displayed these writing samples on the screen for participants to 

read prior to any questioning. After they finished reading the writing samples, I asked 

participants questions to garner at their attitudes toward Black English use in the new setting. 

The data from these interviews revealed that responses toward the use of Black English shifted. 

The majority of the participants expressed ideas that identified Black English as inappropriate for 

the school setting. Comments made by participants included the following: “They talk like they 

are at home, but you can’t do that at school; “Well . . . at school the expectations are different 

than at home;” “At school . . . like when they get to college, they will be expected to write and 

talk a certain way . . . I have to prepare them for that,” and “I do expect all of my students to 

write in Standard English.” These statements revealed the language participants believed to be 

more appropriate for school and differed from what they believed to be appropriate at home or 

within the community. Additionally, their comments revealed a transition in how they perceived 

their role as a teacher. In the previous discussion, I stated that participants did not think of 

themselves as linguistic evaluators when listening to informal interactions between students. 

However, when commenting on academic assignments, teachers discussed their language 

expectations for school, their expectations for students to go to college, and their role to prepare 

students for the future. Their perceived role shifted and ultimately influenced how they 

responded and reacted to linguistic divergence that did not align with the current school 

expectations, curriculum, and standards. 



 

146 

Elicitation interviews that asked teachers to read elementary student reading and writing 

samples, such as narratives, running records, and content specific writing tasks revealed that 

teachers consistently commented on a student’s Black English variations more often than they 

did not. For example, if a writing sample consisted of five Black English variations (grammar or 

spelling), the participants would comment on at least half of the variations. When asked on 

different occasions what next steps the participants would take in supporting this student based 

on the work samples shown, four out of six participants consistently recommended revisions and 

editing related to grammar or spelling. Teachers would make suggestions like, “The student 

needs to use the word wall” in response to misspellings such as “da” instead of “the” or “dem” 

instead of “them.” Another example was a participant saying, “I would review verb tenses” in 

response to the writing sample “Going to the Beach,” where the student did not use consistent or 

appropriate verb tenses throughout the story such as, “They taste so good,” despite the fact that 

the story was written about a past event. Although this critique is expected from teachers, since it 

is a common instructional practice for teachers reviewing writing samples to focus their attention 

on the mechanics of writing and students spelling, when given the opportunity to approach 

linguistic divergence as a linguistic asset, participants overwhelmingly treated the Black English 

variation as a typical grammar or spelling error. 

In addition to elicitation interviews, four participants submitted personal documents of 

student work samples with their own feedback via anecdotal notes and rubrics (see Appendix D). 

Three of the four work samples included teacher feedback that reinforced Mainstream American 

English norms without the recognition of a student’s linguistic value and knowledge. One of the 

participant’s comments regarding a student’s work sample did not discuss or consider the 
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students’ language use at all. Each set of written feedback from the participants encouraged 

students to review their work and edit their writing either to match Mainstream American 

English grammar rules or to change their spelling to match the spelling of mainstream American 

English words.  

When commenting on a student’s narrative piece, one of Maya’s comments was to 

“please go back and look at the words that I have circled. Be sure to use your best spelling so 

that your readers know what you are trying to say.” Maya’s comment implies that in this 

situation, Maya perceived her role to be one that supports students in being able to communicate 

their thoughts effectively so others could understand them. As a result, Maya provided feedback 

that aimed to support the student’s spelling. Admittedly, only one of the three words circled by 

Maya (brothas, accedent, laffing) was evidence of Black English. Accedent and laffing closely 

aligns to the phonetic spellings of accident and laughing; however, brothas was an example of 

the rule in Black English that final r blends are pronounced as the short vowel /a/ sound. Based 

on the feedback that Maya suggested, it was unclear if she recognized the difference in the 

spelling errors. The suggestion to go back and look at the words circled may not be helpful for 

the student who hears and pronounces a word differently due to linguistic variations. In this 

situation, more explicit linguistic comparison would be useful to help the student recognize the 

spelling error. 

Alana also provided a work sample where she gave the following feedback, “I saw some 

places that you need to go back and review. This week I want you to also focus on using a 

consistent verb tense throughout your story.” The feedback was referencing places where the 

student wrote sentences like, “I be running but Justin B. catched me,” and “Last it was night. 
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Justin B. go to sleep.” In each instance, this story was written about a past event, and the student 

did not consistently use verbs that represented past tense. It is common for Black English 

speakers to not conjugate the verb to be, such as “I be running,” as well as not conjugate past 

tense verbs, such as “go to sleep” instead of went to sleep. Therefore, Alana’s feedback was 

directed toward Black English variations made by the student. However, Alana’s feedback 

addressed the variations as typical grammatical misunderstandings rather than recognizing the 

linguistic rules in which the student was following. In this case, Alana and Maya’s feedback for 

their students were not that of a deficit thinking approach, but their instructional feedback did not 

include explicit affirmation of asset-based teaching, which would have recognized the Black 

English variations as evidence of linguistic fluidity rather than Mainstream American English 

errors. 

It is important to note that in both cases grammar and spelling errors could be attributed 

to a variety of factors, such as knowledge and mastery of content or ability to hear and reproduce 

sounds correctly. When analyzing what teachers were responding to, I as the researcher applied 

my knowledge and research of Black English grammar and spelling rules to determine the likely 

hood that the “error” was in fact an example of linguistic variety. For example, when the student 

from the science lab writing sample used the word “gone” instead of “is going” in the sentence, 

“I thank the heavy stuff gone sink and the light stuff gone float,” this was determined to be a 

Black English variation following the future tense rule in which “is going” is said as “gonna” 

operating independently of is or are, which can also be pronounced as gon (gone). The student’s 

use of gone is his way of applying grammatical rules of Black English to his writing. 
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Similarly, although many of the spelling differences could be attributed to young students 

using inventive spelling based on their phonetic knowledge, some of the spelling differences in 

the writing samples were examples of Black English variations due to how students pronounce 

and hear words. For example, in the science lab work sample the student wrote “s-u-m” for 

some. This could be an example of inventive spelling because s-u-m has the same phonetic 

sounds as some. However, when the student spells the as da and think as thank, those 

misspellings could be interpreted as Black English variations because the phonetic spelling align 

with the Black English pronunciation of each word following the rule that the digraph /th/ is 

pronounced as /d/ when the voiced sound for /th/ is at the beginning of a word. Additionally, the 

student’s command of the diagraph sound /th/ in different spellings shows that he hears the 

sound /th/ and can reproduce it appropriately; however, he most likely applies his sound 

knowledge based on how he says the words himself.  

When probed in future interviews as to why they would focus on reteaching grammar 

lessons and having students revise or review assignments as their next steps for supporting Black 

English speakers, participants explained the need for students to understand the conventions of 

Mainstream American English as a tool to be successful in Language Arts and school as a whole. 

Alana said, “Well at the end of the day, the students, all students, just have to know the rules of 

grammar and spelling. One day they will be in college, and I want them to be successful.” 

Similarly, Maya stated, “Any areas of growth that I notice for a student I create 

reteaching and remediation plans. It is clear in their writing that I need to reteach some grammar 

instruction. I don’t want them to get to fifth grade and still can’t write a proper sentence. It’s my 

job to fix that.” 
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Alana and Maya both raise good points that relate back to their perceived roles in each of 

these scenarios. Alana and Maya both are highlighting their roles to prepare students to be 

successful in their future academic endeavors, whether that is in the near future like fifth grade or 

further in the future like college. Both participants responded to Black English variations in this 

way because they perceived their role as teachers to provide students with the skills needed to be 

successful in future grades. Their comments regarding Black English variations did not reflect a 

change in their perception of Black English use. Rather their new response to Black English use 

reflects the change in their perceived role from an informal nonacademic setting to that of a more 

formal academic-centered setting. 

The section “Influence of the Setting on Teachers’ Perceptions” explains how 

participants responded to Black English use differently based on the setting in which students 

used Black English. The reason participants responded differently in either context (academic 

setting versus a nonacademic setting) is that the teacher participants perceived their role 

differently in each of the settings. In nonacademic settings, the participants did not see their role 

as one that should be concerned with linguistic choices made by their students to communicate 

informally amongst family and friends either at school or at home within the community. 

However, as the context shifted to a more academic-centered setting in which standards, 

curriculum, and school expectations bound language norms, participants perceived their role 

differently. In such academically driven settings, participants perceived themselves as the one 

who set the path for students to meet high academic expectations. That path of high expectations 

consisted of being able to communicate in a way that others understand and being able to match 

Mainstream American English norms. Participants perceived Black English as an asset when 
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Black youth were conversing outside of school in a casual manor, but they then perceived Black 

English use as a deficit in the classroom. Based on the responses to the narrative writing sample 

and the documents shared by participants, rather than acknowledging and inviting the use of 

Black English in the classroom (asset-based teaching), participants tended to uplift the norms of 

mainstream standards by commenting on Black English usage and requiring students to 

linguistically assimilate to Mainstream American English standards by revising their work. 

Therefore, the pattern revealed that 4 of 6 participants did not employ asset-based teaching 

approaches to Black English use in academic settings. Figure 2 summarizes the relationship 

between participants’ attitude and role toward Black English based on the setting. 

 
Figure 2 

 The Relationship Between One’s Perceived Role and Black English Acceptance 
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The overarching idea recognizes that teachers’ perceptions of Black English stay constant 

while a their perception of their instructional role may shift based on context and content, 

thereby influencing how a teacher may handle and respond to Black English use. As the 

teacher’s perception of their role changes, so does the way in which they engage with and 

comment on the use of Black English. All participants viewed cultural diversity, linguistic 

diversity, and Black English positively in informal settings, yet overwhelmingly commented on 

Black English use in academic settings, despite previously described positive attitudes toward 

Black English.  

Participants had a rather positive and affirming perception of Black English use, 

especially when discussing its use in informal nonacademic settings. However, as the setting 

shifted, so did the comments of Black English. Although the comments of Black English began 

to shift to focus more on correcting one’s speech, how the participants described Black English 

did not change. In neither situation did participants use negative connotations to describe the 

language itself. The majority of the participants perceived Black English use in the classroom as 

inappropriate for the setting due to influencing factors like the guiding standards and curriculum, 

as seen in comments like, “The writing curriculum or expectations just don’t allow for that,” and 

“I want to allow kids to speak more in their home language . . . but how do I do that and teach 

the standards?” Therefore, the perception of Black English itself did not change; instead, the 

setting in which it was being judged did. Due to the shift in setting, the participants had to shift 

their role to support students in meeting the academic expectations of the school setting. As a 

result, a teacher’s response to Black English use changed based on the setting in which students 

used Black English.   
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Influence of Academic Content on Teachers’ Instruction 

One of the aims for this study was to understand how teachers’ perceptions influenced 

their instructional decisions when supporting Black English-speaking students. This section aims 

to explain how teacher perceptions do in fact influence instructional decisions. However, the 

level of influence varied based on the academic context. As before, the perceptions that shifted 

were not the perceptions of Black English itself, but how the teachers perceived their role in 

different content areas. The instructional strategies teachers used to support Black English 

speakers changed based on the subject area. Despite the fact that teachers’ instructional 

behaviors differed based on the content area, four out of six participants still did not reveal any 

evidence of asset-based teaching approaches in their interview responses or shared documents. 

Instructional strategies employed by the teacher participants were either rooted in asset-based 

approaches rather intentionally or unintentionally, or they did not show evidence of an asset-

based approach or a deficit thinking approach, otherwise referred to as a neutral approach.  

All participants engaged in a series of elicitation interviews in which I asked them to 

listen, read, or look at material and respond with their thoughts of the language used and their 

instructional next steps for the student based on the shared visual or audio work sample. From 

the elicitation interviews, I was able to create specific scenarios that included a student’s use of 

Black English in the classroom. These scenarios allowed participants to interact with Black 

English use in various ways, while also providing the needed scenarios to gauge how teachers 

perceived and supported Black English-speaking students. 

Many of the elicitation interviews required participants to view work samples of 

elementary students in various content areas. Participants examined student writing in both 



 

154 

language arts and science. In addition, they listened to a student read while reviewing an 

annotated running record. The level of linguistic concern and the recommended instructional 

approach, described by participants, varied based on the style of assignment and the content area 

in which students completed the assignment.  

Instructional Choices in Literacy-Based Content 

After reading a narrative story about a day at the beach written by a second-grade student, 

I asked participants the following: “Based on the work sample presented, what would be your 

next instructional steps with this student?” The dialogue between the participants and me was as 

follows: 

Maya stated, “I think the student did a good job telling the story, but they need to 

proofread their writing before submitting to make sure they are not making mistakes.” 

I asked, “Can you give an example of a mistake you noticed?” 

Maya replied, “For instance, the student’s spelling of the word the. They spelled it da.” 

The spelling of da instead of the is indeed a common Black English feature in which the Black 

English speakers will substitute beginning unvoiced /th/ sound for the /d/ sound. 

I asked, “Why do you think that is?” 

Maya replied, “I assume that is how he or she hears it.” 

I then asked, “So what would be your next steps with this student?” 

Maya responded, “We would revisit spelling rules and patterns. I would have them go 

back through their writing and correct all the words that were misspelled. They can use the sight 

word wall to help them.” 
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Maya was not the only participant who commented on the way the students were spelling 

in their narrative writing. Corie, Kayson, Sonja, Daniel, and Alana each commented on the 

student’s spelling. Corie and Daniel even commented on a few syntax differences as well. Corie 

stated, “One of the areas of growth I noticed was grammatical structure. For example, in the 

story about the trip to the beach the student said, ‘. . . but I still have fun.’ When I conferenced 

with this student, we would discuss verb tenses.” In this case, Corie was commenting on a Black 

English variation in which Black English speakers will apply the rule of the past participle 

differently than Mainstream American English. 

Daniel stated,  

In the last paragraph of the beach story, the student says, “Once we done swimming, we 

ate some sandwiches my mom packed for us.” Once we done swimming just isn’t right. 

She needs to add were. Once we were done swimming. I like that the student gave lots of 

details, but she has to remember that the flow of the story matters, too. The readers have 

to understand what you are saying. That’s why grammar is important. 

 Daniel pointed out a Black English feature where the student had not used the verb to be, which, 

in this case, would have been conjugated to were. In Mainstream American English, the sentence 

would have read, “Once we were done swimming . . . .” Daniel noticed that the grammatical 

structure did not match Mainstream American English but could not describe what made it 

different. In this instance, Daniel’s own lack of knowledge of Black English rules and features 

might result in his inability to apply asset-based teaching approaches. 

After reading the student’s sample of a written narrative story, all participants focused 

their instructional support on improving the student’s command of Mainstream American 
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English. The participants saw their role in the writing content to be one that helps students be 

able to use and command Mainstream American English effectively. As a result, the teacher 

participants notated grammatical and spelling errors that did not effectively communicate the 

student’s ideas using Mainstream American English.  

In addition to the writing samples I provided during elicitation interviews, Alana and 

Maya also shared their own writing samples from their previous students. Both of the literacy-

based assignments were writing assignments. Again, due to the limited amount of participation 

and data shared (two samples), I understand that the conclusions drawn are limited in scope.  

When responding to a narrative written by her student, Maya wrote,  

Great job! I like that you included a lot of detail. I see that you are really practicing your 

showing and not telling strategy. Please go back and look at the words that I have circled. 

Be sure to use your best spelling so that your readers know what you are trying to say. 

Also, remember those rules we learned about singular and plural subjects. Check out the 

places I underlined and see if you can fix it. 

Similarly, when commenting on a writing assignment of one of her students Alana wrote,  

Remember we are working hard to incorporate our grammar lessons into our writing. 

Last week we focused on subject verb agreement. I saw some places that you need to go 

back and review. This week, I want you to also focus on using a consistent verb tense 

throughout your story. You don’t want to confuse your readers. I can’t wait to keep 

reading your stories as you continue to edit. 

In both cases, students were working on a narrative writing assignment. Students had submitted 

working drafts to their teachers for feedback. In each instance, the participants provided detailed 
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feedback to their students. Both Maya and Alana’s feedback focused on grammatical structure 

errors and goals. As mentioned previously, it is not surprising that a teacher would focus more 

attention on the mechanics of writing in a literacy-based task than in a science or math 

assignment. However, despite the shift in instructional focus, neither participant revealed through 

their interview responses or written feedback any explicit asset-based teaching approaches that 

recognized the linguistic knowledge and command that their students showed when using Black 

English in their writing assignments. In both cases, the participants did not acknowledge any 

value of the students’ use of Black English in their writing (asset-based approach). Instead, the 

participants focused their attention on the linguistic differences that appeared in the writing and 

chose an instructional support that solely required students to change their linguistic style with 

no explanation or conversation of their linguistic differences. Based on the feedback given by 

each of the teachers, the major concern was not linguistic acceptance, but linguistic assimilation, 

which could be more aligned to a deficit-thinking approach. Yet, when discussing the student 

from the previous lab report, Alana and Maya did not focus their attention on linguistic 

variations that could be interpreted as grammatical errors. The difference in attention can be 

attributed to difference in focus based on the content area. As the role of the teacher shifts, their 

instructional focus follows. 

As noted previously, it is typical for teachers to focus much of their feedback on writing 

assignments to address writing mechanics, such as grammar and spelling. Even though it was 

expected that participants would indeed comment on the grammatical differences and spelling 

differences made by the student, their responses did not provide evidence of  any inclination of 

an attempt to approach the linguistic variations from an asset-based approach. There is evidence 
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that students faced a cultural mismatch as they tried to use their home language in school on 

assignments. However, despite the student’s linguistic mismatch, participants focused on 

upholding the norms of Mainstream American English without the invitation and acceptance of a 

student’s home language. Essentially, the feedback shared does not align with an asset-based 

approach. There could be underlying deficit thinking that continues to lead teachers to upholding 

Mainstream American English norms without the recognition of a student’s home linguistic 

knowledge, but based on the responses shared by the participants, there was no concrete 

evidence of deficit thinking. 

Instructional Choices in Non-Literacy-Based Content 

In the next elicitation interview, I showed participants another written student work 

sample. However, this time the work sample was for science content. The work sample was a 

second-grader’s science lab report as he completed an experiment about why objects sink and 

float. Participants’ responses to Black English variations changed due to the context of the 

subject matter. Although all participants noticed linguistic variations such as spelling (i.e., wit 

instead of with, or da instead of the, and sum instead of some) and grammar (i.e., what things 

gone sink, and what’s gone float?), participants seemed to focus more on supporting the students’ 

content knowledge rather than addressing the spelling and grammatical differences. For example, 

Alana said,  

Well, my first step would be to address the student’s misconceptions about what sinks 

and floats. Right now, the student is using words like “heavy” and “light” to describe 

items that will sink or float. That is a misconception that many kids have. 
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Daniel replied, “My first thoughts as I was reading this is somewhere this student has 

gotten the idea that heavy things are the only thing that sinks. He needs a lesson on density and 

displacement.” 

Corie stated, “This is something I hate to see. I love science! And for some reason 

teachers think it’s easier to teach kids that heavy things sink, and light things float. Well, explain 

how a boat floats.” 

Kayson answered,  

I am pretty impressed. He did really good with his lab report. He had all the parts. I 

probably would work on understanding why things float and sink. But other than that, 

this was pretty good if you ask me. 

Maya said, “I did notice some of the same errors that he made in the earlier writing, but if 

I am looking for science understanding that kind of doesn’t matter right now.” 

Sonja replied, “I wish my kids could write a lab report like this. He did have a few 

spelling errors and such, but the content was there. He gets it!” 

None of the participants expressed the concern with the grammatical and spelling errors evident 

in the previous narrative writing assignment, such as the misspelling of words like the or the use 

of gone instead of going. Although some recognized the same linguistic variations across 

assignments, their level of concern changed based on the subject area of the assignment. 

Although this is typical for the subject, teachers were more inclined to critique grammatical and 

spelling errors when grading a writing assignment as opposed to a science assignment, even 

though the same linguistic variations occurred across contents. In one case, the participants 

defended their instructional feedback as a means to help students convey their ideas more clearly 
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for their audience to better understand, yet in a different context, these same variations did not 

seem to distract the reader from clearly understanding the message the author was trying to 

convey. It begs the following question: Why are the Black English linguistic variations in one 

content area distracting to the message but not distracting in a different content area?  

In conclusion, the instructional approaches described for this student focused less on 

conforming the student’s language to Mainstream American English standards than previous 

feedback in literacy-based content areas. The participants saw their instructional role differently 

when thinking about how to best help this student moving forward. All participants except Sonja 

commented on the student’s understanding of the content, rather than the linguistic features used. 

The focus on content understanding shows that teachers saw their role differently in science than 

in the literacy-based content areas. Here the teacher participants saw it as their responsibility to 

ensure the student understood the vocabulary and concepts related to floating and sinking above 

all else. As their instructional focus shifted, so did their attention to Black English variations. 

According to the responses shared by the participants, there was a lack of evidence of a deficit 

thinking approach toward the student’s Black English use in the science lab report. They did not 

highlight or criticize the student’s linguistic knowledge. To some degree, each of the participants 

disregarded the student’s linguistic preferences to focus on the message the student was 

conveying, as it related to the student’s understanding of a particular science concept. In this 

case, teachers used the student’s linguistic choice as a way to understand the student without 

asking the student to review, edit, or revise their writing. Therefore, I categorized the 

participants’ instructional next steps as an asset-based approach.  
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Kayson and Daniel also shared their own student samples from content areas not rooted 

in literacy standards. Kayson shared a second-grade math constructed response, and Daniel 

shared an essay written for a social studies assignment. In both instances, Kayson and Daniel’s 

comments and grading style shifted focus from commenting on a student’s command of 

Mainstream American English to focusing on content mastery and understanding. 

In the sample of the second-grade math constructed response, Kayson provided feedback 

to his student using a rubric. The rubric that Kayson used did not have a category for any form of 

linguistic consideration (i.e., grammar, spelling, organization). In a follow-up interview, I asked 

Kayson why the rubric did not have any form of language expectations. Kayson replied, “It’s 

math. I’m not really looking for that in math. I really just want to know if students understand the 

concept. If students can solve the problem.” Kayson’s instructional approach can be viewed as an 

asset-based approach. Although Kayson did not describe the choice to exclude language scoring 

when grading math problems, he was providing experiences for students to use their linguistic 

knowledge to support their learning and convey their understanding. He did not limit the 

student’s responses to fit in a predetermined linguistic box. Kayson allowed students to 

communicate their ideas and understanding in the way that best suited them. Although the 

document sample that Kayson shared revealed an asset-based teaching approach, Kayson, like 

the other participants, shifted focus to the student’s grammatical differences when reading the 

beach story written by a different second grader. This indicates that the way teachers respond to 

the use of Black English differs based on content area, which in turn, results in different 

instructional approaches and decisions. It is important to note that these differences could mean 

employing deficit thinking practices in some instances and asset-based practices in others. 
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The sample social studies essay assignment shared by Daniel asked students to compare 

and contrast regions of Georgia. Daniel also used a rubric to provide feedback to his student. The 

rubric had a total of 20 points: five categories worth a maximum of four points each (see 

Appendix E). Daniel took note of the last category dedicated to timeliness but did not count it 

toward the overall grade when scoring a social studies project. Of the 20 points, only 4 points 

were allocated for language-based features, such as correct use of conventions, spelling, and 

organization, which equated to 20% of the overall score. In a follow-up interview, I asked David, 

“Why did you allocate points on the rubric the way that you did?” Daniel explained,  

In social studies or history, writing is still a big deal. You still have to be able to express 

your thoughts in way that is clear and concise for readers to understand. However, I 

didn’t want the bulk of the grade to be dependent on spelling and grammar when the real 

purpose of the assignment is to assess a student’s understanding of a particular concept. I 

use this rubric a lot. I just change a few things to fit the topic, but conventions and 

spelling is always 20 percent. 

Like Kayson, the document that Daniel shared revealed that Daniel put less emphasis on the use 

of Black English in non-literacy-based subjects, when compared to literacy-based subjects such 

as reading and writing. However, in previous interviews where Daniel read a student’s narrative 

writing and provided feedback, he did in fact comment on the student’s grammatical mistakes. 

This again revealed that participants responded differently to Black English variations in 

different contexts, most likely because of their shifts in roles. Daniel and others alike noted that 

their role in writing was to support students to become better writers, help students convey their 

ideas clearly for others to understand, and increase students’ ability to manipulate Mainstream 
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American English norms beyond their current grade level. However, the emphasis in subjects 

like math and science shifted to focus on the students’ understanding of content-specific 

concepts. Thus, the focus on grammar, mechanics, and spelling shifted to content mastery. As a 

result, the participants also shifted their instructional practices to meet their perceived needs and 

role within each content area. Figure 3 summarizes the relationship between how instructional 

approaches shifted based on the content area as teachers instructional and linguistic roles shifted 

in focus.  

 
Figure 3 

Relationship Between Content and Linguistic Awareness and Instructional Approach 

 
 
 

Participants were more likely to uphold the standards of Mainstream American English 

while excluding the value and benefits of Black English in English language art subjects. 

Participants extended greater forgiveness of linguistic variations in subjects like science, math, 

and social studies as evidenced by the responses and feedback shared by the four document 

samples and the science lab elicitation interview. Based on the data gathered from the six 

participants, there was no evidence of instructional approaches rooted in deficit thinking, but 

there was also limited evidence of asset-based teaching approaches across all content areas. 

Although there were nods to asset-based teaching approaches in the subject areas of math, social 
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studies, and science, the asset-based approaches were not described as intentional efforts. In the 

non-literacy-based subjects, teachers recognized that a student’s linguistic variations did not 

hinder the teacher from determining what the student did or did not understand. However, they 

did not apply this same sentiment in written language arts assignments. Instead of focusing on 

content, genre structure, and style, teachers focused their attention on the mechanics of writing. 

Their nods to asset-based tenets did not extend to all content areas. 

Summary 

To investigate the guiding research questions of this study, I interviewed six elementary 

teachers who ranged in age, years of teaching experience, gender, and race. Through elicitation 

interviews and some document analysis, I was able to analyze participants’ responses to identify 

patterns, trends, and ultimately universal findings that were present amongst the participants. 

Participants responded to a variety of audio and written stimuli in order for me to better 

understand their perceptions of students’ use of Black English in the classroom and how their 

perceptions of Black English use in the classroom influenced their instructional decisions 

regarding linguistic variance from Mainstream American English norms. 

Overall, three major findings best described what I learned from the participants. The 

overarching idea was that teachers’ perceptions of their linguistic role influenced their handling 

of Black English use. This overarching statement highlights that teachers’ perceptions of Black 

English were not the determining factor for how Black English was treated in schools or outside 

of schools. The greatest influence for how teachers reacted to, and therefore responded to, Black 

English use in school derived from their perceptions of their role as linguistic commenter. How 

they perceived their teaching role shifted based on setting and content area, which influenced 
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their response to Black English. Furthermore, teachers’ instructional suggestions and focus 

changed based on the academic content in which students used Black English. In both findings, 

the one common factor was how teachers perceived their role as an instructor. As the teachers’ 

perceptions of their roles changed, so did their response to Black English.  

Teachers’ response to Black English use changed based on the setting in which students 

used Black English. When discussing and listening to the use of Black English in casual 

conversations, all participants agreed that the use of Black English was appropriate. Many of 

which highlighted the cultural significance of Black English within Black communities. 

However, participants shifted their attitudes toward Black English use when discussing and 

reviewing student work samples that had evidence of Black English variations. At first glance, it 

may seem that the teachers’ perceptions changed; however, analysis of participants’ responses 

revealed a shift in their perceived role rather than a shift in their beliefs. The participants viewed 

their role differently in informal social settings. Although all participants did not deem it 

necessary to correct students as they communicated freely in informal settings, they did perceive 

their role to support student writing, to help students make it to the next grade and beyond, to 

help students master standards and be successful in school in more formal academic settings. As 

the instructional expectations shifted, so did the expectations of the teachers and their 

descriptions of their roles. Participants believed students needed to be able to match their reading 

and writing to Mainstream American English norms. Consequently, the participants’ response to 

Black English in a formal academic setting changed to reveal a more corrective tone than used in 

an informal nonacademic setting. Most teacher participants suggested instructional approaches 

that encouraged students to improve their writing and reading by improving their use and 
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command of Mainstream American English. Whether it was intention or unintentional, 

participants made instructional decisions rooted in a deficit thinking approach. The blame the 

victim orientation of the deficit thinking approach states that cultural and linguistic differences 

are to blame for academic disparities rather than the systems or structures within education. 

Teachers perceived a students’ mastery in writing as dependent on their ability to decrease their 

use of Black English in school and conform to Mainstream American English writing and 

language standards.  

Lastly, another important finding from this study was that teachers’ instructional 

suggestions and focus changed based on the academic content in which students used Black 

English. Although participants believed that generally Black English was inappropriate for the 

academic setting, participants’ instructional decisions as it related to the use of Black English 

differed based on the content area in which a student was using Black English. Participants were 

more likely to describe instructional practices that encouraged students to conform to 

Mainstream American English language norms without any further consideration of the role of 

their connection and use of Black English in language-based subjects like reading and writing 

than they were in non-language focused subjects like math and science. For example, when a 

student showed evidence of Black English use in non-language-based subjects like math, 

science, and social studies, participants overwhelmingly shifted their focus away from linguistic 

conformity to conceptual understanding. In this case, the participants began to describe their 

instructional role differently as well. In content areas like math and science, the teachers 

emphasized that their role was to make sure students understood the specific skill or concept. 

This differed from how they described their instructional role in language-based content areas. In 
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those content areas, participants described themselves as needing to help students gain better 

command of the language to improve their communication so that others could understand them. 

In this case, the response to Black English shifted because of how the participants changed the 

view of their instructional role.  

Additionally, when analyzing the suggestions of teacher participants for next steps to 

support Black English speakers, there was no evidence of explicit deficit thinking approach. 

Similarly, there was rarely an example of explicit and intentional asset-based teaching 

approaches that purposefully highlighted, accepted, and encouraged the use of Black English use 

in the academic setting. As defined previously, asset-based teaching approaches are instructional 

strategies that view cultural and linguistic differences as assets in the classroom (Billings, 1995; 

Geneva Gay, 2018; Paris, 2012). Therefore, teachers who subscribe to an asset-based teaching 

approach choose to invite, accept, and encourage the use of a student’s cultural and linguistic 

differences in the classroom (Billings, 1995; Gay, 2018; Paris, 2012). Alternatively, teachers 

who use the deficit thinking approach, specifically the blame the victim orientation, determine a 

student’s cultural and linguistic differences as the cause for academic disparities rather than 

focusing on the institutional and systematic influences that contribute to academic differences 

(Deutsch, 1961; Soloranzo & Yosso, 2001; Valencia, 1997). In summary, when teachers 

perceive cultural and linguistic differences as assets, they value the differences that students 

bring into the classroom or any space for that matter. In contrast, when teachers perceive cultural 

differences as deficits, they culturally and linguistically diverse groups must assimilate to 

mainstream culture to succeed. Based on the participants’ responses, recognizing that I was not 

able to observe participants in class, there was no evidence of deficit thinking approaches, but 
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also there was little evidence of intentional asset-based instructional approaches as described. In 

some instances, teachers inadvertently applied asset-based teaching approaches to their response 

to Black English in non-literacy based subjects, but the responses shared still failed to reveal any 

example of how teachers intentionally invite, accept, and encourage students to use their 

preferred language intentionally to communicate. Figure 4 summarizes the relationships between 

the findings, data collection techniques, and theoretical frameworks. 

 
Figure 4 

The Relationship Between Findings, Data Collection Techniques, and Theoretical Frameworks 
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This chapter premiered the data collected as major findings, as described in three 

sections. The first section described the similarities and differences amongst participants, as 

revealed by the data. The second section described how participants perceived diversity in 

general. Lastly, the third section explained the relationship between teacher perceptions of 

linguistic diversity and their perception of their instructional and linguistic role in different 

settings and academic areas. Next in the artistic process is the discussion of the final masterpiece. 

Many artist-like sculptors and painters present their creations in art galleries with the intent to 

share their work and spark conversation amongst like-minded artists and art enthusiasts. Chapter 

5 is the final art gallery. Chapter 5 provides a further discussion of the major findings as it fits 

with other research, conclusions, the implications of the study, and future research 

recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE ART GALLERY: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND 

CONCLUSION 

It is in that beautiful moment when the colors blend and align to create an appealing 

aesthetic, or when the lines of the work guide the viewer’s eye to the focal point of the piece, or 

when the foreground and the background exist in harmony that the artist knows the project is 

ready to share. It is at that moment of synchronicity that the artist feels confident in sharing their 

treasured works with others in a public forum. Ideally, the artist then presents and shares their 

works, in a formalized manner. The venue for the finished works might be a museum, an 

exhibition hall, or a private gallery. The open museum and exhibition hall forum allow the space 

and time for the patrons to view, critique, digest, and interpret the lines, colors, shapes, and 

symbols of the work based on their preexisting set of artistic standards and prior knowledge of 

the artistic style and form. The gallery forum provides an opportunity for expression, 

exploration, and a possible connection between the artist and the viewer. The gallery also 

provides, in an unaided manner, an opportunity for cross-expressive communication between the 

patrons and the artist. The patrons, in deference to the artist’s passionate expression, should not 

seek to diminish, disparage, or belittle the manner or the style in which the artist conveys their 

works. Rather, patrons should seek the underlying message, personal stance, and intended 

message as means of mutual understanding and thoughtful connection.  

In each forum, the artist provides a title of the work and possibly a brief statement, 

description, or historical context. This may be in the form of an art show, book summary, or a 

short paragraph hung beside a painting or sculpture in a gallery, or in brief audio snippets 
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provided as an aid in self-guided tours. The artist describes their technique, their mediums, their 

intent, as well as how their work connects to the world beyond them. In this way, the viewers, 

the art connoisseurs, receive insight into the artist’s process, intended message, and their 

rationalization and justification of the art they are sharing. The public receives a broadened 

understanding of the artist’s vision. As a result, viewers are able to engage effectively in 

discussion about the artist’s vision. They are able to create their own views, rationalizations, and 

justifications regarding the topic.  

In a similar fashion, Chapter 5 of the dissertation presents the researcher’s explorative 

and summative process as a public artwork showing. It is a compilation of perspectives, beliefs, 

discoveries, insights, presumptions, and enlivened hopes for the future. Chapter 5 brings together 

the researcher’s methods, rationalizations, and justifications to prompt broader conversations on 

the topic of creating spaces and opportunities to support and affirm diverse linguistic pathways in 

the classroom for Black students.  

This chapter provides a discussion that creates connection between the words of the 

participants and the larger conversation within the Black English scholarly community. This 

involves revisiting the historical context of the problem with new insights grounded in the 

findings of this project to gain a clearer understanding of why this project and future projects 

rooted in linguistic justice are necessary for the advancement of linguistically diverse students. 

Following this are my conclusions related to the discovered themes, as well as their implications 

to the field of curriculum and instruction. The chapter concludes with recommendations for 

future research that has the potential to continue the conversation of how race, language, and 

identity are interconnected. Additionally, the intent of the final lines of this chapter is to 
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encourage future researchers, linguistic advocates, and curriculum designers to do the 

desperately needed work to reimagine language norms in order to develop culturally and 

linguistically relevant, responsive, and sustaining learning environments for culturally and 

linguistically diverse students. 

Summary of the Findings 

A summary of the discovered findings discussed in this chapter are as follows: 

• Teachers’ responses to Black English use changed based on the setting in which 

students used Black English. 

• Teachers’ instructional suggestions and focus changed based on the academic content 

in which students used Black English. 

• Teachers privileged mainstream American English norms. 

• Teachers rarely recognized the translanguaging skills and practices of Black English-

speaking students. 

• Teachers’ individual experiences influenced their instructional choices. 

Unknowingly, the passion, interest, and desire for this study began as early as elementary 

school. The roots of this study began before I was able to describe my feelings about being 

silenced, being corrected, being coached, and being judged because of the way I spoke. Those 

insecure feelings about my ability to speak and write “correctly” always stayed with me from 

school to school, from graduation to graduation, from degree to degree. In the back of my mind, 

I always had to screen my speech to ensure I wasn’t “talking wrong.”  

It was only after reflecting on feedback given by a professor during my doctoral journey 

that I finally realized that many of the grammatical “errors” I was making were in fact me 
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following the grammatical structures of a different language—Black English. The revelation that 

I was not an incompetent writer but was instead writing in a different code created a sense of 

internal power and confidence that encouraged me to keep writing, to keep presenting, and to 

keep talking just as I am.  

The purpose of this study was to better understand how teachers perceived the use of 

Black English in the classroom and, in turn, how those perceptions influence their instructional 

choices. This study may serve as a precursor to understanding how teachers’ response to Black 

English use in the classroom may in fact shape the linguistic experiences of Black students, 

ultimately shaping their self-identity since language, culture, and self are interconnected. In this 

study, there was evidence of students applying multiple linguistic codes as they completed 

content area assignments. When writing or speaking students showed evidence of 

translanguaging, the ability to seamlessly intertwine the knowledge and use of multiple 

languages to communicate ideas, feelings, and knowledge (Garcia & Wei, 2014). Despite higher 

order linguistic skill in which participants could apply their knowledge of both Black English 

and Mainstream American English, the participants of this study instead negated students’ 

unique translanguaging abilities. Rather than noticing and incorporating students’ ability to apply 

multiple linguistic rules when communicating, participants more often asked students to revise 

their work to meet the norms of Mainstream American English without an explanation other 

than, “Check your grammar,” or “Check your spelling.” The absence of cultural comparison may 

leave students confused as to why their speech does not fit the standards of the curriculum. This 

may lead students to internalize these instructional recommendations to assimilate their speech 

patterns to Mainstream American English norms as affirmations that their ways of being, the 
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mismatch of cultures, are their fault, and as a result they need to silence their cultural identities to 

“fit-in.” 

Once I learned about the history and beauty of Black English, my preferred speech, I was 

finally able to really apply and use all the linguistic codes that I knew more fluently and 

appropriately. Making the transition from the belief of “I am talking wrong” to the understanding 

of “I am speaking Black English right now” helped me to better understand the rules and 

mechanics of Mainstream American English, which ultimately helped me to better meet the 

expectations of written and oral assignments. Without the explicit teachings of what Black 

English is and how Black English differs from Mainstream American English, I would not have 

gained the knowledge needed to develop the skills to appropriately code-switch based on the task 

or context. The need for explicit linguistic awareness education, contrastive analysis, and code-

switching lessons is imperative for linguistically marginalized students to develop their language 

skills while also learning how to navigate a world that does not match their cultural norms 

without losing their cultural pride and heritage along the way. The data collected from this study 

reveals that, within the realms of these participants, marginalized Black English-speaking 

students may not be receiving this very necessary next step in asset-based teaching. Participants’ 

responses shared in this study provided no evidence of culturally sustaining instructional 

practices that intentionally required conversations or lessons that provided the opportunity for 

Black English speakers to actively engage in linguistically affirming education, such as 

contrastive analysis or dialect awareness teachings. 

My journey of linguistic exploration, realization, and affirmation took over 20 years. As a 

mother of two and a teacher of hundreds, I hope to help Black children recognize their linguistic 



 

175 

heritage and abilities much sooner than adulthood. Currently, Black students are facing both a 

cultural and linguistic mismatch as they attend Mainstream American public schools. Many 

Black students must navigate school systems that do not mirror their cultural practices or ways of 

being. As a result, when a Black student appears as their self in the classroom, they face hurdles 

to opportunity that often those who more closely align with White Anglo-Saxon cultural ways do 

not have to face. These hurdles to opportunity manifest themselves in grades, standardized 

assessments, and IQ assessments. Many Black students are less likely to have an opportunity to 

experience literature and assignments related to their culture. The cultural mismatch then leads to 

the missed opportunity to connect to school. A lack of school connectedness often shows itself in 

learning progression, grades, and ultimately graduation rates. When a child does not feel 

connected to school, the curricular content, or the education experience, disparities in 

achievement like those noted by the Black White achievement gap occur. The research project 

presented here assumed the existence of a cultural mismatch that Black English-speaking 

students face while at school. Although this was the assumption, the research project aimed to 

understand how educators addressed this cultural mismatch. Were teachers choosing to use 

instructional practices that heightened the mismatch (deficit thinking) or decreased the mismatch 

(asset-based teaching)? Better understanding of how teachers’ perceived the use of Black English 

in the classroom and how that influenced their instructional practices can inform researchers, 

educators, and policy makers of the need to create curriculum that better suits the needs of 

linguistically diverse students. This curriculum should provide space for representation and 

linguistic expression, while also equipping students with the knowledge to crack the cultural 
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code of power and acquire cultural capital while simultaneously maintaining pride in their native 

language.  

My personal purpose for this study was to be a part of the change that allowed Black 

students the opportunity to see and hear themselves represented in the classroom just as they are, 

while they also learn and acquire the skills of Mainstream American English. Finally, I was 

hoping that the knowledge gained from this study would lead to improved opportunities for 

Black students that would transfer to culturally relevant, responsive, and sustaining learning 

environments in which Black students master the skills they need to be successful readers and 

writers without neglecting their cultural values, histories, and identities. 

Review of the Background 

For hundreds of years, Black citizens have been denied equal access to educational 

information, resources, and opportunities. Beginning in 1619, the first African slave was brought 

to American soil. Accompanying the conception of slavery was the conception of systematic 

ways to restrict African decedents from acquiring equal footing in American society. One of the 

most successful ways to do this was to limit the enslaved people’s access to learning how to read 

and write in the dominant language of communication and business. With the help of local law, 

slave owners dictated what the enslaved people could and could not learn.  

Similarly, there are remnants of such control in the school curriculum, which still dictates 

what can and cannot be taught to Black students. As evidenced by the participants’ responses and 

feelings, today’s curriculum dictates the languages that can be taught, used, and upheld in the 

classroom setting. During the time of slavery, the enslaved people risked severe punishment if 

they dared to revolt and gain access to literature to learn how to read. For their own safety, 
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enslaved people decided that the risk was not worth the reward and instead never learned the 

basic skills of reading, writing, or math. In a similar fashion, Black students today either 

consciously or unconsciously, choose to revolt against the Eurocentric Mainstream American 

curriculum by choosing to bring their entire cultural selves to the classroom. As a result, they 

may choose to apply their translanguaging skills on various oral or written assignments. 

However, like the enslaved people, Black students who apply Black English to Mainstream 

American English assignments risk possible punishment in the form of poor grades, needed 

revisions, and lower standardized test scores. Some Black students may find this punishment not 

worth the reward; thus, they learn to silence their cultural and linguistic differences for the sake 

of succeeding at Mainstream American English norms and standards. Evidence from this study 

shows that, in some ways, educators have not departed from historical ways of dictating the 

language used by marginalized groups of people. Teacher participants demonstrated that they 

perceived one of their many roles was to uphold the current standards and curriculum 

expectations, despite the curriculum lacking the opportunity for true linguistic and cultural 

diversity. 

Cultural Mismatch 

A cultural mismatch, as previously described, is one in which a student’s home culture 

does not directly align with the principles or ways of the school’s dominant culture (Stephens & 

Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 1988). For this study, I operated under the assumption that many 

Black students often share similar cultural values, norms, and experiences. For example, it is a 

common cultural norm for Black families to “roast” one another, which means to tease someone 

in a comedic way for fun and laughs with family and friends. Many Black families engage in 
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roasting each other as a fun family past time. Black children may bring this same sentiment to 

school and do this with their friends. To an outsider, who is unaware of this cultural norm, it may 

seem as if the students are maliciously making fun of one another. A teacher or adult may step in 

to stop the children from speaking meanly to one another, not recognizing that this is an innocent 

cultural expression of friendship often resulting in laughter. In this instance, there was a cultural 

mismatch. The teacher, who was not a part of the student’s culture, did not recognize the cultural 

practice and instead saw it as breaking one of the cultural rules of school (bullying). As a result, 

these students may receive reprimands for something that they innocently do all the time at home 

with no consequence. The teacher’s lack of knowledge of Black cultural norms and the student’s 

lack of cultural code-switching led to a cultural mismatch. 

This example is only one small slice of the cultural mismatch pie. There are so many 

ways that teachers and students alike can experience cultural misunderstandings due to cultural 

mismatches between one’s home culture and school cultural norms. Fogel and Ehri (2006), 

Johnson and VanBrackle (2012), Minor (2014), and Taylor (1983) hypothesized that one 

contributing factor could be a language mismatch between a Black students’ home language and 

the school’s language expectations. For this study, I examined the role of cultural mismatch as it 

related to Black students’ linguistic practices, which may differ from the cultural standards and 

norms of the school they attend. 

Essentially, by recognizing the possibility of a cultural mismatch, researchers and 

educators alike disrupt the theory of a Black-White achievement gap, and instead begin to 

analyze systematic discrepancies that may attribute to the disparity in performances amongst 

Black and White students. The cultural mismatch theory (Stephens & Townsend, 2015; Villegas, 
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1988) hypothesizes that students who have cultural ways of being that differ from the dominant 

systematic structures of school will have a more difficult time accessing school content and 

consequently struggle to meet mainstream academic standards. In this case, Black English-

speaking students who attend schools where the expectation is to use Mainstream American 

English may exhibit poorer literacy achievement due to the mismatch of their home language and 

the school language. For example, in the writing samples shared by participants, the students 

showed evidence of linguistic variations in which they employed translanguaging to bounce 

between the use of Mainstream American English and Black English to express their thoughts in 

written form. However, the teacher graded the assignment using a rubric that did not value nor 

highlight the use of translanguaging practices. Therefore, because the rubric did not account for 

the student’s linguistic variation, the student was penalized with a deduction of points. The grade 

received for the assignment may show that the student did not achieve on the assignment, when 

in fact, the student completed the assignment but in a way that did not match the linguistic 

standards. Had this student written the same assignment in only Mainstream American English, 

their grade would have been a different story. The student’s mastery of the standard or content 

did not change, just the linguistic code. Originally, the presence of a linguistic mismatch caused 

the student to suffer poorer literacy achievement, but when the student’s language matched that 

of the standard the student showed positive literacy achievement. The point is that students’ 

poorer literacy achievement is not always due to their innate inability to achieve literacy 

standards; instead, it may be due to misunderstandings that can and should be addressed. When a 

teacher takes the time to understand the cultural backgrounds of their students, they are then in a 

better position to recognize and account for cultural mismatch in the classroom. 
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Opportunity Gap 

I, like other researchers (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Heafner & Fitchet, 2015; Ladson-

Billings, 1995; Mooney, 2018; Welner & Carter, 2013), assert that the difference in academic 

achievement is not due to innate differences amongst Black and White students themselves but in 

the opportunities that Whites are privledged to experience. Some of these opportunities include 

quality early childhood education, access to highly qualified teachers, access to well-funded 

instructional materials, and a college preparatory curriculum (Schott Foundation, 2009). Each of 

these priviledges has the potential to provide Black students with the chance to attain higher 

academic achievement on national standardized assessments. Additionally, opportunities can be 

more personal, such as the opportunity to attend a school that accepts, affirms, and uses an 

individual’s cultural values and linguistic knowledge to enhance their learning experience. The 

current U.S. public-school system is heavily rooted in White-Anglo-Saxon history, culture, 

norms, and beliefs (Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris, 2012). Therefore, students of any 

race or nationality whose home cultures and languages closely aligns to White-Anglo-Saxon 

ways of being, will naturally experience schooling through a confirming lens. The school 

curriculum, school norms, and school expectations support and affirm their home ways of being. 

For example, whether I am White or Black, if I practice or have been taught explicitly to use 

Mainstream American English at school, I am equipped with the skills and knowledge needed to 

be successful in a system dominated by Mainstream American English. In contrast, those 

students, like many Black American students, whose ways of being differ from White-Anglo-

Saxon culture will have less opportunities to have culturally confirming experiences at school 

(Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris, 2012).  
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The curriculum, the school norms, and the school’s expectations are not designed to 

include Black culture and Black language. The participants of this study also recognized this 

fact. One participant alluded to the school curriculum as a hindrance to establishing a more 

culturally relevant classroom. The participant noted that they had yet to find a balance between 

teaching the standards and allowing students to speak and write in their preferred language. The 

Black students of this teacher were missing the opportunity to engage in authentic assignments 

that recognize their unique linguistic approach because their language did not match that 

expected by the school, thus missing the educational opportunity to have their language and 

culture confirmed as valuable in the classroom.  

One may also consider the example of representation in textbooks, trade books, and 

narrative text. Many of the textbooks used in the United States approach history and learning 

from a Eurocentric point of view, meaning those who identify as White are more likely to have 

opportunities of positive representation and cultural affirmation than those of other races or 

ethnicities. Unfortunately, many Black students in the United States have experienced the lack of 

culturally affirming opportunities in education in one way or another. Black students do not have 

the opportunity to experience linguistic and culturally affirming curriculum in schools, which, 

based on cultural mismatch theory, may and oftentimes does lead to an underperformance on 

academic standards with roots in a different culture. The lack of diverse cultural consideration in 

school curriculum, standards, and policy has presented itself as an academic achievement 

disparity between Black and White students.   
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Cross-Cultural Literacy Values 

The study aimed to further investigate how cultural mismatch theory impacted Black 

students’ literacy experiences by better understanding how teachers perceived the use of Black 

English in the classroom and how those perceptions influenced their instructional decisions for 

Black students. The purpose of the study was to understand the role of cultural mismatch theory 

as teachers developed lessons and supports for students. Were teachers aware of the culturally 

differences that students brought with them into the classroom? Did teachers recognize the 

cultural mismatch between a student’s home culture and the school culture? How did teachers 

prepare for or respond to those cultural differences?  

Additionally, the study analyzed teacher responses to determine if teacher perceptions of 

students’ use of Black English in school and their instructional practices aligned with a deficit 

thinking approach or an asset-based approach. The deficit thinking theory highlights cultural 

differences as invaluable assets to the classroom. Rather than recognizing cultural differences as 

a useful tool for students, those who operate from a deficit thinking approach believe that 

cultural differences are a hindrance. Furthermore, the teacher sees a student’s lack of knowledge 

of the dominant standards as an irreparable incompetency. As a result, the teacher’s beliefs of 

this student’s inability to learn due to cultural differences often lead them to provide low-quality 

educational experiences for the student.  

In contrast, an asset-based approach views cultural and linguistic diversity as an asset that 

can be used to further a student’s understanding of school content. Rather than viewing cultural 

differences as a hindrance, the asset-based approach chooses to see cultural differences as an 

additional tool a student can use to access knowledge, standards, and the curriculum. As a result, 
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teachers who subscribe to an asset-based approach to teaching and learning are more likely to 

recognize cultural mismatches and intentionally design educational experiences that allow 

students to display their cultural differences while still accessing the curriculum and standards of 

school. In conclusion, the study aimed to determine how teachers’ perceptions of the use of 

Black English in the classroom shaped the linguistic and literacy experiences of Black English-

speaking students. 

Discussion 

This section provides a discussion of the themes found in the data generated by the 

interview responses of the participants. The design of the interview questions was to facilitate 

answering of the research questions that guided the study: 

3. How do teachers perceive Black students use of Black English in the classroom? 

4. How are teachers’ linguistic perceptions of Black English reflected in their 

instructional decisions for Black students? 

Influence of Teachers’ Perceptions of Their Linguistic Role  

One of the greatest findings from this research study is the power of one’s perception of 

their role at any given time or place. It was evident that a teacher’s role shifts multiple times 

throughout the day, depending on the setting and content area of focus. Although teachers were 

able to allude to how their roles shift based on the context of a situation, it was not always 

evident if the teachers consciously recognized that they were shifting roles and that the shift also 

influenced their immediate instructional focus.  

At first glance, it seemed that teachers’ perceptions of Black English shifted based on the 

context and the content. However, when examining the participants’ responses closely, the 
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participants rarely spoke about Black English as an appropriate language choice without also 

speaking about the shift in standards and curriculum expectations. The shift in linguistic 

expectations caused teachers to also shift their instructional role, which ultimately caused 

teachers to shift their response to Black English use, not the language itself. 

Influence of Setting on Teachers’ Response to Black English Use  

Numerous Black people across the United States speak a variation of Black English, a 

systematic rule governed language unique to Black people. Black people share this 

communication style and often unknowingly speak to one another using Black English (Labov, 

1973, 2012; Rickford, 1998). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that Black children continue 

the use of Black English when attending school. The linguistic expectations of participants in 

this study provide evidence that many Black students in the United States indeed face a linguistic 

mismatch when attending mainstream U.S. schools. The work samples of Black student showed 

Black English use in various content areas on different types of assignments. In each instance, 

participants notated the linguistic variations and created instructional support plans that would 

address the linguistic mismatch between the use of Black English and the expected use of 

Mainstream American English.  

Upon entering school, it becomes apparent to children who speak Black English that their 

home communication differs from students who speak Mainstream American English. Language 

norms change. Students are instantly expected to code-switch (the ability to use various language 

codes based on the immediate context and language needs) and style shift (the action of 

decreasing the use of one language while increasing the use of another) (Craig et al., 2009; 

Garcia & Wei, 2014). In this study, the expectations that students should and need to use less of 
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their home language and more of Mainstream American English in order to be successful in 

schools echoed throughout the participants’ responses. 

All participants, to some degree, believed that Black English was appropriate to use in 

“informal settings,” “conversation,” and community interactions. Participants were less likely to 

critique Black English speech variations when listening to audio recordings of nonacademic 

conversation between Black English speakers. Participants revealed that in these situations, 

students should be able to communicate in the way that makes them feel most “comfortable.” 

Participants who recognized Black English as a cultural communication tool were impressed 

with how Black English speakers used Black English to communicate. Overall, participants 

acknowledged the use of Black English outside of school as a positive cultural asset and trait. 

Despite the positive perceptions of Black English use outside of academic settings, four 

of the six participants did not share the same positive perceptions of Black English use within 

academic settings. Instead, their perceptions drastically changed from positive to critical of the 

use of Black English in the classroom. Participants became more sensitive to linguistic variations 

in academic writing and reading assignments, which was evident by their critiques of linguistic 

differences made in student writing and oral reading samples. The very language that participants 

celebrated as a cultural asset in an informal setting, they now perceived as unfit in an academic 

setting, with errors that needing to be corrected by the students. Therefore, participants perceived 

Black English use as an asset in the community but a deficit in the classroom. This perspective of 

Black English aligned with the results from numerous studies, in which Black English was 

perceived as unsuitable within educational settings (Billings, 2005; Cross et al., 2001; Godley & 

Escher, 2012; Johnson & VanBrackle, 2012; Kraemer et al., 2000; Labov, 2012). Sonja, Maya, 
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Corie, and Kayson perceived Black English use in the classroom as a barrier that hindered Black 

English-speaking students from succeeding on writing and reading assignments.  

Admittedly, to a degree, the perception that Black English use hinders students’ academic 

achievement is true. Research has noted a positive relationship between the density of Black 

English use in school and academic achievement of Black students (Charity et al., 2004; Connor 

& Craig, 2006; Washington et al. 2018). However, the issue is less of the use of Black English in 

the classroom and more about the support that a student receives to build their existing linguistic 

knowledge while growing their command of Mainstream American English. Research has shown 

that students can sustain their home language while also learning and improving their command 

of Mainstream American English language standards (Edwards et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2017; 

Morrison, 2010). The missing link for student language growth is not the student’s use of Black 

English or linguistic variations (deficit thinking approach)—the x-factor is the implementation of 

culturally sustaining pedagogical practices (asset-based teaching) that will help to eliminate the 

cultural and linguistic mismatch that Black students encounter at school (Hall & Simeral, 2017). 

Influence of Academic Content on Instructional Suggestions 

As previously discussed, the teacher participants’ perceptions of the use of Black English 

in the classroom shifted as they redefined their current instructional role. The following 

discussion explains how teachers’ instructional decisions reflected their teacher perceptions of 

the use of Black English in the classroom. The majority of the participants, 5 out of 6, perceived 

Black English use as a linguistic mismatch that often conflicted with reading and writing 

standards, causing the student to score poorly on assignments and consequently need additional 

writing support by way of revisions and editing. Although this was the overwhelming belief of 



 

187 

most of the participants, reactions to Black English use in the classroom differed, depending on 

the context of the assignment. Similar to the way that Black English speakers style shift based on 

the type of assignment (Thompson et al., 2004), such as if the assignment was informal 

storytelling, formal oral reporting, or a writing assignment, teacher participants’ levels of 

linguistic criticism shifted based on the context of the assignment. Assignments based in a 

literacy content area like writing or reading received the most linguistic critiques via both verbal 

response (interviews) and written response (document analysis). The fact that teachers were 

more likely to respond to Black English variations in literacy-based content areas was not 

surprising, since these content areas focused on language use; therefore, teachers would be more 

aware of the language variations. However, the plight remains that when teachers responded to 

the linguistic variations in these literacy-based assignments, they did not reveal any inclination 

that the student’s use of Black English revealed established linguistic commands that teachers 

and students could use to support their Mainstream American English use. When participants 

reviewed student, literacy-based work samples either from elicitation interviews or from their 

personal documents, their feedback and instructional next steps consistently responded to Black 

English speakers’ variations from Mainstream American English norms.  

In contrast, assignments based in other content areas, such as a science lab report, math 

constructed response, and a social studies writing assignment, received the least amount of 

feedback related to language use. In these content areas, each participant expressed that language 

was not the central concept that students needed to understand or master. Therefore, participants’ 

instructional role shifted from a linguistic focus to one that focused on conceptual knowledge 

and understanding. As their role shifted, so did their attention to linguistic variations made by 
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Black students. Once again, the language itself did not change, nor did the perception of the 

language, but the teachers’ perception of their instructional role based on standards and 

curriculum expectations changed, and as a result, so did their instructional feedback.  

The degree in which teachers responded to a student’s use of Black English within the 

academic setting varied, for it depended on the content or assignment. Participants’ actions 

overall revealed that as standards and curriculum expectations shifted so did their instructional 

choices. As a result, in some content areas in contrast to others, teachers were more likely to 

respond to Black English by asking students to revise and edit writing or reading to match the 

standards of Mainstream American English. The missing piece to the teachers’ feedback was that 

even though the standards required students to follow the rules of a particular language, teachers 

missed the opportunity to also recognize, affirm, and incorporate the linguistic knowledge of 

Black English speakers.  

Although the collected data were limited in that they possibly did not reveal the entirety 

of the participants’ teaching strategies, from the interviews it was apparent that teachers did not 

recognize specific Black English variations as following Black English rules. Instead, 

participants’ comments about Black English variations revealed their belief that they were 

Mainstream American English mistakes. Therefore, the participants consistently responded to 

Black English use as a linguistic mismatch that prevented students from meeting the academic 

standards and expectations. In turn, the instructional decisions that participants continuously 

employed echoed the notion that a student’s culture and identity is not intentionally included in 

schools, which is a hidden curriculum lesson learned all too often by culturally diverse students 

(Apple, 2017; Hollins, 2012; Laufer, 2012; Valenzuela, 2005). Instructional approaches rooted in 
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a deficit, blame the victim orientation are harmful to a student’s self-identify, as well as to a 

teacher’s perception of a student’s academic ability (Dunstan & Jaeger, 2015; Godley & Escher, 

2012). Undervaluing the languages and knowledge of diverse learners and perceived them as a 

school deficit rather than a school asset (Delpit, 2006; Johnson & VanBrackle, 2012; Kraemer et 

al., 2000) may cause teachers to utilize unfavorable deficit thinking teaching practices. Such 

practices can ultimately deny linguistically diverse students the opportunities to access fair and 

equitable educational experiences and opportunities and consequently contribute to the existing 

Black-White achievement gap.  

Teachers Privilege Mainstream American English Norms 

The evidence from this study shows an overwhelming commitment to uphold the 

Mainstream American English (MAE) norms via the school curriculum, standards, assignments, 

and grading policies. The teacher participants in this study all worked at schools that adopted 

statewide standards that required students to learn and apply the grammatical rules of 

Mainstream American English. Therefore, part of their role as teachers is to ensure that they 

successfully teach state standards each year. However, despite the requirement to teach the 

standards, some teachers also recognized that the standards and curriculum limited the needs of 

their culturally and linguistically diverse students. Thus, one may conclude that some of the 

participants openly recognized that Black English-speaking students did in fact face a cultural 

and linguistic mismatch while at school. In some cases, teachers expressed the conundrum of 

having to teach the state-mandated standards with fidelity although they shared differing 

personal opinions about language use on assignments, Mainstream American English, and 

linguistic inclusivity.  
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Despite their personal linguistic experiences and feelings, professional development, and 

knowledge, teachers still found themselves creating assignments, rubrics, and instructional 

feedback that ultimately disregarded a student’s linguistic differences in order to uphold the 

requirements of Mainstream American English norms in the classroom. Consequently, when 

teachers recognized a possible cultural and linguistic mismatch between the cultural and 

linguistic norms of Black students and the school’s requirements, teachers further perpetrated the 

mismatch by not applying culturally responsive, relevant, and sustaining teaching approaches 

that could create bridges for students to access their funds of knowledge, while also mastering 

curriculum requirements. 

In these cases, further investigation is necessary to understand why teachers did not 

venture to go against the status quo and provide more intentional asset-based teaching 

approaches that highlighted the students’ linguistic skills and needs while also developing ways 

for students to access and learn the standards necessary for their grade level. Maya expressed the 

need for standards and curriculum to change in order for her to feel more comfortable applying 

her knowledge of culturally responsive and sustaining teaching practices. She ultimately found it 

difficult to advocate for instructional practices that were not school-wide or district-wide 

initiatives. As a result, she found herself subscribing to culturally neutral teaching approaches 

that did not punish a student for speaking their home language but also did not affirm the unique 

linguistic knowledge a student possessed. Further, this teacher, like others in this study, 

responded to Black English use on assignments as a linguistic error not following the 

grammatical or spelling rules of Mainstream American English rather than insight of linguistic 

command held by Black English-speaking students. This often resulted in instructional feedback 
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that required students to rewrite their papers to uphold Mainstream American English standards 

without any understanding as to why their linguistic preference did not meet the academic 

requirements of the course.  

A teacher’s commitment to uphold Mainstream American English standards without the 

additional commitment to uphold the cultural values and linguistic preferences of Black English-

speaking students derived from the assumption that Mainstream American English norms cannot 

coexist with other languages in the classroom, when in fact both can exist simultaneously and 

successfully. Teachers in a study conducted by Hilaski (2018) found ways to balance the need to 

teach students how to read using Mainstream American English rules and codes while also 

utilizing the different linguistic skills and knowledge of their students. Teachers discovered that 

when they applied culturally responsive teaching practices to the already existing reading 

curriculum, students were able to establish connections between what they already knew about 

language (the familiar) with what they were learning about a new language (the unfamiliar). The 

bridge that teachers created for students ultimately benefited students in helping them meet the 

reading expectations and standards necessary to achieve academic success for their grade level 

(Hilaski, 2018). The commitment to intentionally apply tenets of culturally responsive teaching 

to support culturally and linguistically diverse students led to positive academic results for 

students. 

Unrecognized Translanguaging Skills and Practices  

When participants reviewed the work and speech samples of hypothetical Black English 

speakers and their own students, there was no evidence that teacher participants were able to 

recognize the students’ inherit linguistic skills as they either code-switched from setting to 
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setting or their ability to intertwine their knowledge of multiple linguistic codes to express one 

singular thought clearly (translanguaging). Teachers’ inability to consistently recognize when 

and how students were using Black English in various communication mediums often led to 

instructional feedback that simply addressed Black English use as a grammatical or spelling 

error. In an article addressing code-switching, Wheeler (2005) shared an anecdote of a teacher 

grading a student’s writing piece on a Saturday evening. The teacher is baffled that the student 

continues to make the same errors, despite previous feedback given multiple times. While 

grading, teachers come across linguistic divergence, but their lack of knowledge of linguistic 

differences leads them to leave red markings all over the paper, designating the linguistic 

differences as writing errors needing revision (Wheeler, 2005). In the current study, the 

participants’ responses rendered evidence of a heightened sense of recognition of Black English 

variations when the participants listened to oral samples compared to when they read written 

samples. Therefore, teachers could recognize Black English variations more so in oral 

communication than they could in written communication. Although “you write as you speak” is 

a common saying, teachers did not apply this fact to their review of students’ work samples. 

Rather than reading and recognizing Black English variations, teachers noted the variations as 

Mainstream American English errors and suggested revision of work, reteaching of grammatical 

structure, or increased practice of letter sound correlation. 

The potential problem in asking students to correct writing that is rooted in their speech 

without the proper language lessons established in contrastive analysis is that students will not be 

able to hear the differences as clearly as one might expect. Black English and Mainstream 

American English do share many of the same words and sounds. Therefore, it can be more 
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difficult for Black English speakers to recognize the nuanced differences in pronunciation and 

syntax. For example, if a student says the word cuz for the word because, they will most 

naturally also write the word cuz in place of because. If a student says, “We bouta go to the 

store” when orally communicating, they will most likely write in a similar way, although the 

MAE structure would be, “We are about to go to the store.” Students will generally write the 

way they speak until explicitly taught how to hear the differences between their preferred speech 

and the written expectations.  

The use of a student’s preferred home language in addition to the school’s language can 

prove to be beneficial to the student as they learn and grasp new concepts (Simasiku et al., 2015). 

Wheeler (2005) discussed the benefits of teaching students how to code-switch in order to 

successfully teach Mainstream American English. Wheeler (2005) advised that teachers take 

note of the home speech patterns noticed during English Language arts assignments and find 

ways to incorporate explicit contrastive analysis, intentional translanguaging opportunities, and 

code-switching lessons to support students in hearing and recognizing their linguistic differences. 

She referred to this process as the moving from correction to contrast, in which teachers 

strategically apply the principals of code-switching in the writing process to remain true to the 

school expectations but also loyal to the students’ cultural ways of being (Wheeler, 2005). 

Students will have to be conscious of code-switching between their preferred way of 

communicating and the school’s expected way of communicating. To accomplish this, the 

teacher needs to specifically instruct the student how to code-switch. Thus, the teacher must also 

become knowledgeable of the linguistic patterns that the students apply to their speech in order 

to recognize them and be able to compare and contrast the patterns with the school’s 
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expectations. Wheeler (2005) warned against the constant correction of linguistic variations, for 

it can overwhelm students. In a worst-case scenario, this can diminish school connectedness, 

which can ultimately lead to the unwillingness of students to participate.  

The Role of Individual Experiences on Instructional Choices 

Six teachers participated in this study. In many ways, these participants shared similar 

views about concepts related to diversity, Black English use in school, and instructional support 

in different content areas. However, the participants’ individual experiences differed, which 

influenced how teachers responded to the use of Black English. Those teachers who had 

experienced some form of professional development on linguistic diversity and acceptance, 

whether formally or informally, were more likely to employ neutral teaching strategies that did 

not discredit a students’ use of Black English but also did not intentionally provide linguistic 

affirming comments or next steps. Although the teachers did not use explicit asset-based 

teaching approaches, these teachers’ instructional strategies did not align with deficit thinking 

approaches either. Therefore, one may conclude that professional development related to 

linguistic justice, diversity, and awareness can begin the work needed to reshape teacher 

instructional practices to be more culturally responsive. A teacher’s personal and professional 

experiences related to linguistic diversity can influence their future perception and instructional 

decisions toward Black English use in the classroom. 

In a study conducted by Roehrig et al. (2011), researchers found that sustained 

professional development did lead to transformed teaching practices. Roehrig et al. (2011) 

studied the teaching practices of several Head Start teachers who participated in multiple 

sustained professional development workshops focused on inquiry-based teaching and culturally 
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relevant teaching practices. After a year of participating in ongoing professional development, 

researchers documented improved attitudes and teaching practices that aligned with the goals of 

the professional development workshops. The influence of sustained professional development 

can lead to transformed teaching attitudes and practices (Roehrig et al., 2011). 

In addition to differences in linguistic diversity and acceptance beliefs, the teacher 

participants also differed in their own personal linguistic experiences. Two out of three of the 

Black participants discussed their own journey with Black English as students in their P-12 

schooling and college. Corie and Sonja discussed how they both could remember times when 

their language choices were subject to policing, criticism, judgment, and dismissal in the 

classroom. As a result, both of the Black women participants shared similar perspectives 

regarding their role as Black women teaching Black students. They both believed their role was 

to shelter students from the embarrassment that they once encountered. As a result, Corie and 

Sonja were more likely to respond to Black English use in the classroom with corrective tones 

that aligned closely to deficit thinking. However, it was not that these two women believed that 

Black English was an inappropriate language for students; instead, they feared the treatment that 

Black students would face if they continued to use Black English in formal settings like P-12 

school, college, and the workforce. Their choice to correct students stemmed from a place of 

protection. Their actions support the findings of Dixson and Dingus (2008), who noted that 

Black women teachers connected their role as a teacher to three influencing factors: 

“intergenerational encouragement” (p. 818), being “community othermothers” (p. 811), and 

spirituality. The concept of being the community othermother fits well with how Corie and Sonja 

perceived their role as Black teachers teaching Black students. Both Corie and Sonja perceived 
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their roles to go beyond just educating students of the predetermined standards of reading, math, 

science, and social studies. They also saw their role to be one that prepared the youth of their 

community for a life beyond school as evident by their references of college, work, and the “real 

world.” 

Ironically, their need to protect their Black students also came at the price of silencing 

one of the very things that made their Black students Black. Other studies that sought to better 

understand the role of Black teachers on teaching Black students revealed that Black teachers 

perceived themselves as cultural role models who could better connect to and understand the 

cultural behaviors and linguistic speech of Black students (Irvine, 2009; Maylor, 2009; Ware, 

2002). In these studies, researchers found that Black teachers often used their cultural knowledge 

to build rapport and connections with students. They were more likely to let students express 

themselves naturally through fashion, speech, and behavior that was common within Black 

communities. Although it was not evident from the responses given by Corie and Sonja, one 

cannot assume that they do not have similar authentic and connecting interactions with their 

Black students. In future studies, the addition of observations would allow greater understanding 

of how Black teachers perceive their role as Black educators and more importantly how that 

looks in the classroom with Black students.  

The section reserved for the discussion of participant variation and similarities revealed 

that teachers’ perceptions of linguistic diversity are each uniquely rooted in their own personal 

and professional experiences. To begin the work of dismantling linguistic stereotypes and 

building bridges to combat linguistic mismatch, teachers must first understand their own 

linguistic journeys and the implications of their own experiences on their instructional choices. 
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Teacher must first explore their own biases, experiences, and knowledge of linguistic diversity in 

order to become aware of their role in the larger picture of linguistically affirming education.  

Implications 

Much has been learned and confirmed from conducting this study. The findings revealed 

three major implications relating to the future of education, educators, and culturally and 

linguistically diverse students. From the data, findings, and interpretations there are suggestions 

worth considering for professional learning facilitators, curriculum developers, and policy 

writers. There is a need for a combination of professional development that equips teachers to be 

more aware of the needs of culturally and linguistically diverse students, a curriculum rewrite 

that provides teachers with the guidance, permission, and support to employ the culturally 

sustaining practices they are learning, as well as policy inclusion that permits the teaching of 

racially outlined content. 

Professional Development 

Professional and instructional development is necessary in order to improve the 

instructional opportunities given to Black English speaking students. Teachers require 

professional development that debunks misconceptions about Black English use in the classroom 

and prompts teachers to reflect on their own linguistic experiences and knowledge and learn the 

nuances of languages different from Mainstream American English. Teachers could then 

recognize the ways in which Black students face linguistic mismatch and implement culturally 

sustaining pedagogical practices to sustain a student’s identity while also preparing the student 

for academic success in a Mainstream American English U.S. public school. The professional 

development needed not only requires an in-depth critical reflection of Black English versus 
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Mainstream American English in schools, but more importantly, to enact instructional change, 

professional development also needs to focus on equipping teachers with effective culturally 

responsive and sustaining teaching strategies that provide Black students with linguistic 

affirming instruction and support. This should include contrastive analysis and linguistic 

awareness instruction (Edwards et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2017). 

Without the proper training, teachers will continue to be ill equipped to meet the needs of 

linguistically diverse students. If a teacher has not experienced prior training through their 

preservice teaching program, then it becomes the school’s responsibility to fill the instructional 

needs of the teacher. Providing the necessary professional development to equip teachers with 

instructional practices that support linguistically diverse students will in turn ensure that teachers 

feel more prepared to do the work needed to create equitable learning environments for all 

students. The suggested professional development will yield positive student achievement by 

way of improving school connectedness, school relatability, and teacher understanding, as well 

as improve teachers’ perceptions of Black English, which will ultimately impact instructional 

decisions made in the classroom regarding Black English use in the classroom. 

Instructional Standards, Curriculum, and Policy  

In addition to providing teachers with the much-needed cultural and linguistic diversity 

professional development, it is necessary to rework and redesign curriculum to allow explicitly 

for culturally sustaining tenets to be present. Beyond the school building, curriculum developers 

should also consider how standards and curricular decisions influence a teacher’s willingness to 

incorporate linguistically and culturally affirming teaching practices. Three of the six participants 

repeatedly referred to standards and curriculum as hindrances to allowing students more 
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linguistic freedom in the classroom. One participant said, “I would [let students use Black 

English], but the rubric doesn’t allow for that.” In this case, the teacher was using a rubric found 

within her school district’s curriculum resources online folder. Not only do teachers not have the 

knowledge of linguistically affirming culturally sustaining pedagogies, but they also do not have 

the support within the curriculum to explicitly welcome and incorporate a variety of languages. 

Some believe that education reform cannot happen without curricular reform because curriculum 

is often the main vehicle for education standards (Powell & Anderson, 2008).  

To include the necessary changes in curriculum, education policy must first give 

permission for certain content and topics to be discussed. Currently, there are national debates 

discussing rather critical race theory should or should not be taught in schools. With many 

leaning to eradicate any conversations that critically situate race alongside other topics like 

language, economics, literature, and health, teachers are unable to explore the depths of issues 

that intersect with the socially constructed ideals of race. If future policy does indeed restrict 

teachers from teaching or engaging in conversations about critical race theory, then initiatives 

like the inclusion and affirmation of diverse language codes like Black English will most likely 

not be included in future curriculum rewrites and enhancements. One cannot invite the use of a 

new language in schools without first discussing why it was not invited initially, and one cannot 

discuss why it was not initially an accepted language within schools without also discussing its 

attachment to race. Therefore, to make the needed changes to curriculum, education policy must 

first give permission to curriculum developers to explore the critical topics of race in schools. 

Consequently, to change the way standards are taught, in order to reform educational 

experiences, education policy and curriculum must be reformed simultaneously. There is a need 
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for a combination of both professional development that equips teachers to be more aware of the 

needs of culturally and linguistically diverse students, as well as a curriculum rewrite that 

provides teachers with the guidance, permission, and support to employ the culturally sustaining 

practices they are learning. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

To continue the conversation and support of Black English-speaking students, future 

research should study the impact of professional development that corrects misconceptions about 

Black English use in the classroom and guides teachers to contemplate their personal linguistic 

experiences and knowledge and study variations in languages other than Mainstream American 

English. Specifically, future research should continue to aim to better understand how teachers 

perceive their roles as educators. Future researchers should examine how the onset of cultural 

and linguistic diversity training influences how teachers see their roles as educators.  

Quality teachers and quality instruction are the x-factors that yield the greatest influence 

on student achievement (Hall & Simeral, 2017). To change instruction, teachers must engage in 

professional development or education programs that teach quality instructional methods. 

Therefore, creating sustainable and generative professional development that transforms 

instruction is the greatest way to improve the learning opportunities for Black students. These 

practices would benefit Black English speakers by decreasing deficit thinking approaches in the 

class and increase teacher’s linguistic awareness and confidence in employing linguistically 

affirming teaching practices. Therefore, in a future study, researchers could design professional 

development workshops that aim to educate teachers about various practical and effective 

linguistically relevant, responsive, and sustaining teaching strategies. A longitudinal qualitative 
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study examining the impact of the professional development workshops on the teachers’ 

perceptions of their role as linguistic advocates and their linguistic instruction and support for 

Black English students would be informative.  

In addition, it would be beneficial to study how teachers’ instructional choices change 

when curriculum is redesigned to encourage and allow for more asset-based teaching 

approaches. A future study could examine a cohort of classes that abide by a reimagined 

curriculum that purposefully and intentionally incorporates the teaching and use of linguistic 

diversity. Researchers could compare the instructional practices of the teachers who receive the 

newly designed culturally responsive and sustaining curriculum with the instructional practices 

of those required to teach traditional curriculum lacking explicit culturally responsive lessons 

and assignments. The goal of such a study would be to better understand how a change in 

curriculum has the potential to influence the instructional practices of teachers, as well as 

provide insight into the true influence of curriculum on a teacher’s choice to implement asset-

based teaching approaches for linguistically and culturally diverse students. Will teachers 

readjust and use asset-based teaching approaches when given the guidance and permission to do 

so through the curriculum and standards? Or will teachers rely on old habits despite the 

redeveloped curriculum? According to some of the participants of this study, a rewritten 

curriculum that includes explicit affirmation of cultural and linguistic diversity would increase 

their comfort with applying their knowledge of culturally responsive pedagogical practices.  

Lastly, another future research study could and should take into consideration the 

perspective of the students. The current study did not include students as possible cases of study. 

In future research, it would be beneficial to understand the impact of a teacher’s instructional 
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decisions regarding linguistic divergence on a student’s perception of themselves, their culture, 

and their academic ability. A future study could analyze what role linguistic feedback plays on a 

student’s perspective of their self, school, and cultural identity. It is important that researchers 

and educators advocate for quality opportunities and equitable educational experiences for Black 

students, as well as know what Black students and their families want for them. To truly create 

culturally responsive and sustaining educational experiences for Black students, it is important to 

center their voice in the redesign.  

The combination of these future research studies will provide a more comprehensive idea 

of what is necessary and what it takes to transform the beliefs and educational practices of 

teachers in order to improve the educational experiences of Black students. With the knowledge 

gained from future research studies rooted in discovering practical ways to create culturally 

affirming educational experiences for Black students, the change needed to eradicate the 

observed standardized testing academic achievement gap between Black and White students will 

occur. 

Conclusion 

According to the results of this study, teachers’ overall perceptions of Black English have 

evolved over time. What was once overwhelmingly viewed as ignorant, uneducated, and bad 

English (Godley & Escher, 2012; Kraemer et al., 2000; Labov, 2012) has since gained 

recognition as a rule-governed language shared amongst the Black community (Labov, 2015; 

Rickford, 1978; Winford, 2015). Participants of this study all had rather positive perspectives of 

Black English as a language system. All agreed that Black English was a unique language used 

amongst Black people within the community. Although perceptions of Black English are 
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beginning to shift as evident from this study, the perception of Black English use in schools still 

echoes the belief that its use in the classroom is unsuitable. This causes students to face an 

unnecessary linguistic mismatch that then leads to constant corrections and revisions of speech, 

writing, and reading to fit Mainstream American English norms.  

Although participants recognized Black English as a unique cultural tool within the Black 

community, participants faced conflicting sentiments when trying to find the space for Black 

English in school. Participants’ dedication to uphold the Mainstream American English standards 

and norms at school at the cost of ignoring the linguistic knowledge and skills that students 

brought from their own language caused teachers to consistently respond to Black English use 

with corrective tones. On the surface, this could be categorized as the application of deficit 

thinking approaches to Black English use in the classroom. Teachers’ initial response to Black 

English use on assignments seemed to be rooted in the belief that Black English was 

inappropriate for school; therefore, students needed to adapt their language to match that of 

Mainstream American English. However, when considering the perceptions teachers had of 

Black English itself, it begins to complicate the idea that teachers are intentionally applying 

deficit thinking approaches to their teaching of Black students. Due to the overwhelming 

affirmation of White American English norms in U.S. public schools, teachers, both Black and 

White, found it difficult to meet the standards and curricular expectations while also creating 

spaces for Black students to use their home language freely. Therefore, it unclear if teachers 

were purposefully applying deficit thinking approaches to teaching, or if teachers were 

innocently trying to teach to the standards provided by their school and state education 

departments.  
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Teachers viewed their role as effective educators as one that properly equipped all 

students, including Black students, to be able to navigate the school expectations in all subjects. 

Although rooted in a good cause, this unfortunately lived in the classroom as linguistic silencing 

and linguistic assimilation. As teachers shifted their instructional roles to adhere to the 

expectations designed for the school setting and various content areas, teachers dismissed the use 

of Black English while promoting the assimilation to Mainstream American English. Thus, while 

they may not have intentionally meant to apply deficit thinking tenets to their instructional 

choices, the result of choosing curriculum over student experiences still resulted in the same 

aftereffects of one who perceives linguistic diversity as a hindrance to teaching and learning. 

Rather than understanding the ways in which one could employ culturally relevant, responsive, 

and sustaining teaching strategies to provide linguistically affirming educational experiences, 

many of the participants, without recognizing and affirming the student’s linguistic knowledge, 

asked students to match their language to that of the school’s expectations. The absence of asset-

based teaching approaches that intentionally disrupt the status quo by taking the added step to 

improve curriculum to provide culturally affirming experiences for non-White students led to the 

same over-policing of Black English use in the classroom as deficit thinking. Therefore, it can be 

concluded that it is not safe to apply neutral teaching strategies to culturally and linguistically 

diverse students. It is not enough to hold positive perceptions of Black English if those positive 

perceptions do not also live in the instructional choices that a teacher makes when handling 

linguistic diversity. The absence of intentional asset-based teaching for the ease of instructional 

decisions that do not overtly negate a student’s heritage language still equates to deficit thinking 

results regarding the education of culturally and linguistically diverse students. 
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In conclusion, teachers’ overall perception of Black English was positive. However, their 

perception of Black English tended to be overshadowed by the standards and curricular 

expectations of the school in which they worked. As a result, although they held relatively 

positive perceptions of Black English, they did not consistently employ instructional practices 

that revealed their positive perceptions of Black English. Instead, teachers relied on the 

curriculum and standard expectations of mainstream U.S. schooling norms to dictate their 

instructional roles, which ultimately led to fewer opportunities for Black students to freely use 

their linguistic knowledge of Black English to express their ideas on literacy- and non-literacy-

based assignments. Therefore, to answer the guiding research questions, teachers perceived the 

use of Black English in the classroom as unsuitable for curricular assignments and expectations 

cemented in Mainstream American English guides and rules. As a result, the instructional 

decisions chosen by teachers privileged the use of Mainstream American English with little 

acceptance of linguistic diversity across all subjects and grade levels. In order to reshape the 

linguistic experiences of Black English speakers so that they are equipped with the knowledge 

needed to succeed in mainstream U.S. classrooms while still possessing pride in their cultural 

ways of being, the roles of teachers need to be redefined through the rewriting of curriculum, 

standards, and professional development.
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IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW SESSIONS AND QUESTIONS 
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First Round (approx. 1 hour): Speech Only Interview 

Begin with greetings and small talk. 

1. What school do you teach and what grade level do you teach? 
2. Tell me why did you become an educator? 
3. What is your education philosophy? / If you could make education perfect what 

would that look like? 
4. What does diversity mean to you? 
5. How do you define linguistic diversity? 
6. Do you feel that your training (teacher prep or in school professional development) 

prepared you to address linguistic diversity in the classroom? 
7. Currently in your class how do you treat diversity (cultural and linguistic)? 
8. What instructional techniques do you incorporate to support diversity? 
9. How do students from diverse cultures experience school? 

 
Second Round: Elicitation Interview (approx. 30 minutes) 

Kim’s Convenience Clip – Name in Red 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ShkyVQh0o-k 

Junebug Goes to the Barber 
https://www.languagejones.com/aaes 

Share an audio recording of someone speaking a non-mainstream English variety. 
The participant will listen to the recording. Once the recording is finished, the interviewer will 
ask the following questions. 

1. What are your impressions of the speaker? 
2. What are some speech differences that you noticed? 

Share a story written with BE speaking characters. The participant will read the story aloud. 
Once the recording is finished the interviewer will ask the following questions. 

1. What are your impressions of the character’s speaking in the narrative? 
2. What are some speech differences that you noticed? 

 
Third Round: Elicitation Interview (approx. 30 minutes) 

LOC – Conversation with 8 & 9-Year-Old 
https://www.loc.gov/item/afccal000154/ 

Share an audio recording of a student speaking a non-mainstream English variety. 
The participant will listen to the recording. Once the recording is finished the interviewer will 
ask the following questions. 

1. What are your impressions of the speaker? 
2. What are some speech differences that you noticed? 
3. Can this student’s language co-exist in the classroom? How? 
4. How would you support this student linguistically? 
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Fourth Round (approx. 30 minutes) 

Elicitation Interview 

Share an audio recording/transcript of a Black English-speaking student completing a running 
record. The participant will listen to the recording/ read the transcript and complete/analyze a 
running record. 

1. What have you learned about this student from the running record? 
2. Did this student make any reading errors? If yes, what were they? 
3. What would be your instructional next steps for this student? 

 
Fifth Round (approx. 30 minutes) 

Elicitation Interview 
 
Going to the Beach Writing Sample 
Share a writing sample from a Black English-speaking student. 
The participant will read the writing sample and be asked to provide feedback? 

1. What have your learned about the student from reading their work? 
2. What feedback would you give this student? 
3. What would be your instructional next steps for this student? 
4. Thinking about common writing rubric components such as organization of the story, 

content, word choice/transition words, and mechanics, which areas were the student’s 
strengths and weaknesses?  Why? How would you address the student’s weaker area 
of writing? 
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APPENDIX C 

ELICITATION SAMPLES 
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Narrative Writing Sample 
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Science Lab Report Sample 
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APPENDIX D 

DOCUMENTS CONTRIBUTED BY PARTICIPANTS  
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Daniel’s Document 

 

Kayson’s Document 

 



 

236 
 



 

237 

Maya’s Document Sample 

 

Alana’s Document 

 

 

 
 
 


