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ABSTRACT

Standard English must be considered as a language
that can and should be learned and used by any human who finds it
advantageous to do so, but which has no more exotic and virtuous
qualities than any other language or dialect. The teacher of standard
English to speakers of Black English should be aware of the kinds of
language skills that children acquire before they enter school;
speakers of Black English understand a wide range of registers and
styles of standard English, as well as several dialects of English.
The teacher must understand the underlying principles of the
student's dialect and the system of rules governing his speech. The
teacher must consider the values of the child and consider with whom
- the child identifies and for what reasons. The teacher can then deal
‘with the possibility of commanding a full range of styles and
registers of two dialects, the advantages of being able to switch
dialects, and methods of teaching a second dialect. {Author/VM)
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COLONTALISM IN THE CLASSROOM;  MON 0% Poiic
TEACHING "GOOD" GEAMMAR TO BLACK CHILDREN

SANDRA ANDERSON GARCIA

ﬁNTVERSIIY D’F CALIFGRNIA AT LOS ANGELES

When one group colonizes another, it must take certain
steps to establish its devine right to rule. It must make
its avowed superiority felt and accepted by the colonized so
that it may rule not by the.gun, but by psychological domina-
tion. One way to hasten this process is to convince the colo-
nized that he represents the anthesis uf what is ethical, refined,
and cultured,.
is attacked by the colonizer because it represents one of the
most logical areas in which to begin the process of subjugation.

Frantz Fanon, black psychiatrist and author of The Wretched of the

Earth, which describes the struggle for independence in Algeria

states:

To speak means to be in a‘p951tlon to use a certain

syntax, to grasp the morphology of this or that

language, but it means above all to assume a cul-—

ture, to support the weight of a civilization (Fangn, 1963).

"Colonialism", as used in this paper will vefer to the
farce&acculturatlon cf Blacks in Amerlca' under whlch is sub-
sumed language changes and the concomits t changes in behavlor,,

attltudeﬂ,‘and valuesi It will. refer to thlS prccess, Wthh has

been termed ' cultural 1mperiallsm 5 that was carrled out . under the

:Paper prasented at thé Teachers of Engl;sh to Speakers of Other

‘Languages Conve ntlcn,,Eebruary 29 1972 Washlngton, D.C.- = -




guise of providing every man with the tools to assimilate and to
reap the benefits of middle-class America, while in fact, as-
similation was forbidden the maéses of Blacks, the process
serving primarily. to discredit their linguistic and cultural
heritage.

Black English (BE), its structure and function, has recently
generated great interest for those who view the failure in the
ghetto schools as a direct result of many years of colonialist
thought and action in those schools. Well-meaning linguists
whose task is to describe;languages, have written much to estab-
lish BE as a systematic, rule-governed dialect of English which
is just as ''valid" as any other dialect of English. Psychologists,
educators, and curriculum specialists have pcéled‘thei: resources

BE

‘l. udly.

wr n hopes that these materials
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to design materials
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will give more prestige to BE, ﬁhus elevating the self-concept
of the reader. |

Such efforts to legitmize BE have m;de it necessary for the
schélaf to beccme asrkﬁawlédgeéble abbut'ﬁhé,culture of poverty,
race relations, attitudes and values, and social ahange as he is
on matters related to language acqﬁléitian,rhuman learnlng aﬁd
'motlvatloﬁ,rand the science Df teachlng. Though such a Shlft 1nr
'fccus may be long overdue, the oversemph551s on ‘the’ need to |
 undérstand the psychc—scc;al variables may be bane, nct b12581ng;
Ve mu%t flnd a workable balance between llberallsm predlcated |

'_”upon repentlng fcr real and 1mag1ned 51ns, and scholarly 1nves—:u'

B

tlgatlon of Lhe issues.




The basic tenets of our long-standing institutions are being
challenged in the wake of what might be described as. a period of
éacolonization; a process Fanon (1963) describes as "... the
meeting of two forces, opposed to each other by their very nature'.
Presently we are faced with two conflicting forces in our schools
generally, and particularly in the E.glish class. One force de-
mands that all students become functional in staniard English (SE);
defined as "... the kind of English habitually used by most

educated English-speaking persons in the United States" (Allen, 1967).

The other force, mostly poor Blacks, is rejecting these demands.
Blacks have found that 1afge1y through their dialect they can
express certain feelings, perpetuate group identity and cohesive-
ness, and help to ressurect and maintain cultural pride. They have
become keenly aware tha; it is not because of their use, or mis-
use of English that they have been rejected and éppressed. They
realize that they are rejected for reasons not r;mgtely related to
language .(and too numerous to relate here), and that the negativa
attitudes toward thalr language, walk dress,;mannerlsms, and

phys; al features reflect the negative att;tudes toward the graup;

Ihls awareness makes Blacks view attempts tc ralse the;r self-

 esteem by ralslng the status af BE as spuricus effcrts at b

and at worse ‘a cruel hgax. Thus; there 13 overt resistanfe to

S TOT T L

"~Be;ng further‘ﬁcgénpted" '1 e,, ‘to be1ng made tD talk and act

‘flike whl*esaj A unlversity student recently suggestéd to me that

putt;ng a perlcd at the eﬁd Qf a sentence constltuted dc;ng a

whlte thlng




Though such anecdotes may initially evoke laughter, the
consequénces of such feelings are grave both for the student and
the teacher in the inner-city school. The psychological resis-
tance te learning. SE by many black students vastly minimizes the
chances that they will learn it. This situation is compounded by
the fact that their perceptions of themselves, their culture,
language, needs and values are diametrically opposed to the teach-
ers. Often she is neutralized or forced to flee the ghetto school
because of her ineffectiveness and despair. William Labov s study
in New York City deals with the failure of the ghetto schools.

He states:

.+ .The school environment and school values are

plainly not influencing the boys flrmly grounded

in street culture,.

...teachers in the city schools have little

ability te reward or punish members of the streoet

culture, or to motivate learning (Labov, 1968).

These teachers have been entrusted with the task of making their
black students use '"correct' SE. They attempt to change the
dialect spéakers‘ phrase structure, his uée of 1e$ical items, and
his phonology by explalnlng how SE ach;eves structural sense,
It is the assertlon of this authar that there;is'liﬁtle

—vallalty in the glalm that teachlng the;rules,éf_SE grammar to

:speakers cf BE increases- Praflclency in. Lha use. of SE and that the

1primary objectlve of changlng the dlalect 5peak2fs language habitél,
"'vis ta make hlm mcre sccially accéptable.' All languaga arts teachersf'

'_Qf speakers of BE shculd sérlcusly questlon wh Z they teach grammar

'at alli Furthef it 15 lmperatlve that they take several stePSv

. L




before they can begin to intelligently deal with the pros and
cons of teaching the rules of SE grammar to facilitate the use
of SE.

1. They should become fully aware of what grammars are.

2. They should know the developmental sequence in natural

language learning.

3. They should attempt to determine the amount and type of

linguistic knowledge each child has when he enters the class.

4. They must know the grammar, and in particular the phonology

and lexicon of BE,.

5. Finally, they should become aware of the culture, values, 7

and attitudes of the students, who their linguistic models are, é
and how they as teachers can help the child to develop and :
broaden his linguistic skills.

Grammars are descriptions of the structure of languages; i.e., the
ways in which languagesachieve structural sense. Descriptive grammarians
attempt to systematically and objectively describe the total system of
a language. The task of the generative grammarian is to explain how
sentences are produced by identifying a system of rules that can be used
in new and untried combinations to form new sentences. Transformational
grammarians are concerned with a set of rules which related the under-
lying logical structures (deep structures) to their phonemic (surface)

represantatioﬁs. The transformatlonal chponent of a grammar ConalStS

' cf a partially ordered set Df fules which can change the order of tha

ccnstltuents Qf a SEEtence, insert new elements 1nto a sentence, and
delate elaments from a sentence Wlth the constralnt that the trans—»

farmatlonal Dparatlgns cannot - change the "deep Structure cf the

Sentance. Transfcrmatlcnal grammar fgcuses on Wellafarmed" Sentences

':CLegum Wllliams,.& Lee, 1969)

All human - 1anguages and dlalects have an unde:lylng system af

- .«: R i i
e

Lgrammatlcal fuies whlch 15 1nterﬁal;zed by the natlve speaker because

V"icf cultural and env1ranmental StlmUll,'QS Wel1 é Alﬁﬂaﬁéfléafﬂlﬂg_;;vv',znfl[;;f




procedures which Chomsky (1966) describes as part of the

"intrinsic organization of cognition". Rules of grammar are state-

ments of fact and have nothing to do with good or bad, status or prestige.

Yet we find many language arts teachers concerned with grammar as

prescription and grammar as remedy as it relates to "correct"

usage, soclal acceptance,and upward mobility. They have become more

concerned with how people should speak and write, than how they do

speak and write. Teachers often do not distinguish between

grammatical correctness and social acceptability; what is "unacceptable"

in the prestige dialect (SE in America) is "incorrect" and stigmatized.

Grammar is no longer a man-made set of factual rules but something

"good" ei.trusted by God to men who have the intelligence and power

to determine who is worthy and able to have it, use it well, and thus

reap the many benefits that such a possession affords. Those whom

“he can convert are the "worthy", those whom he fails to convert are

the "weak'", the "unfit", and the "unworthy". Most of the non-converts

are members of ethnic minorities and the lower socio-economic class.

Perhaps the iﬁnate Biélogicai aﬁd/crrintelleéﬁual charécterisﬁics of

,thése groups,héve ééﬁeﬁhingifafdé withlﬁheirLabiiiti to léarn an§ use
goad" grammar and the lssue is more 1o ly relatéd t§:Fha‘;heﬁfy'df.the_7‘

‘,sufvlval of the flttest than to any theorles of “language acquisition

“anﬁ Jgnguage aftlﬁudes._

| ‘Cunc?rnlng natural language 1earn1ng; ilngulsts havebmade
d;étinctlons between thathwhléhy;s a;qu;red through 1earn1ng and
'experience, and that unique cagnltlve faril, ?riﬁherent 1n humaﬁélf,

ﬂ?whlch allcws them to learﬁ languaga with na traln;ng.; In descrlb—

_nn‘te~capacity fgrrlanguage,whlch n31ther the




psychologist nor the linguist has acliieved a theoretical under—
standing, Chomsky states:

The fact that all normal children acquire essentially

comparable grammars of great complexity with remarkable

rapidity suggests that human beings are somehow spe-—

cifically designed to do thils, with data-~handling or

"hypothesis-formulating" ability of unknown character

and complexity (Chomsky, 1959).

By school age, language is well established in children. They
have mastered the system of rules for pronunciation of the words
they kncw, they distinguish parts of speech, ;eccgnize and produce
grammatically correct sentences in their language, combine smaller
sentences into larger ones, make-statements and ask questions, use
imperativé sentences to command and negative sentences to deny, and
use this complex linguistic system to communicate their ideas and
feelings (Arthur, 1971). Yet, it is too often the case that English
teachers attempt to teach these variables when, in fact, the child
has already acquired the skills by the time he enters school.

When the child has 1earned and internalized a-different set
of ruies frémrthat of SE,'the teacher feels compelled to make the
child. l arn to gée SE. He usually starts fﬁpm,three faﬁlty pre-

mises; first thét'tﬁe:dialect speakeffhas ﬁct”acqﬁiféd éréystematié
, and rule—gcverned language system Qf his own, secondly, the non-

standard forms wh;ch he has acqulred shauld and -can be replaced by
- SE forms, and f1nally, that the degree to whlch tHe ch;ld can: 5peak

;Vcraily read ,and write SE 15 an adéquate measure of hls acqulsltlon

'»and ccmprehens;on cﬁ SE 1anguage skllls. Were the teachers mcre,"

aWare Qf the EiEQE Gf 1anguage skllls chiidren acqulre before they 7  fffi”' 

ffiente;'schcol they ccula more’ effectively dev1se méthcds far measur=}'j"*




ing suci skills. Teachers often Mmeasure these skills by giving oral

reading tests, speech perception tests, and by evaluating student

generated writing with no knowledge of how or when these skills are

acquired, nor which skills the children comprehend even though they

can not demonstrate them. I is here that the critical distinction

between one's understanding and his ability to demonstrate that

which he understands must be made.
Arthur (1971) distinguishes between "passive" and "active"

language skills to separate comprehension from usage. He states:
-+« The learner's ability to use a new language feature

(2 new word, a new sentence Structure, etc.} actively

in his own speech is preceded by an extended time dur-

ing which the learner indicates an emerging passive
recognition of that language feature in the speech of
others. More briefly, comprehension (an indication of
passive mastery) precedes production (an indication of

active mastery).
A very young child understands far more words than he
Further, passive skills like understanding (listening)

can produce.

and reading develop ahead of their active counterparts, speaking

and writing (Arthur, 1971).

‘Speakers of‘Blan Dialect understand a wide range of registers

and styies:cf Standard English, as well as several dlalects of

'English;' Too ofteﬁ people think of BE as ‘if it were‘a»languagerwhcse ‘ o
entire'grammaticalisystem_were completely different from that of SE; é

‘as if BE weré,éne,part af.a_BE%SE_dichctme which has no range of !
coo e T , o R =TT ]

L - - S e e : ; : B g
comprehension and/or ‘usage between. . Readers have been named "Everyday !
‘Talk" and '"School Talk";.ﬁP;ay Clothes" and "Sunday;CIGthes" as if - - ' ;E:“if

. Black children must view SE as semefhing special'and’differeﬁggmtévbe, ]
e L R R R B ' T |
e !

!




used in a way similar to the way we get out our good ehina and
$ilver on holidays or when the boss comes to dinner..

The point is that speakers of BE use 3E features regularly
and they comprehend far more than they can "actively" produce.
Teachers must devise methods to measure this linguistic knowledge
different from those methods which rely on the child's ability to
write, speak, or orally read in SE. To put it another way, we
assume that the teachers of BE understand enough of their students'
dialect to maintain a quite adequate two-way communication with them.
Yet, we do not make this assumption because the SE speaker can speak
dialect as well as any Amés 'n Andy character, write in dialect as
eloquently as Paul Laurence Dunbar, and read this dialect aloud with
little hesitation and few errors. WNo, we assume that he understands

the children because he has acquired passive mastery through contact

with the children without acquiring "active'" mastery. Such is also

the case With the,BE speaker' he understaﬁds ‘SE - even though he has‘

naL acquired active mastery. Why, then, must the childreﬁ galn

active mastary cf SE 1anguage skllls if he and the SE speaxar ean

already efrectlvgly communlcate when

Have we. nat returned tQ cnlcnial;sm,:saclal accsptablllty,,and

.cppress;on°'fIfgfhoﬁe#ér,we ccme up Wlth Just reasans fcr making

'j_BE 5peakers Become prcﬁiw'ent 1n actively us;ng SE the teacher must

iach uses h;s respective dialert?;gnt<?>
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Furthermore, such knowledge must precede the formulation of
mpirically testable questions related to the ability of a
child to "actively' produce a dialect other than his own.
Too offren "mistakes" in orél reading . Such as flnal consonant
cluster simplificatian;'differénces in the sys;emVQE homénymsa;
ésuch as told=toe or paStzpsss=pQSé§d) are not mistakes ét all,
but features of BE. Were those, along with nuﬁerogs other fea-
tures of BE, known to ﬁhe teacher her task as weil-as her
attitude could be radically changed. .Currently,!har task is
often one of correcting that théh is correct, and for the wrong
reason, that of making the child conform to Stéﬂdafds often

predicated upon linguistic and social snabbery; Thﬁs, the

teacher becomes the linguistic and cultural model to anvunrecéptive

Pi‘

and often hostile child. She represents just ancther in a scrics

of those mcdéls impésed upon théﬂghild_iﬁ,schccl:"thegcgltursl;and’}‘

refined SE!spesker; themgcédeméricénﬁﬁhc-can;ﬁéftéil“a“liéHabbut*’ “”"

a cherry tree, the ccuragecus yellgw—halrs Whé tamed the west 80

that we may now: rlde trains,‘and the technicians th are’ brilllant'

:enough to de51gﬂ and create a. ccuﬂtry that w' ;bécgmgf ?!T“”'7

 7second=raﬁe power.i What ean: thergalenlzed da"cr Sayf;n?;he;faééféflﬁi,?73“
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or is tluis dialect vehemently rejected as that which only

a stupid or "country" nigger would use? Or is his linguistic

model one who speaks standard English but who knows "where it's

at" and can "get down funky" when he needs or wants to, i.e., who

uses not only phonological, syntactic and lexieal features of the
dialect, but also ;ntcnatl@n, bcdy wovement , and style to convey

gpe message and its attendant emotional tone? What role do cursing and
slang play in determining whose speech childrén model, i.e., when

one "gets down ", is he merely masterfully using in-group slang

although he is speaking standard ‘English? Or is this possible; i.e.,
can a man say "That dude is a bad mother'" in Standard English? Who
does the black child identify with and for what reasons? Once the
teacher can answer these questions related to the values of the

child, she may then turn to questions dealing ﬁith'the possibility

of commanding a full range of styles and registers of two dialects,

the advantages of being able_to dialect switch, mathodsvaf teaching

a second aialect, etc. A great deal .of effort has been put into trying
to convince BE speake:s tha 'it is to tha;r advantage tg know how to |
'ﬁse>SEi And agaln, We have g;ven the WfDng reasans. We tell the child
:that he must spaak SE'?gr make 1t 1n 20th century America When he

7 knows at a very earlytage that hlS maklng 1t mlght have 1ittle tai:

;;da Wlthghl%r1anguage.:lwglggll hlm it is useful for cammunlcatian,j

'75fas 1f ‘his cwn dlalect ﬁéf’*’

vfhgs;speg;gl;qualitles that BE dcesn t have, and that 1t is reserved

~ for the chosen few.
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with white society. The NNE (Northern Negro English)

youngster should be made to feel that he has as much

claim to standard English as anyone else. If he is not

being given the ability to read and write this language,

then he is being cheated out of sometihing that is right-~

fully his."

Thus, we have returned to the original premise; i.e., that
because of colonialist thought and action, SE has been used
as a tool to oppress, reserved for thae colonizer and his willing
and able converts. We must now put SE din its rightful place; i.e.,
as a language that can and should be learned and used by any human
who finds it advantageous to do s0, but which has no more exotic and
virtuous qualities than any other language or dialect. Robert H.
Bentley (1971), in response to Professor Sledds comments in
"Bi-Dialectalism: The Linguistics of White Supremacy'" states:

Our number one priority must be to spread the word to

educated society that dialects, both geographic and

social, are real, legitimate, "legal®, deserving of

respect, and a fact of language. We must become mili-

tant on this point.

Though I agree with Professor Bently, I think that he hés made some

serious ﬂmissicns;rfirst, the word must berspread té un—-educated
society as ﬁélif fbrrit is'thére that the effects .of .this ignorance_
and épreésion'are felt most. . H -

|  }Second1y5‘befo?e ﬁEJéaﬁ iﬁpress;the-vali§i£y of:&iéléctsnupan'
Ppecple;.we.mﬁstAfbecc@é!miii;;ngﬂbin_péiﬁtiﬁg §UE thatBla;kXPepé1e,“’

1n§t?;héifflaggﬁ$gé;:éréf“féaifgfﬁigéitimétéﬁ;;ﬁlegal"5ﬁdeserviﬁg of

LrespEQt",}én&'aﬁfaét‘éf~thefﬁumaﬁ=rége{
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