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Diagnostic 
Evaluation of  
Language Variation 

Distinguishing Deficit 
from  Difference  

The only standardized test 
normed on 100% AA 

children—2nd 
standardization with a 

general American sample 

Disclosure: 
Two of  the authors were part of  the 
DELV Project  (Seymour, Roeper & de 
Villiers. 2003, 2005) 

AAE   African American English (AAE) 
  Linguistic variety – First Dialect 
  Used by many African American school-aged 

children 

  Differences (from GAE) 
  Syntax (sentence organization rules) 
  Morphology (inflectional organization rules) 
  Semantics (meaning rules) 

  Similarities (with GAE) 
  Syntax (sentence organization rules) 
  Morphology (inflectional organization rules) 
  Semantics (meaning rules) 

  More similarities than differences 

  But the differences stand out!  
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Legacy of  prejudice  
about AAE   

  Try Googling “The Ebonic Plague” 

  “Talking garbage” (Jesse Jackson) 

    Slang, or lazy 

That’s not our topic. 

Premise:  

 “You can’t be FOR or AGAINST AAE, 
any more than you can be for or against 
air. It exists.” --- Delpit, 1998   

 Start by recognizing the value of  AAE as 
a tool of  thought, communication, and 
social identity, as an asset for the child  
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From 1979 King Decision:   

 Problem is not the children’s language, 
it’s the institution’s response to it. --- Judge 
Joiner, in Smitherman, 1981   

 Required a plan.  It is the responsibility 
of  the schools to create inclusive 
environments. 

Two parts to the ruling 

 1. What steps will teachers take to identify 
speakers of  Black English? 

 2.  How will they provide instruction that 
made use of the children’s language 
variety to teach them to read “standard” 
English? 
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Given positive (conscious)
attitude 

 What do you need to KNOW? 

 What do you need GUARD against? 

 What do you need to DO (on Monday)? 

Plan of  
Today’s Talk

  Present AAE as a rule 
governed system—Tracy 

  Provide overview of  
obstacles to effective 
teaching—me (Barbara) 

  Provide effective models of  
culturally-responsive 
teaching—Janice 
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"

sys·tem/ˈsistəm/  
Noun:   

1. A set of connected things or parts forming a complex whole, in 
particular. 

2. A set of things working together as parts of a mechanism or an 
interconnecting network. 

African American English is… 

 “a rule-governed and systematic variety 
of  English that is spoken by many 
African American students when they 
begin formal schooling.” Craig and Washington (2004) 
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Describing the System? 

 “AAE is primarily a morphosyntactic set 
of  rule-governed variation from 
Standard American English (SAE) 
although both discourse and 
phonological differences can be observed 
as well.” Craig and Washington (2002) 
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  1)  She’s wearing Jack’s hat. 

2)  Who thought her mom was running for 
president. 

3) Rhianna’s cat is mean and feisty,  
           so I’ll keep Mike’s any day. 

Zero Possessive 
Zero Auxiliary 

Feature List 
Zero Possessive 
Zero Auxiliary 

  1)  She  wearing Jack’ hat. 

 2)  Who thought her mom was running 
for president? 

 3)  Rhianna’ cat  mean and fiesty,   

              so I’ll keep Mike’ any day. 
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System-based 
Zero Possessive 
Zero Auxiliary 

  1)  She  wearing Jack’ hat. 

 2)  Who thought her mom was running 
for president? 

 3)  Rhianna’ cat  mean and fiesty,   

              so I’ll keep Mike’ any day. 

UNATTESTED 

What’s different? 

 AAE is an inherently variable system. 

   Are there any constraints on variation? 
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 I’ll take Mike’s cat anyday.  

  “Ellipsis is the name given to instances of  
anaphora in which a missing predicate is able to 
find an antecedent in the surrounding discourse.” 

           Johnson 2001 

Experiment 

  Potter and Lombardi (1990) Sentence Repetition Task 

  Task 
  Participants Presented Recorded Sentence   
  Distracter task 

  Participants heard 5 words, then asked whether 
one of  the five was in the previous sentence. 

  Answer: Y/N 
  Participant asked to repeat the sentence 
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Task Rationale 

  People cannot remember syntax 
  Meaning 
  Lexical items 

  Mixture of  Spontaneous and Elicited Speech  

Potter and Lombardi, 1990 

Participants 

Cleveland, 
Mississippi 
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Stimuli – Target Possessive: 
2nd possessive construction 

Rhianna’s cat is mean and feisty, so I’ll keep Mike’s any day. 

  Two Lists  
Rhianna’s cat is mean and feisty… 

  A: so I’ll keep [Mike’s cat] any day.  
  B: so I’ll keep [Mike’s cat] any day. 

  10 prenominal possessives (A) 
  10 elliptical possessives (B) 
  10 fillers (no possessives) 

  Pseudo-randomized Lists 

  Stimuli recorded by Community Consultant 

  Experiment conducted by Community Consultant 

Example Item: Transcript 

ITEM:  

Rhianna’s cat is mean and feisty, so I’ll keep Mike’s any day. 
TELEVISION … FEISTY… PICTURE… PLANT… CAT 

Was feisty in the sentence?  
Participant Answer: No 

Can you repeat the sentence? 

VERBATIM DG1A, Female age 18, Cleveland, MS 

(10)      Rhianna cat be being feisty, so I keep Mike's any day. 
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Results Overt Marking 

Elliptical Prenominal 

84% 

63% 

β=-1.1399 
Wald z= -4.042 
p<.00001 

“Mike’s” “Mike’s cat” 

Experiment Discussion 

  Results support the view that variation in 
possessive marking is constrained in the 
environment of  ellipsis. 
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Child Data: DSLT Corpus 

  Dialect Sensitive Language Test (DSLT) 

          (Seymour, Roeper & de Villiers, 2000)  

  Data from African American English Speaking children from across the 
country 

      
  Battery developed to evaluate linguistic delays and disorder specifically for 

child speakers of  non-standard dialects of  English 

Participants 

  N=780 

  African American English Speaking Children 

  Ages 3-12 years 

  Represented from the Southern region of  the US 

  Responded to 3 possessive items 
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Experimental Item 

(Point to a bowl) Whose food is this? 

Overt Marking by Age 
Region: South 
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β=-4.52 
Wald z= -5.673 
p<.00000001 

Significantly Higher Rate Overt 
Marking with Ellipsis 

“The cat’s” 

“The cat’s food” 

General American English (GAE) 
Prenominal vs. Elliptical 

N=340 

“The cat’s” 

“The cat’s food” 
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Constraint on Optionality 
Ellipsis 

  I’ll keep Mike’s cat anyday. 

 That food is the cat’s food. 

Constraint on Optionality: 
Ellipsis 

  (A) This room isn’t too cold, but I know 
one that is too cold. 

  (B) She is talking too much about theory, 
lets get to the application.  

    

Zero Auxiliary 
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Constraint on Optionality: 
Ellipsis 

  (A) This room isn’t too cold, but I know 
one that is too cold. 

  (B) She ø talking too much about theory, 
lets get to the application.  

    

Zero Auxiliary 

From one system to the next 

 Clues from an understanding of  the 
child’s home system can facilitate the 
instruction of  a new one. 

 Without a system-based view, we are on 
shaky ground--breeding ground for 
prejudice and misdiagnosis 
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Potential Obstacles 

Why us? 

Look to our own: 

 Ideas and Experience 

 Implicit Attitudes 

 Overt Behaviors 
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Faulty Logic  

  Given  

  “Mismatch theory” when home language and 
school language do not match, students 
experience greater difficulty learning to read 
(Charity, Scarborough and Griffin, 2004)--TRUE 

  Students who speak AAE do worse in school 
(than non AAE speakers—often) 

Therefore? 

  Therefore, they should not speak AAE, and 
then they’ll do better in school 

  Corollary:  We can’t teach them until they 
stop speaking AAE, so we have to make sure 
they stop speaking AAE. 

 

 



Pearson,	  Conner,	  &	  Jackson	  ASHA	  2012	  
Atlanta,	  GA	  

11/15/12	  

21	  

Alternative 

  Good teaching can happen regardless of  dialect. 

  (Janice will share programs that focus on good teaching) 

  For students,  teach greater flexibility/ greater 
metalinguistic awareness—will have as a by-product, 
lowering levels of  dialect density in some environments. 

  For teachers & SLPs,  take steps to guard against culturally-
induced and reinforced association of  salient AAE 
structures with “error”  

  (Including making sure you can identify AAE) 

How do teachers and SLPs enhance 
their linguistic and cultural 

sensitivity? 

  Step 1: Understand the power of  attitudes to change 
behavior/ to color evaluations 

  Step 2: Develop awareness of  our own attitudes about 
language 

  Step 3: Develop strategies to outsmart our covert 
attitudes 
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Consequences of  Expectations 

  Pygmalion in the Classroom, Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968 

  Tested everyone.  Selected 20% of  children at random. 

  Reported to the teachers that those children “showed 
unusual potential for intellectual growth” and could be 
expected to “bloom” in their academic performance by the 
end of  the year” 

  AND THEY DID. 

Blue Eyes/ Brown Eyes 

Elliott, 1985 

  “Eyes”  One group would be told they were less intelligent, 
and the other group got unfair advantages.  Pretty soon, the 
out-group was doing worse, and their confidence was 
diminished. 

  But it’s not just expectations.  It’s behaviors that accompany 
the expectations. 
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Relation of  teacher expectation to  
year-end grading   

  Ferguson (2003) suggests how teachers: 
  Call on “brighter” students more often 
  Give more positive feedback after correct 

responses 
  Give more helpful feedback after mistakes 
  More “body language” and other unauthorized 

coaching in testing situations   

Bringing it back to language….. 

The Matched Guise technique 
(Tucker & Lambert, 1969) 

  2 “speakers” (often the same person), speaking in 
two accents 

  Listeners make judgments: 
  Which one do you think is more intelligent? 
  Which one do you think is a better leader? 
  Which one is more attractive? 
  Which one is more trustworthy? Etc. 
  Which is more friendly, etc. 
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Norton’s experiment (2008) 

  SLPs were asked to judge recorded stories from AA children 
with more or less “dense” features of  the variety, some TD 
and some LI 

  Stories were chosen to have range of  complexity in syntax 
and story grammar 

  SLPs with less experience with speakers of  AAE ranked 
objectively better stories (complex syntax and story 
structure) spoken with more AAE features as worse than 
much weaker stories (from children with LI) that were 
spoken with more typically GAE features. 

Role of  familiarity  
(Robinson & Stockman, 2009) 

  Asked SLPs to judge sentences for “how 
comprehensible” they are 

  Found a perceptual cost to processing unfamiliar 
speech 

  Didn’t recognize reliably as dialect  (emphasizes 
need to develop more familiarity with the 
variety) 
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Why might we have knee-jerk 
reaction to AAE features as 

“wrong”? 

  Because we’ve been criticized for using them ourselves 

  We hear less educated non-African Americans use them 

  Used in movies stereotypically to reinforce status differences 
(also southern White accents, too) 

  Many are homophones with GAE-LI markers 

  Less comprehensible to our ear? 

Prescriptive habits identify AAE 
forms as speech errors 

  Even when you don’t mean to. 

  Teachers can unwittingly undermine their own educational 
goals. 

  USE Implicit Association Test (IAT) to measure one’s 
attitudes 
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What is the IAT? 
(Implicit Association Test) 

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/ 

  How do you know what ideas are most closely 
associated in your mind?  Which ones can you 
pair the quickest? 

  Set up classification game: 

  Male / Female  -- words flashed on the screen 
one at a time. As quickly as possible, press ‘i’ 
key for Male, “e’ key for female. 

FEMALE           MALE 

Mother 
Son 

Uncle 
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Measures strength of  
associations 

  Word comes on the screen, (father, aunt, daughter, woman, son…) 
you press e for male, I for female. Same for science versus 
humanities.  Then switch sides. 

  Start with 2 categories: Go to 4 
  Male 
  Female 
  Science and engineering 
  Humanities 

Now, pair them 

  Science OR male;  

  Humanities OR female.  

     (Words of  all four categories are flashed on the screen)  
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FEMALE            MALE 

Humanities          Science /Engineering 

Uncle 

FEMALE            MALE 

Humanities          Science /Engineering 

Brother 
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FEMALE            MALE 

Humanities          Science /Engineering 

Grandmother 

Now switch the pairs 



Pearson,	  Conner,	  &	  Jackson	  ASHA	  2012	  
Atlanta,	  GA	  

11/15/12	  

30	  

FEMALE            MALE 

Science /Engineering       Humanities 

Uncle 

Biology 

Daughter 

Music 

Chemistry 

Computer calculates your speed 

  The pairing you’re faster on is “congruent” for 
you. 

  The difference your speed on the congruent 
pairing compared to the non-congruent pairing 
is the strength of  your association.  
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Great explanation in…. 

(My) Result   

  Working on women in science for 5 years:  I have a 
moderate association of  men and science.   

  (Used to be strong) 

  Demo on Project Implicit website for Race—where 
they pair black or Caucasian faces. 

I want to figure out how to do it with elements 
of  speech—phrases, ain’t, he don’t, we was  

Pair with what?? “smart”  “slang”?? 
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How do we overcome our covert 
attitudes? 

2 strategies:   

  Learn and overlearn alternate associations. 
        (The good news is that the associations are malleable.) 

  Don’t try to suppress them.  Use them.  
Harness them. 

Ann Arbor 
Decision Revisited –  
2 Key Questions 

  What Knowledge/
Awareness do teachers 
need to teach AAE 
speakers effectively? 

  What kinds of  
Knowledge/Awareness 
should they foster in their 
students? 
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Three Model Types 

  Model Types Incorporate Important Points (discussed 
earlier): 

  Model 1: Have high expectations 
  Model 2: Appreciate linguistic diversity 

  Model 3: Develop different kinds of  linguistic 
awareness 

  Remember…. 

   all models are additive and expand a child’s 
linguistic knowledge of  GAE without compromising 
AAE 

"

Attitude isn’t Everything…
But it helps! 
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Model 1: High Expectations 

  University of  Michigan (Steele, 1997) 

  Great Expectations Initiative (Marva Collins, 
1975) 

  Expectations Matter and are Powerful! 

  Increases have been seen in: 

  Academic Performance/GPA  

  Student Attitudes  

  Attendance 

Great Expectations Initiative 

  Based in rigorous curriculum 

  Instilled belief/expectation that students would succeed  

  Emphasized constant positive reinforcement & unfailing 
support of  teachers 

  Exposure to above-grade level content (poetry & literature)  

  1989 Harvard Survey 

  78% of  76 teachers reported substantial academic progress, 
 student attitudes, absenteeism, and  job satisfaction 

  Only 2 respondents reported no progress  
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"

Culturally Responsive 
Teaching: 

Model Types 2 & 3 

Model 2: Linguistic & Cultural 
Diversity 

  Uses Culturally Responsive Teaching 

  Content & Lessons incorporated into engaging projects. 

  Elementary Model (Meier, 2008) & Middle School Model 
(Rickford, 2008) 
  Did NOT focus solely on decoding text 

  Helped students see themselves in the curriculum & develop tools 
for learning  
  Make connections with own experiences and other texts, visualizing, 

inferences, predictions 

  More complex stories can create more interest and motivation.   
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Model 3: Explicit Attention to 
Language Differences 

  Academic English Mastery Program (AEMP) (LeMoine, 2001) 

  Code-Switching or Contrastive Analysis (Wheeler & Swords, 
2010) 
  Help them to be more flexible 

  “Language Detectives” 
  Describing Similarities & Differences of  Varieties 

  Improvements noted in: 
   Use of  GAE 

  Writing Skills (Wheeler & Swords) 

AEMP Gains 

  Pretest/Posttest Design compared gains on district writing  
and speaking tests for 200 students (10 each at 16 schools & 
4 matched controls) 

  Pretests showed equivalent performance in writing and 
speaking measures among all groups 

  Posttest showed AEMP group made significantly greater 
gains than the control group on the writing measure (p< .
001)  

  Other significant correlations were found between test 
scores and linguistic awareness measures and literacy 
strategies in the classroom. 
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"

Examples From One 
Clinician’s Experience 

Different Speech  
for  

Different Times 

  Home Talk  

  School Talk  

  Speech as a tool 
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Activities   

  Use movie clips  

  Create a Job & Hold Job interviews 

  Create/Discuss social conflicts that can be 
resolved with various styles of  speech 

  Create plays or scenes where students can “try 
on” different styles  

"

Possible Resistance 
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“Talking White” and  
Other Such Nonsense 

Still Comes Back to…  
Different Speech for Different Times 

  Home Talk  

  School Talk  

  Friend Talk etc… 

  One way to frame why 
we use GAE… or a  
more formal style …         
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Sunday Clothes 

Formal Serves a purpose 

  Indicate respect 

  Signify Meaning 

  Importance 
  Seriousness etc… 

You can always take them off! 
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So the point 
is… 

There are Effective & 
Ethical ways to help 
AAE speakers 
incorporate GAE as a 
second linguistic 
variety (to add it to 
their linguistic 
repertoire)… 

Say that 
again in 
English! 

THANK 
YOU 

Questions….
?????! 


