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Ideologies of Possibility and Possibilities for Transformation: 

Exploring the Place of Dialect Diversity in ‘New School’ Composition Studies

We know that language, knowledge, and power interact in complex ways to shape the 

experiences of first year college writers.  For these students, becoming successful members of 

the academic community is contingent upon developing authentic reading and writing identities 

based on the cultural experiences with language that they bring to the academic conversation.  

Composition teachers are in a unique position of authority to define the parameters of this con-

versation, and with this authority we have choices to make regarding how we treat our students’ 

knowledge, cultural experiences, and underlying linguistic competencies.  Essentially, as the 

moderators of knowledge in the first year experiences of our students, we have the choice to 

empower or marginalize, validate or ignore, celebrate or stigmatize the existence of various di-

alects and discourses that represent the diverse knowledges that contribute to our classroom 

communities.  Those of us who wish to embrace the richness of this diversity, the possibilities 

that arise from multiple knowledges, and the discursive agency of all of our students are faced 

with the unique challenge of finding ways to incorporate diverse dialects in our composition cur-

ricula and pedagogies.  Those of us who also wish to prepare our students for sophisticated 

academic work that simultaneously moves within and between their various discourses must 

find ways to (sometimes subversively) embrace dialect difference alongside standard academic 

English in a critical dialogue about language.  But those of us in both camps realize that any-

thing considered ‘standard’ excludes everything else considered nonstandard, which denies or 
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forcibly suppresses the possibilities of diversity.  This paper will explore these possibilities as 

they apply to composition culture.

For ‘new school’ composition teachers and veterans alike who are responding to the 

ideological shifts in the field since the Civil Rights movement and the birth of the CCCC’s ‘Stu-

dents’ Right to their Own Language’ resolution of 1974, we are surely engaged in a controver-

sial academic conversation.  The challenge to incorporate diverse dialects in our writing class-

rooms is compounded by students’ educational histories of linguistic marginalization, standard-

ized testing of so-called ‘standard’ American English, and the resistance of ‘old school’ composi-

tion teachers to recognize the realities of multiculturalism and dialect diversity that has slowly 

but surely changed the face of composition studies over the last forty years.  Within the larger 

picture of educational equity and social justice, legal ‘de facto’ segregation has survived through 

linguistic segregation, masked by liberal ‘code-switching’ ideologies that maintain a ‘separate 

but equal’ approach to dialect difference in the classroom and imply a deficit view of ‘non-stan-

dard’ English.  This separate-but-equal approach proposes that students’ home dialects are 

equal in sociolinguistic terms, but should be checked at the door of the college writing class-

room as students all-of-a-sudden ‘code-switch’ to Standard Academic English as they pass 

through the door.  

By contrast, many theorists and practitioners of what I am calling ‘new school composi-

tion’ have explored the vast possibilities and educational benefits of using features of diverse 

dialects in the core curriculum, framed within a critical study of the English language in all of it’s 

forms.  Although primarily researched with African American students and discourse, the bene-

fits for all students of building rhetorical awareness, retaining marginalized students, and raising 

scores on holistic writing assessments far outweigh the costs of linguistic domination, assimila-

tion, and self-defeating resistance of those who ‘fail’ or ‘drop out.’  Proponents of teaching with 

and through alternative dialects realize that the failure is not of the student to learn an unnatural 
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language that is assessed by a white privileged standard, but a failure of composition culture to 

de-privilege dominant [white] Standard Language Ideology.  More needs to be written from white 

perspectives on this issue. 

The call to de-privilege Standard Language Ideology is far from new, but equally far from 

realized; as Geneva Smitherman writes of the CCCC’s ‘Students’ Right’ resolution, we “been on 

the battlefield for days” (1995, 26).  In this paper I explore the complexity of this battle, asking: 

What are the challenges and the possibilities of incorporating 'alternative dialects' in composi-

tion classrooms alongside ‘Standard Academic English,’ for marginalized and mainstream stu-

dents alike?  Investigating these conceptual paradoxes begs the larger, more philosophical 

question: What are the ideological challenges of overcoming the implicitly white privileged and 

hegemonic language practices of ‘Standard Academic English’ in Composition Studies?  As with 

any pedagogy-driven praxis, this inquiry will explore theories of language ideologies, case stud-

ies that resist these ideologies by incorporating alternative dialects in practice, and critical re-

flections on the implications of these practices for transforming Composition Studies in both 

theory and practice.   

Background and Theory of Incorporating Dialect Difference 

I see the background of theories that promote the use of alternative dialects in composi-

tion classrooms as firmly rooted in several sociolinguistically-based theories that affirm the legit-

imacy of alternative dialects and expose the political nature of Standard Language Ideology.  

These foundational ideologies of possibility are from Smitherman’s retrospective on the original 

‘Students’ Right’ resolution, Siegel’s critical awareness approach, Young’s code-meshing per-

spective, and Lyman and Figgins’ approach grounded in American literature.  Smitherman 

(1995) grounds her critique of the struggle for language rights within the larger political backdrop 

of the social movements of 1960’s, a struggle rooted in ‘the Black Experience’ but which “led to 
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the unleashing of Brown Power, Woman Power, Poor People’s Power, Gay Power, and other 

human energy sources that fundamentally altered American power relations in our time” (21).  

Importantly for the foundations and social implications of this discussion, “Black students’ right 

to their own language has made possible all students’ right to their own language” (25).

Against this political backdrop of racial struggle, Smitherman details the history of the 

struggle to honor Students Right to their Own Language against a Standard Language Ideology 

that 

argued that it was purely academic to demonstrate, in Emersonian, arm-chair 
philosophizing style, the legitimacy of the oppressed’s language and culture without 
concomitantly struggling for institutional legitimacy in the educational and public 
domains.  If the patriarchally-constituted social and economic structure would not accept
non-mainstream speech varieties, then the argument for difference would simply 
become deficiency all over again (21).  

This lengthy description of Standard Language Ideology encapsulates the exclusionary, ‘liberal’ 

tolerance of alternative dialects by academics, as long as the discussion stayed out of their fac-

ulty lounges.  Hence, the ideology implies, if non-mainstream dialects are not ‘legitimate’ in the 

educational and public domains, they are rightly marginalized to inner-city and poor communi-

ties where the dialects, and the people who speak them, belong according to the “patriarchally-

constituted social and economic structure” that defines and represents the hegemonic standard.  

“The game plan,” Smitherman writes of ‘Standard Language Ideology’, “has always been lin-

guistic and cultural absorption of the Other into the dominant culture … to remake those on the 

margins in the image of the patriarch, to reshape the outsiders into talking, acting, thinking, and 

(to the extent possible) looking like the insiders” (25).  In response to the threat of social move-

ments against the system at the time, then, “the power elites huddled to design reforms to ac-

culturate the oppressed into the dominant ideology” (21) through the standardization of domi-

nant English in academia.  And, contradistinctively, the “enlightened academics” (21) of what I 

am calling ‘new school’ composition, came together over several years to debunk the power 
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elite’s Standard Language Ideology with the Students Right to their Own Language resolution.  

In the resolution’s language, “Language scholars long ago denied that the myth of a standard 

American dialect has any validity.  The claim that any one dialect is unacceptable amounts to an 

attempt of one social group to exert its dominance over another” (in Smitherman 21).  

In spite of this resolution and the sociolinguistic theories that continue to debunk Stan-

dard Language Ideology, there have been waves of political struggle surrounding the actual im-

plementation of the resolution in classroom pedagogy and curricula.  Smitherman writes, “Al-

though the CCCC background document was informative in terms of theory, it did not go far 

enough in praxis.  CCCC leadership acknowledged that there was a need for more explicit 

teaching materials, sample lesson plans, and a more specific pedagogy” (24).  For the latter half 

of the 1970’s, Smitherman was involved in a special CCCC committee to design ”practical 

classroom assignments, activities, lectures, and teaching units that would show and tell how to 

apply the philosophy of the ‘Students’ Right’ resolution to the day-to-day experience of teaching 

and learning” (24).  Yet, crossing into the 1980’s and the Reagan era, their work over 4 years 

was ignored when the CCCC did not publish the collection (24).  

Smitherman’s work continued alongside ongoing debate over the legitimacy of nonstan-

dard English in the public sphere, a struggle which she contends is necessarily ongoing be-

cause “compromise is what comes from working within the system” (24).  In 1988, years after 

the original committee got together first in 1971, Smitherman contributed to CCCC’s National 

Language Policy which continued to de-legitimate Standard Language Ideology (represented at 

the time by the ‘English-only movement’) with “a policy [that] was needed, not just for African 

Americans and other groups on the margins, but for the entire country. … [T]he experiences of 

African Americans could well be the basis for what I called a tripartite language policy” (24-25).  

This policy essentially proposed that “every student would be required to develop competence 

in at least three languages” (26), the Language of Wider Communication or Standard Academic 

�5



English, the student’s home language, and a third language, to expand their “linguistic repertoire 

by the end of twelve years of schooling” (26).  Smitherman has “been on the battlefield for days” 

(26), and her work in particular has set the stage for more global transformations, where we “are 

being forced to address the issue of multiple linguistic voices, not only here, but in the global 

family [with] a language policy that would impact all levels of education in all school subjects 

and in all social and institutional domains” (26) that, by extension, should include all of our stu-

dents.  I wholeheartedly join the historical struggle as a new composition scholar, and join her in 

“applaud[ing] the recently-renewed momentum and interest in the ‘Students’ Right to Their Own 

Language,’ for without struggle, there is no progress” (24). 

For me as a ‘new school’ composition scholar, Jeff Siegel (2006) offers valuable direc-

tions for Smitherman’s struggle as he critiques four “intertwined ideologies related to 

language” (159) that shape ‘old school’ composition scholarship.  Essentially representing Stan-

dard Language Ideology, Siegel writes, “[d]espite the progress made in sociolinguistics over the 

last 40 years, some varieties of language are still considered to be merely incorrect or degener-

ate forms of the ‘standard’ language that is used in the mass media, in formal education and in 

formal written genres” (157). The four interrelated language ideologies are “(1)egalitarian plural-

ism, (2) equal opportunity, (3) standard language, and (4)monolingualism” (159), which essen-

tially shape pedagogical models of assimilation, eradication, and/or ‘bidialectical or bilingual ed-

ucation’ (158).   Egalitarian pluralism says that dialects are equal in linguistic terms but privi-

leges Standard English in school, giving groups with the cultural capital associated with Stan-

dard English a clear advantage (159).  The ‘equal opportunity’ ideology promotes the myth that 

these linguistic advantages do not exist for privileged groups and that school is a ‘level playing 

field’ where “anyone can be successful in education (and in life in general) if they work hard and 

acquire the standard variety” (160), ignoring developmental research in second dialect acquisi-

tion and larger racial issues undergirding linguistic discrimination.  ‘Standard language ideology,’ 
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according to Siegel, “is the pervasive belief in the superiority of the abstracted and idealized 

form of language based on the spoken language of the upper middle classes — i.e., the stan-

dard variety” (161).  Further, “[f]or dominant groups to continue to dominate, they need to con-

vince subordinate groups that the status quo is the natural order of things” (161), which they do 

through the media and education system, primarily, as the hegemonic vehicles of social control.  

Finally, ‘monolingualism’ promotes “the idea that people can have only one language or culture 

— that they must choose between one or the other” (162), obviously ignoring the many dis-

course communities that members of a multicultural society move within and across constantly, 

inside of school and out.  In other words, “they do not realize that people often have complex 

identities that involve the knowledge and use of more than one language variety” (162).  Yet the 

ideology of monolingualism fits into the divisive strategy of Standard Language Ideology by 

causing ‘bidialectical’ speakers and writers to “feel that to learn and use another variety, such as 

the standard, they would have to give up their own vernacular identity” (162).  

Aside from being clearly discriminatory, “it is clear that none of these approaches has 

succeeded in bringing children who speak marginalized varieties up to the educational level of 

children from other social groups” (158).  The result is “the continued denigration of AAE and 

other marginalized varieties — and by implication their speakers”(159), according to Siegel, due 

to the persistence of repressive language ideologies in Composition Studies.  Siegel makes 

Composition teachers aware of these language ideologies in order to propose an alternative 

“teaching approach … that attempts to circumvent these ideologies by bringing marginalized 

varieties into the educational process: the awareness approach” (159).  The awareness ap-

proach and others to be detailed below are compelling for the fact that they have been shown to 

increase engagement and achievement of students from alternative dialects, a point supported 

by various studies and theorists.  I will return to the models of Siegel’s critical awareness ap-
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proach in the ensuing discussion of practical applications for incorporating dialect diversity in 

composition curricula and pedagogy. 

Probably one of the most compelling contributions to my development as a composition 

scholar, Vershawn Ashanti Young (2010) offers the most aggressive critique of Standard Lan-

guage Ideology and imperative calls for integration of diverse dialects in Composition Studies.  

For Young, Standard Language Ideology represents not only a white privileged composition cul-

ture, but the proliferation of racist American attitudes through the divisiveness of a ‘separate but 

equal’ language approach.  Racial difference and language difference “be intertwined” (110) ac-

cording to Young.  Critiquing Stanley Fish’s ‘code-switching’ stance as embedded within Stan-

dard Language Ideology, Young writes, “Standard language ideology is the belief that there is 

one set of dominant language rules that stem from a single dominant discourse (like standard 

English) that all writers and speakers of English must conform to in order to communicate effec-

tively.  Dominant language ideology also say peeps can speak whateva the heck way they want 

to — BUT AT HOME!” (111).  Unlike scholars such as Stanley Fish and Lisa Delpit whose self-

righteous contributions to the literature on dialect diversity do not support students’ right to their 

own language, Young’s personal experience in schooling helps him recognize that this ‘code-

switching’ between home and school creates an exclusionary, hostile, and ‘monolingual’ (Siegel) 

classroom culture.  Standard Language Ideology and Siegel’s ‘equal opportunity’ subset of it 

often attempt to blame the victim for their failure to assimilate, as if that is the goal of education.  

To this, Young responds,  “…dont nobody’s language, dialect, or style make them ‘vulnerable to 

prejudice’.  It’s ATTITUDES. It be the way folks with some power perceive other people's lan-

guage … Black English don't make it own-self oppressed” (110).  In a markedly Black English 

style, Young proclaims that the “narrow, prescriptive lens [of] what good writin is … That be 

hegemony.  Internalized oppression. Linguistic self-hate” (112).  
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Instead, what we should really be aiming for as writing teachers is giving students inter-

nalized confidence and competence.  Young joins others herein when he argues for an integra-

tion of multiple forms of written English, studying language for what language means to stu-

dents, and giving students the opportunities to use multiple dialects in their writing.  Therefore, 

when Fish advocates that all students learn Standard Academic English and grammar ‘as an-

other language,’ Young echoes Smitherman’s ‘tripartite’ langauge policy and responds, sure, 

“the one he promote.  If he meant everybody should be thrilled to learn another dialect, then 

wouldnt everybody be learnin everybody’s dialect?  Wouldnt we all become multidialectical and 

pluralingual?  And that’s my exact argument, that we all should know everybody’s dialect, at 

least as many as we can, and be open to the mix of them in oral and written 

communication…”(111).  Further, “we should teach what it take to understand, listen, and write 

in multiple dialects simultaneously” (112).  

Without proposing concrete strategies for doing so, Young advocates for a particularly 

innovative type of ‘mixing’ of alternative dialects in oral and written communication.  Young cri-

tiques the popular idea of ‘code-switching’ for its complicity with Standard Language Ideology, 

and makes the distinction between his view of integration and others’, like Lisa Delpit and Stan-

ley Fish: 

This is code switching from a linguistic perspective: two languages and dialects co-
existing in one speech act ….But since so many teachers be jackin up code switching 
with they ‘speak this way at school and a different way at home,’ we need a new term.  I 
call it CODE MESHING!…Code meshing is the new code switching; it’s 
multidialecticalism and pluralingualism in one speech act, in one paper. (114)

Young cites many examples of code meshing, from journalists, advertisers, novels, tweets be-

tween politicians, and scholars.  “The metaphorical language tool box be expandin, baby” (116), 

he says, and for the benefit of all students and composition culture in general.  

Returning to William Labov’s sociolinguistic work, and worth quoting at length, 
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In the 1970’s linguist William Labov noted that black students were ostracized because 
they spoke and wrote black dialect.  Yet he noted that black speakers were more attuned 
to argumentation.  Labov say that ‘in many ways [black] working-class speakers are 
more effective narrators, reasoners, and debaters than many middle-class [white] 
speakers, who temporize, qualify, and lose their argument in a mass of irrelevant 
detail’ (qtd in Graff 37)…So when we teach the rhetorical devices of blacks we can add 
to the writing proficiency of whites and everybody else.  Now, that’s something, aint it?  
Code meshing use the way people already speak and write and help them be more 
rhetorically effective.  It do include teaching some punctuation rules, attention to 
meaning and word choice, and various kinds of sentence structures and some standard 
English. (116-117)

Bringing his argument full circle, Young connects how black students, even though they were 

more rhetorically effective communicators and writers, were discriminated against because of 

their perceived inferior language use.  He also advances a point I wish to emphasize in this pa-

per: that white students (and teachers) have as much to gain from working with alternative di-

alects as do speakers of those dialects.  When we also teach the ‘punctuation rules, attention to 

meaning and word choice’ of whatever dialect we are working with, including Standard English, 

the concept of code-meshing is poignant.  “Code meshing what we all do whenever we commu-

nicate” (Young 114); it happens in speech, American literature, popular media, and in scholarly 

writing such as what Young (and Smitherman and others herein) exemplify.  When we teach 

from a code-meshing perspective, we are really teaching language as it actually is in real life, in 

our communities and in our schools.  

From a view of composition culture grounded in American literature, Lyman and Figgins 

(2005) critique Standard Language Ideology and offer alternative views of composition teachers’ 

roles to promote multicultural democracy.  The authors describe basic contradictions in Stan-

dard Language Ideology, where “an uncritical embrace of Standard English induces its own ten-

sions: delineating what is meant by Standard English and defending what makes it ‘better,’ den-

igrating students’ dialect while praising its use in literature [such as in Mark Twain or Zora Neale 

Hurston], and ignoring the implications of replacing variant dialect with a standard form” (40).  

Further deconstructing the political foundations of Standard Language Ideology, Lyman and 
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Figgins write that “Standard English, to the degree there is such a thing, did not emerge be-

cause it was a thing of beauty, precision, and grace; it is a form of English that became a stan-

dard because it codifies how the rich and powerful talk…Standard English functions as a gate-

keeping device to social and economic gain” (41).  From this view, Standard Language Ideology 

serves political and economic ends of exclusion, control, and maintenance of power, while alter-

native dialects offer possibilities for a redefinition of democracy. 

Lyman and Figgins’ promote an integration approach that extends my vision of diversity 

in composition culture to a vision of diversity in the general social structure.  Lyman and Figgins 

“suggest general principles and specific strategies for respecting the language of students’ 

homes while helping them gain a mastery of Standard English, with students’ right to both being 

essential to the democracy our nation proclaims through its commitment to public 

education” (41).  Further, 

[t]he point is emphatically not that we should ignore Standard English and ‘teach’ 
students their dialects, whatever that would mean.  But all meaningful learning begins  
with what students know, and the study of American literature should tap into students’ 
experiences with language.  From there, students can and should be introduced to 
Standard English as an alternative and useful in-common dialect whose forms they will 
be expected to master.  Students must be able to select language appropriate for the
occasion and avoid being socially penalized for inappropriate choices. (43) 

Lyman and Figgins present a compelling theoretical rationale for including dialect varieties in 

composition culture, primarily through literature.  They write, “[t]he tradition of using dialect and 

vernacular to express the many faces and sounds of American democracy continues through 

the works of such writers as Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison.  As English teachers, we 

must ask ourselves about our openness to unfamiliar forms of language” (43).  American litera-

ture is one prominent way to include alternative discourses and dialect variety in our composi-

tion classes, with various activities that will be detailed further below.  Their central question for 

educators, however, about how ‘open’ we are to unfamiliar forms of language, begs the further 

question to conclude this section:  How steeped are composition scholars and teachers in Stan-
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dard Language Ideology, and what do we do to overcome the constraints of this ideology?  

Young (2010) says “we should be mo flexible, mo acceptin of language diversity, language ex-

pansion, and creative language usage from ourselves and from others both in formal and infor-

mal settings” (112). Perhaps the practical models of both formal and informal assignments and 

reading-writing situations to be discussed below will provide a valuable point of departure to this 

end.

Theory to Practice: From Standard Language Ideology to Ideologies of Possibility

Thus far, the scholars discussed herein have critiqued the limits of Standard Language 

Ideology for student engagement and success, yet not without alternative possibilities.  To ex-

tend this, I want to reflect on how other teachers’ practical applications from their teaching speak 

to how they have overcome Standard Language Ideology and are actively reconstructing ide-

ologies of possibility within composition studies, from code meshing (Young), to a ‘critical 

awareness approach’ (Siegel), to incorporation of ‘hybrid texts’ (McCrary), to studies done with 

Afrocentric curriculum and student-centered use of Black English rhetorical features (Gilyard 

and Richardson).  This section will explore the new ideologies emerging in composition and the 

possibilities they offer for ‘new school’ composition teachers like myself.

Responding to the repressive language ideologies subsumed under Standard Language 

Ideology, I value Siegel’s three-tiered ‘critical awareness approach.’  Siegel describes “a teach-

ing approach … that attempts to circumvent these ideologies by bringing marginalized varieties 

into the educational process: the awareness approach” (159).  These approaches also increase 

engagement, positive attitudes towards learning, and success rates of linguistically marginalized 

students.  The basic awareness approach has three components, which can be structured con-

secutively in a composition curriculum, from sociolinguistic, to accommodation, to contrastive.  

The sociolinguistic component analyzes and deconstructs language, including political and his-
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torical aspects of what is ‘standard.’  The accommodation component involves reading and in-

teracting with dialect varieties and giving students opportunities to use alternative dialects in 

their writing situations.  The contrastive component answers criticism from ‘old school’ composi-

tionists, and studies alternative dialects in comparison to standard English.  This third, and im-

portantly utilitarian and ‘old school’ approach, teaches written conventions and “rule governed 

phonological, morphosyntactic and pragmatic characteristics of their own varieties compared to 

those of other students’ varieties and to the standard” (163).  Overall the awareness approach 

encapsulates the calls by Young and Smitherman to teach multiple languages, a ‘tripartite’ 

method that uses “their own varieties …those of other students …[and] the standard” (163).  

Siegel describes programs that use two or more of the awareness components, in an approach 

that “recognizes and explores cultural and linguistic differences as a rich educational opportunity 

for both teachers and students” (164).  Through programs in Hawaii, the Caribbean, and Aus-

tralia, Creole (or Pidgin) and African American students increased their test scores in standard 

English and oral language skills, and showed an ”increased interest in language in 

general” (164).  In Los Angeles and Chicago, African American students in ‘awareness ap-

proach’ programs have “more relaxed attitudes towards learning, increased bidialectical aware-

ness and marked improvement in performance on standardized tests”(165).  

Siegel applauds these existing efforts for increasing academic achievement for students 

of color, but he thinks they do not go far enough in transforming power relationships and truly 

engaging students of other dialects with the English langauge, and by extension, white students 

as well.  To go further, Siegel proposes a critical awareness approach to bring students from all 

backgrounds into a critical conversation about language.  Within the sociolinguistic component 

of the curriculum, “examining how one particular variety became the standard to the detriment of 

other varieties, the standard language ideology and its denigration of marginalized language 

and culture, can be ‘deconstructed and exposed’, thus reducing its chances of contributing to 
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students’ negative self-image or to their total rejection of the educational system” (168).  The 

critical awareness approach not only analyzes language as language, but analyzes the histori-

cal and social power relations behind Standard Language Ideology in order to expose the white 

privilege and injustice embedded in this ideology.  Next, the accommodation component is criti-

cally re-conceived to expand the ways students can “make more use of their own varieties of 

language in the educational process, especially in writing…participating with their own voice in 

areas where they are normally excluded” (168).  Beyond exposing students to texts with dialect 

difference, such as those in American literature that Lyman and Figgins promote, a critical ac-

commodation component of the awareness approach focuses on empowering the students’ 

voices by entering them in the conversation with such authors in their own voices.  Third, the 

critical contrastive approach engages students with the conventions of alternative dialects in 

comparison to standard English, but again focuses on the students’ knowledge.  Siegel writes, 

“[t]hus, to be most effective, the contrastive component of the awareness approach should not 

only be presented by the teacher, but should also rely on students’ knowledge of the implicit 

morphosyntactic and pragmatic rules of their own language.  This would help to shift the power 

relations in the classroom, as the teacher is not the source of knowledge in this area, but rather 

a facilitator along with the students in making this knowledge explicit” (168).  The critical aware-

ness approach empowers and validates students with and through their own knowledge, lan-

guage and culture, which “can lead to increased racial or ethnic pride” (169) and, as Siegel’s 

studies suggest, has “correlated with higher academic achievement, as measured by both 

scores on standardized tests of reading and mathematics and grades in school” (169-170).  

Of further significance for my discussion here are the implications for white students.  “In 

a critical awareness approach, students from privileged communities could also learn to critically 

examine the hidden contradictions and ideologies of their own culture, and the limits and politi-

cal consequences of their own culture’s world view” (170).  Perhaps one of the most important 
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groups with whom to expose and deconstruct Standard Language Ideology are those for whom 

the standard is invisible, those socialized within the mainstream.  This is as true for students as 

it is for critically reflective white teachers like myself.  Siegel writes that “once teachers have 

seen through the language ideologies, and gained sufficient linguistic and sociolinguistic back-

ground” (171), they will be in a position to teach a critical awareness approach.  Further, “while 

change from above may not be feasible because of the existing power structure, change from 

below has a greater likelihood of success” (171) and will progressively diversify composition cul-

ture through students’ voices.  The critical awareness approach, through deconstructing lan-

guage, using alternative dialects in reading and writing situations, and teaching the standard 

alongside multiple non-standards, is a promising direction for such change.

Lyman and Figgins propose some concrete teaching strategies to overcome the Stan-

dard Language Ideology they critique earlier, incorporating interaction with alternative dialects in 

order to teach standard English.  They contend that 

[i]f there exists a tension between the democratic impulse to include everyone’s voice 
and the authoritarian impulse to promote a standard form of English, we need not 
understand that tension as a conflict to be resolved but as a source of creative and 
generative possibilities in which rich experiences in the exploration of dialect serve as a 
precursor to mastering Standard English….These dialect explorations enrich instruction 
in Standard English, providing insights into the way language works. 
(45, emphasis added)

Coming from what I am calling an ideology of possibility, Lyman and Figgins cite multiple read-

ing and writing projects that promote ‘rich experiences with dialect.’  One is Eliot Wigginton’s 

Foxfire projects, which “provide a model for students going out into their communities, tape 

recorder and notepad in hand, to document dialect speakers as a way to promote language 

awareness and preserve local language history” (44).  Lyman and Figgins also promote projects 

using the scientific method to do similar ethnographic projects where they “collect [record] ex-

amples of casual talk. …Projects such as these would dramatize how verbal traditions, exempli-

fied by Black English Vernacular (BEV), have profoundly influenced American culture through 
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jazz, poetry, and public rhetoric, and the projects would provide explorations of variant dialects 

that can help students understand authors’ artful and sophisticated language choices in shaping 

stories and novels” (44).  Such ethnographic projects that explore multiple discourse communi-

ties are not new, but valuable when paired with Siegel’s critical awareness approach.  This lens 

would not only ‘promote language awareness’ but critically analyze it within popular culture, 

which can also shape the types of questions students ask community members about their ‘lo-

cal language history’ in such projects.  Lyman and Figgins propose various other projects: litera-

cy narratives where students self analyze the “social aspects that influence language behaviors 

[in their] formative experience when they became aware of race, class, or gender 

differences” (45); reading dialect texts out loud to ‘hear’ dialect difference; performing theatrical 

skits that use dialect difference in inappropriate situations, such as using a nonstandard dialect 

in a job interview or a ‘standard’ dialect in a def comedy jam routine to illuminate dialect fea-

tures; and rewriting literary passages from novels in standard English, an application of the ‘con-

trastive’ component of Siegel’s critical awareness approach.  Grounding their argument in Amer-

ican literature, Lyman and Figgins propose assignments that compare literary representations of 

dialect difference, from Twain to Morrison, and propose comparing poor approximations of BEV 

(such as those in the beginning of a Sherlock Holmes novel) with those of Toni Morrison, 

Richard Wright, and Zora Neale Hurston.  All of their proposed teaching suggestions are valu-

able and worth applying to ‘new school’ composition curricula in whichever ways teachers may 

adapt them to their classes, as they conclude: “In that enterprise, we can view dialect as an op-

portunity or an obstacle.  The former requires the greater amount of courage, but hasn’t that al-

ways been the way in which democracy evolves?” (46).  Really, any change for social justice 

takes courage, particularly for composition teachers worried about their job security, but as 

Smitherman reminds us, “without struggle, there is no progress” (24).     
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Donald McCrary (2005) proposes a version of Young’s ‘code meshing’ in concrete read-

ing and writing assignments using ‘hybrid texts.’  McCrary’s teaching is concerned with using 

multiple forms of English in an integrated approach, avoiding the exclusionary language ideolo-

gies Siegel and others identify.  He writes, “I’m not saying that students should write exclusively 

in black English, or any other non-standard English language.  Instead, I’m preachin’ hybrid dis-

course, and one of the languages students use should be standard English because that is the 

language the academy knows best and successful communication is an important 

concern” (74).  Hybrid discourse has the potential to transform the ‘language the academy 

knows best’ by using standard English conventions integrated with dialect features.  McCrary 

further breaks it down: “according to deconstruction theory, all language [including academic 

discourse] contains fissures, breaks, and absences that reveal the nature of the discourse and 

allow linguistic penetration” (74).  In other words, dialects of the English language, including 

standard English, should be taught as dynamic, living processes just as their users are.  When 

viewed, taught, and used this way, we open up the possibilities to transform dominant discourse 

through the agency of individual writers, awakening what I call ‘critical literary agency.’  McCrary 

writes, “Rather than prevent students from fully participating in academic discourse by erecting 

walls of linguistic intolerance, cross-cultural communication might be encouraged between the 

academy and students…If we really believe in cultural multiplicity, if we’re not just making noise 

but want to bring the noise, then we have to get serious about what we say and do with lan-

guage in our classrooms” (75).

McCrary proposes some concrete ways that he breaks down the ‘walls of linguistic intol-

erance’ in his classrooms.  He recognizes and exposes Standard Language Ideology when he 

writes that “privileging standard English is undergirded by social, political, and economic forces, 

not linguistic legitimacy. …my goal is to help my students to recognize that although standard 

English is a dialect of the powerful, it is not the only dialect with which people can make power-
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ful meanings” (78).  His students “read, discuss, and write about hybrid texts and literacy auto-

biographies … write literacy autobiographies and encourage them to use hybrid discourse as a 

means to representing and enacting their own linguistic knowledge” (78). … “The literacy narra-

tives [students read] are written in hybrid discourse and, thus, serve as content and language 

models for the students’ own writing [in journal entries responding to academic literacy narra-

tives]” (82).  In an assignment prompt for such a ‘literacy autobiography essay’ aimed at getting 

students to ‘enact their own linguistic knowledge,’ he gives students the following: “For this as-

signment, feel free to use hybrid discourse; in other words, you may use multiple languages in 

this essay, keeping in mind the language knowledge of your audience.  However, one of the 

languages that you use should be standard English” (86).  In one of his classes, students wrote 

three revisions of this essay after his comments “urging them to consider issues, among others, 

of standard English supremacy, multilingual confusion, and cultural awareness” (86).  Through 

Siegel’s critical awareness lens, this assignment and his follow-up comments utilize the soci-

olinguistic, accommodation, and contrastive components in successive stages.  Such a prompt 

is a valuable model for ‘new school’ composition teachers who want to incorporate Young’s 

‘code meshing’ into their curriculum among many other methods discussed herein.  

Writing of one student’s essay and her experience balancing patois and SAE, McCrary 

contends that 

Standard English supremacy wages such a linguistic and psychological assault on other-
literate students that it is extremely difficult for many of them to resist its pernicious 
effects; however, Margaret’s confusion notwithstanding, hybrid discourse holds hope in 
unlocking the chains of linguistic domination and freeing students to recognize, and 
perhaps use, the rich language variety they possess. (89)

  
It is important that McCrary identifies that teaching hybrid discourse is complex, that students’ 

past experiences with Standard Language Ideology will present obstacles, and that ‘new school’ 

teachers need to be patient in experimenting with dialect difference.  However, McCrary has 

hope for overcoming Standard Language Ideology:  “I contend that exposing students to hybrid 

�18



discourse and encouraging dem to play around wif it, might help them to see that standard Eng-

lish isn’t the only language game in town, that they know more about language than the schools 

give them credit for, that they can do a little somethin’ somethin’ with language, too” (89).  Start-

ing with what students know and encouraging them to experiment, giving them the agency to 

choose what they do with language, will “increase students’ awareness of language, help them 

to examine language more closely, to recognize structures, words, and styles” (89).  Hence, be-

yond validating students’ home language in their reading and writing situations, interacting with 

dialect difference increases students’ rhetorical awareness of the English language in general, 

making them more effective writers.  This is ultimately our goal as writing teachers, right?  

Others presented herein have shown the positive effects of using alternative dialects in 

student writing and test scores of standard English. Supporting this assertion, a study done by 

Keith Gilyard and Elaine Richardson (2001) showed how the instruction and use of African 

American Vernacular English style, discourse, and history improved holistic student writing 

scores for their African American students, assessed by outside evaluators.  Heeding to the 

same call to continue the struggle for Students’ Right to their Own Language made by Smither-

man, Gilyard and Richardson “believe that insufficient space has been given to empirical and 

practical responses to the theoretical call [of SRTOL]” (37).  They critique the liberal pluralist 

theories of Standard Language Ideology that “have been content simply to articulate and pro-

mote goals of bidialectism and assimilation” (39).  Gilyard and Richardson’s study revolved 

around an experimental curriculum to “address the central question of to what extent African 

American speech styles can be instrumental to the development of critical academic writing … a 

consideration of AAVE’s role in a creative, intellectually engaging, persuasive, and at times revo-

lutionary discourse” (39).  Richardson taught four basic writing classes “featuring Afrocentric 

topics” (39) from 1996 to 1998, at two universities, and analyzed a writing assignment with 52 

African American students.  The curriculum featured “instruction in academic writing/rhetorical 
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practices incorporating rhetorical and discursive practices of African American Vernacular Eng-

lish (AAVE) culture [including style, content, discourse, knowledge], (b) examination of the 

African American literacy tradition through exploration of values, beliefs, and history as present-

ed in African American texts and media, (c) the writing process (prewriting, drafting, revising, 

editing, etc.), and (d) writing workshops” (43), integrating traditional composition curriculum with 

Afrocentric content and dialect features.  The students “analyzed rap lyrics and studied various 

media and texts that exemplified Black discourse styles [and] activities and assignments were 

developed which encouraged students to experiment with these Black discourse and rhetorical 

patterns” (43) in their own writing.  This curriculum is a valuable model and reminds us of as-

signments given by Lyman and Figgins, and McCrary, as well as represents the accommodation 

component of Siegel’s critical awareness approach.  

Gilyard and Richardson assessed the student writing based on AAVE discourse over di-

alectical surface features: “In line with the emphasis on possibilities that extend beyond rights 

associated with surface features, AAVE discourse is given precedence over syntax, with ‘dis-

course’ being employed to suggest units of meaning beyond the sentence level … language 

practices that have been largely used and developed … as a survival and self-advancement 

strategy” (40) of the students in these classes rather than a cause of their failure.  The assess-

ment of students’ writing in this course was measured by the students’ use of ‘selected rhetori-

cal and discourse features of AAVE [based on Smitherman’s typology in The Blacker the Berry, 

the Sweeter the Juice 1994]’ as they correlated with “holistic writing assessment [where] AAVE 

was not specifically mentioned on the scoring rubrics” (43).  The essay prompt was in response 

to a passage about the political dimensions of dialect choices and consequences, asking stu-

dents to take a stance arguing for a rhetorical strategy of unity with the larger society through 

language that appeals to black people and white people, such as spoken by Martin Luther King, 

Jr., or a strategy of divisiveness to appeal primarily to black audiences.  As a model assignment 
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to use in a course utilizing ‘hybrid texts,’ code meshing, and the critical awareness approach, 

this prompt is rhetorically valuable for promoting audience awareness, purpose, and taking a 

critical stance on central issues in Composition Studies.  Further, “[s]tudents specifically were 

asked to compose college-level responses, using their best prose, including Black discourse 

styles” (45), promoting integration of Black discourse and standard English.

Beyond including this study for the models of curriculum and assignments it provides, 

the results point to the positive effects of including dialect and alternative discourses in writing 

classes, supported by other findings herein and Smitherman’s study presented in The Blacker 

the Berry, the Sweeter the Juice (1994).  They present their results in Smitherman’s shadow:  

One of Smitherman’s (1994) findings was that African American students who used more 
Black discourse scored higher [on holistic scoring] than those students who did not. …As 
was found in Smitherman (1994), there was a positive correlation between the use of
Black discourse and higher scoring essays…a fact that suggests that teaching African 
American students — especially or including basic writers — to develop their voices 
within the context of their own literacy and rhetorical traditions can help them to avoid
the tangled discourses…” (45). 

The tangled discourses Gilyard and Richardson refer to result from students approximating 

standard English because they believe that it is the only language appropriate for school.  

Gilyard and Richardson open the English language up to new possibilities with their study and 

the positive experiences of their students, at the same time that they concede the same chal-

lenges McCrary faced.  “Not all of the student writers had realized their writing potential, but 

they certainly were on their way, spurred on by Black discourse strategies such as field depen-

dency” (Gilyard and Richardson 49).  Further, “[b]y making the African American rhetorical tradi-

tion the centerpiece of attempts to teach academic prose to African American students, espe-

cially those characterized as basic writers, we believe that we increase the likelihood that they 

will develop into careful, competent, critical practitioners of the written word” (50).  Gilyard and 

Richardson ground their work in the concrete goals of composition - to produce effective writers.  

And they hint at implications for white students, arguing against “limiting the enormous benefits 
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of studying African American rhetoric to a strictly African American population.  The point is to 

pursue our best chance of placing greater numbers of strong, critical Black voices in dialogue 

with each other and the larger community, resulting — potentially at least — in better political 

possibilities” (50).  These political possibilities have potential not only for students and teachers, 

but for composition culture as a whole, for new ideologies of possibility to transform composition 

studies for linguistic and social justice.

Critical Reflections: Ideologies of Possibility and Transformation

Allow me to return, recursively, to my praxis.  Throughout this paper, the theoretical 

models of possibility that have debunked Standard Language Ideology have informed the mod-

els of critical pedagogies that incorporate dialect diversity in writing classrooms.  The positive, 

transforming experiences of teachers and students in these models provide the rationale for 

continued research and experimentation with such pedagogies.  Heeding Smitherman’s call to 

continue the struggle for ‘Students’ Right to their Own Language,’ from Siegel’s critical aware-

ness approach, to promoting the use McCrary’s hybrid texts, Lyman and Figgins’ activities, and 

Gilyard and Richardson’s Afrocentric curriculum and discourse, all the while supporting and 

supported by the backbone of Young’s theories of code meshing, these innovative pedagogical 

models provide critical insight into the possibilities of writing and language instruction.  By using 

these pedagogical models as points of departure, ‘new school’ composition teachers can ad-

vance the project of transforming a white-dominated, linguistically privileged composition culture 

into an inclusive, socially just discipline of the ‘Human’ities.  

Further, advancement of these models paired with critical reflection by both teachers and 

students will lead to the development of new theories, informing new practices, reflections, and 

by extension, new theories.  The recursive orientation of such a praxis is guided by a vision of 

transformation, when our students are empowered with a critical literary agency in their writing 
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and influence the academic discourse with their voices, ultimately contributing to the construc-

tion of new knowledge as it should be reflected by our diverse democratic society.  There is no 

‘standard’ in diversity, and composition culture should not pretend diversity does not exist by 

promoting Standard Language Ideology.  Knowledge generation is the goal of academic dis-

course and the academic conversation in the Humanities, not assimilation for political and eco-

nomic gain; that conversation happens in a different department.  This paper is a testament to 

future possibilities in Composition Studies and academia in general, for the choices we make as 

‘new school’ teachers in our assignments, course designs, pedagogies, and the furtherance of 

our ideologies of possibility. 
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