


African American English: 
Teaching Students How to Assert Their Voice & Not Desert Their Language 
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• Culturally Responsive Teaching 

▪ CRT Applied to Reading Instruction 

• CRT Practices in Foundational Literacy Skills 

○ Phonological Variation 

○ African American English (AAE)

○ Identifying AAE language Structures

• Practical Teacher Moves 

○ K-12 Culturally Responsive Pedagogical Literacy Instruction 

Objectives
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Statistics

•52% of African American fourth grade students read at below basic levels. 

•30% of African American fourth grade students read at basic levels. 

•15% of African American fourth grade students read at a proficient level. 

2019 NAEP Scores
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Statistics

•82% of African American fourth-grade students read at 
•basic and below basic levels. 

•15% of African American fourth-grade students read at a 
proficient level. 

2019 NAEP Scores
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Language & Text

•Spoken Language

Text Structures 
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What Research Has Revealed

• Reading essentially is a language-based skill, requiring oral language development. 
• Literacy begins long before a child enters the classroom. 
• Reading engages students linguistically. 
• Good comprehension is predicted by good word recognition and by good language 

comprehension.
• Weak language skills and weak vocabulary stem from a lack of world and word knowledge. 

Language

Exposure to Print 

Access to Books

Language Structures

Language Variations Exposure to World 
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Language & Text

•Spoken Language ●Text Structures 
©The Center 2022 8

•Culturally Responsive Pedagogical Practices 



Culturally Responsive 
Teaching
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Culturally Responsive Teaching 

• Focuses on the academic and personal success of 
students as individuals and as a collective. 

• It ensures: 
• Students engage in academically rigorous 

curriculum and learning
• Feels affirmed in their identities and experiences
• Develop the knowledge and skills to engage the 

worlds and others critically. 
• Coined by Dr. Gloria Ladson-Billings on three 

fundamental pillars:
• Academic achievement
• Cultural competence
• Sociopolitical consciousness 

Dr. Gloria Ladson-Billings
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“An educator’s ability to recognize students’ cultural displays of 
learning and meaning making and respond positively and 

constructively with teacher moves that use cultural knowledge as a 
scaffold to connect what the student knows to new concepts and 

content in order to promote effective information processing. All the 
while, the educators understands the importance of being in a 

relationship and having a social-emotional connection to the student 
in order to create a safe space for learning” (Hammond, 2015). 
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Tenets of Culturally Relevant Teaching in 
Literacy Instruction

Culturally responsive teaching is a strategy for engaging all 
students where teachers: 
• Use culturally diverse and inclusive practices that 

recognize and affirm students’ native language and 
culture as assets;

• Communicate and hold all students to high expectations 
and provide instructions is accessible and grade-level 
appropriate

• Take into account linguistic and dialect differences
• Inclusive of culturally relevant curriculum
• Use literature (books and sources) that enables the 

students to see themselves represented in the text they 
read
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Culturally Responsive Educators

When culturally responsive educators validate and 
affirm students and bring them where they need to be 

academically, students are more likely to feel 
recognized, valued for their contributions, and eager to 

learn.

(Hollie, 2017)
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 Language & Reading 

• Good readers can intuit language structure; poor readers cannot.

• Reading is acquired in a relatively predictable way by children who 
have normal or above-average language skills.  

• American English includes many variations, including home dialects 
having really language systems, presenting significant challenges for 
students who must read Standard American English. 

(Moats, 2020; NRC, 1998)



Culturally Responsive Practices 
in Foundational Literacy Skills
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Language  

Speech 

Language Input

Speech to Print

Language Output
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What is Language? 

Complex specialized skill, which develops in the child 
spontaneously, without conscious effort or format instruction 

deployed without awareness of its underlying logic. 

• Qualitatively the same in every individual.
• It is distinct from the general ability to process information or behave intelligently.

Steven Pinker, 1994
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The Language Instinct 
•Each person’s brain contains a lexicon of words and the 

concepts that it stand for (mental dictionary, mental lexicon). 

18

•Set of rules combine those words.
•Convey relationships among concepts.
•Grammar Structures 

Steven Pinker, 1994
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Language Development in Children 

Language is constantly changing as a need for new 
expressions arises and as old expressions become obsolete.

Children reinvent language generation after generation, it is 
the language instinct. 

Steven Pinker, 1994; Moats, 2020
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Languages Form 

Makeshi  languag Pidgin

Choppy, consisting of borrowed parts 
of other languages such as from 

colonizers or plantation owners.  can 
increases in decades in complexity 

over decades. 

Steven Pinker, 1994

Creole 
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Dialects

Variation of language, that is specific to a 
region or social group: 

• Northern American English
• Metropolitan New York English 
• Western American English 
• Southern American English 
• African-American English 



22

African American Dialects

• Black English 
• Black English Vernacular (BEV)
• African American English Vernacular (AAVE) 
• African American English (AAE)
• Ebonics 
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• Be aware of phoneme differences between dialects 
when teaching students to produce phonemes

• Call attention to contrasts between Mainstream 
American English (MAE) pronunciation and 
pronunciation in a student’s primary, being 
respectful of both dialects. 

• Take into account dialect variations for phonological 
awareness assessments. 

• Be mindful of differences and provide additional 
instruction and support when asking students to 
produce phonemes or teaching letter-sound 
correspondences 

(Keys to Literacy, 2022)

Phonological Differences
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•African American English (AAE)

24

Phonological Differences

•Spanish Phonology

• AAE has predictable 
phonological, syntactical, 
pragmatic, and semantic 
difference from Standard 
American English (SAE).

• A rule-governed dialect of SAE

• AAE has its grammatical 
structures.

• 17 Consonant 

• 5 Vowels

• Spanish has half the number of 
English phonemes.

• Spanish has 27 graphemes 
(letters) compared to English at 
26 graphemes.
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African American Phonological Variations

Variation Example 

Metathesis

•Changing ask to “aks”
Changing nuclear to “nucular”
Changing comfortable to 
“comfurtable”

•Deleting or softening /l/ and /r/ after vowels (this is 
common to many southern American dialects, 

which in turn are related to British dialects): 

Other Examples

Up 
Done
Had
Real vs. Rill 

1. Dat’s a po’ o’d dog.
2. That’s a poor old dog.)
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African American Phonological Variations

Variation Example 
Reducing or simplifying consonant blends at 
the end of words, when the blend includes 
two unvoiced or two voiced consonants.

Toas’ (toast), tes’ (test), fac’ (fact), 
kep’ (kept), des’ (desk)

Omitting or confusing inflections –ed, -ing, and 
-s (this is related to consonant cluster 

reduction):

Sometime thing could be so 
frightened that you could jump out 
of your shoes.

Omitting the verb ”to be,” or using be to 
indicate an action of continuing duration.

1. He be waiting on you every single day!
2. He waiting downstairs; hurry up! 
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•Understanding dialectical norms can help educators interpret 
assessments and refine instruction. 

•Stronger metalinguistic skills, including the ability to switch back and forth 
between SAW and AAE as appropriate, are associated with better 
reading achievement.

(Washington, Terry, & Seindenberg, 2014)

Supporting Teacher & Student 
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Historical Context

When humans move or are moved, 
in large numbers

and have to pick up a language 
quickly, typically their 

version is more streamlined than the 
original one. 

(McWorther, 2018)
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The History of African American English 



Culturally Responsive Teaching Applied to 
Reading Instruction
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Set and Communicate High Expectations

Literacy learning objectives should 
reflect rigor
Drive the message that ALL students 
are expected to attain high standards 
related to reading
Provide explicit instruction of reading 
skills
Use gradual release of responsibility 
model to ensure that students 
develop grade-appropriate skills
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Use Culturally Responsive Texts for Reading Instruction

•Students must see themselves in 
the books that they read. 

•Books should reflect 
multiculturalism that validate 
students worth and their value at 
school and society. 

•Books should help them 
understand the multicultural 
nature of the world they live in. 

32
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Explicit Instruction for Reading Comprehension 
Strategies 

Students benefit from instruction that develops higher-order and 
critical thinking skills.

Students need to develop metacognitive reading 
comprehension strategies and close reading skills.
• Explicit instruction for these skills and strategies enables 

students to monitor their understanding while reading, identify 
when they are not comprehending, and respond by applying 
fix-it comprehension strategies (Sedita, 2022). 
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Classroom Participation About the Text

•Provide opportunities for students to respond in a culturally relevant way

•Set high expectations for participation in the classroom conversations

• With teachers

• With peers 

•Become familiar with student communication styles

• Especially those that are most commonly used in their cultures.
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Translanguaging 

When a multilingual person’s full linguistic 
repertoire is used and honored instead of 

trying to keep narrowly focused on a 
single language. 
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Translanguaging 

Is not:

Code-switching

Random

Concurrent to translating 

Language to work together.

Gives students the ability to express themselves in their language.

Write in their language, research, and speak.



Teacher Moves
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Phonics & Spelling

• Non-Mainstream American English dialect 
differences do not map well onto the standard 
English writing system orthography (Sedita, 
2022).

• Help students recognize the difference 
between how words are spelled and how 
words are pronounced.

• Emphasize graphemes (letters) that represent 
sounds not always said or heard in a student’s 
dialect



39

Vocabulary
• AAE does not have a vocabulary separate from other varieties of 

English. However, AAVE speakers do use some words which are not 
found in other varieties and furthermore use some English words in 
ways that differ from the standard dialects.

• A number of words used in standard English may also have their 
origin in AAE or at least in the West African languages that 
contributed to AAVE's development. These include:

• banana  (Mandingo)
• yam  (Mandingo)
• okra  (Akan)
• gumbo  (Western Bantu)
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Syntactic Awareness

• Keep in mind that dialects of English are complex and 
rule-governed systems of English 

• No different than MAE

• Dialect features related to syntax should not be 
considered for grammatical errors.

• Students benefit from explicit instruction for developing 
syntactic awareness that respects students’ home 
languages while drawing attention to differences 
between informal dialect and MAE. 
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