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Introduction

Teaching in the same location for 11 years has allowed me to see first hand the many changes that can occur within a school district.  Starting with the movement from proficiencies to high staked OAA testing, district standards to state standards to core standards, it can sometimes feel like the old ride called the Rotor, you are just spinning and spinning but the centripetal forces keeps you stuck to the wall. With the constant reshuffling of the curriculum, so now anyone from anywhere can change schools or even states and seemingly be on the same page and not miss a beat in their education, shouldn’t we as educators step back and really observe the hidden beat that we all side step?  Speech in schools, for more than half the students in America, in no way shape or form matches the language used within their family unit.  In 1996 this matter was brought to the forefront of education when the Oakland Unified School District adopted, and then later revised, their Black English policy, Ebonics, and set the world on edge.  After the initial policy, the district revised the original resolution to make it clear that students will be taught standard English, not Ebonics and their intention was to train teachers to recognize Ebonics, since the majority of their student were black and spoke this way at home.  However, after the original media coverage, the movement died down, or has been put back into the proverbial box so to speak.  With the current movement in education to make students more math and science oriented, along with preparing them as the workforce of tomorrow, now we as educators must recognize that many of our students may not be able to achieve these goals solely because they cannot understand the day-to-day language typically used in school.  

It has been 15 years since the original notion of Ebonics and many things have yet to change. In the nation’s public schools, standardized test scores consistently reveal that African American students are performing at significantly lower rates than their white peers. Often we are failing students on standardized state tests mainly because they do not understand the question being asked.  The tests are not in their “native” language, and frequently labels are being placed on these children as learning disabled, when in reality they truly just do not understand the language in which the questions are being presented. African American children often speak in “Vernacular English” and do not realize the differences between the patterns of how they speak and those of “Standard English.” Students using vernacular language are not making errors, but instead are speaking or writing correctly following the language patterns of their community.  How can we expect them to pass a test that is virtually foreign to them because their life experiences have not exposed them enough to the test language? 

Problem Statement

Therefore, my main question is, what really is an educator’s role in standardized English exposure, and how does this fit within the curriculum??  McWhorter points out “black English gets an undeserved bad rap from its famous use of multiple negation.  Can any of us truly say that when they hear someone say, “I ain’t got nothing” that they have to work to avoid interpreting this as meaning “I have something”?” (42) However, we fail to teach students that when in a more formal setting they must “switch the code” to say instead, “I do not have anything.” Basil Bernstein started to tackle this notion of code switching in the late 1970’s.  He labeled these codes as the elaborated code, which was used mostly by the middle classes.  This was the type of speech, which is abstract and complex, and uses long sentences. Those who employ elaborated speech codes were also able to understand and use restricted codes, just like we as teachers can do; however, the reverse was not true.  On the flip side there was the restricted code, which Bernstein discovered related mostly to the working classes. It was a code of speech that did not use elaborated constructions, used a lot of pronouns and non-verbal gestures. Most of the student population I work with, as do many inner city and first ring suburb districts, operate in this restricted code.  The irony of the situation is that if we cannot break down the elaborate code for these students they will be restricted in their future employment and contribution to society.  

Apparently something needs to be done.  In Lisa Delpit’s book, The Skin We Speak, she has a chapter entitled Trilingualism, which offers an insight to the children I see every day.  Judith Baker, who discusses the theory of triligualism, states the following: “there are at least three forms of the English language that most Americans need to learn in order to lead socially fulfilling and economically viable lives at this time in history:

· “Home” English or dialect, which most students learn at home, and recent immigrants often learn from peers, and which for first and second generation immigrants may be a combination of English and their mother tongue.

· “Formal” or academic English, which is learned by many in school, from reading, and from the media, although it may also be learned in well-educated families.

· “Professional” English, the particular language of one’s profession which is mostly learned in college or on the job or vocational education.” (51-52)

Amanda Godley, Julie Sweetland, and Rebecca Wheeler define dialect as “a variety of a language that is associated with a particular regional or social group” and maintain that dialect does not mean “a lesser, informal, or ungrammatical way of speaking.” They propose that scientific research on language “demonstrates that standard dialects are not linguistically better by any objective measures; they are socially preferred simply because they are the language varieties used by those who are most powerful and affluent in a society.” (34) What can we do to essentially break this language barrier?

Proposal

Basically, what this comes down to is “code switching” or moving between variations of languages in different contexts, such as home and school. Everyone who speaks has learned to code-switch, just like Baker references home, formal and professional, depending on the situation and setting. However, we need to teach our students about this code, since in an educational context, code-switching is defined as the practice of switching between a primary (home) and a secondary language (school) or discourse.  As Mays states “As the minority population and achievement gap in the United States continue to grow, the rapidly increasing epidemic of leaving English-language learners (ELL) behind is one of grave concern for educators. Due to disparities between academic Discourses and ELLs' primary Discourse, a free and equal education, as claimed by the U.S. government, may, in actuality, be far from equal and costing ELLs dearly. ELLs' primary Discourses serve as a barrier to school success because of academic Discourses embedded within school curriculums and assessments.”   (415) 

What I am proposing is, how can we teach students in our schools to “code switch” and incorporate these lessons in the everyday classroom, so by the time our students reach high school, and hopefully college, they are adept at this function.  The following resources are going to be used as references to building an argument for the great need of a “Code Switching” piece in the core curriculum of today.
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