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African American English (AAE)—also known as Black English Vernacular (BEV), 

African American Vernacular English (AAVE), or Ebonics—is a variety of English spoken in 

the United States largely by African Americans.   This linguistic system has, as any language 

variety, a system of rules that will be discussed in this analysis, which govern its use.    Also 

important to AAE, are the cultural influences on the language as well as the influences of the 

language on African-American culture and other cultures in the United States.  The conventions 

of AAE consist of both similarities to and difference from Standard American English (SAE), 

the variety that the United States school system expects all students to know and use in 

educational settings and in other settings such as the workplace.  The differences between the 

two varieties are great enough to warrant a modification in the way SAE is taught in schools and 

is used in standardized tests to assess a child’s learning abilities.    

The present analysis seeks to explore past research conducted to establish the degrees of 

success of AAE speakers in school and on standardized intelligence quotient (IQ) tests and other 

tests administered to assess learning disabilities, as well as learn—by interviewing student 

speakers of AAE who have been tested for learning disabilities, and educators who work with 
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such students—about specific experiences of students and educators with testing and in the 

classroom.    

The American public education system relies deeply on standardized tests to assess 

students’ academic and developmental abilities, progress, and potential.  Yet, it fails to 

modernize these materials, or the teaching methods in schools according to the fluctuating 

student populations. While efforts are being made by the United States government to lessen the 

numbers of students misplaced in special education, much work is still needed.  AAE speaking 

students suffer many consequences of the system’s failure including lower reading levels and 

increased enrollment in special education.  This analysis will outline and discuss many problems 

such students face and the challenges that educators, schools, and linguists face is convincing a 

disinclined public to accept AAE as a systematic linguistic variety and encouraging them to 

approve of modified teaching methods.
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

African American English (AAE)—also known as Black English Vernacular (BEV), 

African American Vernacular English (AAVE), or Ebonics—is a variety of English spoken 

largely by African Americans, although its use occurs among people of other ethnic groups and it 

is not spoken by all African Americans (Van Keulen, et al., 1998).   This linguistic system has, 

as any language variety, a system of rules, which governs its use both grammatically and 

pragmatically (Green 2002; Smitherman, 2000; Labov, 1972).   Particular cultural influences and 

traditions, and specific worldviews are also present in this system that influence the social 

interactions and understandings of its speakers (Bohn, 2003; Smitherman, 2000, 1998a, 1998b, 

1974).  The conventions of AAE consist of both similarities to and differences from Standard 

American English (SAE), the variety that the United States school system expects all students to 

know and use in educational settings and in other settings such as the workplace.  The 

differences between the two varieties are great enough to warrant a modification in the way SAE 

is taught in schools and is used in standardized tests to assess a child’s learning abilities.   As 

Hess, (1974) observes, “two individuals who speak completely different dialects of the same 

language may think that they are communicating clearly when they are not” (p. 281).  Following 

are two examples of exchanges that resulted in miscommunications between a SAE-speaking 

teacher and an AAE-speaking student.  (1) comes from Norma LeMoine’s book and is cited in 

Smitherman (2000) and in Seymour, Abdulkarim, and Johnson (1999).   (2) appears in 

Smitherman (2000) and is the transcript of a communication at a school in Detroit, Michigan. 

(1) “Bobby, what does your mother do?” the teacher asked.  “She be at home,” 
Bobby replied.  “You mean she is at home,” the teacher said.  “No she ain’t,” 
Bobby offered, “Cause she took my grandmother to the hospital this 
morning.”  The teacher snapped.  “You know what I meant.  You aren’t 
supposed to say, “She be at home.’  You say, ‘She is at home.’ But Bobby.  .  .  
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could only reply “Why you trying to make me lie? She ain’t at home.” 
(Smitherman, 2000, p.  25; Seymour, Abdulkarim, & Johnson, 1999, p.  66) 

 
(2) Teacher: Where is Mary 

Student: She not here 
Teacher: (exasperatedly): She is never here! 
Student: Yeah, she be here 
Teacher: Where? You just said she wasn’t here.  (Smitherman, 2000, p.  25) 
 

Both of these exchanges exhibit two of the fundamental differences between AAE and SAE: the 

use of the habitual be and the zero copula.  The habitual be in AAE serves the function of 

indicating that something typically occurs, that the topic of discussion is the norm.   In (1) Bobby 

meant that his mother is normally home during the day, but the teacher, attempting to ‘correct’ 

his grammar according to SAE rules, changes the meaning of his statement completely.   ‘She be 

at home’ means that normally she is at home, whereas ‘she is at home’ means that at that 

particular moment she is home (Seymour, et al., 1999).   A similar difference arises in (2), where 

the teacher, upset by a student’s absence (which is apparently frequent) makes an 

overgeneralization that the student “is never here!”  The student with whom she is talking about 

Mary, replies to that generalization with “Yeah, she be here” meaning that although she is not 

currently present, there are times that she is there (Smitherman, 2000).   The zero copula is the 

“absence” of the conjugated form of the verb to be.  If, for instance, Bobby in (1) wanted to say 

that his mother was home at the exact moment when the teacher asked, he could say she at home 

and this sentence would not require a form of to be.  While these are two specific examples that 

exhibit two differences between the AAE and SAE varieties, there are others that can inhibit an 

AAE speaker’s learning processes and achievement on standardized tests.   

The Current Study 

The present analysis seeks to explore past research conducted to establish the degrees of 

success of AAE speakers in school and on standardized intelligence quotient (IQ) tests and other 
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tests administered to assess learning disabilities, as well as learn—by interviewing student 

speakers of AAE who have been tested for learning disabilities, and educators who work with 

such students—about specific experiences of students and educators with testing and in the 

classroom.   The research and literature on the topic of standardized tests is abundant, as is the 

literature of AAE speakers’ success in their educational experiences (Downey & Pribesh, 2004; 

Bohn, 2003; Green, 2002; Fogel & Ehri, 2000; Ogbu 1999; Rickford, 1999; Seymour, et al., 

1999; Wolfram, Adger, & Christian 1999; Van Keulen, et al., 1998; Smitherman, 1998; Steele & 

Aronson, 1998; Harry & Anderson, 1994; Jones, 1979; Johnson, 1979; Smith, 1979; 

Cunningham, 1976-77; Sledd, 1976; Somervill, 1975) all of which seek to discuss the 

characteristics of the language and the culture of speakers, and explain how and why problems 

arise for AAE speakers in education.   A major issue within the education system is how to 

distinguish the degree to which speakers of AAE diagnosed with learning disabilities (LD) are 

actually learning disabled, and whether or not the deficits indicated by such standardized tests 

are instead weaknesses due to differences in dialect.   As Jane (Interview, 2007) emphasizes, 

“being labeled LD causes problems [for all children] especially if you’re not.”  Smitherman 

(2000, 1998) discusses this obstacle with regard to the AAE speakers in Oakland, California 

where “71% of Oakland’s Black students are tracked in special education or learning disabilities-

type programs” even though of the entire student population  “they were [only] 53 percent” but 

says that “there is no inherent intellectual deficiency in these students” (1998, pp. 140, 150).   A 

second consideration is the extent to which it is necessary to change the format, language, and 

content of standardized tests, or whether modifying teaching methods and teacher education so 

that teachers are more effectively educating AAE speakers on the structure and conventions of 

SAE would rule out the need to change the test.   Lastly, it is important to take into consideration 
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that all the literature and studies that have been examined for the present analysis indicate ways 

in which educational practices and standardized tests can be changed to better suit the learning 

styles, linguistic characteristics, and cultural traditions of African American students who speak 

AAE.  However, all of these changes suggest that the purpose of such modifications would be to 

create an environment where African American students can more effectively learn about and 

master the mainstream culture and values, as well as the language.  To accomplish such a goal, it 

is necessary for educators to learn about and understand “linguistic diversity in schools” or it is 

doubtful that the system will “overcome the historical pattern of educational preference for 

upper-middle-class students who reside in homes where Standard English is the norm” (Baugh, 

1998, p. 299).  

Literature Review 

African American English 

The ongoing debates among those of the popular viewpoint, about AAE as a language 

variety revolve around, in short, whether or not it is merely a substandard form of English, or a 

linguistic system governed by a specific set of rules and characterized by particular phonological, 

morphological, and syntactic structures (Smitherman, 2000; Van Keulen, et al., 1998; Labov, 

1972).   There are two main views people tend to adopt regarding AAE: the deficit view which 

posits that it is a poor form of Standard American English (SAE), or the difference view, which 

takes on the latter idea that it is a rule-governed system (Wolfram, et al., 1999; Van Keulen, et 

al., 1998; Somervill, 1975).   The view one chooses to adopt regarding the value of AAE will in 

effect influence a person’s attitudes about the use of AAE as a tool in an educational setting and 

the attitudes towards the students who use AAE (Green, 2002; Smitherman, 2000; Wolfram, et 

al., 1999; Van Keulen, et al., 1998).   
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In the present discussion, the difference view is assumed.  However, one problem must 

be clarified: one must understand that most literature appears to describe AAE in terms of the 

deficit view.  This is because AAE is perceived as a variety of the English language and it is 

usually discussed in relation to SAE, the variety that is politically supported in the United States.  

The downfall of such an analysis is that often AAE is discussed in terms of what it lacks (the 

deficit view).  While the structure of AAE will be examined here in this manner, the purpose of 

such an analysis is to show how AAE and SAE differ because these structural differences are 

fundamental to the discussion of students’ performance in school and on standardized tests, 

which are written, normed, and administered in SAE.   Variations between the two varieties are 

“evident in three areas: (1) patterns of grammar and pronunciation; (2) verbal rituals from the 

oral tradition and the continued importance of the word as in African cultures; and (3) the 

lexicon”  (Smitherman, 1998b, p. 207).  Regarding the lexical differences, Smitherman (1998b) 

suggests that the words are the same in AAE and SAE but the meanings differ and that this 

custom “goes back to enslavement and to the need for a system of communication that only those 

in the slave community could understand” (p. 207).  One example of such a lexical difference is 

the word go as discussed in Martin & Wolfram, (1998) who show that “in AAVE [go] can 

denote the static location of an object” such as in the sentence There go the pencil (p. 12).  

Another case is the use of the word been as in “The woman béen married” (Martin, & Wolfram, 

1998, p. 14).  Martin & Wolfram (1998) point out that a speaker of SAE would understand that 

the woman was once married but is not currently yet, “AAVE speakers typically infer that the 

woman has been married a long time and still is” (p. 14).    Suggestions for the improvement and 

modification of teaching methods and standardized testing methods have been made by many 

researchers (DeBose, 2007; LeMoine, & Hollie, 2007; Rickford, 2007; England, 2005; Bohn, 
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2003; Baugh, 2000; Fogel, & Ehri 2000; Smitherman, 2000; Wolfram, et al., 1999; Wheeler, 

1999; Van Keulen, et al., 1998; Somervill, 1975; Quay, 1974, 1972, 1971; Wolfram, 1970) most 

of whom come to similar conclusions about the most constructive way to implement such 

changes. Yet it has remained an arduous process, as realizing such changes is a complicated task.   

One major issue in the discussion of AAE is the terms used to talk about it, such as 

dialect, nonstandard form, or nonstandard dialect.   The word dialect carries many negative 

implications, especially that it is a lesser form of the “proper” language.  In this discussion, this 

term will be used solely to indicate a type.   Other terms that will be used interchangeably with 

dialect include linguistic system, or language variety.   Language will be used as the parent term 

to incorporate what a person speaks.  Standard American English and African American English 

are both varieties, linguistics systems, or dialects of the English Language.   An important notion 

to remember is that both of these varieties are mutually intelligible and very closely related; 

something that may in fact make it more difficult for AAE learners to successfully master SAE 

(Fogel & Ehri, 2000). 

Standardized Tests 

Standardized tests, or “norm-referenced standardized tests,” are a cornerstone of the 

American public educations systems (McLoughlin & Lewis, 2005).  There are several types of 

standardized tests including (a) the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT), used to determine the 

potential academic abilities of college applicants (Jencks 1998); (b) tests to evaluate the language 

ability of people of various ages—all of which may be included in the battery of tests used to 

assess learning abilities—such as the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals 4 (CELF-

4), Fluharty Preschool and Language Screening Test (FPLST), the Goldman-Fristoe Test of 

Articulation (GFTA), the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R), and the Test of 

Early Language Development-2 (TELD-2) (Witt, et al 1998) ; and (c) intelligence quotient (IQ) 



 

 15

tests which are tools for diagnosing learning disabilities (Medina).  These latter tests include (a) 

the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale; (b) the Wechsler Intelligence Scale (WAIS or WISC-

III)—of which there are multiple versions that are administered to various age groups; (c) the 

Woodcock-Johnson Psychoeducational Battery-Revised (WJ-R); and (d) the Woodcock-Johnson 

III Tests of Cognitive Abilities (WJ III COG).   Other tests include achievement tests such as 

Wechsler Individual Achievement Test, Second Edition (WIAT-II), Wide Range Achievement 

Test 3 (WRAT 3), Peabody Individual Achievement Test-Revised/Normative Update (PIAT-

R/NU), and Woodcock-Johnson III Tests of Achievement (WJ III ACH) (Medina; McLoughlin, 

& Lewis, 2005).  Achievement tests do not require that an educational psychologist administer 

them, yet being sufficiently trained in the administration of these tests is still necessary. 

Standardized tests are used to measure various aspects of a student’s educational experience 

including abilities, skills, achievement, intelligence, social and emotional development, 

processing, and speech and language development.   Lisa and Karen (Interviews, 2007) pointed 

out that a battery of tests is administered—not just a single test—when measuring whether the 

student has a learning disability.   Typically when a child is being assessed for learning 

disabilities, educators rely on achievement and IQ tests to show at what level a child is in terms 

of development and whether there is a discrepancy between the child’s achievement and IQ for 

their age or grade level.  It is when an inconsistency exists, that the child will be considered for 

accommodations for LD. “Norm-referenced” refers to the “performance of a norm group.  .  

.under standard conditions” and these norms are what the test-takers’ scores are compared to 

(McLoughlin & Lewis 2005).   The sample chosen as the norm group for such tests is selected 

considering a range of demographic features of the student population.   Such considerations 

include the “age, grade, and gender” of the students, as well as “geographic region, ethnicity, and 
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some index of socioeconomic status” and generally consists of “students placed in general 

education classrooms” (McLoughlin & Lewis 2005).  Each test provides a manual, which 

describes the norm group, testing procedures, and scoring standards, so that the person 

administering the tests can be sure that the test is suitable for the test-taker, and can replicate the 

conditions each time the test is given.  On May 9, 2007, Zuckerbrod (2007) with the Associated 

Press released an article about the government’s new plan of involvement in the placement of 

students in special education.  Zuckerbrod notes that LD diagnoses tend to be “made around 4th 

grade” and that the “new policy is aimed at intervening early” to target students who have LD 

and provide them with the proper accommodations.  A “broad special education law” was passed 

in October 2006, which requires that schools use new methods of “determin[ing] if a child has a 

learning disability” (Zuckerbrod, 2007).  It prohibits dependence “solely on the IQ-vs.-

achievement method” and offers schools the opportunity “to observe how well children respond 

to intensive instruction,” as well as permitting “use [of] up to 15 percent of their special 

education funds to provide the required early intervention” (Zuckerbrod, 2007).  Zuckerbrod also 

notes that this law requires districts with “a disproportionately high number of minorities in 

special education” to use this money for intervention.  

Since the inception of the “No Child Left Behind Act of 2001,” standardized testing in 

schools has increased because of the requirements set forth in this law.  The purpose of this law, 

according to Rod Paige, Secretary of the U.S. Department of Education, was to require “states to 

set standards for student performance and teacher quality” (U.S.  Department of Education, 

2004).   According to this law: 

Every state is required to 1) set standards for grade-level achievement and 2) develop a 
system to measure the progress of all students and subgroups of students in meeting those 
state-determined grade-level standards (U.S.  Department of Education, 2004, p. 8). 
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New standardized test have been created in individual states to act as assessment tools for the 

standards each has set.  In Florida, for example, the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test® 

(FCAT) was created to evaluate students at various grade levels.   The tests consist of math, 

reading, writing, and science sections.   Students are assessed in math and reading every year 

beginning in third grade and ending in tenth grade (Florida Department of Education website).  

The science tests are given in grades five, eight, and ten, and writing tests are administered in 

grades four, eight, and ten (Florida Department of Education website).   Within the No Child 

Left Behind law are provisions created to guarantee that students for whom English is a second 

language and those with learning disabilities will “receive a quality education and the chance to 

achieve their academic potential” (U.S.  Department of Education, 2004, p. 16).   The Florida 

Department of Education created handbooks that give the requirements that must be followed 

regarding all aspects of the tests for each of the various grade levels.  In one such book, a 

description of ways that test items are evaluated for the reading portion of the test for grades 3–5 

states 

 Reading passages are also reviewed by groups of Florida educators generally 
representative of Florida’s geographic regions and culturally diverse population.  
Passages are reviewed for the following kinds of bias: gender, racial/ethnic, linguistic, 
religious, geographic, and socioeconomic.  Passage reviews also include consideration of 
issues related to individuals with disabilities (Language from FCAT Reading Grades 3–5 
Test Item and Performance Task Specifications appears by permission of the Florida 
Department of Education, Assessment and School Performance Office, Tallahassee, 
Florida 32399-0400. 2001, p. 8). 

 
Bias in Education and in Testing 

Bias in standardized testing and in education is a frequently debated topic, specifically 

regarding bias against African American children (Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Norment, Jr., 2003; 

Smitherman, 2000; Wolfram, et al., 1999; Baugh, 1998; Ferguson, 1998; Jencks, 1998; Steele & 

Aronson, 1998; Van Keulen, et al., 1998; Harry & Anderson, 1994).  There are two issues of 
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concern regarding bias.  First is the potential for cultural and language bias in the classroom.  

According to the National Center for Education Information, in 2005, 85% of teachers in K-12 

public education were white, and “eight out of 10 school teachers (82 percent) are female” 

(News Release, August 2005).   Such a high percentage of white teachers creates an environment 

for incongruent language and culture relationships between white teachers and black students.  

Harry and Anderson (1994) highlight the fact that “most teacher preparation programs typically 

do not address the implications of this differential experience based on race and gender” (p. 610).  

In one such book, Manning and Baruth (2000), which has been used to teach future educators 

about diversity of cultures in American schools, one entire chapter is devoted to African 

American students and discusses a variety of topics.   The headings in this chapter include 

“origins,” “socioeconomic status,” “families,” “religion,” and “language” (Manning & Baruth, 

2000, pp. 60–74).  While this seems useful, the language section is one area in this book that is 

lacking in its description of the differences between AAE and SAE.   The book discusses the 

verbal mechanics of storytelling and outlines a few problems that students may face, but there 

are no concrete examples of the grammatical differences between the two varieties.   

The second potential for bias occurs in standardized testing. Wolfram, et al.,  (1999) 

assert, “there is still a very strong expectation of linguistic and cultural uniformity in test 

development, validation, and norming” (p. 103).  Educators instruct students, evaluate their 

progress, and assess their abilities.  When there are inconsistencies in the students’ achievements 

compared to the standards set forth by the state, they are often referred for such standardized 

testing.   If teacher education fails to address the specific grammatical elements of the language 

of students in the classroom, the referral for IQ testing is based only on partial knowledge of the 

students’ capabilities.   One argument that Harry and Anderson (1994) make is that the students 
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are being evaluated according to the cultural and linguistic norms of the teacher, and if that 

teacher is white and the student is black, then again there is a misbalanced standard (pp. 611–

612).   Harry and Anderson (1994) also argue that an IQ test, administered to determine whether 

a child has a learning disability: 

inevitably reflects the cultural knowledge base and cognitive orientation of its creator(s) 
and of the sample on which its items have been standardized.  Thus, tests that are 
standardized on the Euro-American majority, and that include test items chosen from the 
cultural experience of this majority, are inevitably biased in favor of that majority and 
therefore biased against minorities, whose cultural experience is distinctly different (p. 
612). 

 
Van Keulen, et al., (1998) make a similar argument, asserting, “too many general education 

teachers view special education as the place to refer students whose behaviors, language, and 

learning styles are not congruent with their perceptions and expectations” (p. 208).   On the topic 

of behavioral differences, Smitherman (1974) notes that “style” in AAE includes “Black Modes 

of Discourse” including the tradition of call-and-response (p. 17). This practice ensures that a 

conversation involves two people, and that the listener responds with verbal cues to show 

listening behavior, as well as agreement.  Smitherman makes two observations about this system 

and the cultural discontinuity it may create between a white SAE speaker and a black AAE 

speaker. First she states that “the white person gets the feeling that the Black person isn’t 

listening to him because he keeps ‘interrupting’” and second—which holds particular importance 

in the discussion classroom behavior—is “that in the classroom, rich verbal response from Black 

kids . . . should inflate and excite a teacher, cause it mean they diggin on what you sayin” (p. 17).  

Once students are referred for IQ testing, they face another situation of bias in the tests 

themselves, especially the assessment of African American children for learning disabilities.  

One example, presented in Smitherman (2000), and Bailey, & Thomas (1998), is the differing 

phonology between AAE and SAE.  In SAE, the sounds /f/ (as in feel) and /Τ/ (as in thank) are 
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contrastive which means that in a word, changing one of the above sounds to the other will 

change the meaning of the word.   An example minimal pair—a pair of words that differ in only 

one sound and have different meanings—is reef vs. wreath ([rif] and [riΤ] respectively).   As 

Smitherman (2000) indicates, these two sounds are allophones of the same phoneme in AAE, or 

in other words, they are complementary.   In AAE, one phonological rule states that [Τ] becomes 

[f] in word-final position so reef and wreath are both pronounced the same way: reef ([rif]). 

Another phonological difference is that in some varieties of AAE, the consonant cluster [str] is 

disallowed in word initial position, and is instead realized as [skr] (Bailey, & Thomas, 1998). 

Dandy, (1991, p. 2, cited in Green, 2002, pp. 233–234) referenced an occurrence when a teacher 

requested that a student read aloud in class. The student pronounced street as skreet and 

stretched as skretched both of which resulted in “incessant correction” by the teacher silencing 

the student completely.  

Another example of how testing materials might pose a problem for certain minority 

cultures comes from research conducted by Reynolds, Taylor, Steffenesen, Shirey & Anderson 

(1982).  In this experiment, students, both black and white, were asked to read “a passage that 

dealt with an instance of ‘sounding’ or ‘playing the dozens,’ (p. 353).   Playing the dozens is “a 

verbal game of insult, usually about someone’s mother [i.e. yo momma jokes].  .  .  played by all 

ages [where] [o]ne-upmanship is the goal of this oral contest” (Smitherman, 2000).  In this 

experiment, Reynolds et al. (1982) showed that white students who read the passage were more 

likely than black students to think that the story was about people fighting and were more likely 

to think that the people involved were not friends.  Reynolds et al. (1982) asserted, based on the 

results of student responses to the passage, that “cultural schemata can influence how prose 

material is interpreted” (p. 353).   This particular experiment was probably a reversal of what 
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occurs in a typical American classroom because here “the white children misinterpreted the text” 

(Reynolds, et al., 1982, p.  363).   

Jencks (1998) suggests that standardized tests are not linguistically and culturally biased 

but rather contain other types of bias, namely “labeling bias, content bias and methodological 

bias” all of which might offer explanations for the reason that African American children 

typically score lower on IQ tests than white children (p. 55).   Jencks contends that “labeling 

bias” occurs because there is a misuse of the term “intelligence” and that while psychologists 

understand intelligence to mean “people’s developed capacity for intelligent behavior, not their 

innate potential,” the general population tends to define it as ‘innate intelligence’ or as “an 

individual’s current capacity for intelligent behavior” (p. 66).   “Content bias” is what others 

argue is the main problem with standardized tests: that the tests are written from majority 

worldview and thus do not account for the minority groups’ understandings of the world or even 

of the language in which the test is given (Wolfram, et al., 1999).  Jencks (1998), however, 

dismisses this bias claiming that although all tests have “some items that appear to favor one 

cultural group over another.  .  . intuitive judgments about cultural bias do not seem to predict the 

racial gap on a given item” (pp. 66–67).  The final type of bias Jencks discusses is 

“methodological bias;” a type of bias that other researchers also agree on (McLoughlin and 

Lewis, 2005; Wolfram, et al., 1999).   This is bias that occurs when the method of administering 

the test poses a problem or threat to the results of the test such as when an African American 

child who understands the meaning of a particular word is unable to identify the word because 

the examiner pronounces it according to Standard American English phonology (Jencks, 1998).    

A study conducted by Steel and Aronson (1998) evaluates an idea similar to the 

methodological bias as described by Jencks.  The experiments showed that African American 
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students’ performance was lower than that of white students on tests “described as diagnostic of 

intellectual ability” than if it was a test (the same tests were used for both conditions) which 

students thought was “nondiagnostic” i.e. explained as “a laboratory problem solving task” (p. 

405).   Another experiment in the same study showed that when students were given a test that 

was of the “nondiagnostic” type but asked to indicate their race prior to taking the test, the 

African American students’ performance was significantly lower than if they were not asked to 

indicate race (pp. 419–421). 

McLoughlin and Lewis (2005) talk about ways to avoid methodological bias when 

administering the tests, discussing three key elements: “professional preparation of the tester,” 

“tester attitudes,” and a “working relationship between the student and the tester” (p. 113).   

Most standardized tests require that the examiner have certain training in administering and 

scoring the test.  If a person who has not been sufficiently prepared gives a test, the results may 

not be unbiased.  IQ tests “require extensive preparation” and often only “school psychologists 

are.  .  .  licensed to administer them” (McLoughlin & Lewis, 2005, p. 90).   The examiners’ 

personal beliefs about groups of people may also influence the administration of the test.  One 

must be careful when testing and scoring not to impose personal biases on the student’s 

performance.  Lastly, McLoughlin and Lewis (2005) discuss the importance of “building rapport 

with students” especially with those of “races, cultures, or experiential backgrounds different 

from their own” (113).   Some researchers say that the examiner should be of the same culture 

and linguistic background as the student to avoid such biases in testing (McLoughlin & Lewis, 

2005).  It is this final issue, in methodological bias, which is pertinent to the present discussion.  

It may be detrimental to the test results and the performance of an AAE-speaking African 

American child if the test administrator is white. 
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The No Child Left Behind Act enacts a desire for all students, of all races, ethnicities, and 

abilities have an equal opportunity for education.  (U.S.  Department of Education, 2004).   Van 

Keulen, et al., (1998) discuss the “Individuals With Disabilities Education Act” and the 

conditions necessary for “legislated nondiscriminatory evaluation” (p. 150).   Under these 

requirements, the law stipulates that “schools must.  .  .[administer] non-biased tests in ways that 

do not put children to a disadvantage” and must “establish procedures to ensure that testing, 

examination materials, and procedures used for evaluating and placing children with disabilities 

will be selected and administered so as not to be racially or culturally discriminatory” which 

includes offering such tests “in the child’s native language or other mode of communication, 

unless it is clearly not feasible to do so” (p. 150).   As Wolfram, et al., (1999) point out, “there is 

still a very strong expectation of linguistic and cultural uniformity in test development, 

validation, and norming” (p. 63).   While, for whatever reason, it may not be “feasible” to offer a 

test in a child’s native form of communication, if the anticipated results are that all children in 

the American education system be able to function under a common cultural and linguistic 

understanding, more care should be taken to ensure that they are properly prepared for such tests, 

and that teachers are properly trained to “recognize the details of language variation” (Wolfram, 

et al., 1999, p. 105).    

Methods Tested to Improve the Educational Experience of AAE Speakers 

Quay (1971, 1972, 1974) conducted studies to discover whether translating portions of 

the Stanford-Binet Test of Intelligence into AAE would increase the scores of AAE speakers.    

In the first experiment, Quay (1971) had an AAE specialist translate part of this test into AAE 

and “[approve] both the standard English and the Negro dialect of the two examiners” who were 

two black males “trained in the administration of the Stanford-Binet” (p. 7).  With this 

information however, Quay failed to note (in this and the subsequent studies) whether cultural 
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considerations were made in these translations, or simply grammatical.  Although this 

experiment would seemingly provide evidence about whether language differences are a problem 

for AAE speakers’ test results, Quay failed to support her claim that “neither deficits nor 

differences in intelligence, language comprehension, or motivation in the testing situation 

existed” (p. 14).  The first major issue in this experiment is that one variable she tested for was 

motivation.  In each of the SAE and AAE versions of the tests, the examiners also used either 

verbal praise or candy rewards as ways of motivating the test-takers.  This is a major flaw in this 

study since, as stated by McLoughlin and Lewis (2005) under “General Guidelines for Test 

Administration” the person administering the test “may not in any way—verbal or nonverbal—

inform a student whether a response is correct.  Correct responses may not be confirmed; wrong 

responses may not be corrected” (p. 95).   Also, according to these guidelines, praise is only 

suitable “between test items or subtests to ensure that reinforcement is not linked to specific 

responses” and should only come in the form of remarks such as “‘You’re working hard’ and ‘I 

like the way you’re trying to answer every question’” (p. 95).    Quay (1971), by including the 

condition of motivation, invalidated the test result of all the participants. 

The second problem in this study was the failure to describe scoring procedures, except 

to say that people other than the examiners scored each student based on “sound recordings.  .  .  

made of all tests” (p. 7).   According to McLoughlin and Lewis (2005), “unless allowed by the 

manual, no mechanical recording equipment.  .  . should be introduced into the testing 

environment” because they “are typically not part of the standard conditions for test 

administration and.  .  . may distract the student” (p. 96).   Quay did not mention the norms of the 

standardizing of this test.  Lastly, although Quay mentions that students responded to certain 
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verbal items in AAE, she never clarifies whether or not these responses, if correct, were scored 

as correct or were only scored as correct if given in SAE.   

In her later studies, Quay (1972, 1974), using similar testing conditions, repeats the above 

experiment without the motivational praise condition and still claims that language difference is 

not the variable that results in lower scores for black children than white children.   Her argument 

stems from other research that showed AAE speakers’ abilities to comprehend SAE was equal to 

their ability to comprehend AAE and that the problem was in speech production.   There is still 

no direct mention in any of these studies whether answers given in AAE that were correct, were 

scored as correct or incorrect.  Overall, these studies seem to be lacking any evidence of validity 

or reliability. 

In contrast to Quay’s (1971, 1972, 1974) findings, Robert L. Williams (1970, cited in 

Baugh, 2000, pp. 60–61) found that the African American students he studied “performed better 

on a test that contained items that were culturally familiar” than on general standardized tests. 

Williams had created a test called the “Black Intelligence Test of Cultural Homogeneity” 

(BITCH), which was purposely biased in favor of African Americans and contained material 

“drawn exclusively from the Black Experience Domain” (Williams, 1975, p. 123, cited in Baugh, 

2000, p. 75).  Much of Smitherman’s (1974) discussion is regarding “style” in the speech and 

culture of African Americans. While she does discuss the important differences of grammar and 

pronunciation in AAE, she emphasizes the vast differences in culture stating that there exists a 

“cognitive linguistic style whose semantics bees grounded not only in words but in the socio-

psychological space between words,” supporting the fact that purely grammatical considerations 

in testing materials may not suffice to rid them of bias (p. 17).   
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In 1996, the School Board in Oakland, California “passed a resolution calling for the 

recognition of Ebonics as the primary language of its Black students and for the use of this 

language in teaching these students” (Smitherman, 2000, p. 150).   The intentions of this school 

board were to  

implement the best possible academic program for imparting instruction to 
African-American students in their primary language for the combined purposes 
of maintain the legitimacy and richness of such language.  .  .  and to facilitate 
their acquisition and mastery of English language skills (Resolution of Oakland, 
California School Board, cited in Smitherman, 2000, p. 150).     
 

Helping students not only to appreciate their native tongue, but to also learn the variety 

that will serve them best in greater society seemed to have its benefits.  The idea was to use AAE 

in a contrastive methods approach showing distinctions between the two varieties to teach 

students how to translate between it and SAE effectively and according to appropriate 

pragmatics of society.   This decision has been discussed at length in the literature, especially by 

linguists who argue against the public’s claims that AAE is “bad” English or the claim that the 

purpose of this decision was to teach AAE (Smitherman, 2000, 1998; Wheeler, 1999, Pullum, 

1999; Van Keulen, et al., 1998).   The problem is that many view AAE as a nonstandard form or 

refer to it as a “dialect” using this term with the negative implications discussed above.  Haugen 

(2003) observes “four aspects of language [which are] crucial features in taking the step from 

‘dialect’ to ‘language’, from vernacular to standard” (p. 421).  These aspects include “(a) 

selection of a norm, (b) codification of form, (c) elaboration of function, and (d) acceptance by 

the community” (p. 421).   The latter aspect is the one, which causes the most problems for AAE 

in the education system, as the public is unwilling to accept the use of AAE in teaching speakers 

of it.  Wheeler (1999) discusses several studies cited by various researchers in such discussions, 

which show that using AAE in the classroom has helped AAE speakers become better speakers, 
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readers, and writers of SAE.   This includes the use of “dialect readers” using contrastive 

methods in teaching writing, and another system referred to as the “bidialectal approach” (pp. 

62–64).   According to Wheeler (1999), the “dialect readers” were part of a program identified as 

the “Bridge program” which was a series “published by Houghton Mifflin in 1977” (p. 62).   The 

purpose of these books and tapes was to provide material for AAE-speaking students in AAE 

based on “‘the traditional folklore of African-American culture’” (p. 62).    The following 

excerpt is an example of how SAE reading material and the dialect reader differ taken from Van 

Keulen, et al., (1998). 

  SAMPLE TEXT: STANDARD ENGLISH VERSION 
Alisha and Tamara are best friends.  Alisha is nine years old.  Tamara is nine too.  
Alisha is taller than Tamara.  Alisha lives near the school.  Tamara lives near the 
park.  Tamara likes to play baseball.  Alisha likes to play baseball too.  Yesterday 
Alisha and Tamara were at the park.  They were playing baseball.  They were 
having fun. 

 
  SAMPLE TEXT: AAE VERSION 

Alisha and Tamara best friends.  Alisha nine years old.  Tamara nine too.  Alisha 
taller than Tamara.  Alisha live close to the school.  Tamar live close to the park.  
Tamara like to play baseball.  Alisha like to play baseball too.  Yesterday Alisha 
and Tamara was at the park.  They was playin’ baseball.  They was havin’ fun.  
(p. 198). 

 
The utility of such readers was analyzed and showed that students who had used the readers were 

showing significantly more progress than the students who did not.  According to Wheeler 

(1999), reports by Simpkins and Simpkins (1981) showed that students using the readers 

progressed in reading abilities (in SAE) 4.6 months further than the students who did not use the 

readers (p. 63).   Due to the public’s discontent with the readers, however, Houghton Mifflin 

stopped publishing them.   In his article about bilingual education, Tucker (2003) discusses 

several inferences he made about the effectiveness of education for bilinguals.  One such 

conclusion is that “individuals most easily develop literacy skills” as well as “cognitive skills and 
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master content material . . . in a familiar language” (p. 466).  He also notes that following the 

cultivation of both “cognitive/academic language skills . . . and content-subject material” they 

will “transfer readily” (p. 466).   Other researchers in the field of second language acquisition 

(SLA) also note that when students are able to read in their first language they are more 

successful readers in the second language (Daniel, 2005), and that “prior knowledge of text-

related information strongly affects reading comprehension” (Grabe, 1991, p. 381).   Not only is 

the ability to read in the first language important, but the familiarity of content in the reading 

material also improves the likelihood that the reader will fully grasp the information. Wolfram 

(1970; See also Somervill, 1975) discusses several options for teaching reading to AAE speakers 

and seems to favor the incorporation of dialect readers over other methods such as (a) instructing 

students in the mechanics of SAE before teaching them how to read; (b) allowing students to 

read SAE books aloud in AAE; or (c) what he calls “neutralization of dialect differences” which 

essentially changes or avoids the features of SAE that do not occur in AAE (p. 19).   The 

importance of the dialect readers is the significant progress that AAE speakers made in reading 

SAE if they successfully mastered reading in their own dialect.   Those who supported the 

implementation of these readers generally did so for three reasons, according to Wolfram (1970) 

including: 

(1) that there is sufficient mismatch between the child’s system and standard 
English textbook to warrant distinct materials, (2) the psychological benefits from 
reading success will be stronger in the dialect than it might be if standard English 
materials were used, and (3) the success of vernacular teaching in bilingual 
situations recommends a similar principle for bidialectal situations (p. 26). 

 
As Wheeler (1999) briefly observed, the most significant problem with the use of these 

dialect readers was the public’s aversion to them.  Wolfram (1970) asserts “the codification of a 

nonstandard language system may be viewed as a threat to the social mobility of blacks in our 
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society” because not only do members of “the dominant class” but also members of the AAE-

speaking community object to any use of AAE in an educational setting (pp. 29–31).   Wolfram 

(1970) contends that these objections are in spite of the evidence that “vernacular reading 

materials have been reported to be successful as a bridge to literacy in the national language” (p. 

31).  Ogbu (1999) conducted a study in Lafayette, a predominantly African American 

neighborhood located near Oakland, California, to research the dichotomy of language attitudes 

that exists for the citizens. He found that the struggle children go through upon entering school is 

not simply due to the language differences, but also the problem with negative attitudes: in 

school from the teachers about the children’s home language, and at home from parents and 

other society members about their school language. 

Other methods that have shown an increase AAE speakers’ classroom performance 

included two different teaching methods.  The first was in Chicago where a teacher educated 

AAE-speaking students on the differences between AAE and SAE and his system proved useful 

when compared to the class where he used conventional teaching methods.  According to 

Rickford, cited in Wheeler (1999), the students who learned through the contrastive method  

“‘showed a 59% reduction in the use of Ebonics features in their SE writing’” and the group who 

learned through the conventional method “‘showed a slight INCREASE (8.5%)’” (p. 63).   The 

second case was of a teacher in Georgia who encouraged code-switching, and learning the 

appropriate times and places for the use of each dialect.  If a student used AAE, “the teacher 

prompts the student to ‘code-switch,’” a method that encourages the use of both dialects and 

teaches the pragmatics of using them (p. 64).   

Bohn (2003) made interesting observations in her exploration of unorthodox teaching 

methods used by one teacher over a two-year period.  The teacher, an African American woman, 
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used “rhetorical patterns of African American English” and exhibited “Standard English 

grammar and pronunciation” (p. 689).  The patterns included call and response, “rhythm and 

repetition,” signifying and testifying, and even code-switching (p. 696).  Call and response is 

traditionally used in the Black church, but is also a part of “black oral tradition” whereby a 

speaker encourages response from the listeners which indicates agreement or approval of what 

the speaker is saying (Smitherman, 2000, p. 64).  “Rhythm and repetition” is also important in 

AAE and can be used in most situations such as by a preacher, or in a narrative. The speaker uses 

“cadence, tone, and musical quality . . . and generally emphasiz[es] sound apart from sense” 

(Smitherman, 2000, p. 64).  Signifying, or signification is a “type of verbal playfulness, 

challenging the listeners to stay on their toes” and tends to include “teasing”  (Bohn, 2003, p. 

697).  One of the ways the teacher employed this technique was by giving “a logically 

unexpected and incorrect response that had to be challenged” (Bohn, 2003, p. 697).  Lastly, 

testifying is another method that this teacher used, which according to Smitherman (1977) is 

“giving verbal witness to the truth, efficacy and power of some experience” (p. 58, cited in Bohn, 

2003, p. 697).  Bohn (2003) described the teachers use of this device as a way to establish the 

students’ “rightful place in the group and to diminish his isolation” (p. 698).  Another aspect of 

the techniques used in this classroom is that the teacher allowed students to use AAE and never 

“directly [corrected] their speech patterns” but rather ‘rephrased the students’ statements in 

Standard English as an affirmation that she heard what her students were saying” (p. 690). What 

Bohn (2003) discovered was that the teacher’s methods “appear[ed] to have achieved a number 

of desirable educational effects” including, creating an environment where there was cultural 

comfort, validation and encouragement of “language development,” as well as response, interest 

and participation from all students (not just the African American students) in the class (p. 701).  
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This strategy seemed to be very effective in several ways for this class; however, one limitation 

might be that not all teachers would be able to employ the exact same methods, as did this 

teacher.  The woman Bohn (2003) observed was a member of the same community as many of 

her African American students and shared cultural understandings with them.  This is not always 

going to be the case in every classroom. 

One study conducted by Fogel and Ehri (2000) also supports the claim that the 

contrastive method of instruction is the most beneficial in helping students learn the grammar of 

SAE.   Fogel and Ehri (2000) discovered in their experiment that the best technique for AAE-

speaking students to learn SAE effectively was to incorporate a three-part system—these parts 

were called “exposure,” “strategies,” and “practice”—to produce the most successful outcome.   

Their hypothesis was that if students were given the opportunity to learn “how the SE features 

correspond to and differ from the BEV features” and to practice translating between the two 

varieties, their success in recognizing the differences would be greater (p. 215).  In the 

experiments, three groups were administered different methods of learning SAE, as mentioned 

above.   In the group receiving the “exposure” method, students were taught in SAE but never 

instructed in the specifics of its grammar or structure (pp. 215–216).  “Strategies” was the second 

method that was added to the “exposure” method for the second group.  Here, not only were 

students instructed in SAE, but specific structures of this variety were indicated to students so 

they had an idea of what to watch for when reading.   Fogel and Ehri focused their research on 

writing and specifically looked at the differences in syntax between the two varieties.  Structures 

of AAE that were especially pertinent to this research were “syntactic features.  .  .  because 

unlike phonological features, nonstandard syntactic forms tend to stand out” (p. 215).   The 
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features chosen included “six Standard English syntactic forms” including “possessive ‘–s,’” 

which results in the difference between sentences (1) and (2) (p. 215).   

(1) Mary’s apple  
(2) Mary apple  
 

Second is the difference in the use of “past tense ‘–ed’” (p. 215).   Other researchers argue that 

the absence of this morpheme occurs because of a phonological rule rather than a morphological 

rule; namely that in AAE, “the final member of the cluster [is] absent” (Fasold and Wolfram, 

2003 p. 61).   Since this “absence” of the –ed form occurs in writing, it was included in Fogel 

and Ehri’s (2000) study.   The example sentences offered to show this difference in their study 

are sentences (3) and (4) (p. 215).   

(3) Yesterday she played 
(4) Yesterday she play 

 
Next is the use of “third-person present-tense singular ‘–s’” (215).   In SAE, the verb forms for 

first person present tense singular and third person present tense singular vary in that the latter 

form includes the suffix –s.   In AAE, both forms are the same, which would result in a sentence 

such as (5) and (6) where (7) and (8) are the SAE forms of the same sentences (Green, 2003, p. 

228). 

(5) I eat 
(6) He eat 
(7) I eat 
(8) He eats 

 
Another feature that differs between AAE and SAE is the use of the plural form.  In SAE, 

typically nouns take the “plural ‘–s,’” suffix to indicate more than one (p. 215).  In AAE 

however, “plurality is generally realized by context” (Smitherman, 2000, p. 141).  Examples of 

how context allows an AAE speaker to realize plurality are found in sentences (9) through 

(11)—with the corresponding SAE sentence in parentheses (Smitherman, 2000, pp. 141–142). 
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(9)       Two captain (two captains) 
(10) A few cartoon (a few cartoons) 
(11) Two year (two years) 

 
The fifth structure that was examined in Fogel and Ehri (2000) was the difference between the 

AAE and SAE use of the “indefinite article” such as in sentences (12) and (13) (p. 215).   

According to the rules of SAE, an must be used instead of a if it precedes a word that begins 

with a vowel, which differs from the structure of AAE. 

(12) A orange 
(13) An orange 

 
The final syntactic structure Fogel and Ehri (2000) discuss is the difference in construction of 

“subject-verb agreement” (p. 218).   The differences presented here are basically the same as the 

differences noted in the use of third person present tense singular verb forms.   One example that 

does not relate is the verbal form of the third person past tense plural verb forms.   Sentence (14) 

exhibits the form for AAE while (15) shows how SAE forms differ (p. 232). 

(14) They was so full 
(15) They were so full 

 
The outcomes of the performance of the first two groups (exposure only and exposure plus 

strategies) had no significant differences.   It was the third group (exposure, strategies and 

practice) that showed the most success.  Here the students were administered all three methods 

listed above—“exposure,” “strategies,” and “practice,”—the latter of which allowed students 

time to practice the strategies they had learned, giving them time to learn the structural 

differences between SAE and AAE and have the opportunity to apply this knowledge when 

translating sentences between the two varieties.    

Another important study discusses standardized tests used to assess language abilities 

determine if there is a language or speech disorder.   Seymour, et al., (1999), speech-language 
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pathologists (SLPs) point out the necessity for educators to understand and consider AAE 

grammatical elements so that they can correctly diagnose learning disabilities in AAE speakers 

because “standardized tests for determining disability are based solely on SAE” (p. 74).    This 

does not mean that the student has a learning disability but rather that they may not be competent 

in Standard English.   They also argue the importance for SLPs to take these factors into 

consideration when administering language tests to AAE speakers.   Wolfram, et al., (1999) 

argue a similar point noting that “the key consideration in distinguishing between a language 

difference and a disorder is the language norm of the student’s own speech community” (p. 105).  

This is an important notion given that norm-referenced tests do not guarantee that AAE is part of 

the norm group to whom the test was standardized.  The study cited in the article, done at the 

University of Massachusetts, tested AAE speakers based on the grammatical rules of that dialect.   

The specific element discussed is the verb “to be” which is often deleted in AAE (Green, 2002; 

Smitherman, 2000; Martin & Wolfram, 1998; Baugh, 1983; Labov, 1972).   Where this verb is 

deleted, however, is governed by a rule and one stipulation is that “when it is preceded by a word 

ending in /t/” it must remain in the sentence.   Two appropriate AAE sentences are “He__ bad” 

and “It is bad” (76).   Only when is is deleted in the latter form should there be concern that the 

child has a possible disability.   

Several teaching techniques, and classroom materials, as well as variations of standardized tests 

have been researched to discover the most useful method of improving the quality of education 

for AAE-speaking students. Each method studied has taken into account the fundamental 

differences between AAE and SAE both grammatically and culturally, and has been created for 

the purpose of considering such factors previously ignored.  The present study seeks to consider 
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the possibilities, problems, and potential for future research and improvement of such methods 

that, at a later date, could be used and codified in the American education system.
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CHAPTER 2 
METHODOLOGY 

 
The first part of this section discusses the participants, who volunteered their time to be 

interviewed for the purposes of this study, their backgrounds, and areas of expertise.  The 

following section provides a description of the interview setting, and lastly is a description of 

specific tests that were examined for this analysis. 

 
Participants 

Data were collected through interviews with both educators and students who have 

personal experiences within these fields.  The participants included three professionals in the 

educational field and two students who are AAE speakers and who have been tested for learning 

disabilities at least once during their time in school and receive accommodations for such 

disabilities in college.  The identities of the participants will remain anonymous, as promised 

prior to the interview. However, their credentials and backgrounds will be discussed, as they are 

important to this investigation.   To maintain anonymity, alias names have been assigned to each 

participant for ease of discussion.   All three of the educators are white females and will be 

referred to as Lisa, Jane, and Karen.   Two of the educators work directly with college students 

with learning disabilities at a university.   Lisa has a Ph.D. in Educational Administration and has 

worked with students in either a community college or university setting for fifteen years.  Jane 

holds a Master’s in Education with a specialty in Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD).   She has 

worked as a Special Education teacher for ten years with grades six through twelve and has spent 

the last seventeen years working with various age groups of people with learning disabilities.  

Lastly, Karen has a PhD in Special Education.  She has taught as an adjunct professor and a full 

professor of education for a combined total of eight years.   She has also taught elementary-, 
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middle-, and high school-aged students with learning disabilities for eighteen years.   In addition 

to her teaching experiences, Karen has on various occasions administered different types of 

standardized tests to students suspected of having learning disabilities.  Each of these educators 

has a different background and a variety of experiences pertinent to the present study.   

The two student participants include one male and one female student at the University of 

Florida.   The alias names assigned to these students are Kevin and Marie respectively.  Both are 

twenty years old, and as of Spring 2007, have completed two years of their college educations.  

Kevin comes from Irving, Texas, just outside of Dallas.  He has been tested for learning 

disabilities twice: once as a young child and again upon his entrance to the University of Florida.  

Marie is from Columbus, Ohio, and has only been tested for learning disabilities once upon 

entrance to the university.   

Methods and Materials 

Interviews 

The five participants were asked a series of questions in an interview setting regarding 

the standardized IQ tests that are administered to assess learning abilities; about teaching 

methods in the classroom; and about ways to identify learning disabilities (Appendices A and B).    

Each participant was interviewed individually in a private setting with no other distractions.  Not 

all of the questions in the appendices were asked of each participant, as some did not pertain to 

every person.   The participants’ descriptions of their own experiences and the expertise of the 

educators will be discussed in the present study in an effort to more closely analyze the details of 

problems that arise for AAE speakers when being tested for learning disabilities, and in 

classroom settings.   
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Test Materials Analysis 

In addition to the interviews, two achievement tests and the corresponding examiner’s 

manuals were reviewed and analyzed to better grasp the content which researchers argue contain 

biases which hinder the results of AAE speakers.  The two tests are the Woodcock-Johnson III 

Tests of Achievement (WJ III ACH), and the Wechsler Individual Achievement Test, Second 

Edition (WIAT-II). Both of these tests measure the achievement of students in reading, writing, 

oral language, and mathematics. In addition to these four areas, the WJ III ACH also measures 

“academic knowledge” (Mather, & Woodcock, 2001, p. 11).  Also analyzed, was the examiner’s 

manual for the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals, Fourth Edition (CELF-4).  The 

analysis of each of the above-named tests and manuals served several purposes.  The first aim 

was to look for test items that could be culturally or linguistically biased against AAE speakers. 

The second purpose was to analyze the information about scoring procedures in the manuals to 

see if any guidelines were given for the consideration of dialect differences in test-taker 

responses. Lastly, the demographics of the norming group for the WIAT-II were examined since 

one problem [that has been discussed above, see pp. 11–14] is that standardized tests are normed 

for SAE.  
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CHAPTER 3 
ANALYSIS 

The first part of this chapter summarizes the information provided by each of the 

interviewees, both the educators and the students.  The second section details specific examples 

and discussion of the three standardized tests examined for this analysis. 

Interviews 

Educators 

 The educators interviewed for this study all seem to agree on one point: that AAE-

speaking students need more effective instruction to successfully master SAE.    When Karen 

learned that dialect readers were used at one time and that studies showed (Wheeler, 1999) that 

there was a significant increase in SAE reading progress for students who had used them, she 

was shocked to hear that, due to the public’s displeasure with them, dialect readers stopped being 

published and educators discontinued using them.   Jane, who has worked with students of all 

ages, concedes that if AAE speakers are to be “held to the same standards as SAE speakers, we 

need to teach them; we need to retrain them so they can fairly be held to the same standards.” 

She asserts that the purpose of educating people “is to have them be functional contributors to 

society” and to do so requires that all people have an equal foundation from which they learn.   

One problem, she points out, however, is that there is “no specific training for teachers” about 

the mechanics of AAE and in testing situations, the examiners are not supposed to consider 

dialectal variation but the consideration they give a student “may vary based on location of the 

school.”  If the school is located in an area where examiners have had a significant amount of 

exposure to AAE, they may score an answer given in AAE as correct instead of as a wrong 

answer, whereas an examiner who is unfamiliar with the variety may score the answer as 

incorrect.  Lisa mentioned that directly instructing students on the differences between AAE and 
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SAE “would be helpful if it’s done at an early age.”  The problem she observes with the students 

at the university level is that they did not receive this type of training and as a result fell behind 

in school.  When they arrive at the university they are “starting with the absolute basic remedial 

English which is ‘this is a noun, this is a verb’” and although these students will receive tutoring 

and accommodations during their college education, they use Ebonics because it is what they 

know. 

 Karen and Jane both elaborated on the stages of assessing children for learning abilities. 

Assessment of students’ abilities, achievement, and progress begins in the classroom where “an 

effective teacher continuously monitors and evaluates the students by observing behavior and 

evaluating their work (Witt et al., 1998, p. 19). Karen mentioned that “teachers are trained in 

what normal development stages are so they can spot when someone is struggling” and not 

meeting those normal milestones. Behavioral changes can be indicative to a teacher that a 

student might have LD. Karen and Jane outlined specific behavioral tendencies teachers would 

observe which might prompt a referral to special education assessment. These behaviors include 

students avoiding “academic tasks,” seeming “disinterested” or less enthusiastic about school 

and “not paying attention,” or beginning to withdraw.  This type of assessment is referred to as 

“observation-based assessment,” which can be done by the teacher (“direct assessment”) or by an 

examiner (“indirect assessment”) in a test setting (Witt et al., 1998, p. 138–139).  Other types of 

assessment that can occur in the classroom are “curriculum-based assessment” where a teacher 

measures students’ academic accomplishment, and “performance-based assessment,” which 

measures the students’ “knowledge or skills” based on their ability to formulate responses or 

“product[s]” for some specified task (Witt et al., 1998, pp. 121–122, 165).   
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Karen then further outlined the process through which students suspected of learning 

disabilities go. Following the teacher’s classroom assessment, a child is referred to a “Child 

Study Team” comprised of teachers, parents, and counselors.  During this six-week intervention 

period, the members of the team use various teaching methods, such as visual, auditory, and 

kinesthetic, that may differ from those used by the student’s regular teachers.  The purpose of 

this is to rule out the possibility that the child might just be a type of learner different from the 

style of teaching in the classroom.  Also during this period, hearing, vision, and sometimes 

speech and language tests are given to ascertain whether one of these might be causing 

interference for the child.  If during the six weeks of intervention, none of the other teaching 

methods is effective, and the student’s hearing and vision are normal, the student is then referred 

for educational testing.  

On the subject of the specific tests used to assess a child’s development and abilities, 

each educator gave varying information based on their areas of expertise. Karen discusses the 

tests used for assessment and the purpose of each after noting that there are a “battery of tests” 

administered to the student, not just one.  Achievement tests such as the WJ III ACH or the 

WIAT-II assess the math, reading, and writing skills and determine if the child can perform at an 

appropriate level for that age.  If the team thought that behavior was an issue, the examiner might 

administer a social and emotional test.  The IQ of the child is also assessed using tests such as the 

Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale, the WAIS or WISC-III, the WJ-R, or the WJ III COG.  These 

tests show the student’s potential and the level at which they are performing.  Processing tests 

are administered to evaluate the child’s visual and motor integration as well as the ability to 

retain and recall information.  Lastly, speech and language tests such as the CELF-4 or the PPVT 

might be administered if the child is suspected of having a disorder in one of these areas.  These 
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tests are not administered by educational psychologists but by speech and language pathologists.  

The speech portion of these tests assesses the child’s pronunciation while the language portion 

measures “receptive and expressive” abilities.   Karen was asked whether features of AAE—such 

as [mawf] instead of [mawΤ] (mouf and mouth respectively)—are used by a child in the speech 

portion of the test, would the responses be scored as incorrect and perhaps lead the examiner to 

conclude that the child has a disorder.   To this, she responded that there are a few factors to 

consider.  First is that all examiners differ, and despite the guidelines in the manual which give 

scoring procedures, examiners will still differ in scoring techniques.  Examiners will also differ 

in their knowledge of language varieties, such as AAE.  However, despite these things, if an 

examiner is familiar with the phonological rule in AAE that the /Τ/ becomes [f] in middle or 

final position of a word, then that examiner will also elicit words from the child where /Τ/ occurs 

in word initial position to learn whether the child has the ability to produce the sound.   

Each of the educators noted that all tests are administered to students in their native 

languages.   If Spanish-speaking students are suspected of having LD, the aforementioned 

battery of tests will be offered in Spanish.  If the child was struggling in school but showed no 

signs of LD on the Spanish tests, then the student will begin instruction in ESOL classes, not LD 

classes.   If the tests do indicate LD, the child will receive training in LD as well as ESOL.   The 

companies who create the standardized tests have trained professionals who are native speakers 

of the target language translate the tests.  Karen was unsure, however, whether the tests are 

directly translated from English or are equivalent to the English test but maintain cultural values 

and understandings of the learners’ primary language.   

Lisa and Jane have limited knowledge about the specifics of the tests as neither one 

administers them.  Instead, they see the evaluations submitted by the examiners, which they use 
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to create appropriate instructional methods for the students as well as ensure that students receive 

and take advantage of proper accommodations.  These accommodations may include, but are not 

limited to, extra time or unlimited time on tests, note takers, never being evaluated in a test 

situation for spelling, or the opportunity to tape record all classes.   Lisa’s experiences are 

specific to higher education.  At the university where she is currently employed, she noted as an 

example, that athletes who enter the university are first given a test called the Standard 

Achievement Test for Adults (SATA), which shows the students’ reading and vocabulary levels.  

Evaluating those scores in conjunction with the students’ SAT scores and high school grades, she 

and other educators can decide whether a student should be assessed for learning disabilities.  If 

they do suspect that a student has a learning disability, that student is sent to an educational 

psychologist for formal testing.  There are a battery of tests which assess “achievement, aptitude.  

.  .  processing speed” and other “aspects of a learning profile” including “auditory versus visual 

versus even kinesthetic” learning styles to most effectively gauge whether or not there is a 

disability and in what area.   As a learning specialist, Lisa then receives the evaluations and 

results of the students’ tests, which help her create the best instructional methods for that student 

in terms of tutoring, and what aspects of the students’ education will require the most attention.   

If nonnative English speakers enter the university and are suspected of having a LD, they are 

first assessed in their native language, then in English.   If the results from both tests indicate LD, 

the student is awarded accommodations from the university.   If the LD only occurs in English, 

the student receives no university-sponsored accommodations as lack of proficiency in English is 

thought to be the cause of such results.   

Students 

Kevin and Marie were both tested for learning disabilities when they entered the 

University of Florida.  These tests took place approximately two years ago, and each of them had 
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difficulty remembering specifics about their experiences.  The testing takes between six and 

eight hours, and as described by Lisa and Karen, consists of several different tests.   Instead, the 

students discussed their experiences in school starting as early as they could remember (which 

was sometime in elementary school) until the present time.   

Kevin remembered struggling as a young child with reading, and has struggled with math 

for much of his life.  In elementary school he was in a reading program that met after school to 

help him become a better reader.  He remembers that his parents read books to him as a young 

child and required that he read on his own as well, but he claims he never liked reading.   When 

discussing the diversity of teachers and students in the schools he attended, Kevin remembers 

that most of his teachers were white females and the student population seemed to be a fair 

mixture of white, black, and Mexican students.  He does not ever remember feeling 

uncomfortable with instructors or tutors who were white, “as long as they knew what they were 

talking about,” race was never a source of unease.  Regarding the standardized tests he has taken, 

Kevin did state that the questions and reading material were always in SAE and he did not think 

he ever responded in AAE when verbal answers were required of him.  This is a difficult 

assertion to measure, as often when people are asked about their own language use, they tend to 

misreport it (Shuy, 2003).   Kevin talked about his own language variety in comparison to others’ 

as well.  He feels that he rarely experiences times when he encounters misunderstandings in 

conversations with other AAE speakers or with SAE speakers.   

Marie’s experiences in school are not dissimilar to Kevin’s.  She remembered very little 

about the testing except that it took a really long time and the examiner was a white female.  She 

discussed her teachers throughout her years in school, stating that in elementary school most of 

her teachers were white but that in high school the distribution of black and white teachers was 
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equal and “maybe more black.”  She, like Kevin, is comfortable with any teacher regardless of 

race or sex, and remembers having teachers who were both female and male, and black and 

white with whom she could relate.  For Marie, the ability to relate to the teacher is important in 

her educational experience.  There are two tutors with whom Marie works very closely on a 

regular basis, especially with her writing.  She explained that perhaps because of their (the 

tutors’) past experiences, there does not seem to be many misunderstandings between them and 

Marie.    However, when she collaborates with other subject area tutors, who are typically 

undergraduate and graduate students at the university, there are more occasions when the tutor 

cannot understand her “when [she] use[s] a little slang.” 

What Marie found most interesting when she moved to Florida to attend college was the 

difficulty in conversing with other AAE speakers who come from southern states.  She noted that 

while most aspects of the language are similar, there are words that southern AAE speakers use 

that AAE speakers from Ohio do not use.  Although AAE is considered one dialectal variation of 

English, there are regional variations that occur within this variety as well.   

Test Materials 

WJ III ACH Tests and Examiner’s Manual 

 There are a total of twenty-two tests in the WJ III ACH that collaboratively measure the 

five areas discussed above. Some items in the first test, “letter-word identification,” do contain 

words that might be considered “mispronounced” according to the rules of SAE, such as they, 

there, must, against, and scientist ((Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001, pp. 1–33; Mather, & 

Woodcock, 2001a, p. 47).  The first two words would likely be pronounced by an AAE speaker 

as dey and dere respectively since the voiced “th” sound [Δ] becomes “d” in word initial 

position. The other three words all end in a consonant cluster [st], which in AAE is reduced to 

the first consonant of the cluster [s].  In the manual, under the scoring procedures for this test, 
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Mather, & Woodcock (2001) state that the examiner should “not penalize a subject for 

mispronunciations resulting from articulation errors, dialect variations, or regional speech 

patterns” (p. 47).  However, this would require that the examiner be familiar with all possible 

“mispronunciations” due to these factors (p. 47).  No such information about the specifics of 

dialect differences is provided in this manual, but it is possible that the examiner would consider 

them in the final interpretations of the test results.   

 Another test in the WJ III ACH is the “reading fluency” test, which requires the student 

to read sentences and decide whether the statement is true or not (Mather, & Woodcock, 2001, p. 

48).  For example, a sentence might read a dog has four legs and the student has to decide if the 

answer is yes or no. There were a few items of interest in this section, which are not directly 

related to bias against AAE speakers, but could be biased against any group of people.  Two 

statements were about sports: one asked about golf and another about tennis.  While these sports 

are both shown on television, it is not necessarily true that all people of all social and economic 

statuses would be familiar with them. The third item would be specifically biased against 

students who have lived in a rural or farming area their entire lives. The statement was “a 

neighbor is a person who lives very far away” (Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001b, p. 5).  

While the most “logical” answer is “no,” it might be true that children from a rural area only 

have neighbors who are not in close proximity to their home. Under the scoring guidelines for 

this section, no procedure is mentioned for consideration on specific answers. 

 For the “writing fluency test,” where the student writes sentences about a picture 

provided, the scoring guidelines are extensive, with examples in an appendix of possible answers 

and the points awarded for them.  In this appendix however, there are no AAE sentences 

provided as possible answers and under the scoring guidelines, Mather, & Woodcock (2001) 
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state that when “a word . . . critical to the sentence meaning is omitted, score the response as 

incorrect” (p. 53).  There is no indication whether an AAE sentence such as she home is 

considered incomplete because according to SAE rules is should be in the sentence. It is possible 

that if the examiner is aware of such dialect differences, consideration might be given for this 

answer, but there is no way to know for certain. 

 These are just a few selections from the WJ III ACH that show specific places where bias 

could occur. This list is by no means exhaustive, but it does show that perhaps more detailed 

information about dialect differences should be offered to the examiner to eliminate the 

possibility of misrepresenting the results of the students’ performance. 

WIAT-II Tests and Examiner’s Manual 

 In the manuals provided for the WIAT-II test, there is no specific mention of scoring 

procedures or considerations for dialect differences or any other language difference. The only 

discussion related to this is that “results . . . should never be interpreted in isolation but in 

combination with a thorough evaluation and review of the individual’s background, personality, 

current emotional functioning, and attention and motivation levels” (p. 6).   

 The WIAT-II does, however, provide a thorough description of the norming sample for 

these tests accounting for studies conducted “with special groups” to provide validity of the tests, 

but groups who speak languages other than SAE are not accounted for in this section (p. 126).  

The distributions of the various racial or ethnic groups were normed to emulate the “proportions 

of U.S. students in Grades PreK-12 or ages 4-10 years” (p. 87).  The percentage of African 

American students included in the various norming samples ranged from 9% to 17% and the 

percentages of white students ranged from 62.67% to 67.87% (pp. 89–98).  While these 

demographic percentages are representative of the American education system, and the 

examiner’s manual provides support of the validity and reliability of the tests, it seems 
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amazingly misbalanced that white students have an advantage in these tests because the majority 

of the students in the norm group are similar in linguistic and cultural backgrounds.  

CELF-4 Examiner’s Manual 

 The CELF-4 is a standardized test used to measure speech and language abilities. This 

test can only be administered by Speech and Language Pathologists (SLPs) to ensure that they 

have had proper training in this area.  The interesting information in this manual is the special 

attention that examiners are required to pay to dialect differences of the students they are testing. 

The manual states that the examiner “must record theses variations verbatim” and “[c]ount a 

variation as correct if it is appropriate given that student’s language background” (Selem, Wiig, 

& Secord, 2003, p. 12).  An appendix of dialectal differences between SAE and other varieties in 

the United States, such as Southern White English, Appalachian English, is provided so the 

examiner can determine if certain responses are in fact of the child’s dialect.  Selem, Wiig, & 

Secord (2003) advise that an examiner “must be familiar with [dialectal] variables to effectively 

determine which of a student’s responses can be attributed to variations that reflect dialectal 

differences . . . and which responses indicate deficits in his or her acquisition of language rules” 

(p. 305).  Included in the appendix is information about cultural differences that may influence 

the testing of a student, as well as specific dialect differences. The linguistic differences include 

the characteristics (as discussed in Ch. 1) of plurals, phonology differences, past tense, third 

person singular present tense, the zero copula and the habitual be, and many other AAE 

constructions (pp. 308–313).  This information provided the examiner is very important in 

effectively assessing a student’s abilities. One wants to discover whether a student has the ability 

to acquire the rules of a language, and not just find out whether the student is fluent in SAE. The 

appendix and specific instruction on dialect differences allows this in a CELF-4 testing situation.  
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Each of these tests provides useful information and insight into the reasons researchers 

suspect bias, and suggestions of ways to avoid such biases. CELF-4 does, however, give specific 

details on the exact dialect variations that could potentially lead to misinterpreted results by the 

examiner. The other tests, while they may caution against such bias, do not provide an outline 

about these differences. 
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CHAPTER 4 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 This chapter first provides a discussion of materials examined in this study, including 

past research as well as the data collected for this analysis. Second, there is an examination of the 

implications drawn from this analysis for areas of continued research, which were beyond the 

scope of the present study, and suggestions of ways to satisfy the needs of the American 

education system. 

Discussion 

 Despite decades of research, and the implementation of many different teaching and 

testing strategies, the fact remains that the percentage of AAE-speaking students in special 

education is disproportionate to the percentage of AAE-speaking students in U.S. schools (Hehir, 

quoted in Zuckerbrod, 2007).  Although, as discussed above, there are items on tests which 

present the potential for bias, of the many arguments about the possible opportunities for bias in 

standardized tests, the most interesting data are that of the demographics for the norm groups 

used for the WAIT-II.  White students being assessed for potential learning, speech, or language 

disabilities and disorders are at a great advantage when approximately 60% of the norming group 

shares a common linguistic and cultural background with them.  It would seem appropriate to 

norm these tests for various groups, such as African Americans, so that the tests consider 

linguistic and cultural factors of the test-takers in relation to the norm group.  If the goal, 

however, is to maintain a particular worldview and linguistic norm for all students in the 

American education system, then perhaps the teaching methods require modification so students 

of all linguistic, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds are properly prepared for the tasks required of 

them on such tests.  
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 The opinions and experiences of qualified educators serve as cautionary tales that more 

realistically depict the possible and the impossible when it comes to teaching methods in the 

classroom.  It seems heroic to read and write about a topic in education without experiencing the 

actual arduous task of performing in front of a classroom of thirty children all of whom come to 

school with different backgrounds, socioeconomic statuses, languages, and cultures.  Is it really 

feasible to conduct a session on language differences between varieties of English if sixty 

percent of the classroom is unfamiliar with a lesser-known variety such as AAE to begin with?  

But then this brings us back to the original problem: the percentage of students who experience 

this disadvantage because of teaching and testing methods in the American education system.   

Lisa and Jane, in their current positions, have an advantage in that they work with individuals or 

small groups of students. If the differences between AAE and SAE are causing a student to 

perform poorly in academics, Lisa and Jane are likely to have the time to work directly with 

them, contrasting the two varieties to aid the student in becoming a proficient user of SAE. 

Karen, on the other hand, spent much of her teaching career in a public classroom setting, where 

individual work with students might have been less practical.  Unless students receive individual 

instruction to learn strategies in recognizing the differences between SAE and AAE, they may 

never directly learn about it.  

 In my personal experiences as a tutor for students with LD, and as an instructor for a 

general education undergraduate humanities course, the possibilities (and impossibilities) of 

individual instruction became apparent. As a tutor, I worked with students in individual or small-

group settings where direct attention to the needs of each student was the purpose of the sessions. 

Many of the students with whom I worked were AAE speakers, and in these sessions we were 

able to discuss and evaluate the differences between AAE and SAE. The students were able to 
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use this knowledge to better prepare for classes, read and write with more ease, and learn SAE 

more effectively for academic purposes. In the general education classroom, containing a 

minimum of twenty-four students, such individualized instruction in the classroom was less 

feasible. Students were encouraged to meet with each other and with me outside the regular class 

period to further their understanding of the topics and academic writing, but rarely took 

advantage of such opportunities. LD students within these classes, as well as those I tutored, who 

were awarded accommodations through the university, rarely benefited from the modifications 

because it was a source of embarrassment for them.  

 If individual attention to students is not practical in the classroom, some other method 

must be considered to create an environment where all students have the opportunity to learn and 

grasp the same materials. Dialect readers showed improvement in the AAE readers’ abilities to 

read in SAE, while direct instruction of how AAE and SAE are both similar and different 

improved students’ writing.  Perhaps introducing these readers and this type of instruction early 

in the education of AAE speakers would greatly increase their abilities to read and write, which 

would in effect enhance their entire learning experience. 

Implications and Future Research 

In the educational system norms of development and behavior are set and all students 

who do not fall within the range of general developmental milestones are considered “abnormal” 

in some way.   While this in and of itself is not paradoxical, the standards by which such norms 

are set and the students whose performance is compared to those standards is inconsistent.   As 

mentioned above, the norming groups for tests, such as the WAIT-II, consist primarily of white 

students and so African American students taking these tests are unfairly disadvantaged by the 

expectations of their test performance. Educators, administrators, and politicians set forth a 

progression that should apply to all students in the American education system.   However, while 
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norms are decided, cultural and linguistic factors are not being considered.  For example, a child 

might be required to exhibit certain behaviors at various ages; yet, these behaviors might not be 

culturally normal for all children. There is a certain expectation that all students in this system—

even when they do not all come from the same background—will eventually have equal 

knowledge and understanding of a single cultural experience and language.  Perhaps it is not that 

educators and test administrators and creators need to modify the system to help students learn a 

single cultural worldview, but rather recognize the value of using a variety of cultural and 

linguistic materials and methods to train all students in a variety of cultures.  Research presented 

in the present study shows those second language learners who master the ability to read and 

learn materials in their native language can more successfully do so in the target language 

(Tucker, 2003).  Van Keulen, et al. (1998) advise that since AAE and SAE are closely related, 

SLA-type instruction might be too ambitious and perhaps harmful (p. 192).  However, the use of 

specific methods, which successfully teach AAE speakers the grammar and pragmatic usage of 

SAE, has proven highly effective by several researchers (Fogel & Ehri, 2000; Simpkins & 

Simpkins 1981, cited in Wheeler 1999; Bohn, 2003). 

Although Wheeler (1999) discusses several methods that have proven in the past to be 

effective in teaching AAE speakers to master more fully SAE, there are, however, several 

problems in implementing these teaching methods.  First is the lack of support from the general 

public (i.e. people who believe that AAE is a “broken” or “improper” form of English).  

Decisions in the education system are frequently made as a result of the pressure put on the 

system by the public.  This, for example, was the reason that educators ceased the use of dialect 

readers.  The second problem is that while educators are trained in basic notions of diversity and 

cultural differences, they are by no means well prepared to fully understand every culture 
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because they have not necessarily been a part of every culture.  Language structure, however, is 

one topic that, if explored in more detail when training educators about diversity of cultures, 

would help them teach differences between SAE and any other variety.  Understanding the 

basics of linguistics and differences in language use that are based on dialect variation—for 

example that [Τ] becomes [f] when in word final position in AAE—or even transfer from a first 

language, would be a useful tool for educators in the classroom whereby they would be able to 

more accurately evaluate students’ progress.  

 The debates about the best way to educate children are ongoing, and while new methods 

are sought out and applied, no one solution will fix every discrepancy in the system.   Quay 

(1971, 1972, 1974) researched whether or not changing the language of the Stanford-Binet IQ 

test from SAE to AAE would be sufficient to create a fair method for analyzing AAE speakers.   

Since these were direct translations from SAE, and no there was no indication that changes were 

made to account for cultural differences, it is difficult to posit whether this method could have 

been more useful.  While the issue of students appearing in special education classes who simply 

need help learning SAE is of major concern, avoiding misplacement would perhaps be a more 

suitable goal.  To create a system where students were not situated in an inappropriate 

environment would require different teaching methods and thus different training for educators.  

It is beyond the scope of the present analysis to assess how such methods might work.  However, 

one suggestion would be to reevaluate methods of teaching, which improve reading skills and 

language skills of an AAE speaker to then create the effect of not needing to change the tests’ 

language because the students will already be masters of SAE.   

 There are two key tasks at hand for educators, schools, and linguists. First is the need to 

implement, in the entire American education system, methods of instruction that will benefit the 
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AAE-speaking learner.   One approach might be to reintroduce dialect readers to enhance the 

reading and language capabilities of the student. The second task is to help those students who 

have fallen behind in their educational experience due to the system’s lack of attention to the 

students’ needs. Students of all ages for whom reading, language, and writing and other areas of 

school are a struggle because they lack the necessary basic proficiency in these areas require the 

attention of educators to “catch up” to the level at which they should perform. For example, there 

are college students who are remediated upon admission to the university so their skills can 

improve and correspond to those of their peers.  At the University of Florida remedial classes in 

reading, writing, and math are offered—all the core areas that are assessed on standardized tests.  

Limitations in the Present Study 

 The intended list of interviewees included a total of four students and four teachers.  The 

value of interviewing more participants would have been the ability to incorporate a broader 

range of experiences, especially student experiences, into the analysis.  The fourth educator 

considered for this study was an educational psychologist who administers standardized IQ and 

achievement tests to students suspected of having learning disabilities.  Several educational 

psychologists were contacted, yet, regrettably, none responded to the inquiries.  While Karen has 

had some experience in administering tests, it is not her field of expertise.   To account for a lack 

of direct professional information about the various aspects of standardized tests, three tests were 

examined and analyzed for discussion purposes in the present analysis.  However, the length and 

complexity of the tests as well as a lack of expertise by the researcher in the area of standardized 

tests and administration is a disadvantage in the analysis of them. As such, only a few items 

could be discussed with regard to test bias.  
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Conclusions 

African American English is a linguistic system governed by logical grammatical rules and 

rich in cultural influences and traditions and specific worldviews that inspire the social 

interactions and understandings of its speakers (Bohn, 2003; Smitherman, 2000, 1998a, 1998b, 

1974).   The conventions of AAE consist of both similarities to and differences from Standard 

American English, the variety that the United States school system expects all students to know 

and use in educational settings and in other settings such as the workplace.  The differences 

between the two varieties are great enough to warrant a modification in the way SAE is taught in 

schools and used in standardized tests to assess a child’s learning abilities.  

The present study provides analyses of the arguments for and against adopting new 

instructional methods and considering revisions to standardized tests for AAE speakers.  A 

significantly larger corpus of research in both areas is available, yet was beyond the scope of this 

research project.  The American public education system relies deeply on standardized tests to 

assess students’ academic and developmental abilities, progress, and potential.  Yet, it fails to 

modernize these materials, or the teaching methods in schools according to the contemporary 

student populations. While efforts are being made by the United States government to lessen the 

numbers of students misplaced in special education, much work is still needed.  AAE-speaking 

students suffer many consequences of the system’s failure including lower reading levels and 

increased enrollment in special education.  The crucial challenge that educators, schools, and 

linguists face is convincing a disinclined public to accept AAE as a systematic linguistic variety 

and encouraging them to approve of modified teaching methods such as dialect readers and/or 

contrastive instruction. 
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The present study provides analyses of the arguments for and against adopting new 

instructional methods and considering revisions to standardized tests for AAE speakers.  A 

significantly larger corpus of research in both areas is available, yet was beyond the scope of this 

research project.  The American public education system relies deeply on standardized tests to 

assess students’ academic and developmental abilities, progress, and potential.  Yet, it fails to 

modernize these materials, or the teaching methods in schools according to the fluctuating 

student populations. While efforts are being made by the United States government to lessen the 

numbers of students misplaced in special education, much work is still needed.  AAE speaking 

students suffer many consequences of the system’s failure including lower reading levels and 

increased enrollment in special education.  The crucial challenge that educators, schools, and 

linguists face is convincing a disinclined public to accept AAE as a systematic linguistic variety 

and encouraging them to approve of modified teaching methods such as dialect readers or 

contrastive instruction. 
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APPENDIX A 
QUESTIONS FOR EDUCATORS 

1. What method of assessment do you find most useful in determining whether a student has 
a learning disability or a language or speech disorder? 

 
2. Does this method have a specific section that examines the student’s language abilities? 

 
3. Are tests available in languages other than English? If so, which languages? 

 
4. Is a student’s variation in language use (that deviates from Standard American English) 

considered when she is being tested? 
 

5. Is language ability evaluated prior to any other testing? 
 

6. What specific linguistic features are examined when determining whether a student has a 
learning disability? 

 
7. How do language-specific standardized tests such as the PPVT-R fit in to the overall 

evaluation of the student, and other standardized test used? 
 

8. What might a teacher notice that alerts her to the need for testing for learning disabilities? 
 

9. What specific factors are considered when examining the results of these tests related to 
language/dialect variation? 

 
10. Have students ever employed code switching while responding to questions?  

a. Were those response taken into consideration?  
b. How were those responses scored? 

 
11. If a student’s test results showed that she fully grasps the rules of her linguistic system, 

even if these rules are not the same as those of Standard American English grammar, 
what steps are taken to ensure the proper accommodations? 

 
12. Do any of the standardized tests incorporate a storytelling section?  

 
13. If yes, what ‘norms’ are used to score such sections? 

 
14. Are cultural, ethnic, and personal experiences considered?
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APPENDIX B 
QUESTIONS FOR STUDENTS 

1. How many times in your life have you been tested for learning disabilities?  
 
2. How old were you when you were evaluated? 

 
3. What is the earliest memory you have of being in school? 

 
4. Please describe this experience including the city and state where the school was located, 

the setting of the classroom, the teacher, and the other students.   
 

5. Were there any major differences between you and other students that made this 
experience easier or more difficult? 

 
6. Who evaluated you when you were tested for learning disabilities?  

 
7. Would you have been more comfortable if a different person had been administering the 

test? 
 

8. What specifically were you tested on? 
 

9. Do you remember any sections being more difficult than others? 
 

10. During the test, was it obvious that any part was specifically evaluating your language 
abilities? 

 
11. If yes, how did you react to the questions? 

 
12. Were these questions in “school English” or Ebonics? 

 
13. Were your responses in “school English” or Ebonics? 

 
14. What conclusions about your learning abilities did the examiner make?  

 
15. Were you awarded any type of accommodations?
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