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BLACK DIALECT AND THE FRESHMAN WRITER

The integration and open admissions policies of the late sixties and early
seventies introduced classroom conflicts, as evidenced by the professional
literature of that period, that few educators had anticipated and that even
fewer were prepared to confront. One problem was, as one college teacher
suggested, the Black-English-speaking student’s seemingly insurmountable
difficulty in reading and writing."! In retrospect, however, the literature of
that period reveals an additional (and still existent) problem—the fresh-
man English instructor’s "seemingly insurmountable difficulty” in discern-
ing the true nature of these students’ writing—his or her inability to look
objectively at the texts of writers whose oral patterns include syntactical
and morphological features that differ radically and systematically from
those of the standard written dialect. And this inability to initiate the
requisite linguistic analysis, coupled with the failure to acknowledge and
eradicate attitudes that circumvent such analysis, led to three misguided
approaches to teaching writing to students speaking a nonstandard Black
dialect.

The first approach was motivated, apparently, by misunderstanding of
the findings of such linguists as William Stewart, William Labov, and oth-
ers, who undertook the serious study of Black English as a language sys-
tem. Ironically, considering its origins, it might be called the divergence
avoidance approach. It hinges on the belief that Black college students,
either in or out of the academic setting, need not—or, in the more
extreme view, should not—adhere to the forms and structures of standard
American English (i.e., James Sledd’s language of "white supremacy"?).
This approach rests on the belief that the nonstandard code that obviously
serves so adequately its oral function will also suffice in situations requir-
ing written discourse.

The apparent logic of such well-intentioned, inherently democratic pro-
posals rarely survives, however, the transition from concept to classroom.
Instructors find themselves, curiously enough, both forced to ignore, in
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