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Dispositions Toward Literacy: Constructs of Teacher Knowledge
and the Ann Arbor Black English Case

So here’s our hypothesis: what students learn about writing depends more than
anything else on the context in which they write....And if the linguists are right
that the social context is the driving force behind literacy acquisition, then the
social context of your English/language-arts classroom is the most powerful and
important variable you can experiment with. More important than what textbook
or speller or dictionary to use; more important than what kinds of assignments to
give; more important than how to set up cumulative writing folders; more
important than the criteria by which you assign kids to peer response groups;
more important than ‘teaching Grave’ versus teaching Calkins or Hillocks. More
important than anything.

--Steven Zemelman and Harvey Daniels (50-1)

Because composition as a field has been organized in terms of the classroom, the
production, transmission, and assimilation of teacher knowledge continues to be a significant
theoretical and practical concern. As John Schilb has recently pointed out, though many writing
instructors attempt to separate pedagogy from theory, the “field identifies itself with pedagogy”
(Between 30). In developing its discussion of pedagogical theory (as distinct from rhetorical
theory), scholarship in composition studies has generated what we call constructs of teacher
knowledge. In this essay we address competing constructs of teacher knowledge, analyzing
them from a perspective which takes racially informed language attitudes and their effects on
teaching and learning in culturally diverse classrooms as its central concern. In developing this
analysis, our point of departure is the 1979 Ann Arbor “Black English” court case. This case
focused on the language barriers created by teachers’ unconscious negative attitudes toward
students’ use of African American English and the negative effect these attitudes had on student
learning.

In our reading, the Ann Arbor case is significant for composition studies for two reasons.
First, it stands as a legal intervention into the educational process, disrupting business as usual
by holding the school system responsible for the educational under-achievement of Black
students. It associated low educational achievement not with shortcomings within learners, but
with inadequate, ineffective curricular and pedagogical routines. Second, in the Ann Arbor case
the court held the school district and teachers responsible for rethinking pedagogy and
curriculum in light of extant information about African American English. In so doing, it raised
then and continues now to pose the question of how educators accomplish the necessary but
complicated task of assimilating new knowledge about race and language and translating that
knowledge into classroom practice. We believe that similar barriers as those identified in Ann
Arbor affect teaching and learning in many secondary-level and college writing classrooms.



Similarly, the complex issues surrounding teacher education and changing teachers’ attitudes and
behaviors in the classroom remain to be explored in the scholarly dialogue of our field.

We begin here with a summary of the Ann Arbor case, highlighting its focus on teacher
attitudes and the consequent issue of teacher knowledge and practice. Next, we argue that three
distinct constructs of teacher knowledge are evident in writing studies today, each of which is
differentially linked to the issue of race reflected in language attitudes raised in the Ann Arbor
case. We conclude with some implications for composition as a field, arguing in particular that
pedagogical theory in composition needs to more adequately address questions of language
diversity and race in relation to affect or “climate” in the writing classroom.

BACKGROUND: THE COURT DECISION

In 1979, a Federal District Court handed down a decision in favor of 11 African
American children, residents of a scatter-site low-income housing project in Ann Arbor,
Michigan, and students at Martin Luther King, Jr., Elementary School, holding the Ann Arbor
School District Board responsible for failing to adequately prepare the King School teachers to
teach children whose home language is African American English. The case drew national and
international attention to the role of language variation in the education of Black children.
Stating that a major goal of a school system is to teach reading, writing, speaking and
understanding standard English (Memorandum 1391), Judge Charles Joiner wrote that “when
teachers fail to take into account the home language” (1380) of their students, ""some children
will turn off and not learn” (1381). Challenging a pedagogical ethos grounded in the
presumption of universalities, Judge Joiner observed that the teachers involved in the case all
testified that they treated the plaintiff students just as they treated other students. However, in so
doing they may have created a barrier to learning (1379). In the Ann Arbor case, the Court ruled
that the teachers' unconscious but evident attitudes toward the African American English used by
the plaintiff children constituted a language barrier that impeded the students' educational
progress (1381).

Like the recent Oakland School Board resolution on Ebonics, the Ann Arbor case stirred
controversy. As in Oakland, the controversy was in part a result of inaccurate reporting in the
media, some of which represented the Court as requiring teachers to teach African American
English (Smitherman “King”). However, outside of the public furor and of much more
substantive import, in ordering the defendant school board to invest time and money in a staff
development program for King School teachers, the Court in the Ann Arbor case disrupted the
institutional status quo by holding the school district accountable for the inadequate educational
progress of the Black children involved. From this perspective, the Ann Arbor case can be
viewed as a turning point in the history of educational justice for African American children, and
the Court’s Memorandum Opinion and Order signals this recognition:

The problem posed by this case is one which the evidence indicates has been compounded by
efforts on the part of society to fully integrate blacks into the mainstream of society by relying
solely on simplistic devices such as scatter housing and busing of students. Full integration and
equal opportunity require much more and one of the matters requiring more attention is the
teaching of the young blacks to read standard English. (1381)

As much as the Court’s decision can be viewed as an answer to a cry for judicial help in opening
the doors to the establishment (1373), it must also be recognized that the overriding theme of the
Court’s ruling was to uphold existing linguistic, educational, and social arrangements. Many



educators have viewed the Ann Arbor decision as a step forward on the same road leading from
the Brown v. Topeka decision in 1954. Keith Gilyard, for example, calls the Ann Arbor decision
a precedent-setting case which ought to have an officially established place within the
educational environment (10). But while it is important to note such celebrating of the Ann
Arbor case, it is also important to note that the elements of the decision which directly address
language barriers and African American English have yet to be cited as a precedent in other
cases aimed at school policy. Furthermore, the Court’s final Memorandum Opinion and Order
explicitly and unequivocally positions African American English in a subordinate relationship to
the mainstream:

Black English is not a language used by the mainstream of society--black or white. It is not an
acceptable method of communication in the educational world, in the commercial community, in
the community of the arts and science, or among professionals. (1378)

The Michigan Legal Services attorneys who mounted the case for the plaintiff children in
Ann Arbor drew on the testimony of experts in sociolinguistics and education in order to
establish two key propositions: that African American English is a rule-governed language
system, that is, an Africanized form of English (Smitherman Talkin); and that the teachers’
failure to recognize this linguistic fact led to negative attitudes toward the children who spoke it;
in effect, their attitudes constituted a language barrier impeding students’ educational progress.
Establishing the first proposition, the expert testimony addressed the second by asserting that,
communicative interference can derive from either structural mismatches among dialects or from
“nonstructural phenomena.” Nonstructural interference phenomena refers to differing attitudes
and conflicting values about speech systems and the individuals who use them. Experts testified
that negative linguistic attitudes shape the institutional policies and practices that hindered the
education of African American English speaking children. Then as now, research on language
attitudes consistently indicates that teachers believe African American English speaking children
are “nonverbal” and possess limited vocabularies. Speakers of African American English are
often perceived to be slow learners or uneducable; their speech is often considered to be
unsystematic and in need of constant correction and improvement.

In the Ann Arbor case, the Court identified teachers’ language attitudes as a significant
impediment to children’s learning. Because the children failed to develop reading skills (1380),
they were thereby impeded from full participation in the educational program at King School.
The Court enumerated multiple potential causes (absences from class, classroom misbehavior,
learning disabilities, and emotional impairment and lack of reading role models [1391]), but
focused on one: Research indicates that the black dialect or vernacular used at home by black
students in general makes it more difficult for such children to read because teachers’
unconscious but evident attitudes toward the home language causes a psychological barrier to
learning by the student (1381). The Court called for the Ann Arbor School District Board to
develop a program (1) to help the teachers understand the problem, (2) to provide them with
knowledge about the children’s use of African American English, and (3) to suggest ways and
means of using that knowledge in teaching the students to read (1381). In a court-ordered, 20
hour inservice program for the King School teachers, experts in reading and sociolinguistics
furnished teachers with information on these topics. In spite of the wealth of information
delivered to teachers, however, the school district’s report of the results of this inservice program
concludes that though teacher respondents “felt positively about all substantive issues, they were
somewhat less positive about their understanding of the pedagogical issues” (Howard 17).



The nonstructural barriers resulting from negative attitudes were the focus of the Ann
Arbor case, and they remain to challenge successful practice and our students' educational
progress today. Survey results reported by Balester suggest that this was as true in 1992 as it
was in 1979, the year of the Ann Arbor trial, or in the late 60s when scholarship in applied
linguistics first took direct aim at many teachers’ traditional, prescriptivist orientations. In 1994,
Bowie and Bond found that teachers still continue to exhibit negative attitudes toward African
American English, often stating that African American English has a faulty grammar system and
that children who speak African American English are less capable than children who speak
standard English.

CONSTRUCTS OF TEACHER KNOWLEDGE

It is clear that the outcome of the Ann Arbor case left many questions unanswered,
including the most pressing question of how teachers are to respond to the linguistic and cultural
diversity of their students. At the heart of the Ann Arbor decision was the recognition of the
need for teachers to become sensitive to students’ uses of African American English, to move
into a way of being in the classroom which is responsive to and informed by recognition of racial
and linguistic difference. However, the unresolved “pedagogical issues” reflected in the King
School teachers’ responses to their inservice program remain at the center of our reading of the
Ann Arbor case in relation to composition studies. How do teachers know what to do in the
classroom? How do teachers learn and transform new knowledge into classroom practice? We
argue that three competing constructs of teacher-knowledge offer divergent ways of talking
about these questions. The three constructs we wish to describe are the teacher as technician,
teacher knowledge as lore, and teacher efficacy. We distinguish these constructs from one
another in terms of their approaches to the underlying issue of racially informed language
attitudes: How do they situate teachers in relation to confronting race as an element in classroom
climate? How do they bring to the surface for teachers the awareness of unconscious negative
language attitudes? How do they dispose teachers to be able to reflect on and move forward into
alternative classroom practices?

Teacher As Technician

The teacher as technician is clearly the operative construct evident in the Ann Arbor case.
This construct was a necessary feature of the “objectivist rhetoric” which made up the expert
testimony in the trial, which was the dominant rhetoric in the Court’s Memorandum Opinion and
Order, and which continues to be the undergirding rhetoric of current scholarship on African
American English in sociolinguistics, education, and literacy studies. Cy Knoblauch has
identified *“objectivist rhetoric” as empirical discourse which portrays knowledge as derived
from unbiased observation and rigorous argumentative procedure (130). Because of this, the
objectivist paradigm has served as a corrective to superstitions, emotional excesses, and
prejudices (130). The Ann Arbor case demonstrates just this corrective potential.

One feature of objectivist rhetoric is its organization of knowledge in linear, cause-and-
effect terms. A second feature, evident in the discourse of the case, is the trope of application.
The Court acknowledged the necessary contributions of the King School teachers’ “skill and
empathy” (1391) to classroom success. But the chief significance of the trial lies in the way in
which it focused on the need for teachers to apply in practice the findings of modern



sociolinguistic scholarship. The process and outcome of the case reflects a technical construct of
teacher knowledge in that it subordinates teachers’ own reflective resources (“skill and
empathy”) to disciplinary (sociolinguistic) expertise. The case inscribes teachers as needy
recipients of already-formed information which would, it was presumed, ameliorate their
attitudes and which would (somehow) be translated into new, more effective teaching strategies.

The Final Report of the results of the Ann Arbor inservice program stated that a great
deal of information was available regarding such topics as the history and structure of African
American English and the effect of teacher attitudes on student learning. But there was evidently
little if any attention given at the time to the process of applying this knowledge in practice. Its
application was apparently presumed to be automatic. Thomas Pietras, the Language Arts
Coordinator for the Ann Arbor School District at the time of the King School trial, wrote that
disseminating information to teachers about African American English “assumes that teacher
knowledge will result in success in language arts” for speakers of African American English
(59), but the results of the questionnaire that teachers filled out subsequent to the inservice speak
to the disconnection between knowledge and application. The Final Report distinguishes
“substantive” issues from “pedagogical” issues, and the content of the inservice program itself
virtually ignored questions of pedagogy, assuming perhaps that providing teachers with
knowledge would lead by itself to improved student performance. How that improved student
performance was (or is) to be achieved was never addressed; the teacher-as-technician construct
doesn’t ask that question, because it tends to by-pass altogether the responsive decision-making
that teachers must engage in.

The objectivist rhetoric exemplified in the Ann Arbor case in the testimony of experts
served to move the Court to intervene in an ingrained, discriminatory institutional practice at
King School. When William Labov, one of the leading expert witnesses to testify in Ann Arbor,
wrote about the case saying that “Negative attitudes can be changed by providing people with
scientific evidence,” (32) he expressed perfectly the objectivist view in which science serves as a
corrective to prejudice. It also reflects a view of teachers as technicians and of pedagogy as the
transparent process of translating “substantive” information in the classroom. Unfortunately, as
the King School teachers’ own evaluation of their training session indicates, introducing
sociolinguistic information seems not to have led them to recognize avenues toward more
effective classroom practice. Describing the limitations of objectivist rhetoric and the construct
of teacher-as-technician we argue it entails, Knoblauch suggests that educators may speak of
*advances” in “our knowledge of the processes of human learning, including the development of
literacy,” (130) and may thereby evince “a willingness to ground instruction in what we can
observe about those processes” (130). However, Knoblauch goes on, “teachers and researchers
accept the least advantageous assumptions of a positivist outlook...when they encourage [for
example] the new knowledge of linguistics...to dictate instructional and learning agendas” (131).
The practical (non-)consequences of this acceptance of a “positivist outlook™ are evident in the
King School teachers’ responses. As much as they may have wished for it to be so, they seemed
to recognize no clear way in which linguistic or sociolinguistic knowledge could “dictate”
teaching and learning processes.

Teacher Knowledge as Lore

Such an impasse is perhaps what composition theorists who talk about teacher knowledge
as lore might have predicted. Lore is a postmodern, “postdisciplinary” construct that rejects



objectivist, linear, cause-and-effect discourse in favor of complex, multifaceted and
improvisational ways of understanding pedagogical interactions to explain how teachers know
what to do.

We identify postdisciplinary views of teacher-knowledge as lore with work which has
emerged in composition in the last ten years--subsequent, that is, to the Ann Arbor case.
Variously formulated by scholars ranging from Steven North to Louise Wetherbee Phelps and
Patricia Harkin, this work has complicated the idea of disciplinary knowledge governing a
teacher’s practice in the classroom. In Harkin’s formulation, lore is identified with teachers’
informed intuitions about what works in the classroom. At the center of her discussion is the
example of Mina Shaughnessy’s Errors and Expectations. Harkin identifies Shaughnessy’s
book as exemplary of lore, and goes on to illustrate the disciplinary critique of lore by reference
to critiques of Shaughnessy’s work. Harkin writes that critics of teacher knowledge as lore see a
danger in teachers who “are willfully ignorant of disciplinary knowledge,” and who
think they should be free...to ignore [for example] modern linguistic scholarship, free to invent
their own programs as they go along...free to ignore evidence or theory, free to rely on their own
insight, free, that is, to ignore facts. (130)

Harkin’s reply is to turn aside the ethical implications (teachers ignore facts) and to
deconstruct the idea of “facts” in itself: “Facts are only facts in the discipline which constitutes
them,” (130) she asserts. Going on, she argues that because the complex scene of teaching
cannot be reduced to the linear causality which disciplinary knowledge demands, teachers cannot
be expected to obey disciplinary imperatives. Lore, with its improvisational logic, is the more
appropriate interpretive framework with which to think about teaching, to think about how we
know what to do in the classroom. The construct of teacher knowledge as lore thus turns us in
the right direction as it asks directly about the process of discovery, application, and
transformation of teacher knowledge in the classroom. Privileging teachers’ direct experiences
and reflective practice, lore draws our attention to the moment-to-moment process of observing,
interpreting, and decision making that is characteristic of engaged teaching.

However, what the construct of teacher knowledge as lore works to resist--the apparent
necessity for teachers to attune their practice to, for example, modern linguistic scholarship--lies
at the heart of the Ann Arbor case and the intervention it represented into a discriminatory status
quo. One unintended effect, then, of the construct of lore, of relying on teachers’ informed
intuitions, is to displace a direct confrontation with race as it may be manifested in students’
strategic uses of African American English. In its effort to disrupt the disciplinary encroachment
of, for example, sociolinguistics (we find Harkin’s selection of “linguistics” as evidence quite
telling), “postdisciplinary” theory substitutes for one problematic construct, the teacher as
technician, an equally problematic construct of teacher knowledge as lore produced through “a
process of informed intuition” when “practitioners do what works” (Harkin 134). In Ann Arbor,
it took two years of legal action to force the school district to acknowledge that whatever its
teachers’ intuitions were, what was supposed to be working didn’t work for a significant number
of African American children. The case highlighted facts about language variation, race,
language attitudes, and school performance which teachers ultimately were not free to ignore.
One effect of the postmodern construct of lore might thus be to undermine the strategic uses to
which the objectivist discourses of the social sciences have been put. Since Brown v. Topeka,
these discourses have been a chief weapon in the fight for educational justice for African
American students. The familiar antifoundationalist critique that denies truth as a transcendent
category would also, in the context of race, language, and education, deny access to the court of



last appeal against racism in the quest for civil rights and educational equity. It is interesting to
imagine but difficult to see how a postdisciplinary perspective might have carried the day in the
Ann Arbor case.

The Ann Arbor case thus reveals possibilities and limitations of lore. We remain
skeptical of the unintended effects of the antifoundationalism upon which it is premised since
this seems to rule out “appeals to truth, objectivity, ethics, and identity that social critics have
traditionally made” (Schilb “Cultural” 174). In terms of the issues of race and literacy
highlighted by the Ann Arbor case and at play in composition classrooms today,
postdisciplinarity and lore remain susceptible to such criticisms and thus deserve to be carefully
re-examined for the ways they do or do not make available for consideration the factors of race
and racism. Whereas scholars in other fields draw on postmodern theory to make race a
prominent element in their analyses of cultural transactions (e.g., Cornel West, Patricia
Williams), in many of composition’s important discussions of postmodern theory, race is hardly
mentioned. This is surely a striking oversight. What we are most concerned with, however, is to
find ways to raise teachers’ awareness of their own processes of pedagogical discovery and
change, to help teachers recognize what their own habits of reflection make accessible to them,
and what these habits of mind may leave out. The construct of lore moves us a long way toward
the goal of seeing teachers’ own reflective practice as the nexus of pedagogical theory. Our
concern is that this construct does not put enough pressure on the question of “what works,”
thereby pushing teachers to confront the limitations of their practice--especially when for the
majority of students everything seems to be running along smoothly, as was the case in Ann
Arbor, where most of the students at King School were doing very well. In reference to issues of
race which are raised in writing classes when students speak or draw on African American
English in their writing, we see a need for teachers to avail themselves of facts which may seem
external or peripheral to their experience of the classroom, but which may carry significance for
some students. When lore does not confront practitioners with their own language biases, it
works against change.

Teacher Efficacy

The third construct of teacher knowledge we wish to consider is teacher efficacy. It differs in
one significant way from each of the first two constructs in so far as it draws attention to affect
as an essential--perhaps the essential--component in teaching practice. Neither the teacher-as-
technician nor teacher knowledge as lore constructs mention affect, yet, following the lead of
Zemelman and Daniels whose words open this article, we see affect in the classroom as the most
important variable teachers can experiment with.1 This was what the Ann Arbor case was really
about: the psychological barriers to learning, what causes some students to “dis-identify” with
school (Steele). Teacher efficacy as a construct of teacher knowledge places affect at the center
and in so doing opens up and addresses questions of motivation and stance which are prior to
and underlie curricular designs or pedagogical technique. When we speak of affect here, we
refer to the emotional tone of classroom interactions. With reference to the Ann Arbor case, in
so far as language variation is a factor in educational achievement, language as the medium of
instruction is what counts. What is most relevant about Ann Arbor was how it drew attention to
language as the medium of instruction and the interference generated in that medium by
teachers’ unconscious negative responses to their students’ own language.



Defining affect in terms of “teachers’ expectations, their empathy, and their own sense of
self-efficacy” (370), Susan McLeod reminds us of the research which demonstrates the variable
influence (positive or negative) of teacher affect on students’ motivations for learning. Teacher
efficacy refers to a teacher’s beliefs about the power she/he has to produce a positive effect on
students. McLeod points out that a teacher’s emotional state or disposition forms one source of
this sense of self-efficacy. Another source, and the most influential, are “the cultural beliefs that
go to make up the macrosystem of American education,” beliefs which inform teachers’ common
sense assumptions including “conceptions of the learner and the teacher and the role of
education” (379). McLeod and others have shown that many variables contribute to teacher
efficacy, including prior experience in multicultural settings, available resources, and teachers’
visions of themselves as agents of social change. Teachers with high personal teaching efficacy
believe that all students can be motivated and that it is their responsibility to explore with
students the tasks that will hold their attention in the learning process (Pang and Sablan 6).
Valarie Pang and Velma Sablan propose that teacher efficacy is an especially important
construct in the context of multicultural classrooms, and that teachers and teacher educators need
to seriously examine what they believe about their ability to teach children from various cultural
and linguistic backgrounds, particularly African American students. Pang and Sablan note that
“when the overwhelming majority of the teaching force in this country is not from under-
represented groups, the need to look at teacher misconceptions of African American culture,
customs, history, and values is essential” (16).

Until the lawsuit, institutional custom invited the Ann Arbor School District to explain
away African American student failure by attributing it to short-comings in students rather than
to shortcomings in the educational system or to the teachers’ own lack of “skills or knowledge to
help low achievers” (McLeod 380). Subsequent to the inservice program ordered by the Court,
the King School teachers reflected low efficacy, that is, little confidence in their ability to adapt
pedagogy to the various strengths and needs of AAE-speaking students. Applied to the teaching
of literacy that goes on in college writing courses, the question becomes, how do teachers
become aware of unconscious negative attitudes (or even the dimly felt sense of unease resulting
from lack of experience) they may bring with them to the learning environment? And, what
steps can teachers take to communicate their sense of efficacy and high expectations to culturally
diverse students?

Among the three constructs of teacher knowledge considered here, only the construct of
teacher efficacy, grounded as it is in the consideration of affect in the classroom, makes these
questions of felt sense, of emotional response, available for reflection. The Ann Arbor case
focused on the language barrier which resulted from teachers’ negative attitudes toward African
American English. Racism--unconscious and institutional--was the clear subtext in the trial.
Arthur Spears describes the problematic relationships among race, language variety, and school
achievement. Citing dialect differences in other countries, Spears notes
Greater language differences are overcome elsewhere. Why can't they be overcome in American
schools? The answer that comes through in a number of studies of the issue is that the real
problems are attitudinal and social. All these problems can be related to the general problem of
institutional racism...low teacher expectations and disrespect for the home language and culture
of inner-city pupils. (53-4) Though rarely acknowledged as such, racism in the sense reflected
here still remains an issue in the current teaching of writing, surfacing in the classroom in a
variety of often subtle, unconscious manifestations (Delpit). Neither of the first two constructs
of teacher knowledge described offer adequate approaches to this problem; neither offers a



vocabulary within which to directly address teachers’ affective responses--low expectations,
disrespect--which are the chief means through which the institutional racism Spears refers to is
manifested. Neither the teacher-as-technician construct nor lore offers direct access to
unconscious negative racial stereotypes as a central issue in pedagogical theory. Our conclusion
is that while unconscious attitudes are indeed, as Labov points out, partly a problem of (lack of)
knowledge per se, they are more urgently a matter of feeling, the affective domain of racialized
classroom experience which neither the technician model nor lore explicitly engages.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

The question remains, however: If our goal is to move urban youth in cities like Cleveland or
Detroit into academic discourse communities, what stands in the way of that happening? In
working toward building a sense of efficacy we need to give particular attention to staff-
development and writing programs in which teachers re-envision their capacity to function as
catalysts of positive growth and development in students. In part, this improved sense of
efficacy stems from an improved teacher knowledge base concerning the linguistic practices of
diverse students. This can be accomplished by reviewing the literature diligently developed over
the past four decades to provide a more complex, more complete linguistic profile of African
American linguistic behavior. Characteristic features, discourse patterns and rhetorical modes in
African American English had been identified in the literature prior to the Ann Arbor case (e.g.,
Abrahams; Labov; Smitherman Talkin). Research published since the conclusion of the case in
1979 has shed more light on distinctive discourse patterns and rhetorical modes. Much of this
work has generated new knowledge of organizational patterns in the oral and written expository
language of African American English speakers (Ball “Expository”), the subtle ways that
academically successful students strategically use African American English in their writing
(Ball “Cultural), and on the assessment of writing produced by African American English
speakers (Ball “Evaluating”; Richardson). Research investigating the teaching practices of
exemplary African American teachers working in community-based organizations has shown
that these teachers build on the language practices of their African American students. They
work explicitly to make students metacognitively aware of their oral and written uses of African
American English and of alternative ways of expressing their ideas in academic and in technical,
workplace English (Ball, Broussard, and Dinkins; Morgan; Ball “Community”).

Becoming informed about cultural discourse patterns and rhetorical modes is a
significant resource that successful teachers can build on to raise students’ awareness of them in
relation to the target of instruction. Most interesting, however, is the impact of an awareness of
cultural differences in discourse patterns on classroom interactions. The presence of varied
patterns of discourse in classrooms can impact instruction in positive as well as in negative ways
(Foster “Effective”). Speech behavior is central to a full understanding of how a community
expresses its realities, and research on teacher efficacy suggests that effective teachers develop
strong human bonds with their students, have high expectations, focus on the total child, and are
able to use communication styles familiar to their students. Exemplary African American
teachers in community-based organizations are able to draw, to varying degrees, on primarily the
rhetorical modes and discourse-level strategies of African American English in shaping
interactive discourse as the medium of instruction with their students (Ball, Broussard, Dinkins;
Foster “Educating”). Their practice in this regard stands as a model for other teachers to reflect
on as they consider expanding their own pedagogical repertoires. We are not advocating that all



teachers need to “learn and teach Black English.” We are arguing that the practices of
exemplary African American teachers shows us ways of focusing on participation patterns in
interactive discourse as the medium of instruction in order to raise the awareness of teachers of
the possible links between their own styles of communication and their students’ responsiveness
in classroom exchanges. Having high expectations and good intentions is not enough; these
intentions and expectations need to be evident to students in observable or, we might say,
audible behaviors in the classroom.

But as important as this knowledge base may be, it will not in and of itself activate
teachers to change their practice. The cognitive internalization of information is not enough to
increase teacher efficacy. The Ann Arbor case suggests that the key to effective uses of
language diversity in the classroom relates fundamentally to teachers’ dispositions toward
literacy-- that is, depends upon teachers’ affective stance toward themselves, their work
environment, and especially their culturally diverse students. More current research seems to
confirm this. Addressing disposition as the most important variable, we have begun to push
beyond internalization of knowledge about African American English in the teacher-education
programs we are involved in (Ball “Preservice”). In doing so, we have found ourselves
observing the ways pre-service teachers encounter and contextualize the pedagogical
ramifications of language diversity. Some research suggests that pre-service teachers who
attempt to address the complex issues relating to this topic may do so by examining personal
experiences of crossing borders from one speech community to another (Lardner). Given these
observations, we have begun to consider occasions for knowledge-making that appear in “extra-
professional” sites where teachers become aware of their own culturally influenced dispositions
toward literacy. We have begun to explore ways of talking that help teachers connect to parts of
their experience that conventional academic, theoretical frameworks seem to silence.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PEDAGOGICAL THEORY
In 1991 Ann Dyson and Sarah Freedman challenged writing and composition professionals to
take significant and positive steps toward building a more powerful theoretical framework for
writing research and instruction by expanding our framework to:
include more analytic attention to how the complex of sociocultural experiences enter into
literacy learning experiences that have roots in social class, ethnicity, language background,
family, neighborhood, and gender. Without serious attention to the unfolding of this wider
cultural frame in literacy learning, our vision of the whole remains partially obscured. (4)

This call addresses the ways we construct theory in our field, how we represent the
relationships among literacy processes, pedagogy, interactions within the classroom and cultural
expectations which embed our institutions. The first two constructs--teacher-as-technician and
teacher-knowledge as lore--share a curricular view of the theory-practice relationship. Both of
these views are consistent with extent models of pedagogical theory offered in composition
studies (Brannon; Fulkerson). Each of the first two constructs we consider here analyzes the
decisions teachers make in terms of the propositions of theory: a view of the writing process, the
development of writing ability, the goal of writing and teaching, the ways knowledge is
constructed. Each locates teacher authority within professional discourse, and assigns teachers a
stable, centered, and professional subjectivity which is monologic, perhaps ungendered, and
more to our point, unmarked by race. Both constructs are therefore, for teachers and the
profession alike, discourses of control.

The third construct, teacher efficacy, reconfigures the representation of pedagogical
theory. In particular, instead of seeing writing pedagogy as determined by a general theory of



writing (in whatever versions this general theory might appear), the alternative we propose
would place the teacher, the student, and the site of literacy instruction at the center, each
exerting its influence on the others, each influencing an orientation toward the activity of the
course, each in relationships with the others which are at best dialogical and, as some scholars
have pointed out, often contradictory and conflictual (Lu). The construct of teacher efficacy
does not subordinate pedagogy to teacher’s “substantive” knowledge, nor does it place teacher-
knowledge in dialogue with its situation, as the postdisciplinary view would have it. The
construct of efficacy locates pedagogical theory in relation to three intersecting points of view:
the institutional context of the writing course, the teacher’s sense of herself as an actor within
that institutional site, and the dialogizing, ambivalent, often resistant perspectives of students.
The virtue of this model of pedagogical theory in composition is that by drawing attention to the
“complex sociocultural experiences of literacy learning” Dyson and Freedman refer to, it
sharpens the kinds of questions practitioners may ask about what works in and what works on
the activity sponsored by the writing classroom.

CONCLUSION: CHANGING DISPOSITIONS

“Disposition” has two meanings which offer complementary views of the challenges surrounding
literacy education in multicultural classrooms. The first meaning is “one’s customary manner or
emotional response; temperament.” In its response to Oakland’s Ebonics resolution, the
American public’s customary manner of emotional response toward African American English
became front-page public news. The second meaning of disposition is “the power to control,
direct, or dispose.” These two meanings of disposition frame the interrelated issues surrounding
the Ebonics controversy and the Ann Arbor “Black English” case, and the significance each
holds for the field of composition. On the one hand, the Ann Arbor case came to focus on the
language barrier which results from teachers’ unconscious, negative attitudes toward African
American English. On the other, ill-disposed toward their students’ use of African American
English, the Ann Arbor teachers expected less and their students not surprisingly lived down to
these lowered expectations, evidence of the power of self-fulfilling prophecy.

More than 20 years ago, in response to the Ann Arbor case, the Black Caucus of NCTE
and CCCC disseminated a carefully prepared statement regarding African American English.
Recently reprinted in response to the Ebonics initiative, the purpose of the statement was to
express the viewpoints of Black linguists and language arts educators on the topic
(“Commentary”). Briefly summarized, the statement asserted that the Black language system in
and of itself is not a barrier to learning. The barrier is negative attitudes toward that language
system, compounded by lack of information about the language system and inefficient
techniques for teaching language skills, all of which is manifested in an unwillingness to adapt
teaching styles to students’ needs. Such barriers, in fact, reflect teachers’, and the public’s,
dispositions toward literacy. In light of the public outcry over Ebonics, we ask: Have those
dispositions changed today? The statement of the Black Caucus went on to say that the language
of Black students is actually a strength on which teachers might draw in order to develop
effective approaches to teaching. They concluded the statement with a call for thorough,
unbiased research on the topic. However, based on the tone of the criticisms and emotional
responses to the Ebonics issue, it became evident that society in general does not take such a
detailed or objective view on the matter of the representations of diverse languages in the
classroom.

After looking closely at the Ann Arbor case, it seems clear that for writing teachers
today, many of the same barriers exist in the classroom that stood between the teachers at King



School and their students. Because of cultural differences in language-use patterns, and because
of differences in styles of interaction used to demonstrate knowledge, many students from
diverse social and linguistic backgrounds are entering urban classrooms where teachers still have
a difficult time recognizing and fully utilizing the wealth of language resources students use
effectively outside school. These are resources that often go unrecognized and unrewarded
within classroom settings. In spite of the considerable professional rhetoric over the past twenty
years or so, recent research indicates that African Americans and other students of color are still
faring very poorly in our nation's urban schools (Quality Education for Minority Project). In
light of the history of failure and miscommunication that marks the educational experiences of
many African American English speakers, educators must continue to insist on seeking ways that
the barriers created by diversity in language as the medium of instruction can become, instead,
bridges between home language practices and academic registers teachers want students to learn.
Making a significant place for affect or “classroom climate” within pedagogical theories is an
important step toward this goal.

We would like to thank Ralph Stevens, Margaret Marshall, and Thomas Fox for their careful
reading and suggestions on this article.

Notes

1. Inafield closely allied with composition, teacher educators such as Henry Giroux, Kenneth
Zeichner, and Daniel Liston have offered a construct of teacher knowledge generated through
reflective practice where teachers examine classroom routines in light of encompassing social
and institutional pressures. We argue that the construct of teacher efficacy pushes beyond this
enlarged view of reflective practice. By making affect a central issue in theorizing pedagogy,
teacher efficacy moves closest to the largely unspoken dimensions of pedagogical experience
when, let’s say, white teachers in university writing courses attempt to mediate the discourse
practices of African American English speaking students. Opening up these deeply felt but
difficult to name dimensions of interaction, teacher efficacy speaks to the cumulative effect of
teachers’ knowledge and experience on their feelings about their students and their own ability
to teach them.

Works Cited

Abrahams, Roger. Deep Down in the Jungle. Chicago: Aldine, 1970.

Balester, Valerie. Cultural Divide. Portsmouth: Boynton, 1993.

Ball, Arnetha. “Community-Based Learning in Urban Settings as a Model for ~ Educational
Reform.” Applied Behavioral Science Review 3 (1995):  127-46.

---------- . “Cultural Preference and the Expository Writing of African-American Adolescents.”
Written Communication 9 (1992): 501-32.

---------- . “Preservice Teachers’ Perspectives on Literacy and its Uses in Urban  Schools: A
Vygotskian Perspective on Interactivity and Teacher Change.” Worlds of Meaning:
Vygotskian Perspectives in Literacy Research. Ed. C. Lee and P. Smagorinsky. Cambridge,
MA.. Cambridge P, in press.

---------- . “Evaluating the Writing of African American English Speakers.” Evaluating
Writing 2nd Edition. Ed. C.R. Cooper and L. Odell. Urbana: NCTE, in press.



---------- . “Expository Writing Patterns of African-American Students.” English Journal 85
(1996): 27-36.

Ball, Arnetha F., Kimberley C. Broussard and Delvin M. Dinkins. “Investigating Interactive
Discourse Patterns of African American Females in Community-Based Organizations.”
American Educational Research Association. New Orleans: 1994.

Bowie, R. and C. Bond. “Influencing Future Teachers’ Attitudes Toward Black English: Are
We Making a Difference?” Journal of Teacher Education 45 (1994): 112-18.

Brannon, Lil. “Toward a Theory of Composition.” Perspectives on Research and
Scholarship in Composition. Ed. Ben McLelland and Timothy R. Donovan. New York: MLA,
1985. 6-25.

“Commentary.” Black Caucus Notes Urbana: NCTE. March, 1997.

Delpit, Lisa. “Education in a Multicultural Society: Our Future’s Greatest Challenge.”
Journal of Negro Education 61 (1992): 237-49.

Dyson, A. H., and S. W. Freedman. Critical Challenges for Research on Writing and Literacy:
1990-1995 Technical Report No. 1-B. Berkeley, CA: Center for the Study of Writing,
1991.

Fulkerson, Richard. “Composition Theory in the Eighties: Axiological Consensus and
Paradigmatic Diversity.” CCC 41 (1990): 409-29.

Foster, Michelle. “Educating for Competence in Community and Culture: Exploring the
Views of Exemplary African-American Teachers.” Urban Education 27 (1993): 370-94.
---------- . “Effective Black Teachers: A Literature Review.” Teaching Diverse Populations
Formulating a Knowledge Base. Ed. Etta Hollins, Joyce King, and W. Hayman. Albany:
State U of New York P, 1994, 225-42.

Gilyard, Keith. Voices of the Self. Detroit: Wayne State UP, 1992.

Giroux, Henry. Teachers as Intellectuals Toward a Critical Pedagogy of Learning. New York:
Bergin & Garvey, 1988.

Harkin, Patricia. “The Postdisciplinary Politics of Lore.” Contending With Words. Ed.
Patricia Harking and John Schilb. New York: MLA, 1991. 124-38.

Howard, Harry, Lee H. Hansen and Thomas Pietras. Final Evaluation: King Elementary
School Vernacular Black English Inservice Program. Ann Arbor: Ann Arbor Public Schools,
1980.

Knoblauch, C.H. “Rhetorical Constructions: Dialogue and Commitment.” College
English 50 (1988): 125-40.

Labov, William. "Recognizing Black English in the Classroom.” Black English Educational
Equity and the Law. Ed. John W. Chambers. Ann Arbor: Karoma, 1983. 29-55.
Lardner, Ted. “Item 50: Language Diversity and Teacher Preparation.” Valuing Diversity in
Composition. Ed. Emily Decker and Kathleen Geissler.  Portsmouth: Boynton, in press.

Lu, Min-zhan. “Conflict and Struggle: The Enemies or Preconditions of Basic ~ Writing?”
College English 54 (1992): 887-913.

McLeod, Susan H. “Pygmallion or Golem? Teacher Affect and Efficacy.” CCC 46
(1995): 369-86.

Memorandum Opinion and Order. Martin Luther King Elementary School Children v.
Ann Arbor School District Board. Civil Action No. 7-71861. 473 F. Supp. 1371 (1979).
Morgan, Marcyliena. “Indirectness and Interpretation in African American Women’s

Discourse.” Pragmatics 1 (1991): 421-51.



North, Stephen. The Making of Knowledge in Composition. Portsmouth:  Boynton,
1987.

Pang, Valerie O., and Velma Sablan. “Teacher Efficacy: Do Teachers Believe They Can Be
Effective with African American Students?” American Educational Research Association.
San Francisco: 1995.

Phelps, Louise Wetherbee. “Practical Wisdom and the Geography of Knowledge in
Composition.” College English 47 (1992): 338-56.

Quality Education for Minority Project. Education That Works: An Action Plan for the
Education of Minorities. Cambridge: MIT P, 1990.

Richardson, Elaine. Where Did That Come From Black Talk for Black Student Talking Texts.
MA Thesis. Cleveland State U., 1993.

Schilb, John. Between the Lines Relating Composition Theory and Literary Theory.
Portsmouth: Boynton, 1996.

---------- . “Cultural Studies, Postmodernism, and Composition.” Contending With Words.
Ed. Patricia Harkin and John Schilb. New York: MLA, 1991. 173-88.

Shaughnessy, Mina. Errors and Expectations. New York: Oxford, 1977.

Smitherman, Geneva. Talkin and Testifyin. Detroit: Wayne State U. P., 1977.

---------- . “"What Go Round Come Round’: King in Perspective.” Harvard Educational
Review 51 (1981): 40-56.

Spears, A. K. “Are Black and White Vernaculars Diverging?” American Speech 62
(1987): 48-55, 71-72.

Steele, Claude. “Minds Wasted, Minds Saved: Crisis and Hope inthe  Schooling of Black
Americans.” Unpublished paper. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1993.

West, Cornel. Race Matters. Boston: Beacon, 1993.

Williams, Patricia J. The Alchemy of Race and Rights. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP,
1991.

Zeichner, Kenneth M. “Alternative Paradigms in Teacher Education.” Journal of Teacher
Education 34 (1983): 3-9.

Zeichner, Kenneth, and Daniel Liston. “Teaching Student Teachers to Reflect.” Harvard
Educational Review 57 (1987): 23-48.

Zemelman, Steven, and Harvey Daniels. A Community of Writers. Portsmouth: Boynton,
1988.



