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180 WRITING CENTERS AND THE NEW RACISM

What we have, then, for a “standard” in the U.S. is nothing short of the
imposition of white linguistic norms and ways of speaking in the service of
granting access to resources to whites and denying those same resources to
as many others as possible, including poor whites (linguistic supremacy oper-
ates similarly for varieties of a language as well as languages other than the
dominating language, whatever that may be). (67)

In fact, AAL’s stigmatization has been proven so often that further
research would seem to be moot at this point. However, previous stud-
ies may be outdated, and none investigate whether such stigmatization
occurs in the writing center setting as well. Iwanted to test Anis Bawarshi
and Stephanie Pelkowski’s (1999) assertion in “Postcolonialism and the
Idea of a Writing Center” that writing center tutors’ liminal positions
as instructors and students place them in “a unique position to teach
marginalized students how to negotiate diverse discourses” (53). Or,
instead, do writing center tutors stigmatize AAL and its speakers just as
classroom teachers do?

In an earlier study I administered, forty-one English instructors eval-
uated written, nonstandard Englishes (African American Language,
English as a Second/Foreign Language, and nonstandard European
American English). The instructors’ ratings averaged 3.67 on a five-
point Likert scale. The overall “most bothersome” sentences were AAL,
with a mean score of 3.83. The ELL sentences received a mean score
of 3.52, the “least bothersome.” The nonstandard European American
English sentences fell in the middle with a mean score of 3.59. However,
instructors’ scores covered the complete range of one to five for any
given sentence, undermining the notion of one true “standard.”

When I administered the same survey to 103 writing center tutors
across the United States, I found that the tutors’ ratings resembled those
of the faculty. Such a finding is not surprising given that tutors typi-
cally acquire their tutoring positions precisely because they are aligned
with “accepted” academic discourse, with Bruffee’s “conversation of
mankind.” Furthermore, that alignment yields benefits that tutors may
not wish to have challenged. Even so, I was surprised by the number of
tutors who reacted to AAL with indignation, superiority, even anger, as
though others’ deviations from EAE were an affront to the tutors per-
sonally, whereas ELL errors were forgiven and excused.

I say I was surprised by the findings, but in actuality it wasn’t so
long ago that I held a similar bias. Even in my creation of this survey, I
should have included sentences in correct EAE in order to remove the

SN ——

S —
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insinuation that all the survey sentences (including AAL sentences) con-
tained “error.” Intellectually I know correct AAL is not the same thing
as “error.” As Ralph W. Fasold (2005) explains in “Distinctive Linguistic
Characteristics of Black English,” “the differences between Standard
English and Black English are in no sense careless deteriorations from
Standard English. Rather these speech forms conform to grammar and
pronunciation rules which are just as rigorous as any rule in a grammar
text” (33).

Why, then, did I not catch this slippage? I can claim I was using the
taxonomy of my targeted population—deviations from EAE have been
associated with “errors” in the past. I can also claim I wanted to see
how individuals weighted different deviations from EAE, so why would
I include “standard” sentences? However, such explanations suggest a
consciousness of my actions that I did not actually possess.

In actuality, I believe my misstep comes from my twenty years of teach-
ing experience as a white woman in a predominantly white university.
Justas I cringe when I hear “if I was” instead of “if I were,” I have trouble
notreacting negatively to a sentence such as “he be going,” even though
I know this form is standard AAL. It boils down to the fact that AAL is
not my language, and I preserve my position of authority, perhaps even
a feeling of superiority, by privileging EAE. Thus, despite my honest and
earnest attempt to show others’ bias against AAL, I demonstrated bias.

In this respect, I am not alone. Marcyliena Morgan (2005), in
“Theories and Politics in African American English,” notes that the
controversy often accompanying research on African American lan-
guage varieties “reflects the multilayered political and ideological issues
embodying scholarly work with any marginalized group that is marked
by language use. It also introduces the problematic of both research-
ers and/or members as social actors in this process” (241-42). For this
reason, I am encouraged by the fact that a few tutors did rate the AAL
sentences as “not at all bothersome.” I believe they saw past my flawed
survey design and rejected the view of AAL as error. With a different
survey instrument, perhaps more individuals would have come to that
same realization.

So, a significant question arises: Does my mistake nullify my study?
I don’t believe so. The participants’ comments are, I believe, honest
reflections of their feelings toward deviations from EAE and toward the
students who use deviations in their writing. Moreover, even the leading
nature of my survey cannot be blamed for the degree of anger exhibited
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