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THE INFLUENCE OF WEST AFRICAN LANGAUGES ON AFRICAN AMERICAN 

VERNACULAR: EBONICS CRISIS IN OAKLAND, CALIFORNIA REVISTED 

Introduction 

This paper examines how language barrier complicates the fluidity of dialogic 

relationships between teachers and their students of non-Standard English backgrounds in 

academic arenas.  As Gallagher-Geurtsen (2007) suggests, it is difficult for teachers to 

demonstrate love and care for their students when they reject their students’ home language like 

Ebonics.  The term Ebonics which is literally referred to as Black sound and known as African 

American Vernacular (AAVE) is spoken mainly by descendants of slaves in the United States; it 

has long been ridiculed, derided, and styled as slang spoken by those from the ghettoes 

(Williams, 1997).  According to some linguists and historians, Ebonics emanates from an 

imperfect imitation of European-American Standard English (Rickford, 1998).  The term 

Ebonics was coined in 1973 by Dr. Robert Williams, an African American psychologist during a 

conference of Black and White Scholars in St. Louis, Missouri.  The conference was convened to 

brainstorm on the cognitive and language development of African American children.  These 

scholars converged to find ways to curb the misrepresentation of African American speech.  To 

circumvent any further use of offensive and despicable terms like Black English, abnormal, 

dysfunctional, defective (Todd, 1997), and slang, conference participants decided to assign 

Ebonics as a name to this language (Williams, 1997).  It was against this backdrop that the 

Oakland Unified School District in California set up a task force to study the causes of marginal 

academic achievements of African American students within the district and report their findings 

to the Oakland school board for immediate action.  A resolution ensuing from the task force 

recommendations and adopted by the school board gave African American Vernacular full 

language status.  
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The adoption of this resolution did not sit well with many people, including some 

influential Civil Rights activists because they thought African American children were going to 

be taught Ebonics in Oakland schools instead of Standard English, a dialect of economic 

opportunities for Americans.  One of the strongest critics of the first version of the resolution 

was another African American, Rev. Jesse Jackson who said: 

While we are fighting in California trying to extend affirmative action and fighting to 

teach our children so they become more qualified for jobs, in Oakland some madness has 

erupted over making slang talk a second language.  You don’t have to go to school to 

learn to talk garbage. (CNN, 1996)  

Rev. Jackson made this statement based on the information he gathered from the media. 

When he understood later on that the resolution was out to facilitate the teaching of Standard 

English through the implementation of a training program that would ease teachers’ recognition 

of Ebonics, Rev. Jackson then softened his position and even blamed his earlier harsh criticism 

of the resolution on the mainstream media’s biased coverage of the Ebonics debate.  Although he 

softened his position, he did not back down on the point that Ebonics is “a language pattern” and 

not a separate language.  According to another influential Black figure, Maya Angelou, “the very 

idea that African-American language is a language separate and apart can be very threatening 

because it can encourage young men and women not to learn Standard English” (CNN, 1996).  It 

is appalling to see how some members of the historically and linguistically oppressed groups 

have suddenly joined ranks with the oppressed.  Is it because of their limited knowledge of the 

origin and history of Ebonics or it is inferiority complex at work?  



4 
 

4 
 

Having been intrigued by the similarities of Ebonics and other West African languages 

that I speak, I thought it was worthwhile revisiting the polemics in order to analyze some of the 

causes of its failure to the benefit of policy professionals and educators in general.  I also thought 

it would be vital to affirm the influences of West African speech patterns on the English of most 

descendants of slaves.  Most of the previous researchers on this issue have neither lived in West 

Africa nor do they speak one of the West African languages to easily make a direct and viable 

comparison between Ebonics and some of the African languages to determine the origin of the 

former.  My background experiences as a fluent speaker of Pidgin English, French, and two of 

the Bantu languages, otherwise called West and Niger-Congo African languages (as alluded to in 

Oakland’s resolution on Ebonics), have enabled me to compare some of the grammatical, lexical, 

and syntactical structures of Ebonics to determine their relationships between West African 

Pidgin English, Standard English, and some West African languages.  Based on these 

investigations, the study contends that the Oakland School Board had a legitimate cause by 

attempting to institute a program which would have facilitated the process of code switching 

between Ebonics (home language to many descendants of slaves in America) and Standard 

English, in order to cope with rigorous exigencies of state-mandated testing in reading and 

mathematics.   

Contextual background 

Language barrier is considered by educators, psychologists, anthropologists, and 

sociolinguists as a huge factor to the underachievement of African Americans (Harper et al, 

1998; Ogbu, 1999).  In the wake of the past dismal academic achievement of children of color in 

Oakland in the 90s, reports from Oakland School District (1996) continued to show that African 

American students were outperformed academically by their white counterparts and other 
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minority students in language arts and reading, and math as their average GPA stood at 1.8, the 

lowest for any ethnic group in the nation (Ogbu, 1999; Perry & Delpit, 1998).  Specifically, in 

the case of Oakland Unified School District, 53% of the students are African Americans whose 

home “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1965) is very different from that of the school.  The home language 

of many African American students is considerably different from the dominant Standard 

English commonly used in official settings, including schools across the country.  Immigrant 

students in the United States whose home languages are not English take advantage of the 

bilingual programs and/or English as a second language programs (ESL) that abound in 

cosmopolitan cities like New York, Los Angeles, Chicago,  Washington-DC, and other major 

border cities.  Conversely, native-born black students do not benefit from similar Standard 

English remedial classes because what they speak is considered by the mainstream society as 

“bad” English which can be corrected.  Although many Americans consider English spoken by 

African Americans as significantly different from Standard English, they do not think it should 

gain a full status of a language.  The fact that Ebonics is not considered by most mainstream 

Americans as a separate language from English negates the potential positive impacts of the 

resolution that the board members of Oakland Unified School District adopted. 

Why the resolution failed: Review of the first and revised versions of the resolution 

Although the failure to implement the resolution has been blamed solely on the media 

(Rickford, 1999; Taylor, 1997) a critical study of the wordings of the resolution also puts the 

blame on the School Board as well.  One of the failures of implementation can be attributed to 

the publication of the non-revised version of the resolution.  The first resolution was loaded with 

linguistic malapropism and terminological inexactitude which included phrases like: “Pan-

African Communications Behaviors” or “African language systems,” and even the so-called 
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“Ebonics” which literally means Black sounds.  There is no gainsaying that the African 

American speech has been influenced by Bantu languages in West Africa, West African Pidgin 

English (known as Creole in the Caribbean) and Standard English.  However, seeking the 

endorsement of a resolution with the afore-stated inflammatory terminologies was likely going to 

encounter a lot of resistance, especially in a society where there is almost a general consensus in 

what is considered Standard English and where it should be used.  The most controversial of 

those statements was “African Language Systems are genetically based and not a dialect of 

English” (Oakland School Board Resolution, 1998, p. 170).  This was an overstatement which 

did not help advance the cause of the debate in Oakland.  Does it mean an African American 

who is adopted at birth and raised in a White family will speak differently from his/her adopted 

family?  No.  African American children who live in suburbia and whose parents do not speak 

Ebonics will more likely not speak it either. 

Additionally, another reason why the resolution did not go beyond the confines of the 

School Board was because of the influence of political power among speakers of the dominant 

language.  There is no doubt that monolingual nationalists with marginal formal education tend 

to be very defensive when they feel that one of their cultural treasures is threatened.  This 

explains why in order to appease his base, President George W. Bush could not sell his 

immigration bill to the public without including a provision which would make English the 

national language of the United States (Stolberg, 2006).  As the Linguistic Society of America 

(1997) stated in their resolution on the Ebonics controversy:  

 The distinction between ‘languages’ and ‘dialects’ is usually made more on social and 

political grounds than on purely linguistic ones.  For example, different varieties of 

Chinese are popularly regarded as ‘dialect,’ though their speakers cannot understand each 
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other, but speakers of Swedish and Norwegian, which are regarded as separate 

‘languages’, generally understand each other.  What is important from a linguistic and 

educational point of view is not whether AAVE [African American Vernacular English] 

is called a ‘language’ or ‘dialect’ but rather that its systematicity be recognized. (p.174) 

The argument of the Linguistic Society of America is in line with Pierre Bourdieu’s reflections 

on the promotion of a national language to the rank of an official language which by the fact 

itself means elevating the speakers of that language to the class of bourgeoisie to the detriment of 

speakers of other regional dialects in France before the French Revolution in 1789 (Bourdieu, 

1991).  

The influence of Niger-Congo (Bantu) languages 

 According to Holloway (1996), many slaves shipped into North and South Carolinas in the 

17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries were the Bantus from West and Central Africa.  Although an increased 

solitude of slaves from their fellow ethnic kinsmen caused them to lose most of their local 

languages, they did not lose their cultures.  They could barely communicate amongst themselves 

because they were brought from different tribes with different languages in Africa.  Those who 

happened to speak the same language were isolated from one another.  While those who could 

speak a bit of Pidgin prior to leaving Africa made good use of it by combining it with the new 

language that they were exposed to (Asante, 1996; Williams, 1997).  No language was finally 

adopted as a lingua franca by these slaves because within the Bantu ethnic group, there were 

many languages.  When these languages came into contact with English they created Pidgin 

English which is referred to as Creole in Southern and Central America (Rickford, 1998). 

Considering the entrenched level of racial segregation in the slavery era, children born to African 



8 
 

8 
 

slaves had very little exposure to speakers of Standard English.  Thus they spoke the language of 

their parents, which was a mixture of Bantu languages, Pidgin English, and a fraction of the 

Standard English which their parents had acquired from their masters.  The combination of all 

these languages is what constitutes Ebonics today.  It is worth noting that most of the Bantu 

languages were not written during the slave trade; and they are still not written today because it 

remains prestigious today in Africa to be learned in the colonial languages than in an African 

language (Ngugi wa Thiong’o, 1986).  So, it was easy for the slaves to give in to immense 

pressure to communicate in English with their masters and fellow slaves from different ethnic 

groups.  A gradual and persistent code switching between their mother tongues and English 

finally led to the adoption of the dominant language, English, which has exerted the most 

influence in the subsequent generations, but not without the scars of African languages (Asante, 

1996).  

The influence of English-derived pidgin on Ebonics 

Pidgin is defined by Naro (1978) as “a rule-governed system of verbal communication, used 

by two or more groups, which is neither nor pretends to be the native linguistic competence of 

any speaker or group” (p. 314).  Pidgin English is therefore a simplified version of Standard 

English which was formed when the British traders began interacting with Africans in the west 

coast of the continent.  It is the combination of predominantly English words and the Bantu 

languages.  It is no one’s mother tongue because it was a middle-ground language for Standard 

English speakers and the Niger-Congo language speakers (Halloway & Vass, 1997).  When 

Pidgin becomes a mother tongue, it can be called Creole.  Some forms of Pidgin English and 

Creole were spoken in the coast of West Africa following the establishment of Britain’s first 

posts in 1631 (Hancock, 1969).   The countries where it was and is still commonly spoken 
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include The Gambia, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Ghana, Togo, Nigeria, Cameroon, and Fernando Po 

(known today as Equatorial Guinea).  Today, Pidgin English remains a lingua franca to many 

citizens with less formal education in some of the foregoing countries.  In fact, linguists in 

Cameroon have now ascribed a name to it known as Kamtok because the word Pidgin devalues 

this important language which is a mother tongue to many; and which cuts across religious and 

geopolitical boundaries in Cameroon (Ngefac, 2011) in particular and in West Africa in general. 

It is worth noting that almost all of the countries cited above did not bear those names prior to 

the European invasion.  They were organized under ethnic chiefdoms or kingdoms.  The term 

Creole which denotes a language widely spoken in Southern and Central America by the 

descendants of slaves from West Africa is known as Krio, a native language in Bonthe Island 

and Banana Islands in Sierra Leone.  The type of Pidgin spoken in Sierra Leone before 1800 is 

published in the 1791 journal with sentences like:  

Oh! He be fine man, rich too much, he got too much woman,... God amity sen me dat 

peginne, true, suppose he no black like me, nutting for dat, my woman drinkee red water 

and suppose peginine no for me, he dead. (Huber, 1999, p.117)  

The quote can be translated into Standard English as:  

Oh! He is a handsome man; he is rich; and he has got many wives… God Almighty sent 

me that child to this world, even though he/she is not as black as I am. My wife will drink 

fetish and if the child is not mine, she will die. (Ibid) 

Turner (1949) posits that slaves who came from West Africa to the Southern part of the 

US had little or no prior exposure to English.  Slaves from West Africa spent roughly six months 

on board the ship at a given sea port as the captain waited for more captives to be brought on 
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board.  Considering the amount of time spent on the trans-Atlantic voyage, it is probable that 

most of these slaves who had not been exposed to Pidgin before became familiar with its syntax, 

vocabulary and grammar through their acquaintances with fellow captives before they ever 

arrived in the Americas (Hancock, 1969).  The vocabulary of Pidgin was gradually expanded 

with words borrowed from different languages including the Standard English as the slaves 

workers in the plantations searched for effective means of interpersonal communication.  It is 

very likely that the first contingents of slaves in the 1600s spoke less Pidgin as compared the last 

contingents in the 1800s given that toward the end of slave trade, Europeans had a more 

coordinated dominant and expansive influence in Africa.  This means the number of Europeans 

visiting Africa increased and their need for a common language for transactional purposes with 

Africans became more apparent. 

It is important to understand that the Portuguese were the first Europeans to begin trading 

with West Africans in ivory and gold in the late 1400s. Prior to the beginning of the forced 

transportation of West Africans for slavery in the new world in the 17
th

 Century, many of them 

living in the coastal regions had been exposed to Proto-pidgin as a result of Portuguese people 

doing business with them.  Prince Henry, the navigator of Portugal, ordered the capture of some 

African men, who were then taken to Portugal to learn Portuguese so that they could become 

Portuguese translators during their subsequent trips to Africa (Klein, 2010).  In 1627 and 1669, 

Villault, a French traveler and a Spanish priest respectively acknowledged the existence of a 

“corrupt” Portuguese in the regions of Sierra Leone and Sao Tome.  Reinecke (1938) notes that 

whenever traders meet with people with whom they do not share a common language, the jargon 

of that business is often born in order to enable mercantile transactions to flow.  The life span of 

that jargon often depends on time, duration, and place.  



11 
 

11 
 

According to Naro (1978) Africans were noted for speaking the Portuguese language 

with the loss of final consonants on words with consonant clusters ending with -r, -s, -l, -t. For 

example, they would pronounce old  as ol and witchcraft as withcraf.  These differences with 

cluster consonants in Portuguese are reminiscent of the way many African Americans and 

Africans speak English or Ebonics today.  The Portuguese also noticed some aspects of 

diphthong reduction to simple vowels in many situations as it is often the case with many 

Ebonics speakers when it comes to English words like over, orange, and open.  

Just as in Ebonics, Africans found difficulties conjugating the verb “to be” in their 

Portuguese’s speech.  The absence of this copula verb in the Bantu languages contributes 

immensely to the divergences between African American Vernacular and Standard English.  

Here are some examples where the copula verb was not used in the Portuguese spoken by 

Africans prior to the beginning of trans-Atlantic slave trade: 

Portuguese: Bosso barba ja cajaro. 

English: Your beard [is] already white 

Portuguese: Porque tu nam bruguntando? 

English: Why [are] you not asking? (Naro, 1978, p. 331) 

The purpose of this brief analysis of how West Africans spoke Portuguese is principally to 

buttress the point that Ebonics has precedence, stemming from the exposure of their ancestors to 

European languages prior to the beginning of slave trade.  It is worth noting that those Africans 

never spoke any of those European languages without the influences of their native languages.  

Even today, most Bantu language speakers who speak French would not pronounce any r which 

follows a vowel.  For example, frère a French word for brother is often pronounced by most 

speakers of Bantu languages in West Africa as fre, while maire a French word for mayor will be 
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pronounced as mai which instead means the month of May in French.  This explanation is to 

argue that West African languages as well as West African Pidgin have influenced African 

American speech.  Those influences are still traceable today, despite the huge dominance of 

American Standard English. 

Similarities between Ebonics and Bantu languages 

Given that these slaves were mostly adults who were already fluent in their native 

languages, there were a lot of linguistic interferences in their second language (English) 

acquisition emanating from their previous languages.  Thus the replacement of “th” with “d” in 

the pronunciation of words like “that” to “dat” remains endemic in Sub-Saharan Africa and a 

huge African American community in the United States.  Williams (1997) also analyzes the 

absence of double consonants in African American speech, which is commonplace in Africa. 

Some of the words ending with double consonants whose last consonants are hardly pronounced 

by African Americans and Bantu Africans are: past, ask, asks, test, craft, crafts, and text.  The 

last consonants are often dropped in the pronunciation of test, text, send, and gold while ask is 

pronounced as though it is written aks or aksk.  

In reflection upon my own experiences, my 12-year old twins who left Cameroon at the 

age of seven prior to acquiring a Bantu language have a hard time pronouncing words with 

double consonants at the end.  They would pronounce ask as aks, asks as aksk, asked as akst 

while their younger brother who came to the United States at four and started school in 

kindergarten has almost fully immersed himself in Standard English and pronounces those same 

words almost the way native English speakers do.  This example is to affirm that younger 

children acquire languages more speedily than adults (Mack, 2003; Flege et al 1999; Flege, 
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1995; Krashen, 1973; Krashen, et al 1979).  Some speech correctionists have erroneously 

construed the pronunciation patterns of Ebonics speakers as inherent deficiencies in Black 

physiological disabilities such as cleft palate (Dillard, 1972).  Many native speakers of other 

languages find it difficult to pronounce my last name starting with nd.  What I used to do is tell 

them that the n at the beginning of my name is silent though that is not the case.  Their 

difficulties in pronouncing my name is just because in their mother tongues, they probably do not 

have such consonant clusters at the beginning of words.  It will be absurd for me to label anyone 

who cannot pronounce my name correctly as having some physiological disabilities.  

The absence of possessive noun forms in African languages is also reflected in African 

American speech.  For example, in one of the Bantu languages of Cameroon, known as Nweh, 

my mother’s bag or the bag of my mother will be translated as,  A bo mama gha which literally 

means the bag of my mother.  Unlike in English where there are two alternative ways of 

expressing possessions, Nweh and many other Bantu languages have only the foregoing 

alternative.  In addition, the plural of nouns in the Bantu languages precedes the nouns they 

modify.  They do not come after the noun, as is the case in English language.  In fact, it is rare to 

hear s-sound used between two nouns to mark possession or plural in most Bantu languages.  For 

instance, a house in Ngemba (one of the Bantu languages) will be nda and houses will be mènda 

while John’s houses will be translated as mènda John.  So mè is the plural marker which appears 

only before the noun it modifies.  In fact, nouns ending in s are very rare in Bantu languages. 

This explains why in Ebonics, the speakers still have problems pluralizing the nouns as in two 

door, four table, and five book.  A similar rule also applies with the conjugation of verbs.  Tense 

markers appear before the verbs and not after the verb as it is the case with Germanic languages. 

That is why Pidgin English is very easy for Bantu speakers because all the different tense 
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markers are placed before the verb, as is also true with their native dialects. So there are no 

morphemes placed as suffixes to the stem of the verb as you can see in the example provided 

below: 

West African Pidgin: I de go school 

Standard English: I am going to school 

West African Pidgin: I go go school 

Standard English:  I will go to school 

West African Pidgin: I be go school 

Standard English: I went to school 

West African Pidgin: Who be you? 

Standard English: Who are you? 

 

Bidialectalism as a solution to Ebonics versus Standard English contention 

 In 1977 there was the Bridge Program published by Houghton Mifflin which had a series 

of graded readings accompanied with recordings that encompassed African American folklore. 

The readers enabled the students to start reading in their home language and then proceeded to 

Standard English (Wheeler, 1999).  This is a commonplace pedagogic approach in which the 

teacher moves from the known to the unknown.  The results of the Bridge program were very 

successful: 

These dialect readers were tested over a 4-month period ‘in five areas of the United 

States, with 14 teachers and 27 classes from the 7
th

 through 12
th

 grades, involving 540 

students-all but 10 of them black’ (Labov, 1995 as cited by Wheeler, 1999, p. 63). The 

experimental group (21 classes) used the dialect readers, whereas the control group (6 

classes) did not. Instead, the control group used standard remedial English techniques. 
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When tested under on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, after four months of instructions, the 

African American students using the dialect readers showed 6.2 months of progress, 

while African American students using Standard English books made only 1.6 months of 

progress (Simpkins & Simpkins 1981, p.238 as cited by Wheeler, 1999, p. 63). 

The success of the Bridge program was intriguing.  Many similar programs were carried out in 

Chicago and DeKalb County in Georgia with resounding successes, even though most of the 

programs were ephemeral, owing to continuous protests by parents and the community against 

the teaching of what they called a slang language. 

Implications 

A critical examination of African Americans’ opposition to the Oakland resolution on 

Ebonics indicates that it was economically motivated.  On voting to pass the resolution, Oakland 

board members did not anticipate much opposition from the public in general (Ogbu, 1999), and 

from African American parents in particular.  Even though a good number of them grew up 

speaking Ebonics, they believe that not shunning it in schools will adversely affect their 

children’s ability to learn Standard English, an inevitable gateway to competing with European 

Americans in the job market.  Here is what one Black parent had to say about the resolution: 

“Your policy that attempts to legitimize poor grammar and identify it with Black America will 

set us back 100 years” (CNN, 1997, p.1).  This African American parents’ argument against 

Ebonics was not only predicated on the misinterpretation of the resolution but also on a 

brainwashed colonial mentality which considers non-European languages and cultures as 

inferior.  They have been implicitly and explicitly made to understand that any aspect of their 

own culture and identity that is different from the American mainstream macro-culture is 

deficient and worth discarding.  Similarly, the agents of colonialism and neo-colonialism of 
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African people are Africans themselves.  Till today, many educational institutions in Africa still 

prefer the use of Standard English on school campuses for formal and informal conversations; 

and sometimes draconian policies are employed to attain this goal (Ngefac, 2011; Ngugi,1986). 

Understandably, African American parents did not want their children to be placed at a 

comparative disadvantage with mainstream children as a result of limited Standard English 

proficiency.  In fact, it is about language and power (Bourdieu, 1991).  In many societies, there is 

always a dominant language, sometimes called official or national language, which serves as a 

determinant of upward social mobility.  Those who are born into it are lucky while those who are 

born out of it will have to work hard to master it (Ibid).  These African American parents have 

certainly learned that lesson and do not want their children to be victims of the language barrier. 

If Ebonics were given the same dominant platform as Standard English, African Americans 

would not be craving to be bidialectal as it is the case today because they would be able to fit 

anywhere in the society with their own home language.  Considering that Ebonics does have 

limited lexical differences with Standard English, it  becomes illogical to mainstream America to 

agree with Ebonics proponents who argue that it is “genetically based” and that it originates from 

Niger-Congo languages.  When mainstream Americans cast a superficial look around and cannot 

find any substantial foreign vocabulary in the African American Vernacular, they tend to assume 

that it is another form of independence its speakers want to declare (Palacas, 2001).  However, 

following the history of the origin of Ebonics sketched out in this paper, it becomes clear that 

there have been huge grammatical, morphological, syntactic, and phonological influences of the 

Bantu languages, otherwise known as West and Niger-Congo languages on Ebonics.  The 

argument should not be whether Ebonics should be classified as a language or dialect.  Rather, 

the differences between Ebonics and Standard English should be recognized and bidialectalism 
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be embraced to facilitate the integration of speakers of this variety of English in the mainstream 

classroom generally taught in Standard English.  

 Although some African American educators acknowledged that differences in a student’s 

home language and school language are impediments to learning, they still believe that African 

American students have deficiencies in concepts (Dillard, 1972).  One would wonder what 

concepts and whose concepts these educators are talking about.  If the students’ conceptual 

abilities could be judged based on what they learn informally, as well as validates their own 

ways of knowing, the debate would look different.  It becomes a problem when those who decide 

what counts as knowledge have a different social location from those whose knowledge is being 

evaluated.  Many African American teachers who have successfully gone through a formal 

education often use the same standards, comparative lens of mainstream culture, to judge the 

academic performance of young Black students since they have painstakingly crossed the river 

that separates the oppressors and the oppressed (Freire, 1970).   Since they are now on the side of 

the river of the oppressors, they can then tell the “Othered” (those who are oppressed) to work 

hard to cross the bridge in order to join their ranks; here, the myth of meritocracy is reproduced 

by convincing the “Other” to work hard to pull themselves up by the bootstrap. 

 It is unreasonable for those educators to intimate that children who have habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1965), funds of knowledge (Gonzalez et al, 2005) and zone of proximal development 

(Vygotsky, 1978), that are all different from those of the mainstream students, to learn at the 

same pace because they do not start on a level playing field.  Similarly, children who grow up in 

a home where their parents often tell them bedtime stories are more likely to write or tell 

fictional stories than children who do not.  That does not mean that those children who cannot 

tell the stories are deficient in conceptual thinking.  Rather, what they need are teachers who 
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understand why they cannot tell bedtime stories at that moment and who is ready to facilitate that 

transitional process from non-fictional stories to fictional ones.  Similarly, a smooth transition 

from non-Standard English, Ebonics, to Standard English for Ebonics speakers will entail 

embracing the former while introducing the latter progressively. 

Conclusion 

 The purpose of elaborating on the influences of Bantu languages and West African 

Pidgin English on African American speech is to enlighten those who still believe that African 

American children do not master Standard English because of some physiological handicap, 

specifically a cleft palate (Dilliard, 1972) and not because there are speaking a language that has 

ancestral ties to West Africa.  An ESL teacher who is also knowledgeable in his/her students’ 

first language is better placed to teach those students than a teacher who is monolingual because 

he/she will understand the intricacies of linguistic interferences as well as comprehend easily the 

sources of errors.  For example, an ESL teacher with no knowledge of French may never know 

why his/her French-speaking students learning English repeatedly say, Tim has 12 years old 

while the teacher keeps saying over and over that Tim is 12 years old.  It is because French uses 

the verb to have in order to say how old someone is.  Similarly, a Standard English teacher who 

does not understand the syntax and the semantics of Ebonics will likely have some difficulties in 

helping Ebonics speakers learn Standard English if he/she is unable to recognize the sources of 

linguistic interferences and deceptive cognates in their expressions. 

Even though the absence of a broad-based consensus on the rationale of the resolution 

short-circuited the entire process in the past, the general idea is worth revisiting for it has 

improved students’ reading abilities considerably in some school districts, including Oakland 
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itself.  As the Linguistic Society of America (1998) stated, the debate should not be about 

whether it is a language or a dialect, rather it should be about looking for many plausible and 

feasible ways to assist African American students.  One of the most successful approaches will 

be teaching students how to code switch; that is to navigate between home language and 

academic language (Croghan, 2000). If ESL programs, which are being funded by the US 

government, have been said to be very successful in helping limited English proficient students 

to learn English and succeed academically, a bidialectal program could also be established to 

assist Ebonics speakers learn academic English.  This will be a step in the right direction that can 

dramatically level the playing field for African Americans to achieve the required test scores that 

are often expected of them in each state as the incorporation of one’s way of knowing (through 

their own specific histories) can shape how students learn and will succeed.  Thus deconstructing 

the linguistic borders for successful academic learning for African American children who speak 

Ebonics entails a dialogic pedagogic approach in which the epistemology of the current 

curriculum is complicated and other ways of knowing incorporated by teachers in their teaching 

philosophy. 
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