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Introduction

African American English (AAE) 1s a dialect that uses

alternative morphological and phonetic forms distinct
from Mainstream American English (MAE). Findings
from previous research have often linked high density of
AAE with lower literary performance, especially when
compared to MAE speakers(Horton-Ikard, 2010).
Though recent research has confirmed that dialect usage
does not cause poor literary pertormance, little 1s known
about how written dialect use 1s perceived given the
expectations for academic writing to be in MAE. The
present study focuses on the relation between narrative
quality ratings and the use of AAE dialect in narrative
writing samples.

Participants:
This study includes 35, 2™ grade African American
students. The participant’s writing samples were taken
as a subsample from a larger study done 1n the
southeast region of the United States. Exclusion criteria
includes speakers who were not African American or
samples that were not legible.
Inclusionary criteria:
- African American student and English speaker
- Received either free or reduced lunch
Measures:
Dialect Density Measure (DDM)
- Coded samples using coding manual based on
previous research (Washington & Craig, 2002).
- Total # of Codes/Total # of Words using the
systematic analysis of language transcripts (SALT)
Narrative Writing Quality
- Students responded to the prompt, “One day when I
got home from school”
- Used a 6-point rubric to rate each sample based on:
main 1dea, organization, sentence structure and word
choice
- Topics were chosen so students would not be
penalized for the use of AAE (e.g., standard
conventions such as grammar or spelling errors)
- Composite scores were calculated; students were
graded out of 72 points

Traits Rubric for Ideas: K-2

Discussion

Key question: Does the writer engage the reader with fresh information or perspective on a focused topic?
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The results of this study give further insight into the role
of dialect in children’s writing samples. Although the
data analysis shows a positive relation between the use
of MAE and narrative quality ratings, descriptive data
shows that there was an average of 88.23% MAE use

with an average of 46.5/72 points for narrative writing.
Put more plainly, despite a majority of students having a
high use of MAE, average narrative quality score was
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only ~65%, suggesting that other factors may account
for ratings of narrative quality. Examination of other
likely related factors such as grammar, spelling errors,
and other standard writing conventions, was outside the

*This rubric is one of the four topics graded for narrative quality; main idea was graded out of 12

Correlation Analysis

AAE Codes | MAE Use Narrative Quality Rating
, Pearson -.682™ 1 4507
Mainstream .
, Correlation
American o o iled 000 007
English Use 1g. (2-tailed) ' '
N 35 35 35

* There is a medium to large correlation between MAE use and perceived narrative quality
ratings (n=35,r = 45,p = .007)

Descriptive Data

Measures Participants  Minimum Maximum Mean
Mainstream Use (%) 35 58.82% 100% 88.23%
Narrative Quality 35 26.5 70.5 46.53

Rating (points)

*Descriptive data presents the ranges of MAE use and the ratings for narrative quality

The relation between dialect density and narrative writing quality was
investigated by using a Pearson correlation coetficient. Dialect density was
calculated and reversed to find the use of MAE for positive correlation.
There was a medium to large correlation between MAE use and perceived
narrative ratings; students who had a higher use of MAE 1n their writing
were more likely to have higher perceived composite scores. The proportion
of dialect use helps explain 20% of variance in writing quality ratings for
second grade students.

focus of this study.

Limitations include the choice of writing prompt. The
writing samples were taken as a subsample from a larger
study, so we were not able to choose a more
contextualized prompt. Using a decontextualized prompt
like, “One day when I got home from school” may result
in less of a narrative writing and more of a given list.
Another limitation may include the socioeconomic status
of the sample, as students who receive free or reduced
lunch are generally at-risk for lower proficiency in
standardized tests.

Future Direction

Further research may provide more dialect awareness for
educators and benefit students who use AAE dialect. With
professional development and training, dialect speakers
can become more proficient and comfortable in linguistic
flexibility or code-switching. Different variables that can
be tested 1n future research may include a more
contextualized prompt or consider AAE speakers who are
more proficient in their writing skills (middle/high-school
students).
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