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Society, A Schoolchild’s Nightmare

Segregation, isolation, and exclusion are prevalent in jungles, playgrounds, and even workplaces. The effects of segregation splatter the pages of history; examples appear in countless contexts and .  Cases range from primordial—survival of the fittest—to political—contest of public appeal. Segregation limits productivity and advancement in society, regardless of location or time period. Many have attempted to eradicate this form of biased separation once and for all. Efforts continue today. To counteract the detrimental effects of segregation, acknowledging the dynamic connection between language, identity, perspective, influence, and power is critical. Language and diversity compose the glue that networks people, their thoughts, and others together. Without language, diverse perspectives would be unattainable; therefore variation in ethical values would be nonexistent. Without diversity, collaborative thought and progression would be nonexistent in society. In a linguistic instance, when a minority dialect is imposed upon a majority’s, not only is there a constriction of communication, but also a divergence of values and division of societal perspectives and perceptions. Such a stark contrast between mindsets constructs association between dissimilar identities; prompting communication blockades that will inevitably trigger future societal problems.
The universally recognized correlation between the wealthy and the poor can be associated with the prejudiced, superficial past segregation of ethnic peoples. A recent attempt at desegregation yielded a court case, the 1996 Oakland, California School Board Ebonics Controversy that proposed a plan to level the field of opportunity for students (Acts 350). The intentions of the Oakland School Board were none other than to propel Ebonics-speaking students forward, accelerating them up to their Standard English-speaking classmates’ academic proficiency. To do so, the school district proposed academic courses taught in Ebonics, a slang English dialect “inadvisably identified as black English”, as described by Yvette Sandoval, an American Studies scholar at the University of Southern California (1). The movement’s ultimate goal was to “[bridge] the gap between mainstream English and the street dialect” by equalizing the playing field through courses taught in the students’ “native” slang dialect—thus advancing these students’ academic edge in society (1). Although the short-term benefit of educating the students in their “native” tongue—Ebonics—may be academic proficiency, the long-term effects of being educated in a dialect foreign to the country of that dialect’s utilization would unavoidably include differences in comprehension with the majority. This linguistic difference will yield misunderstandings, which form unfair prejudices. One could argue that this difference in perspective may actually be constructive. Yes, it may be. But speaking Ebonics, a similar dialect to English, subconsciously accompanies negative connotations; “’bad’ and black’ have been interchangeable for too long. […] The practice of coupling black with bad is common: black mail, black list, black magic, black market—and now, ‘black English’” (1). Although many strive to eradicate this subconscious correlation from society, history is not easily erased; even if it was unjust. Carrying this negative connotation poses barriers in communication to Ebonics speakers, limiting their productivity and progression in society with a looming unjust past. 
The Oakland School Board’s efforts to improve Ebonics-speakers’ English literacy and academic aptitude may be in vain. Although Oakland’s actions were well intentioned, the decision would ultimately segregate these students again—further down the line. Although the students may develop equal academic proficiency, their alternative dialect would  maintain distance from English—the dialect spoken by most—its position as a communication barrier in innumerable contexts. This barrier will influence alternate perspectives about academic subjects discussed and learned in school.  Like a language tailored to fit the linguistic needs of a people, Ebonics is tailored to the needs of a minority of peoples—primarily with lower education. If the Oakland School Board continues this trend, these students will be brought up in an entirely different context than that of their proper English-speaking peers. This puts Ebonics-speaking students’ futures in jeopardy.  Therefore teaching classes in Ebonics is a short-lived, fragmented fix, making a dent in the long history of segregation. With uncommon academic roots, these students have unintentionally taken a separate path, away from the majority proper English-speaking students. Because the majority of the English-speaking world speaks proper English, these Ebonics students are likely to encounter obstacles when communicating with others who do not share similar academic roots, societal comprehension, or worldly perspectives. Therefore, Sandoval justifies that “All children need the capacity to adapt to the mainstream with regard to correct usage of language [to ensure that] Future generations [will] be equipped with the power of communication”, or the power to construct one’s societal/socio-economic/personal/worldly identity without the burdening luggage of their past (2).

A language or dialect develops in accordance with the particular needs of those who reside in a certain area at a certain period of time, whose experiences, way of life, and culture are similar.  Tailored to a specific people, language provides a unique interpretation of society to its speakers through “the rules of the language [which] are dictated by what the language must convey” (Baldwin 351). Because language captures the essence—comprehension and interpretation—of one’s physical, cultural, academic, and philosophical world, the experiences within this language’s discourse community build similar identities within the population. Greg Griffin, an African American freelance writer explains, “African-American Vernacular English does have its own distinctive features and functions. It can be spoken badly, or imitated inaccurately by [others] unfamiliar with its rules; and it symbolizes community and cultural values for its speakers that no other dialect of English in the world can convey” (Griffin 1). Misinterpretation undoubtedly lead to misguided conveyance of thought, which is abundantly apparent in modern society; as depicted in the universal association between “bad” and “black”.
Academic coursework is fairly similar for students of all backgrounds within the United States. So why is the dialect in which academics are taught, not? Ideally, students would gain similar experiences through their academic years to progress throughout their lives. Although the academic content may be similar, educating students in Ebonics poses a danger—an unintentional stopper of desegregation. This has the potential to prevent equal opportunities for the students who communicate in Ebonics, the direct opposite of the program’s objective.

Identity is composed of opinionated positions and interpretations, or perspectives. An identity is a collective unit, composed of perspectives influenced by culture, captured by linguistic variations that are commonly encountered in society. Members of a discourse community “…evolve a language in order to describe and thus control their circumstances [and] not […] be submerged by a situation that they cannot articulate” (Baldwin 350).  Ebonics-speakers already originate from a vastly different background than those of proper-English speakers.  Many come from less wealthy backgrounds that have implemented different values and perspectives upon these students.  By further separating the Ebonics-speaking students’ and proper English-speaking students’ academic “roots”, the administration’s teaching in Ebonics would implement vastly dissimilar interpretations and perspectives on identical academic subjects. For example, idioms in one language may not equate to an exact connotation translated in another language or dialect. There is a “feel” or “sense” that cannot be identically and accurately translated between languages. For instance, the color white in Western culture captures the purity and bliss of weddings and celebrations. In contrast, white is associated with death and despair in Oriental cultures.  A bridge between Eastern and Western spheres of influence, an American-born-Chinese orator, Amy Tan, rationalizes, that speakers of different dialects’ “intent, […] passion, […] imagery, [and] rhythms of […] speech, and the nature of [one’s] thoughts have unique takes on different subjects (Tan 716). In a parallel linguistic context, Ebonics is a dialect developed by a minority for a minority. Ebonics is a minority dialect within the majority of proper English-speaking students. As a minority, they must acclimate to the majority to gain momentum to become competitive members of educated society.

Without analogous understandings of academic content, Ebonics-speakers will be left behind, once again.  Vast differences in perspectives pose an imminent barrier in the Ebonics-speaking students’ futures. Relating to the Ebonics-speaking students as a member of a linguistic minority, Tan admits “…when growing up, my mother’s ‘limited’ English limited my perception of her […] I believed that her English reflected the quality of what she had to say. That is, because she expressed them imperfectly her thoughts were imperfect” (Tan 713). Similarly, society functions the same way. The majority does not have a reason to help the lower-tiered Ebonics-speakers up; the majority would rather be dominant individuals, to retain their power and influence. By equalizing the playing field with a common dialect, more productive communication can be utilized to advance society.

Perspective determines influence, which defines one’s range of power. Perspective and influence, coupled with language, are strands that weave a braid of power.  One’s culture yields a language that develops one’s perspective that determines one’s influence upon and interpretation of the world—equating to one’s power.  Although the Oakland School Board’s well-intentioned program proposal is to accelerate the Ebonics-speaking minority up to the pace of the proper English-speaking student majority, this proposal is counterproductive. By accelerating the learning process through a somewhat improvised means of academic instruction, the School Board will segregate the students even further, in its attempt to equalize students’ future professional opportunities.

By further isolating the Ebonics students, the administration fails to recognize that “language is power” in a practical context (St. James, 703).  Language is the key to communication. Communication yields influence. To develop influential members of society, the Ebonics students need an increased knowledge and fluency of a common language shared with the greater majority of English students. Only then would they be able to join forces with the majority. Through common societal interpretations and comprehension, the Ebonics speakers would be more influential and powerful with their communication and ensuing actions. 
Others’ perception of an individual often determines an individual’s societal status among others. Language is a foundation for the construction of one’s identity, shaping one’s perspectives, judged by others to determine one’s social standing or potential magnitude of influence—one’s power to affect change.  Lee St. James, whose advertisements against unintentional segregation through Ebonics, conveys the consideration that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X neither forced their minority dialect—form of communication—upon the majority society. They strived to implement constructive, positive change by relating to the majority, through their means of communication. Because the language of one’s culture provides a sense of foundation and belonging, the majority is more likely to consider, if not accept, a minority’s positions when conveyed in a context understood by the majority.
Segregation will never be entirely eradicated from the fabric of time. But, language, the key form of communication, will always be the framework of an individual’s identity. An identity encompasses one’s culture, background, history, and personal journey. Through these experiences, others determine one’s influence upon them by judging perspectives in countless contexts—ranging from physical to philosophical. Others ultimately decide one’s level of influence, or one’s power. Therefore, Ebonics is a setback in the public education system. It further segregates one group of students from the other, hampering their futures through unreliable and barricaded communication; continuing segregation. One decision can alter the course of many lives: the students’, their immediate family, their future families, and the future of their community.
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