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Linguistic rights: applying theory in support of heritage languages in the classroom 
 

From a framework grounded in sociolinguistic and critical sociocultural theories, this work applies findings from 
the studies of African American Language (AAL) (Rickford, 2000; Smitherman, 2006; Wheeler, 2006), cross-
cultural competencies (DuBois, 2011; Gay, 2010; Moje& Lewis, 2007) and linguistic pluralism (Gonzalez, 2001; 
Nieto, 2009; Valdés, 1996) to develop and examine practices in support of African American first and second 
graders as they use AAL as one linguistic tool to promote language and literacy proficiency in both Standard 
English and in appreciation of home language and culture. Moreover, building from the standpoint (a) that children 
and their families have a right to their own language (Scott, Straker & Katz, 2009); (b) that children’s learning 
begins and is continuously influenced by the home (González, 2001; Moll, Amanti, Neff & González, 1992; Reyes 
&Halcón, 2001); and (c) that children and families must be active participants in the creation of curriculum (Shor, 
1992), this work examines a small group of Latina mothers’ participation in a weekly literacy group as they work 
with a researcher and school literacy specialist to build an understanding of and bridge between home and school 
literacy practices. 

At a time when sociolinguists argue for the rights of students to maintain and deepen heritage language 
competencies in English-only environments (Long, 2011; Nieto, 2009), this work addresses possibilities for 
challenging power structures that, through English-only practices, perpetuate an unjust status quo for students of 
color and students who speak languages other than Academic English (AE). Recognizing that currently narrow 
views of curriculum and teaching practices are largely derived from White, middle class, English-only perspectives 
that have been normalized for too long, this work seeks to broaden narrow visions that continue to deny 
educational opportunities for many students of Color, students who speak languages other than English, and 
those from low income communities (Kincheloe, 2008). We argue that the discriminatory and exclusionary nature 
of many existing practices must be challenged if we are to create opportunities for all students to achieve and to 
broaden worldviews of Anglo and English-only students in classrooms (Gregory et al, 2004; Nieto, 2009; Edwards 
et al., 2010). 

Related literature 

The work described in this presentation is inspired by decades of research in homes and communities of under-
represented and minoritized groups where young children and their families and community members use 
knowledge and experience to syncretically create new contexts and strategies for teaching and learning (Gregory 
et al., 2004; Long and Volk, 2009; López-Robertson et al, 2010). Findings from study after study illuminate the 
learning potential of these syncretic engagements as they occur outside the institutions and communities of 
White, middle class, English-speaking cultural groups (Volk, 2013). The same studies also demonstrate ways that 
schools systematically ignore and devalue the very resources that make those engagements powerful sites for 
learning and teaching, resources such as language, interactional style, funds of knowledge, and the 
teaching/learning practices used by children, their families, peers and community members (Delpit, 2006; 
McCarty, 2002; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Valdés, 1996).  

Ignoring the resources of cultural and linguistic groups that have been positioned outside a narrowly defined norm 
privileges students who fall within that norm particularly when classrooms, curricula, and teaching strategies are 
designed to complement their funds of knowledge (González et al., 2005), interactional styles (Nieto, 2009), 
language and literacies (Edwards, 2011). As a result, many children from minoritized communities have little 
agency in the classroom, the richness of their contributions to classroom interactions cannot be fully appreciated 
and utilized, and inequitable educational experiences are perpetuated. In contrast, when teachers work from a 
critical perspective they are able to identify the power structures that underlie institutions of schooling and they 
begin to recognize that important resources are missing from curricula and teaching practices. Teaching from a 
foundation in critical pedagogy, teachers are better able to appreciate the importance of creating contexts where 
syncretic practices are enriched because students are encouraged to draw on the language and literacy 
resources in their homes and communities. In other words, in classrooms where teachers let children know that 
they value the range of languages, literacies, and knowledge represented in students’ communities and where 
teachers create transformed texts and contexts for privileging and using those resources, children have 
opportunities to draw on what they already know to enrich and support their learning interactions. 

This does not mean, however, that we advocate embracing home and community resources without attention to 
the development of students’ proficiency with languages and literacies of power. Research in the areas of 
sociocultural theory and critical pedagogy insists that an important component of excellent teaching is helping 
students understand how to succeed within existing power structures while working to alter an unjust status quo 
(Freire, 1970; Gay, 2010). At the same time, we do not advocate embracing linguistic knowledge in homes and 
communities simply as a pathway to conventional literacies; it is also a way to enrich classroom practice by 
broadening definitions of the norm. Thus, we believe that this work has the potential to benefit students from 
traditionally marginalized communities while broadening the world views of students from dominant culture groups 
who often believe that their ways are more effective, important, and legitimate than others. 
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Applied language study in the U.S. classroom: research and findings 
Sierra Leone and Columbia, SC 

With this foundation, this presentation will share data from the long-term study conducted as a research team - 
two teachers and a university researcher - worked together to apply critical and sociocultural theories to the 
development of classroom practices in support of six and seven year olds by using heritage language to (a) gain 
pride in heritage, history, and community and (b) translate heritage knowledge to academic knowledge required 
for success in schools. The teachers involved in this work accompanied the university researcher on a 30-day trip 
to Sierra Leone, West Africa where they studied the contributions of Sierra Leone to South Carolina in the United 
States. Recognizing that the majority of Africans who were enslaved and brought to the United States came 
through the port of Charleston, South Carolina and that the majority of them were from the West African coast 
where Sierra Leone is located (Littlefield, 1981; Pollitzer, 1999), the purpose of the trip was to gain knowledge to 
begin to fill gaps in school curricula about history, language, economics, cultural tradition and geography of Sierra 
Leone and its impact on our lives in the U.S. today. The teacher members of the team felt strongly that, as African 
Americans brought up in the U.S. school system, the study of African heritage and heritage languages had been 
largely left out of their curricula. Returning to the United States, with the university researcher, the teachers 
developed and implemented practices for students in South Carolina that drew linguistically on the Krio language 
of Sierra Leone (as a heritage language for many African Americans particularly those from South Carolina), the 
Gullah language of the low country of South Carolina, African American Language, and Academic English. Using 
language through music, cultural practice, geographic connections, and history, students gained knowledge not 
only of linguistic and cultural heritage but they were able to make strong connections to the skills required for 
success in Academic English, the currency of achievement in U.S. classrooms. 

Mexico and Columbia, SC 

In addition, this presentation will share preliminary data from a pilot study conducted by a school literacy specialist 
and a University researcher working with a small group of Latina mothers who drew on Latino children’s literature 
to investigate ways to include home language and culture in school.  Rather than promote a curriculum that 
renders Latino students and their families “voiceless and incapable of action” (Vasquez, 2004, p. xiv), we sought 
to infuse a critical perspective throughout the curriculum. Children and their families should not be made to feel 
that they are deficient simply because their way of making sense of the world or their way of communicating in the 
world does not mirror that of the middle-class, white, patriarchal cultural norms that pervade our schools (Dyson, 
2003; Nieto, 1999; Street, 1995).  Children’s ways of constructing literacy and meaning should be the foundation 
upon which we build our school and classroom community not an obstacle to be reckoned with. 
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