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Students’ Right to Their Own Language(s)

Instructions: Read the following quotes closely then discuss the questions below with your
group.

Quote #1: “On the one hand, I feel an obligation not to force all my students to conform to the
language and culture of mainstream English…On the other hand, I feel an obligation to give my
students access to the written language of power and prestige” (Elbow, 1999, p. 359)1.

a) To what extent does Elbow’s dilemma as a writing instructor apply to our work as tutors?
For example, do you feel any similar obligations toward your tutees’ use of their
language(s)?

b) How might you respond to a student who is primarily concerned with the ‘sound’ of their
paper or the correctness of their grammar (according to Standard Written English)?

c) What are some ways to build empathy and comfort within a session with students? How
do you empower tutees to carry forward tangible action plans to feel safe outside of the
session? 

Quote #2: “Since dialect is not separate from culture, but an instinctive part of it, accepting a
new dialect means accepting a new culture; rejecting one’s native dialect is to some extent a
rejection of one’s culture… Preference for one form over another, then, is not based on meaning
or even ‘exactness’ of expression, but depends on social attitudes and cultural norms”
(Committee of, 1974, p. 6)2.

Quote #3: “Every time I say something the way I say it, she correct me until I say it some other
way. Pretty soon it feel like I can’t think. My mind run up on a thought, git confuse, run back and
sort of lay down. . . . Look like to me only a fool would want you to talk in a way that feel
peculiar to your mind” (Alice Walker qtd. in Elbow, 1999, p. 359).

a) What do you think are some of the effects of forcing students to conform to write a
certain way? Have you ever experienced a time where you were unable to express
yourself the way you wanted to because of “writing rules”?

b) What are some of the benefits of allowing students to freely write without worrying if
they are conforming to Standard Written English?
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