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From Don Imus’ 2007 indictment of the Rutgers University women’s basketball 
team as “nappy-headed ho’s” to the Celie’s (Atwater 2009; Walker 1982) of the world to 
Mary Prince to Sara Baartman (and many other unsung heroes), Black women have had to 
defend themselves against broader societal stereotypes, thus specializing in the wholly 
impossible. Language practices offer little variance in this defense. Linguistic discrimination 
(Smitherman-Donaldson & van Dijk 1988), conscious and unconscious, persists in the 21st 
century with references to African American females as “unladylike”; inarticulate; “sassy”; 
hypersexualized Jezebels; lazy, welfare queens (See Collins 1990). The panelists continue 
the task of Black women defending themselves, taking on the “wholly impossible” of 
divestments in hypothesized gender stereotypes (Mills 2003) by analyzing speech practices 
based on community members’ assessments in three different contexts: a middle school, a 
university setting, and two web spaces.  

Interdisciplinarity and intersectionality are hallmarks of the panel. The presenters 
interrogate Ebonics speech practices from different disciplinary lenses, pedagogically, 
rhetorically, and sociolinguistically, in order to represent voices of community members in 
multiple, socially real ways. Thus, though the lenses are differently colored, they intersect 
logically in that some speech practices may be indexical of age-grading to some degree, 
from secondary school to college-age and beyond. Importantly, the panelists highlight 
Afrocentric feminist epistemology (Collins 1990) and phenomenology as the theoretical and 
data analytic approaches, especially accessing lived experiences, conducting interviews, 
situating subjects as co-researchers, and maintaining & representing co-researchers’ words. 
The words of Black females, then, are pivotal in debunking stereotypes and in generating 
socially real constructions of their linguistic and nonlinguistic behavior.  
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The purpose of the present study is to examine ways that race, gender, and social 

class affect schooling through an analysis of speech practices of six middle-school African 
American girls. Current research suggests that it is imperative for researchers and educators 
to pay more attention to the needs of African-American adolescent girls and how their race, 
gender, and social class affect schooling. Henry (1998) cites research indicating that 
non-traditional factors may hinder the academic development of African American girls: 
“…Black girls are expected to adopt ‘female’ roles of passivity and complacency; they are 
invisible to teachers as serious learners; they receive less encouragement and rewards; they 
are assessed for their social skills rather than academic achievement ….” The present study 
challenges those deficit views of African-American girls. Central questions addressed for 
this study are: What are some signature speech practices of the six African American girls? 
What do they mean for participants? How do they function? Do teachers affirm those speech 
practices, as assessed by the co-researchers? How, if so? What are the co-researchers’ 



experiences?  
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Using phenomenology, critical discourse analysis, and Afrocentric feminist 

epistemology as methodological approaches, the researcher will use observations, participant 
observations, and interviews to collect and analyze data. One group of six working-class 
students in sixth to eighth grades from one middle-school will serve as participants. This 
exploratory study could impact both teachers and participants such that the language 
practices of the participants will not be viewed as “unladylike” or used to discourage 
educational success.  The purpose of this research is to explore some rhetorical features of 
African American Oral Communication, which are often stigmatized, and African American 
female students’ struggles and strategies for translating these features into academic written 
language. In Black Communications: Breaking Down the Barriers (1991), Evelyn Baker 
Dandy describes African American Communication (AAC) as, “a system of speaking 
behavior. The language is alive and well and is spoken everywhere African Americans 
reside in America” (12). According to Dandy, the features that make up the system are 
speech acts, speech code, style, moral teachings, nonverbal behavior, special speaking 
behaviors, and sociolinguistic rules for speaking. These features, though, are often 
marginalized in research studies on AAC and Literacy. This paper will focus on data from 
AAC speaking students at a predominantly white, Research I university, in a first-year 
writing course in order to analyze ways in which students negotiate the interpersonal 
communication present in their home language within their academic writing. I explore the 
idea of African American students “being caught between two worlds” and how this may 
affect their written prose. Essentially, when students write, what elements of oral AAC are 
present? How do the students interpret/feel about the features? How do they negotiate the 
written practices? Do they see the features as belittling/stereotypical? What are their 
experiences?  

The methodological approaches of this study will be classroom-based action research 
and critical discourse analysis of written texts produced in the course and videotaped 
interviews collected outside of class. Based on findings, this study seeks to propose a new 
form of writing curriculum, which recognizes the strong effects of speech on writing.  
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This paper will focus on one aspect of politeness as framed by a segment of Black 

women within two spaces: web pages and focus group interviews. Specifically, I will 
analyze the speech practice referred to as sass within the African American speech 
community (AASC) by analyzing its form, function (politeness/impoliteness), meaning, and 
contextualized performances. Jones and Varner (2002), in their analysis of Pearl Cleage’s 
plays, claim that sass “is a way of having voice when other means are not available” (147). 



In Cleage’s plays, Jones and Varner found that sass may function as a mechanism of verbal 
agility or defense. How do other Black women assess sass as a behavioral act? What is it? 
Who performs this social act? When? How? Where? Is it a polite/impolite act? Does it hold 
social reality or represent a stereotypical presentation? I will discuss data from two web 
pages with commentary posted by Black women, as well as interview Black women 
belonging to two communities of practice about their constructions and assessments of sass. 
Theoretically and methodologically, I follow tenets of Afrocentric Feminist epistemology 
(Collins 1990) in its valuation of the personal, concrete, subjective experience and its 
stipulation that researchers use concrete, personal knowledge in assessing knowledge claims. 
As a result, I will use phenomenology and critical discourse analysis in analyzing the data. 
The words and thoughts of every day Black women within their communities of practice are 
central for this work due to those women’s competencies in assessing politeness.  


