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young people challenge and reinforce ethnic and linguistic difference 

in demographically changing urban schools and communities. The 

ways African American Language, Spanish, and Samoan are used 
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messages, and youth-authored rap lyrics show urban young people 

enacting both new and old visions of pluralist cultural spaces. Paris 

illustrates how understanding youth communication, ethnicity, and 

identities in changing urban landscapes like South Vista offers cru-

cial avenues for researchers and educators to push for more equitable 

schools and a more equitable society.
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1 Beginnings: shouts of  
affirmation from South Vista

It’s our culture, we have to …
– From an interview with Carlos

True Hamoz gurl fo lyph {True Samoan Girl For Life}
– From a text written on Ela’s backpack

Blacks, Mexicans, and Polynesians; we all gotta stay together …
– From an interview with Miles

In an essay written near the end of his life and career, Pulitzer Prize 

winning playwright August Wilson (2000) described the motivation 

at the heart of his cycle of epic dramas which depict the Black experi-

ence in twentieth-century America. Wilson wrote that his charac-

ters are “continually negotiating for a position, the high ground of 

the battlefield, from where they might best shout an affirmation of 

the value and worth of their being in the face of a many-million-

voice chorus that seeks to deafen and obliterate it” (p. 14). What 

Wilson sought to reveal in his work were these shouts of affirmation, 

shouts of identity and cultural worth in the face of the vastness of 

oppression. I seek similar revelations in this book. I seek to reveal 

how Carlos’s belief that the cultural ways of his community had 

to be voiced, Ela’s statement of her eternal Samoaness, and Miles’ 

sentiment of shared marginalization were shouts of affirmation in 

the face of a dominant society that did not highly value the youth I 

worked with.1 Beyond the considerable task of revealing youth striv-

ings for voice, and self, and power, I also seek to understand how 

the processes of these strivings worked in a changing multiethnic 

youth community to challenge and reinforce lines of ethnic and lin-

guistic difference. Further still, my goal is to show the ways this 

understanding can help us re-vision language and literacy learning 

in schools.
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At heart, this book is about difference, division, and unity as it 

played out in a multiethnic high school of color during the 2006–07 

school year and into the summer and fall of 2007. It is a book about a 

small group of youth in particular, their ways with language and text 

and their forging of ethnic and linguistic identities in the face of con-

tinued segregation and racism, in the face of poverty, in the face of a 

changing community, and in the midst of their high-school years. It 

is a meditation on how their shouts for affirmation of cultural worth 

were often at odds with the dominant societal and school expecta-

tions and how these cries for validation often went unheard. And, 

finally, it is a book about how the search for linguistic and cultural 

affirmation within and between ethnic groups at times maintained 

ethnic divisions and at other times created conditions for intereth-

nic unity.

In order to provide an initial sense of the context where I pur-

sued this understanding, let me briefly introduce the fieldsite. I con-

ducted fieldwork primarily at South Vista High, as well as in the 

broader city of South Vista. I had worked in the South Vista commu-

nity for three years prior to the study, engaging in research and teach-

ing at South Vista High and at a local middle school. So although 

I officially conducted this study over one school year and into the 

fall of the following school year, I had been engaged in learning and 

teaching in the South Vista community for much longer.2

South Vista is a small city located in one of the major metro-

politan areas of the West Coast of the United States. For over four 

decades this small city has been predominantly a community of 

color. From the 1960s into the 1990s, South Vista was mainly an 

African American city. In the 1980s the Latino/a population began 

to grow rapidly as immigrants flowed in from Mexico and Central 

America and a transformation began taking shape which continues 

to the present. A significant Pacific Islander population from Samoa, 

Tonga, and Fiji has also continued to flow into South Vista since the 

1980s. In 1990 the US Census reported a population of 42% African 

American, 36% Latino/a, and 6% Pacific Islander. A decade later in 
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2000 the numbers had shifted dramatically to 59% Latino/a, 23% 

African American, and 8% Pacific Islander.3

I could say much more about South Vista, about the grand his-

tory of Afrocentric education and politics there, about the lack of a 

supermarket or a traditional public high school, about the commu-

nity leaders who continue to fight for respect and resources from the 

wealthy neighboring cities, about the many community organiza-

tions doing good work there, and about its years in the 1990s with 

one of the highest murder rates in the United States. Yet this is not a 

book about a city, though you will learn much about South Vista in 

the following pages.

South Vista High School, where I spent the bulk of my 

research hours, is a small public charter school serving students 

exclusively from South Vista. The school is the only public alterna-

tive to a busing program that takes South Vista youth into the pub-

lic high schools of neighboring affluent communities. During the 

time of my fieldwork, all of the students at South Vista High were 

students of color and, like the broader community, the school was 

undergoing a dramatic demographic shift. Just two years before 

my study in 2005 the school served 55% Latino/as, 34% African 

Americans, and 11% Pacific Islanders. In 2007 the numbers were 

a startling 74% Latino/a, 16% African American, and 10% Pacific 

Islander.

I should note briefly that the demographic shift in this city 

and school are not an anomaly. Many urban communities through-

out the United States are now home to larger numbers of Latino/as 

in addition to African Americans and other ethnic groups of color 

from South and Southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands (among other 

places).4 African Americans, in fact, are experiencing an ever smaller 

urban presence in US cities and South Vista is certainly a case in 

point. Understanding the experiences of young people in such chan-

ging multiethnic communities and schools should be a top priority 

for all of us in the social sciences, particularly those concerned with 

language and education.
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South Vista High boasts relatively high graduation and college 

acceptance rates. Many South Vista High students are the first in 

their families to graduate from high school. Almost all of those that 

attend college will be the first in their families to do so, and by most 

estimates many of these youth were headed toward becoming high-

school dropouts or worse. The teachers at the school are caring, hard 

working, and well qualified. By standard measures of success, South 

Vista High is doing well. And I could go on in this positive vein.

It will be easy in the following pages to forget this early favor-

able characterization of South Vista High. Much of what I came to 

understand about language and text and difference at South Vista 

was not well attended to by the school. In fact, some of my most 

important findings about division and unity went unnoticed or were 

ignored in my observations of the official life of the school. Yet my 

critiques of what was not happening at South Vista High are not lev-

eled at the school or the teachers. The school and the teachers were 

doing good work within policy constraints and macro systems of 

inequality, many of which were beyond their control. I have larger 

targets in mind, namely our urban public schools, how we prepare 

teachers for them and, more broadly, our societal conceptions of eth-

nic and linguistic difference. My critiques, then, should be read as 

criticisms of the vital opportunities schools and society continue to 

miss in multiethnic and multilingual contexts, rather than as criti-

cisms of a single school or the dedicated adults who worked there. 

And yet this is also not a book about school success or failure, or of 

teachers and teaching, though the implications do land on the prac-

tical ground of pedagogy and curriculum.

It was the students I worked with over the year that allowed 

me to hear their shouts of affirmation, to glimpse the workings 

of difference in their school and city. I am after big things in this 

book, and to come even close to realizing my goals I relied on the big 

hearts and minds of eight young people who were my focus partici-

pants over the year. There was Ela, a fifteen-year-old Samoan who 

immigrated to South Vista from American Samoa just three years 
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before my study. And there was Miles, a fifteen-year-old African 

American who had lived all his life in South Vista. I also worked 

with Carla, a fifteen-year-old Latina who immigrated to South Vista 

from Michoacán, Mexico at the age of three and remained undocu-

mented during our work together. There was Julio, a seventeen-

year-old Latino, who also remained undocumented during our work 

together, even though he had come to South Vista at the age of two 

from Sinaloa, Mexico. There was Rochelle, a fifteen-year-old African 

American, who had lived in South Vista all her life. Rahul, a fifteen-

year-old Fijian Indian, had also lived his whole life in South Vista, 

though his Hindu parents were born and raised in Fiji. I also worked 

with Gloria, a Latina fourteen-year-old, who had lived nearly all her 

life in South Vista and the neighboring communities, though she 

had spent a couple of years in Michoacán in early childhood. And 

finally there was Carlos, a seventeen-year-old Latino, who came with 

his mother to South Vista from Michoacán in 1999 to join his father 

who had been living in South Vista since the late 1980s.

In the following pages you will come to know the ways these 

young people used and thought about oral and written language 

within and between ethnic groups at South Vista High and in their 

broader youth and family communities. And you will come to know 

how these facets of their social and cultural selves participated in 

reinforcing and challenging lines of ethnic difference in positive and 

difficult ways. You will hear, I hope, a chorus of shouts for cultural 

and linguistic affirmation within and across ethnicity. It is through 

this chorus that I attempted to understand difference, division, and 

unity at South Vista High, in the city of South Vista, and further, 

if readers will allow, in the multiethnic and multilingual fabric of 

American society.

Developing a humanizing research stance
The process of coming to understand the workings of ethnic diffe-

rence with the youth in my study, of coming to hear their shouts 

of affirmation, involved developing a humanizing research stance 
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throughout my fieldwork. It will be helpful for me to introduce this 

stance as it allowed for much of my learning at South Vista. I will 

use an email I received from Rahul toward the end of my study as an 

initial description of this humanizing stance in ethnographic and 

social language research across difference.

It was late August 2007, and the new school year had just begun. 

During the summer I had been in contact with many of the case 

study youth from my study, but over two months had passed since 

the last day of school, since I had ended my year of ethnography and 

social language research with them at South Vista High. I had spent 

the school year at South Vista investigating the ways Carla, Miles, 

Julio, Gloria, Rochelle, Rahul, Carlos, Ela, and their many peers lived 

ethnic difference through their everyday language and literacy and 

theorizing with them about what these things meant for their edu-

cations and futures. Over the summer my occasional text messages, 

MySpace exchanges, telephone conversations, and visits with par-

ticipant students continued to be very important to my understand-

ing and relationships, but they were much less frequent than before. 

The intensity of my connections with these young people during 

the school year seemed some distance away as I worked through the 

summer months analyzing the ethnographic and social language 

data they had been so generous in sharing.

Yet, as was often the case that summer, these occasional inter-

actions delivered powerful understandings that reverberated through 

my own emerging interpretations of the social, cultural, and linguis-

tic worlds I was working to comprehend. I had spent several weeks 

letting the data settle and beginning to create ever-firmer categories 

of meaning and these summer interactions met my emerging sense-

making head-on. All of these unsolicited summer interactions not 

only pushed my own understanding further, they also spoke to the 

strength of the bond the students and I had formed together. One 

interaction I had with Rahul spoke to this strength of relationship 

and, I think, to the validity of the sorts of truths youth shared with 
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me over the year in formal interviews, informal conversations, and 

participant observations.5 Rahul emailed me on August 27th, 2007, 

as I was sitting in my office coding interview transcripts. Rahul was 

a Fijian Indian emcee who regularly wrote and recorded rap lyrics, 

referred to as “flows” in Hip Hop culture. He ended his email with 

the following “freestyle,” an unplanned flow displaying verbal (and 

here, written) agility and ingenuity.6

YO MAN THIS A SPITTA

RHYMING AND TWISTING IT UP FOR A HEAVY HITTA

D JIZZLE IS THE MANE

STANDING 6 4 YOU NEEDA UNDERSTANE

HE’LL LAY YOU OUT WITH THEM KILLAWATT PUNCHES

HE’LL TAKE A YOUNGESTER THAT COMES IN BUNCHES

D JIZZLE IS THE ONE AND TRULY

HE IS A FRIEND WHO UNDERTSTAND FULLY

HE KNOWS WAT WE GO THROUGH

CAUSE HE’S BEEN THROUH IT

HE’S INSPIRED ME THE WAY AND TOLD ME TO DO IT, TO 

IT

THIS FLOW WAS FOR U DJANGO … LIL FREESTYLE FROM 

OFF TOP OF MY HEAD …

There is much African American Language (AAL)7 and Hip Hop 

Nation Language (HHNL)8 to analyze in Rahul’s rap, and I dedicate 

Chapter 5 to a thorough analysis of the textual worlds of South Vista’s 

youth. My purpose in sharing these lyrics here, however, is to high-

light the importance of relationship in ethnographic and linguistic 

anthropological research, and to give some evidence of the depth of 

my relationship with the youth whose worlds I have attempted in 

small ways to represent in this book. Deeply connected to this sense 

of relationship, I share Rahul’s rap to show how he felt I had grasped 

the cultural meaning of the youth world.

In essence, Rahul’s freestyle was a message to me about the 

trust I had gained and a message letting me know that I was getting it 
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as right as an ethnographer can; that I was “a friend who understand 

fully,” “Who knows wat we go through,” who has “been through it.” 

While I make no claim to coming close to fully understanding the 

complex linguistic and cultural world of South Vista’s multiethnic 

youth community,9 Rahul’s rap told me that he felt I did. Gaining 

such insider trust and grasp of the cultural meanings of participants 

is the major purpose of ethnographic and cultural social language 

research.10

Rahul’s line about my having “been through it” deserves fur-

ther comment. I was honest with the youth about my own racial 

and ethnic identity as a Black/biracial man with a Black Jamaican 

immigrant father and a White American mother. I was honest with 

them about my own father’s years without documents, about his 

spotty presence in some years of my childhood, and about how we 

have grown an ever-stronger relationship since my teenage years. 

And I told them about the years my single mother collected wel-

fare to care for my sister and me. I was also honest that I did not 

grow up in the urban center like these youth – that I was born in 

San Francisco and returned there and to Oakland frequently to visit 

my father, but that I attended mainly rural public schools until col-

lege. I told the youth that my father had graduated college before he 

immigrated to California and that my mother was not the first in 

her family to graduate college when she returned in her mid-thirties 

to get her BA, then MA. I also told them about my years as a class-

room English teacher in California, the Dominican Republic, and 

Arizona. This is all to say that I shared with youth the many ways 

we were similar and the many ways I was an outsider. And I shared 

each of these things over time and relationship because they asked 

me. They demanded that I claim identities and experiences in the 

ways I was continually asking them to in the somewhat dialogic 

process we call ethnography. This sharing of self in dialogic process, 

I believe, led youth to share their selves in more genuine and honest 

ways. This genuine and honest sharing led to richer and truer data 

than the model of the somewhat detached, neutral researcher that 
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echoes across the decades from more positivist-influenced versions 

of inquiry in applied cultural anthropology.11

Rahul delivered one more important methodological message 

in his rap that summer day; he showed me that he felt humanized 

by the experience of being a research participant. Our year-long 

relationship, filled with formal interviews about language, ethni-

city, schooling, music, and violence, filled with email exchanges 

and conversations about his raps, his classrooms, and the distance 

between the two, filled with my participant observations of him 

inside and outside the classroom – these ethnographic and linguistic 

anthropological events had been inspiring to Rahul. In the rap, he 

told me, “He’s inspired me and told me to do it, to it.” Although I 

did not tell Rahul to do anything during our year, the manner of our 

interactions, my questions, and my genuine search to understand 

his understanding made him feel inspired to “do it, to it,” to keep 

striving in the face of many obstacles. This is the terrain of what I 

have come to see as humanizing research, a terrain I only began to 

explore in this study and a terrain occupied by a growing number of 

critical eth nographers and social language researchers. Humanizing 

research is a methodological stance which requires that our inquir-

ies involve dialogic consciousness-raising and the building of rela-

tionships of dignity and care for both researchers and participants.12 

Although such a stance is important in all research, it is particularly 

important when researchers are working with communities that are 

oppressed and marginalized by systems of inequality based on race, 

ethnicity, class, gender, and other social and cultural categories. 

This ethical need for a humanizing stance emerges as both research-

ers and  participants seek to push against inequities not only through 

the findings of research, but through the research act itself.

Building relationships of dignity and care and glimpsing 

insider understanding across multiple borders of difference was a 

major challenge of my research in South Vista. So, too, was attempt-

ing to conduct my study in ways that avoided exploitation and colon-

ization, in ways that were humanizing to the youth that had gifted 
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me with access to what they did and thought about. Rahul’s rap is 

one piece of evidence of the ways I managed these complex border 

crossings somewhat successfully. Throughout this book, I will pro-

vide further examples of the way my research interactions with par-

ticipants attempted to help the youth and myself toward a deepened 

sense of how oral and written language worked at South Vista. How 

my field methods allowed me in small ways to “understand fully” 

and, in even smaller ways, “to inspire” the youth in my study; to 

humanize through research rather than colonize by research.

The need for interethnic language and 
literacy research in US schools

When I arrived at the fieldsite in the late summer of 2006, I came 

laden with particular categories of race, ethnicity, and language as 

they applied to Latino/a, African American, and Pacific Islander stu-

dents. And I came to South Vista wanting to know how youth from 

each of these ethnic communities negotiated the cultural distance 

between their everyday practices and those of school. What became 

apparent within the first months of fieldwork was that such lines 

of ethnic and linguistic difference and division operated far differ-

ently, and in far more complicated ways than I had read about or 

researched as a scholar or understood as a teacher. Sure, I came with 

knowledge of multiple identities, cultural dissonance, and even cul-

tural hybridity. My own life as a Black Jamaican/White American 

biracial man, fused with reviews of decades of literature had pre-

pared me for that. But the intensity of solidarity, of exclusion, and of 

interethnic sharing in linguistic and textual practices was beyond 

my expectations.

As I spent more and more time in the sociocultural worlds of 

young people, my focus on the youth/school tension became less 

prominent and I began to fix my research gaze on the thriving multi-

ethnic youth cultural space. It was here that language and literacy 

was practiced and contested between youth both inside and outside 

the classroom. It was here that youth strove for power and voice in 
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ways so crucial to our notions of teaching and learning in multi-

ethnic contexts. It was here that difference was enacted and chal-

lenged through moments of everyday interaction.

Contemporary approaches to the study of mind and culture begin 

with the understanding that our identities and social practices are 

situational, fragmented, and in a dialogic relationship with cul-

tural context.13 Such approaches note that in a multiethnic and 

increasingly global society, any notions of static or core selves and 

stable cultural rules are impossible. People of color in colonial, post-

 slavery, and other oppressed contexts as well as others marginal-

ized by sex, gender, and class have been forced to approach cultural 

being in this way long before the postmodern era. Dubois (1903), for 

instance, conceptualized a painful Veil between the cultural worlds 

of African Americans and European Americans in the United States 

over a century ago. This Veil creates what Dubois termed a double  

consciousness, “a sense of always looking at oneself through the 

eyes of others” (p. 215). This double duty of self and culture becomes 

even more complex in social contexts where there is not simply one 

dominant and one marginalized culture (e.g., Black and White), but 

rather many differently marginalized cultures coexisting in a single 

dominant cultural setting – in this book a high school serving stu-

dents of color from several ethnic backgrounds.

The multiple consciousnesses and multiple practices that 

can result from such a cultural space are beautifully theorized in 

Anzaldúa’s (1987) conception of the cultural and linguistic border-

lands as a “liminal state between worlds, in between realities, in 

between systems of knowledge, in between symbology systems” 

(Anzaldúa, quoted in an interview with Lunsford, 2004, p. 17). 

Although these borderlands are often places of conflict for students, 

like those in South Vista, who come from less powerful social pos-

itions, Anzaldúa’s conception allows as well for the possibility of 

fluidity between belief systems and cultural practices in multiethnic 

contexts.



Beginnings12

Pratt (1987, 1991) offers another way to view these borderland 

spaces. She envisions them as contact zones between individuals 

and communities with different cultural repertoires of language and 

understanding. For Pratt (and for me) understanding what occurs in 

these zones of contact in our multiethnic, multilingual, race, gender 

and class stratified world is major ground of needed knowledge in 

our shifting global and multiethnic world. With this in mind, Pratt 

(1987) envisioned

a linguistics that focused on modes and zones of contact 

between dominant and dominated groups, between persons of 

different and multiple identities, speakers of different languages, 

that focused on how speakers constitute each other relationally 

and in difference, how they enact differences in language.
(p. 60)

Most of the scholarly work done in the United States investigating the 

terrain of double consciousness, the borderlands, or contact zones in 

schools and communities has analyzed the ways such multiple iden-

tities and linguistic practices occur as a result of the tensions between 

dominant White middle-class ways and the ways of one particular 

marginalized or oppressed group (e.g., Mexican Americans or African 

Americans).14 This research that is focused primarily on the linguis-

tic and cultural negotiations of one ethnically marginalized group 

must continue as the historic and continuing experiences of each 

group in relation to the dominant expectations of school and society 

are indeed different. However, demographic shifts coupled with the 

continued residential segregation of poor communities of color in the 

United States have increased the numbers of Black and Brown stu-

dents who share the same communities and classrooms.15 It is com-

mon for schools and communities across urban America to be home 

to Latino/a, African American, and other immigrant communities of 

color like Pacific Islanders. South Vista High is a case in point.

It is also true that students of color – Latino/as and African 

Americans in particular – continue to be failed in large numbers by 
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our public schools. Students from these communities of color con-

tinue to lead drop-out and incarceration rates and score most poorly 

on standardized national and state tests. We have long known from 

scholarship at the intersection of sociolinguistics and education that 

the linguistic and literate practices of communities of color must 

become resources for classroom pedagogy and curriculum.16 This 

long line of work has pulled many researchers and teachers out of 

viewing the linguistic and cultural practices of marginalized eth-

nic groups as deficits to be overcome in classroom learning and 

toward understanding them as resources to be used in classroom 

learning.17

What has been less clear as a result of little sustained social 

language and educational research focused on US multiethnic com-

munities, is what the resources are in such complex cultural and 

academic spaces and whether curricular conceptions of multicultur-

alism and language and literacy learning have accounted for changing 

communities and changing notions of difference as they are lived by 

students inside and outside schools. If we are interested not simply 

in pulling our young people into the dominant, normalizing stream 

of schooling, but also in re-visioning schools to allow and foster more 

pluralist repertoires of practice,18 then we must also look carefully at 

the struggles for voice and power that exist between the margins of 

ethnicity and language in multiethnic contexts. This book is a win-

dow into the cultural and linguistic resources available in contem-

porary multiethnic urban schools and youth communities.

On language sharing, dexterity,  
and plurality

Although US scholarship has not often focused on these intereth-

nic spaces in youth communities and schools, British Cultural 

Studies scholars have done important work pushing understandings 

of language and ethnic identity in the late modern urban contexts 

of Britain.19 The work of Rampton (1995, 1998, and 2006) has been 

particularly important to my thinking. Very little research in the 
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United States or abroad has brought social language knowledge and 

methodology to the multiethnic youth spaces so common in con-

temporary urban schools like Rampton’s classic (1995) ethnographic 

and sociolinguistic study of language use in a multiethnic youth 

community in Britain. His research provides a rare investigation 

into how language and ethnicity function among adolescents in 

such multiethnic space. Rampton’s (2006) later work gracefully uses 

interactional sociolinguistic and ethnographic approaches to further 

understand the terrain of ethnicity, class, and language in an urban 

British high school.

Rampton’s work moves beyond the study of bilingual ethnic 

in-groups and toward an understanding of what he has termed plural 

ethnicities (1998).

Working from Hall’s (1988) conception of new ethnicities, 

Rampton posits that individuals can adopt plural ethnicities that chal-

lenge singular ethnicities in contexts where ethnic groups blur lines of 

linguistic and cultural ownership. In his analysis Rampton looked to 

understand the social rules of language crossing, moments when youth 

would cross into the languages of their peers during interactions.20

Although Rampton referred to all instances of youth employ-

ing their out-group peers’ languages as “crossing,” my own analysis 

has pointed to some moments when language was crossed into and 

other times when it was shared. While language crossing may or may 

not be ratified by traditional in-group speakers, I refer to language 

sharing as those momentary and sustained uses of the language that 

are ratified – when use of the language traditionally “belonging” to 

another group is ratified as appropriate by its traditional speakers. 

Such sharing occurred at South Vista when African American youth 

ratified the African American Language use of their Pacific Islander 

and Latino/a peers or when Latino/a youth ratified the Spanish use 

of their Pacific Islander and African American peers. This ratifica-

tion was expressed by in-group speakers continuing an interaction in 

the heritage language with their out-group peers and, by continuing 

an interaction, implicitly inviting their out-group peers to continue 
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the language sharing. Another way language crossing was ratified as 

language sharing was more simply when in-group youth did not pro-

test, mock, or otherwise comment on the language sharing of their 

out-group peers, thereby implicitly deeming it authentic. The ways 

young people thought about and navigated such cultural and linguis-

tic sharing is a major focus of this book.

While language crossing and sharing hold major implications 

for how we think about language, ethnicity, and schooling in multi-

ethnic and multilingual contexts, it is important to avoid overstat-

ing what such practices can achieve in an unequal society. Although 

language is one primary marker of ethnicity and identity, other major 

markers of race, like skin color, play heavily into systems of dis-

crimination, racism, and privilege. For this reason, I back away from 

thinking about “plural ethnicities” and favor more specific terms 

of practice, such as linguistic dexterity – the ability to use a range 

of language practices in a multiethnic and multilingual society – 

and terms of mind, such as linguistic plurality, consciousness about 

why and how to use such dexterity in social interactions. Such terms 

recognize the importance of interethnic practices without implying 

that they surmount systemic barriers.21

The paradox of pluralism in  
unequal societies

My analysis, then, begins by looking at the relationship between the 

many marginalized linguistic and cultural practices at play among 

the youth I worked with at South Vista High and in the broader city of 

South Vista. I look to see how such practices were considered locally 

prestigious or not.22 I work from an understanding of the tight rela-

tionship between language, ethnicity, and identity, a relationship 

that guides language choices and language attitudes, particularly in 

multilingual and multiethnic settings.23 Language is seen here as an 

act of identity24 that foregrounds particular identifications with and 

against others. I interrogate youth interactions for examples of local 

agency; small identity acts of marginalized language, literacy, and 
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activity that resist the social order of schooling, even as they ultim-

ately fail to eclipse its power.25 I explore the borderlands that existed 

among Latino/as, African Americans, and Pacific Islanders at South 

Vista; the sorts of linguistic dexterities and pluralities they enacted 

and understood. My analysis seeks to glimpse the ways that certain 

types of crossings and sharings push our understandings of ethnic 

and linguistic division and unity and the sorts of classrooms that 

could use such understandings for educational improvement.

I have come to conceptualize this terrain as multiethnic youth 

space, a social and cultural space centered on youth communica-

tion within and across ethnicities – a space of contact where youth 

challenge and reinforce notions of difference and division through 

language choices and attitudes. Positioned in this research space, 

I analyze the forces and practices at play that reinforce ethnic div-

isions and those that seem to cut across those divisions toward 

spaces of interethnic unity.26

My analysis in the following chapters reveals a continuum of 

multiethnic youth space that explores the tensions between ethnic 

and linguistic solidarity and exclusion on the one end and ethnic and 

linguistic crossing and sharing on the other. The fundamental ten-

sion of a pluralist society lives along this continuum. The within-

ethnic group practices of solidarity create safe spaces for those like 

you and, importantly, Other those unlike you. Such practices often 

perpetuate and reinforce traditional lines of difference and division 

even as they necessarily provide needed sustenance for particular 

marginalized and oppressed groups. A major necessity of a pluralist 

society is to bridge such lines of division so that groups can cooper-

ate in society, while at the same time maintaining spaces for par-

ticular groups to thrive.

For oppressed and marginalized people this continues to be 

the major tension; a way to achieve both maintenance and access in 

linguistic and cultural practices. Such is the paradox of pluralism. 

It at once demands both a repertoire of difference and one of simi-

larity.27 Although such demands are required of all people, the more 
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marginalized the positions that one occupies, the more difficult this 

is to realize. This tension between maintenance of marginalized lin-

guistic and other cultural practices and access to dominant ones is at 

the heart of a century of scholarship on the struggle for marginalized 

people between the plural and particular, the locally prestigious and 

the dominant.28

In the United States and other nations living out the legacies of 

colonialism and slavery, the ground of this paradox of pluralism has 

generally operated between White middle-class ways as the shared 

and common and the ways of marginalized groups as the different 

and particular, though it certainly does not have to continue to be 

that way. At its center, this paradox is one all multiethnic societies 

must deal with, including the multiethnic youth communities of 

our high schools. How can we successfully honor both the need for 

difference and division and the need to unify across borders to share 

and understand? How can we learn to hear and heed the shouts of 

affirmation rising up in our schools and youth communities?

Introducing the multiethnic youth  
space of South Vista

Julio: Every once in a while you do see a separation between 

Hispanics and Blacks, but I think it’s because it comes from 

your family. You’re used to being around just people who speak 

your own language or have your own style. They are like you 

and sometimes for some people it becomes sort of difficult to be 

around others. I mean, especially if they’re not like you. The bet-

ter someone’s like you, the easier, I think, it becomes for you.

(Interview, October 23, 2006)

Miles: We’re all cool. I think it’s like in my [middle] school, 

where it was White people, and Black, Mexican and Polynesians; 

we all gotta stay together. I think it’s like here. We all gotta stay 

together. We’re the minorities.

(Interview, January 19, 2007)
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In many ways these separate quotes from Julio, a Latino born in 

Mexico and raised in South Vista from age three, and Miles, an 

African American born and raised in South Vista, mapped out the 

continuum of multiethnic youth space. Julio spoke of an occasional 

“separation,” Miles of a sense of cross-ethnic unity among youth of 

color. For marginalized youth living within the paradox of plural-

ism, both solidarity with those “who speak your own language” and 

crossing into spaces of common ground where “We’re all the minor-

ities” necessarily coexist. Yet, for youth in communities like South 

Vista, such a coexistence of in-group solidarity and cross-group com-

monality is highly contested and in constant tension with the lin-

guistic and cultural demands of schooling and the broader dominant 

society.

Chapter 2 is about the role of Spanish language in the separa-

tions Julio spoke of between ethnic groups at South Vista. In par-

ticular, it is about the processes interlinking language, ethnicity, 

and identity in these separations and about how youth across ethnic 

groups understood and participated in these divisions in the context 

of a new Spanish-speaking majority. As Julio saw it, this ethnic div-

ision by language and style was a “once in a while” affair. Although 

I will show that such boundaries were certainly more common than 

occasional, Julio was aware that lines of separation were not con-

stant or simply drawn by ethnicity and first language(s). In Chapter 

2, I also explore the ways Spanish language worked to challenge and 

blur traditional ethnic and linguistic divisions at South Vista, cre-

ating spaces where Latino/a, African American, and Pacific Islander 

youth wanted to, and often did, “stay together” through Spanish.

In Chapter 3, I describe the way the Pacific Islander languages 

of Samoan, Tongan, Fijian, and Hindi29 participated in the separations 

and togetherness of multiethnic youth space at South Vista. Although 

these languages were far less prominent than Spanish as tools of exclu-

sion and solidarity in school, the chapter explores where and how these 

languages survived in the face of small numbers of speakers. As well, I 

seek to show in Chapter 3 how young people held on to fierce senses of 
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Samoaness and Fijianess even as they shared in linguistic and cultural 

practices not traditionally part of their ethnic communities.

In Chapter 4, I take up the powerful role of AAL as a cultural 

and linguistic unifier in the multiethnic youth space of South Vista; 

the myriad ways that sharing in AAL was the ultimate linguistic 

embodiment of Miles’ statement of staying together. I show how 

Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth joined their Black peers in gram-

mar, lexicon, and rhetorical traditions. I also look to complicate 

easy celebrations of cultural hybridity and plurality, considering the 

deeply marginalized position of African American youth in contem-

porary urban school contexts and at the positive and problematic 

dimensions of sharing in AAL.

In Chapter 5, I introduce the category of identity texts. In three 

interrelated sections I analyze photographs of texts worn on youth 

objects, texts delivered through electronic media, and rap lyrics 

written by youth at South Vista. I set these analyses alongside youth 

sense-making about the role of these texts in communicating eth-

nic, linguistic, and geographic identities. I end each of the chapters 

in the book imagining what it would mean for classrooms to engage 

in what I call a pedagogy of pluralism, using the linguistic dexterity 

and plurality of youth as resources for language and literacy learning 

within and across difference.

Chapter 6 is a meditation on the meaning of my work with the 

youth of South Vista for classroom learning, teacher preparation, and 

broader conceptions of pluralism in US society. In that chapter I seek 

to illustrate the ways this book offers insight into the question: how 

do we live and learn together in difference?

Some examples are in order to introduce the sorts of ethnic and 

linguistic separations and togetherness Julio, Miles, and their peers 

experienced daily at South Vista. Consider the following fieldnote 

I recorded on April 12th, 2007. Miles, Ela, Rahul, and Rochelle and 

many other students I knew well took Mrs. Gonzales’ tenth grade 

biology class. The class was one of the more ethnically balanced in the 

school, with several African American students and Pacific Islander 
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students joining a slight Latino/a majority. As was my custom, I sat at 

the back table, jotting down notes as students wrote down theirs. On 

this day, the class was in the middle of a long unit on DNA.

Mrs. Gonzales is giving complicated directions to a game they 

will play where partners will translate duplicate strands of DNA 

using colored and lettered paper cards.

Miles, who is shaking his head in confusion, says to nobody in 

particular, “No comprende.” {He/She doesn’t understand}

The game begins and Miles and Derek translate the duplicate 

DNA code first.

Miles looks up at the other groups, “Y’all ø slow!”30

The groups switch roles in the game and one student, Geraldo, 

is confused about which role he has. Derek offers some help.

Derek, “What was you before? You ø supposed to be over 

there.”

Miles chimes in, “You’re MRNA now, blood.”

The competition to finish heats up and Sharon yells at her 

Latino partner, “¡Ándale!” {Hurry up!}

Meanwhile, in the midst of the game, Rudolfo is talking to 

his table mates about his flag football team. He tells them, 

“Sometimes people be hittin even though it’s supposed to be 

flag.”31

Such complex language exchanges were typical inside and outside 

of classrooms in South Vista. In just a few moments of biology class, 

Miles and Sharon, both African American students born and raised 

in South Vista, chose to cross into Spanish for a simple declarative 

statement (Miles, “No comprende,” for the correct verb conjugation 

“No comprendo”) to a general audience and an interjectory com-

mand (Sharon, “¡Ándale!”) to a bilingual Latino peer. Both students 

could have said these things in some variety of English and they 

would have been readily understood by all in the classroom.

Within the same exchanges, Miles and African American stu-

dent Derek also indexed their participation in AAL. By saying “Y’all” 
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for “you all,”32 using zero copula in “ø slow” for the Dominant 

American English (DAE)33 “are slow,” and employing the long-stand-

ing lexical item “blood” (here, for “friend”), Miles was locating him-

self with his youth speech community. Interestingly, Miles used 

“blood” to address Latino student Geraldo, even though the term 

has generally been used throughout its decades-old history between 

African Americans as a generic term for a Black person (Smitherman, 

2006). Derek also used two features of AAL grammar in assisting 

Geraldo. First, he used the past form “was” for “were,” a charac-

teristic feature of AAL and other non-dominant Englishes using a 

single verb form for both plural and singular subjects in any tense.34 

Like Miles, Derek also employed a standard feature of AAL gram-

mar by omitting the copula in “you ø supposed” (for the DAE “you 

are supposed”). Yet Miles and Derek were not alone in using AAL 

features during this exchange. Latino student Rudolfo used both the 

hallmark AAL grammatical feature the habitual be and the phono-

logical feature “ing” to “in”, in his statement “people be hittin” (for 

a rough DAE translation, “people are usually or always hitting”).35 

Rudolfo, then, was also forging his place within the youth speech 

community through his use of AAL.

So hold up … Two African American students chose Spanish 

for simple statements they could have made in English. Two African 

American students used features characteristic of AAL grammar 

and lexicon to address a Mexican American student. One Mexican 

American student, speaking to a mixed ethnicity audience, used a 

deep grammatical feature of AAL. And, whether the teacher heard 

the exchanges or not, all of this talk was done more or less within 

the official course of the classroom activity. Such exchanges were 

frequent and common across various academic and social contexts 

in South Vista. They seemed to push against the dominant, com-

partmentalized understandings of language and ethnicity which 

schools and curriculum, the broader society and, often, researchers 

perpetuate. One major goal of my work at South Vista was to begin 

to understand the moments when such seemingly fluid linguistic 
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sharing happened. So I focused my collection and analysis on how 

youth participated in and made sense of the linguistic dexterity and 

linguistic plurality they embodied.

On different days in different social interactions language 

seemed far less shared. Where the above exchange in many ways 

echoed Miles’ sentiment of all marginalized youth staying together, 

other episodes provided evidence of the separations in social lan-

guage use Julio described. Take this brief interaction I recorded in 

my fieldnotes on September 6th, 2006, in the same biology class. On 

this day, the class was engaged in group work about the ecology of 

their community.

Ricky is in a group with Raul, Felicia, Celia, and Paola. The 

three Latinas are speaking Spanish and looking at the family 

photos of babies and children that adorn their binders while also 

attending some to their school work. Ricky loud talks a couple 

of times that the girls are talking about babies, as if they should 

be focusing on something else. Then he says loudly to nobody in 

particular, “I can’t understand what they are saying!” He looks 

around for some recognition, then puts his hands up high and 

shrugs his shoulders. The three Latinas take little notice and 

continue talking with each other in Spanish.

Such in-group solidarity and out-group exclusion through lan-

guage use, particularly through the use of Spanish, was as common 

as interactions of language crossing and sharing at South Vista. 

Ricky attempted to “loud talk,” a common speech event in African 

American discourse.36 Loud talking is used to let others outside 

the immediate audience hear and possibly assist in influencing an 

interaction. Ricky was hoping for someone (a teacher, a peer, me?) 

to hear his talk and intercede. When this didn’t work, he explicitly 

expressed his frustration loud enough for his group mates and others 

to hear. When this also failed, Ricky resorted to the gestural, throw-

ing his hands up in exaggerated surrender. For their part, Celia, 

Felicia, and Paola continued their interchange of personal photos 
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rather uninterrupted. In this brief moment, Ricky was not at all their 

intended audience. Solidarity and community with each other was 

the primary goal.

What to make of Ricky’s moment of frustration? I witnessed 

many occasions when language kept some out and others in through-

out the multiethnic youth space of South Vista. These moments were 

sometimes difficult to watch and I will provide some more difficult 

than Ricky’s. As a researcher and analyst, pushing past the pain of 

these exclusions was often difficult. Yet, on the other side of this 

difficulty, I began to understand the purpose of such solidarity and 

exclusion as necessary for youth to maintain cherished selves in the 

face of dominant school demands and in the face of the linguistic 

and cultural demands of participation in multiethnic youth space. 

In order to stay “Black” or “Mexican” or “Poly” (the youth term 

for Polynesian), one had to carve out spaces and places to use the 

languages of those identities. In order to maintain membership in 

the broader multiethnic youth community, other places and spaces 

needed to be carved out for crossing into and sharing language and 

culture across difference.

All of these identities were negotiated, of course, with the 

dominant demands and language ideologies of school. And yet even 

this explanation is far from adequate. I struggled to find adequate 

explanations for how the extraordinary dance of language and iden-

tity was performed in the multiethnic youth space of South Vista. 

The remaining chapters of this book are about this dance, and about 

how language and literacy education can learn to join in.



2 “Spanish is becoming famous”: 
youth perspectives on Spanish  
in a changing youth community

Along with the extraordinary demographic shift away from an 

African American majority and toward a Latino/a majority in the 

city and schools of South Vista came the omnipresence of the Spanish 

language. Spanish, spoken in various mainly Mexican varieties and 

in code-switching blends with varieties of English, was everywhere 

in youth space. By the 2006–07 school year, Spanish was at least one 

of the first languages of nearly 70 percent of the students of South 

Vista. This does not mean, of course, that it was the primary lan-

guage used by all of the Latino/a youth at the school, though it was 

the primary home language for the vast majority of these students. 

In fact, as I will show in Chapter 4, many Latino/a youth participated 

heavily in AAL and struggled to maintain facility in the primary 

language of their parents and grandparents. We know little about 

how Latino/a, African American, and other youth in shifting com-

munities and schools like South Vista think about and use Spanish 

across ethnic difference. It is to exploring this youth understanding 

that I dedicate this chapter.

The field of bilingualism and bilingual education is vast and it 

is beyond the scope of this study and my own Spanish proficiency1 to 

do justice to an analysis of the proficiency levels of Spanish among 

South Vista youth.2 To be sure, proficiency levels in English and 

Spanish varied widely, as I will show in some data examples.

Yet each of the Latino/a youth I came to know well at South 

Vista were all proficient enough in Spanish to converse, if they chose 

to, in the Spanish language with their peers, their parents, and other 

family members. And they were also proficient enough in Englishes 

to converse, if they chose to, in some variety of English with their 
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peers in multiethnic youth space. These youth were circumstantial 

bilinguals3 who gained facility in more than one language through 

the social and cultural demands of living in their South Vista 

community.

My goal here is to explore the ways these Spanish/English 

bilinguals used Spanish to exclude and include in the youth space of 

South Vista. In particular, I hope to shed light on the ways they made 

sense of such practices in relation to their ethnic, national, and local 

identities as “Mexicans,” “Hispanics,” “Latino/as,” “Michoacánas,” 

or the other various identity categories that youth claimed through 

participation in speaking Spanish. I also hope to shed some light on 

the ways non-Spanish-speaking youth at South Vista made sense of 

Spanish as a tool of solidarity and exclusion in their school and com-

munity. Even further, I seek to explore the ways exclusion through 

Spanish fostered the desire for and practices of language crossing and 

sharing in Spanish among African American and Pacific Islander 

youth.

“It’s our culture, we have to”: Spanish as  
a tool of solidarity and exclusion

Let me return for a moment to the example of Ricky and his state-

ment, “I can’t understand what they are saying.” I heard such state-

ments often from African American and Pacific Islander youth. 

But were bilingual Latino/a students consciously excluding others 

through their use of Spanish, or were they doing so in the service 

of solidarity and maintenance with little attention to who was left 

out? It turns out both were true, that sometimes such exclusions 

were very conscious and other times they were not. Comments 

from an interview I had with Mexican American youth Carlos on 

March 12th, 2007, begin to explain the process. As we sat out on the 

bench between the athletic field and the school, Carlos explained 

his view about Spanish language use in his eleventh grade English 

class, a class serving three Black students and some twenty bilingual 

Latino/a students.
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Carlos: I don’t think if other students in the class are speaking 

Spanish people should say, “Oh, don’t speak Spanish, because I 

can’t understand,” because it’s not our fault that you don’t speak 

Spanish. It’s just we’re used to it, it’s our culture, we have to. But 

if I was Black I would probably do the same thing. Some in the 

world don’t speak Spanish. I understand at the same time that 

they wouldn’t know what’s happening. That’s why when I’m 

around Black people I try to speak English as much as possible. 

And I’m so used to it that I switch to Spanish sometimes, but 

then I’ll just repeat what I said in English.

Carlos’s comment spoke directly to Ricky’s interaction with his 

Latina group mates, and I did not have to prompt Carlos to come up 

with his imagined dialogue, “Don’t speak Spanish, because I can’t 

understand.” Such statements of frustration by non-Spanish speak-

ers were extremely common inside and outside classrooms at South 

Vista. The frustration of African American and Pacific Islander stu-

dents at linguistic exclusion through Spanish, in fact, was a consist-

ent factor in drawing lines of ethnic division at South Vista.

Yet frustration was only one of the factors at play in Carlos’s 

explanation. In his scheme, using Spanish was also a tool of in-group 

solidarity, a vital part of his everyday repertoire, a part of “our cul-

ture” that he had no choice but to express with his Latino/a peers. 

This sense of Spanish as simply everyday, as an unconscious and nat-

ural practice of relationship and communication, was also a major 

way Latino/a youth made sense of Spanish use in multiethnic set-

tings, regardless of consequences of out-group frustration. As Carlos 

mentioned, it wasn’t his fault other students didn’t speak Spanish; 

he had to.

Carlos didn’t stop his explanation with the frustration of 

exclusion and Spanish as an everyday repertoire. He also spoke of the 

accommodation that many Latino/a students made on a moment-to-

moment basis depending on interlocutor and social purpose. Carlos 

understood that some of his peers did not speak Spanish, so often 
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switched into English completely or translated intermittently for 

those peers.4 The tensions between the solidarity of “our culture,” 

the in-group tendency toward the shared language, and the under-

standing that some were excluded was at the heart of the Spanish/

English nexus for bilingual Latino/a students in the multiethnic 

youth space of South Vista.5

Understandings of solidarity and exclusion through Spanish 

use were remarkably consistent across gender among the bilingual 

Latino/as I interviewed. In a mid-winter interview, I asked Mexican 

American student Gloria about her views on Ronnie, an African 

American student who had transferred into her ninth grade English 

class in the middle of the year. For the entire second semester, Ronnie 

was the only non-Latino/a, and non-Spanish-speaking student in the 

class.

Django: And then a new student came in, Ronnie. What do you 

think it is like for him in that class? Because he’s the only one 

that’s not Mexican.

Gloria: Well, every time we talk Spanish he’s like, “English 

please, I don’t speak Spanish.”

D: What do you think about when he says that? You’re just like, 

whatever, or do you like—

G: I’m like, “Oh, shut up, you’ll learn some,” you know, it’s like 

not our fault he doesn’t know his Spanish. I don’t talk to him 

in Spanish, so he shouldn’t be trippin’.

(Interview, February 12, 2007)

Even though Carlos and Gloria had completely different peer groups, 

their understandings were strikingly similar. Like Carlos, Gloria 

gave an example of the non-Spanish speaker frustration she heard 

often. She also echoed Carlos in the sentiment that exclusion was 

not their fault as Spanish was an everyday part of their linguistic rep-

ertoire. A final similarity was in Gloria’s insistence that she didn’t 

use Spanish with Ronnie. Even if Ronnie was present during Spanish 

conversations, she used English when she addressed him directly. 
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One additional factor in the processes of solidarity and exclusion 

Gloria revealed here was her belief that Ronnie would eventually 

learn Spanish from being in a majority Spanish-speaking youth 

space. This is a point I will take up later in exploring the small ways 

Spanish was crossed into and, at times, shared by all ethnic groups 

at South Vista.

An example from Gloria and Ronnie’s ninth grade English 

class helps further illustrate the complexities of solidarity, exclusion, 

and in-group ethnic identity through Spanish. In early February the 

class was working on personal turning point essays. We were in the 

library and the computer lab this day, as students were to type up 

drafts of their essays during the hour left in class. I sat jotting notes 

at a small table a few feet from the computer bank where the action 

was taking place.

Carla, Mari, Alberto, and Ronnie are sitting at the computer 

bank typing. The three Latino/a students are speaking Spanish, 

talking about how Alberto got his foot caught in the door during 

the last class.

Ronnie: “Y’all speak Spanish and I don’t know what you’re talk-

ing about.”

Mari: “It’s our language, we talk it.”

Alberto: “Why don’t you speak Africanese?

Mari: “And besides, you’re not supposed to be understanding!”

Ronnie grins, shaking his head, and turns away to resume his 

typing. Alberto is still joking about his foot being caught in the 

door. He suddenly stumbles on a simple Spanish noun.

Alberto: “Mis … Mis …” {My … My …} He looks down at his 

foot, searching for the word then says, “Mis patas.” {My paws.}

Mari: “Pies {feet}, you’re not an animal! Just talk to me in 

English!” Mari shakes her head, frustrated at his Spanish.

Alberto: “But I like to speak my language.” Reluctantly, he 

switches to English for the rest of the conversation.

(February 9, 2007)
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This brief interaction at the computer bank provided me with a 

window into the major processes at play in Spanish solidarity and 

exclusion. Mari’s response to Ronnie’s frustration was that Spanish 

was “our language,” an everyday tool of solidarity and group iden-

tity that marked who was in and who was not. Yet Mari went fur-

ther here by explicitly stating that she was consciously using it to 

exclude Ronnie. Although English accommodation for non-speakers 

was common, so, too, was conscious exclusion through Spanish 

use. As Carlos admitted to me one day, he accommodated for non-

speakers, “Unless we have something to say about them, like to each 

other, like between us, then that’s when we say Spanish” (January 

22, 2007). I came to see such moments of conscious exclusion as cov-

ert topics in Spanish.

Beyond the exclusion of Ronnie through Spanish was Alberto’s 

comment that Ronnie should speak “Africanese.” By (jokingly) using 

a potentially offensive name for AAL, Alberto’s statement reflected 

two common understandings across groups. The first was that 

African American students did have a particular way of using lan-

guage. The second and less clear here, was that Black youth should or 

could have a linguistic connection to Africa.6 This tension between 

Latino/a students who had a mutually unintelligible language choice 

and African American students who did not in the same way was an 

obvious, but central factor in exclusion.

If the interaction had ended with Ronnie’s exclusion, it would 

seem to fit rather tidily with the easy categories of in-group and out-

group, Spanish and English, Latino/a and African American, Mexican 

and Black. But Alberto, who was born and raised in South Vista, was 

more comfortable producing English, even if his comprehension of 

Spanish was good. Mari and Carla, on the other hand, were both born 

in Mexico and had spent significant time there throughout their lives. 

In addition, both young women had exclusively Spanish-speaking 

homes. The result in this interaction was that Alberto, who was part 

of the Latino/a Spanish-speaking in-group that excluded Ronnie, was 

then himself excluded from what he called “my language.” Alberto’s 

protest showed his own struggle to connect his ethnic identity to 
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the language he knew was an essential part of Latinoness at South 

Vista. In effect, his lack of Spanish proficiency cost him a moment of 

solidarity with his peers.

There were certainly layers of struggle in such interactions. 

The local politics of language were often difficult for me to observe 

and as I write I continue to feel for Ricky, for Ronnie, and for Alberto. 

And I realize I run the risk in this analysis of siding with Ronnie or 

Alberto as the victims of exclusion and frustration. Such struggle, 

however, had a very positive flip side. For one, it encouraged those 

youth like Alberto to strive to maintain some facility in Spanish. 

More broadly, I came to understand that the very identity act of using 

Spanish as “our language,” of seeing it as a necessary part of “our 

culture” (regardless of exclusion) was a vital maintenance mechan-

ism for the South Vista Latino/a community as a whole. This mech-

anism reached beyond youth space and into the older generations. 

At base, it came down to a fear of losing Spanish and, with it, the 

ability to communicate between youth peers, between generations, 

and between countries.

“I don’t understand you”: youth striving  
to maintain Spanish

In an interview we had just before winter break, Carla described 

her fear of Spanish language loss. Carla was born in Michoacán, 

Mexico, came to the South Vista as a toddler, and returned to live 

in Michoacán for third and fourth grades after the deportation of her 

father. In her current life, her mother and grandparents spoke with 

her exclusively in Spanish. Carla, then, had past and present social 

networks that demanded Spanish language skills. And yet she was 

continually worried about the decay of her first language. I provide a 

lengthy excerpt from our interview to get at the connection between 

fear of loss and the frustration of her older family members.

Carla: Sometimes I’m speaking in Spanish for my grandma, 

and then I end talking in English. She’s like, “What? I don’t 
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understand you.” And it’s confusing, I don’t know, it’s just that 

I’m used to it, because here that’s all I speak is English.

Django: Right, at school?

C: Yeah, in school, and then with my brothers, they speak to me 

in English, and my boyfriend speaks to me in English some-

times, and sometimes in Spanish. But I told him to talk to me 

mostly in Spanish, because I’m kind of like forgetting how to 

speak well in Spanish so I don’t know – my mom kind of gets 

mad, because there’s some words that I know what they are, but 

I don’t know how to say. And I’m forgetting how to say – like 

the other day I was gonna say the “loom” – I mean “moon” and 

I said, “moona.” You know it’s “luna” and “moon” in English. I 

said “moona,” or “loom” – yeah, that’s what I said, “moona.” I 

was like, “Wait, is that right, ‘moona’?”

D: And what did your mom say?

C: My mom was like, “‘Moona’? It’s ‘luna’!” I was like, “Oh yeah, 

‘luna’.”

D: And does your mom ever speak to you in English, or no?

C: No, she doesn’t know how to speak any English.

(December 2, 2007)

Carla’s admission that she was forgetting “how to speak well in 

Spanish” was echoed by many Latino/a youth at South Vista who had 

lived in the community for several years. So, too, were her accounts 

of grandparents and parents being frustrated by the English speaking 

of their children.7 I was reminded again and again during the year of 

the pain of the Mexicana mother in Cisneros’s (1989) classic novel, 

The House on Mango Street, when she hears her baby begin to pick 

up English: “No speak English, she says to the child who is singing 

in the language that sounds like tin. No speak English, no speak 

English, and bubbles into tears” (p. 78).

The words Carla attributed to her grandmother are full of the 

same frustration and pain as those of Cisneros’s character. And they 

were amazingly similar to those of Ricky and Ronnie, though Carla 
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is describing an exclusion of adults through English use instead 

of other youth through Spanish use. It is important that Carla felt 

the need to take explicit action to maintain her native language. 

Asking her boyfriend to speak with her in Spanish was a small act 

of linguistic agency within the centralizing forces of DAE and other 

Englishes demanded in her peer groups and in classrooms.8 This 

agency, I believe, was connected to a pride in the Spanish language 

reflected in the practices and understandings of all the Latino/a 

youth I worked with. Simply put, the language was the primary 

marker of ethnic identity. To lose it would be to lose touch with a 

cherished self.9

Although the example Carla gave is a simple one (“moona” for 

“luna”), like Alberto, she was tripped up on a basic noun and it 

stood out to her and to her Spanish-speaking audience. Her  example 

spoke to the larger issue for many Latino/a bilingual youth at South 

Vista: forging identities as both members of their ethnic community 

and as members of the broader youth community required prowess 

in multiple ways with language. It required at one moment the abil-

ity to draw lines of ethnic difference through language and at other 

times the ability to cut across them.

I should note that Spanish was in no danger of being lost to the 

community as a whole. The constant flow of immigrants to South 

Vista High and into the city assured Spanish a prominent role for 

the foreseeable future.10 In addition, Latino/a youth and Spanish-

speaking community networks outside school were dense and often 

removed from English monolinguals. I observed this first hand when 

Carlos invited my wife, Rae, and me to his house for a dance party 

he was throwing. Of the some forty youth at the party, all except one 

African American girl were Latino/a and bilingual.

Yet, for Carla and for Alberto, the need to maintain and use 

Spanish in multiethnic youth space and in communication with 

adults in the community as an ethnic identity act was real and press-

ing. In an interview with Julio, whose parents also spoke very little 

English, he explained the connection between pride for language and 
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culture, the advantages of bilingualism, the need to know Spanish 

to communicate with elders, and the role of those elders in language 

maintenance.

Julio: I feel you can’t lose your culture. It’s sad because a lot 

of parents think it’s okay not to teach their kids their natural 

language and, I mean, I feel language has so much history 

around it for kids not to learn it. Because there are people will-

ing to pay just to learn it, and you’re willing to just leave it and 

let it go? Not cool. 

Django: And so if you had kids in the future, you’d want them 

to know Spanish?

Julio: Yeah, I wouldn’t really speak to them in English because 

it’s kinda showing disrespect, I feel. I mean, how am I gonna 

feel like my mom comes in and she’s talking to them in 

Spanish and they just look at her like, “What’s she saying?” 

I’m gonna be kinda frustrated. I can’t have my parents come 

because my kids won’t understand them, or I can’t have our 

parents have a conversation with their grandkids?

(January 26, 2007)

Spanish for Julio and his Latino/a peers was about cultural identity; 

a connection to history, to community, to family, and to self. Julio 

used his own parents’ Spanish dominance to forecast his language 

choices with his imagined children. He did not want to lose his cul-

ture or show disrespect. 

“They talking about us”: mistrust  
and school friendships

Many African American and Pacific Islander students, like Ricky 

and Ronnie, did not see or understand the many reasons Spanish 

was used as a tool of solidarity at South Vista. They did not always 

think about the others in the community, namely Spanish-dominant 

Latino/a elders, who experienced frustration and exclusion through 

English use that was similar to their own through Spanish use. For 
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them, it often boiled down to their own frustrations at being excluded 

from exchanges of oral communication. In fact, in addition to feel-

ing excluded, many students had developed mistrust that Latino/a 

youth were talking poorly about them whenever they spoke Spanish. 

This mistrust sometimes spilled over into verbal confrontations. 

Rochelle, an African American young woman, spoke of this mis-

trust between African Americans and Latino/as in one of our early 

interviews.

Rochelle: Black and Mexicans, it’s easy for them to get into an 

argument. They think that we don’t know what they’re saying 

but we do. Because Spanish is just like English, but it’s back-

wards. And then I know Spanish because my cousin taught me 

Spanish. It’s hecka easy to learn and they be like, “Ooh, carrai, 

da, da, da” [approximates Spanish phonology with nonsense 

words]. And I’m like “What did you say?” And they like “oh, 

nothing” … But when they’re talking in Spanish they shouldn’t 

look straight at us because that gives us a reason to know that 

they talking about us.

(October 30, 2006)

Rochelle’s comment was multilayered. At one level she claimed to 

know Spanish, a claim that was not true. Several times over the 

year she mentioned this ability and each time I tried out her claim 

by asking her to produce or translate simple sentences in Spanish. 

She could not, nor did she ever use Spanish in my observations. 

Rochelle’s insight into Spanish syntax, “Spanish is just like English, 

only backwards,” did show her effort at understanding, though. 

Although on the surface it may seem that Rochelle’s false claims, 

her use of approximated Spanish phonology, and her characteriza-

tion of Spanish as “backwards” could be simply enacting domin-

ant language ideologies about the superiority of English, for African 

American and Pacific Islander students at South Vista such state-

ments belied their own experiences of communicative inadequacy.11 

In fact, underlying this claim of knowing Spanish and other similar 
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statements from non-Spanish-speaking youth at South Vista was an 

intense desire to know Spanish in this majority Latino/a school and 

community which I take up later in this chapter.

At another level, Rochelle’s understanding of Spanish as a tool 

of exclusion was about mistrust. Rochelle and other youth talked 

often of reading Latino/a youths’ eyes and body language to see 

if they were being talked about and disrespected. And to be sure, 

Rochelle’s mistrust was sometimes warranted.

Using gender as an analytic lens in addition to language and 

ethnicity is helpful here to draw a further distinction in percep-

tions of linguistic exclusion by non-Spanish speakers. Male African 

American and Pacific Islander youth in my work usually assumed 

that Latino/as were not talking about them while female youth, like 

Rochelle, often assumed they were. Contrast these two comments 

from separate interviews with Miles and Fijian Indian student, 

Rahul, with those of Rochelle. In both interviews I was asking about 

each young man’s experiences in Latino/a majority classrooms.

Django: Do they speak a lot of Spanish in that class or not?

Miles: Yeah, they do. I can understand what they’re saying. 

They don’t talk about me in Spanish because they know better.

(January 19, 2007)

Django: Just like whenever you’re in a group and the students 

are speaking Spanish.

Rahul: See, I don’t really mind. I don’t really bother, you know. 

I don’t really feel like they’re talking about me.

(October 27, 2006)

In neither interview did I ask if Miles or Rahul thought Latino/as 

were talking about them in Spanish. Yet both mentioned it to me. 

Miles, like Rochelle, claimed facility in Spanish comprehension. 

Although Miles did have some very basic conversational skills in 

Spanish, he did not understand the bulk of conversations in Spanish. 

His claim was akin to Rochelle’s; it was a coping mechanism to stave 
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off frustration. Miles also added an inferred physical threat, a typical 

masculine move at South Vista.

The point remains that these male youth did not assume they 

were being talked about. That is, there was a gender difference in 

assumptions here that spoke to a broader pattern of interethnic rela-

tionship, or ethnic geography, at South Vista. Miles and Rahul, like 

the majority of African American and Pacific Islander young men at 

South Vista, had some significant school friendships with Latinos. 

Rochelle and Ela, like the majority of African American and Pacific 

Islander young women at South Vista, had significant school friend-

ships within those two ethnic groups, but very few with Latinas.12 

This difference in school relationships not only showed up here as 

heightened mistrust and tension about Spanish use, but also in the 

ways the bilingual Latinos at South Vista participated in AAL more 

than their Latina peers.

This social reality of African American and Pacific Islander 

young women’s inter-group friendships at school and the lack of such 

bonds with their Latina peers at school were somewhat troubling to 

me. Language, mainly the Spanish language, was one factor, but it 

did not seem to divide young men in these groups as persistently at 

school. Although I will puzzle through this dilemma more in this and 

following chapters, we certainly need research specifically focused 

on the relationships, linguistic and otherwise, between Latina and 

African American young women as they commonly share the same 

schools and neighborhoods.

To be clear, this does not mean all non-Spanish speakers, 

regardless of gender, did not experience mistrust and talk about 

wanting to know what was being said, but that the assumptions for 

females and males in my work were often different. I should also 

mention that the practice of female youth at South Vista talking 

about other female youth and assuming others were talking about 

them transcended ethnicity and language. My interview data with 

Carla, Rochelle, and Gloria in particular is laden with such talk, as 

are my fieldnotes.13 Yet language and ethnic difference heightened 



“They talking about us” 37

such concerns among young women, drawing stark lines of division, 

and mistrust was added to the more common response of linguis-

tic frustration. As Rochelle said, “Blacks and Mexicans, it’s easy for 

them to get into an argument.” And, again, it was not as if Rochelle’s 

mistrust had no basis; covert topics were certainly a part of the 

Spanish solidarity and exclusion matrix. 

I began this chapter on perspectives of Spanish in a Latino/a 

majority youth community by analyzing quotes from Carlos and 

Gloria. One of the primary explanations for using Spanish around 

Pacific Islander and African American youth in these quotes was 

that it was simply an everyday repertoire. Recall Carlos, “We have 

to.” Although frustration and mistrust at being excluded was real, 

many non-Spanish-speaking young people also understood this 

everyday repertoire; that such solidarity and exclusion was some-

thing that ethnic groups did if they could. Black students, of course, 

were the only population at South Vista that did not have the option 

of using a completely unintelligible language with their in-group.14 

Miles explained this understanding as we sat alone in the gym one 

day waiting out a mid-winter rain storm.

Miles: For me, personally, I really don’t care that they talk 

Spanish. If I talked in a different language, like a totally different 

language that they could not understand, I would talk to them, 

to my people, too. I wouldn’t just talk English so they wouldn’t 

know what I’m saying. Because if I talk Ebonics and they didn’t 

understand anything I was saying, you know, then it’d be a dif-

ferent story. People, Black people wouldn’t mind but we really 

speak English, we don’t speak African anymore. So we can’t 

really communicate in our own way. I guess they’re mad about 

that. I’m not trippin over it.

(January 19, 2007)

Miles saw that Latino/a youth at South Vista had the advantage of an 

everyday language that was unintelligible to him and his Black and 

Pacific Islander peers. Sure, Miles often wished he knew what was 
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being said in Spanish, but he also knew the importance of talking to 

your own ethnic in-group in a way distinct from others. In his esti-

mation, if African Americans had their own completely mutually 

unintelligible language, they would have practiced the same sorts 

of solidarity and exclusion as his Latino/a peers. It is striking that 

Miles, like Alberto’s “Africanese” crack, linked the distinct lan-

guage he did speak to Africa. He called this language “Ebonics,” but 

realized it was not “African anymore.” In fact, he realized it was not 

even his “own way” anymore. Such theorizing about Black language 

and the linguistic practices that accompanied it was a major focus of 

my work at South Vista. I will return in depth to processes of AAL 

crossing and sharing in Chapter 4.

It was impossible to miss the treasured and contested nature 

of Spanish in the multiethnic youth space of South Vista. I spent 

many hours watching the way Spanish was used to include and 

exclude among the young people I spent the year with. And I spent 

many more hours talking with youth about how they understood 

these things. My analysis, evidenced through the words and deeds of 

South Vista youth, showed the forces of family, history, and ethnic 

identity pulling Latino/a youth toward Spanish use and the forces 

of multiethnic peer groups pushing them, at times, to accommo-

date to Englishes. From the perspective of non-speakers, Spanish 

was primarily a tool of exclusion, whether purposeful or not. They 

sometimes viewed this exclusion as malicious, and other times as a 

natural fact of a multilingual community. Table 1 details the major 

processes in my analysis of Spanish solidarity, exclusion, and main-

tenance between youth at South Vista.

“I’m trying to learn”: sharing in Spanish  
at South Vista

I had seen Spanish use and learning by African American and Pacific 

Islander students at other times during the year. And the young 

people in my work had told me about these practices in their ever 

complex explanations. And yet, as is often the case in ethnography, 
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a key to the cultural web of a place is revealed more deeply through 

a single interaction. So it was as I sat observing African American 

student Jamal and Latina student Veronica in eleventh grade English 

class. The teacher, herself a bilingual Latina, was presenting an essay 

format using an overhead projector.

Teacher: “We are following a certain style that we think will 

help prepare you for college.”

(Veronica, a Latina student sitting next to Jamal, sneezes loudly)

Teacher: “¡Salud!”

Jamal turns to Veronica: “She say, ‘Salute’?”

Veronica: “Salud.”

Jamal whispers, “What’s that mean?”

“Bless you,” Veronica whispers back.

Jamal nods his head and says quietly, “‘Salud,’ ‘bless you,’ ok.”

(Thirty minutes of teacher lecture and student note taking 

later, Veronica sneezes again)

Table 1. Spanish solidarity, exclusion, and maintenance

Processes Examples

Everyday repertoire It’s just we’re used to it, it’s our culture, we 

have to – Carlos

Fear of loss I’m kind of forgetting how to speak well in 

Spanish – Carla

Accommodation I don’t talk to him in Spanish – Gloria

Frustration I don’t understand anything they’re 

saying – Ronnie

Mistrust They shouldn’t look straight at us because that 

gives us a reason to know that they talking 

about us – Rochelle

Covert topics Unless we have something to say about them, 

then that’s when we say Spanish – Carlos
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Teacher: “¡Salud, mija!” {Bless you, my daughter/dear!}

Jamal says loudly, “¡Salud!” and nods his head looking at 

Veronica with a smile.

(January 16, 2007)

Jamal was one of two African American students in this class. The 

rest of the students as well as the teacher were bilingual Latino/as. 

This classroom, then, was a prime environment for frustration and 

mistrust. On this occasion, in this moment, however, Jamal rejected 

the frustration of not understanding and chose to ask, to learn, and 

to use.

What were the factors involved in Jamal’s choice? Why did he 

use the word “Salud” thirty minutes after learning it? What was 

the social purpose of his learning and use? What did Veronica and 

her Latino/a peers think of such small acts of crossing or sharing in 

Spanish? As I tracked these questions, I came to understand some-

thing about African American and Pacific Islander desire to learn 

Spanish, the conditions when these small Spanish crossings and 

sharings occurred, and how youth viewed such Spanish use. It turned 

out to be significant, for instance, that Jamal made this linguistic 

effort with Veronica. Flirting between African American young men 

and Latina youth was one primary area of Spanish sharing gener-

ally ratified by the Latina in-group speakers. Latinas ratified such 

use as sharing by continuing the interactions and not protesting 

the Spanish use of their African American male peers. Jamal saw 

Veronica’s second sneeze as a chance to show he was listening and 

learning, to show he was willing to make an effort to understand 

and speak a language he knew was important to Veronica and her 

community.

Many times over the year African American and Pacific 

Islander students told me of their desire to speak Spanish. I asked 

Carlos about his perspective on this African American and Pacific 

Islander desire.

Carlos: It’s like when we come to the United States and we 

don’t speak English, we want to learn English. That’s the same 
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thing with them. And they don’t even have the government to 

[make them learn]. There’s a lot of Latinos here, so they need to.

(March 12, 2007)

Carlos equated the importance of knowing Spanish for Pacific 

Islander and African American youth with the need to know English 

for immigrants coming to the United States. Although this is an over-

statement in terms of the relative power of English over the oppor-

tunities of new immigrants, Carlos’s larger point was that without 

Spanish, youth missed out on much of South Vista’s social world.

No student exhibited this desire more clearly than Rochelle, 

whose claim that she could understand and speak Spanish was one 

way of softening the disappointment and frustration at being left out 

of a major artery of communication. Miles, Samoan student Ela, and 

Rahul also exhibited this desire as the flip side of frustration and 

exclusion. In fact, all the non-Spanish-speaking youth I talked to 

informally and formally spoke of wanting to know Spanish. Beyond 

this general desire, gender again seemed a particularly important fac-

tor in the way desire translated into practice in youth space. In my 

January interview with Ela, she spoke of her difficulty with Spanish 

despite a desire to learn.

Ela: I’m not like racist, but I can’t hang around with them, the 

way they speak.

Django: Do you like the way they speak?

E: Yeah.

D: What do you mean?

E: You know the words, “Da, la, la,” [Approximates Spanish 

phonology with nonsense words] it’s almost funny the way 

they speak like that.

D: Right, right. But you say you’d like to learn how to speak 

Spanish.

E: But I can’t learn.

D: You’ve tried?

E: I’ve tried, but I keep forgetting how to speak.

(January 16, 2007)



“Spanish is becoming famous”42

Ela spoke here of the way the Spanish language was a major factor 

in keeping her from socializing with her Latino/a peers. This was a 

common refrain in understandings of solidarity and exclusion. At the 

same time, Ela also wanted to learn Spanish and, like Rochelle, made 

a weak attempt at approximating Spanish phonology. Like Rochelle’s 

comments I discussed earlier, it is important not to see these state-

ments as solely mirroring the dominant language ideologies other 

researchers have attributed to some White middle-class speakers of 

English.15 In the context of South Vista, the Spanish language was 

needed for full access in the community and Ela, Rochelle, and their 

peers knew this. Yet Ela stated here and in our later interviews that 

she could not learn Spanish despite her efforts. Spanish, of course, 

was offered as a class at the school. Ela, who was enrolled in Spanish 

class all year, did not feel she was learning the Spanish language that 

surrounded her in youth space and in her community. In fact, I only 

witnessed one moment of Ela learning and using Spanish in youth 

space. During this interaction in her biology class, Ela was looking 

for an insult to hurl at Latino student Rudolfo who had been bother-

ing her. She turned to her Latino/a table mates Juan and Patricia for 

help.

“How do you say ‘muscle’ in Spanish?”

Patricia and Juan in unison say, “Músculo.”

Ela laughs and turns to Rudolfo, “You don’t got no músculo!” 

They all chuckle.
(January 24, 2007)

This was a rare example of Spanish learning and sharing for Ela and 

for African American and Pacific Islander young women in general 

in my observations. This lack of use fell in line with a broader gen-

dered pattern of interethnic relationships I discussed earlier in this 

chapter. To be clear, this did not mean that these young women 

did not want to know and use Spanish, but that in my observations 

they had less peer interaction where such learning and use might 

occur.
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Deeper understandings of why the young women in these two 

groups did not often forge strong friendships is certainly an import-

ant area of research and the current research literature on language, 

ethnicity, and exclusion among girls does not yet provide adequate 

explanations.16 One possible explanation is that these young women 

were simply passive and did not assert themselves into forging rela-

tionships across language and ethnicity in the same ways young men 

did. I believe such an interpretation would be rather male and dom-

inant, though.17 I did not know any of the young women in my work 

as passive in their uses of language or in their social relationships. 

I find a more compelling interpretation of the lack of relationships 

and the lack of Spanish crossing as attempts by these young women 

to enact in-group solidarity through their choice of friends (and boy-

friends). While this in-group solidarity reinforced ethnic division, it 

can also be seen as a mechanism of cultural maintenance. Somewhat 

ironically, while staying divided from their Latina peers may have 

been a move for in-group sustenance, it also cost Pacific Islander and 

African American girls the social contacts to use and learn Spanish 

in the small ways the young men in their ethnic groups did.

Many African American and Pacific Islander young men, on the 

other hand, had at least some Latinos in their school social networks. 

Both Rahul and Miles, for instance, talked with me about their oppor-

tunities to learn Spanish from Latino friends. Rahul spoke about this 

attempt to learn from his friends during our October interview.

Rahul: Actually, sometimes, when they talk Spanish, I try to 

learn what they’re saying, you know. So that’s what I learn 

from them. And they kind of giggle or laugh, it must obviously 

be something funny. So that’s how I learn, too.

Django: So sometimes when they’re talking Spanish you kind 

of are trying to listen?

R: Yeah. I’m not trying to be nosey. But I can just kind of get a 

little hint of what they’re trying to say. Because some words in 

English kind of sound like some words in Spanish.

(October 27, 2006)
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In our conversations Rahul often spoke of the Spanish use of his 

peers as an opportunity to learn a language he wanted badly to 

know. Although he reported being excluded from conversations even 

among his peers, he chose to attempt to read the social situation 

and garner linguistic clues rather than to turn away. Yet even for 

Rahul, who counted several Latinos as close friends and could be 

seen hanging out with them often between classes, truly learning 

Spanish remained elusive, an unfulfilled desire. He related this to 

me in our later January interview.

Rahul: I think it’s really good, learning another language, 

because it’s hard but it’s worth it, because Spanish is like the 

second language of the United States. You gotta learn Spanish 

in everything. I used to speak Spanish too, a lot. This’ll be like 

my third language, tell you the truth. But I didn’t have Spanish 

between fourth to eighth grade, because they cut it off. So I 

just lost all my Spanish language talent. And it’s hard to learn 

Spanish right now for me. Even though I grew up in a Hispanic 

community, it’s very hard. It’s hard to be learning it, but it’s 

important, you know? I’m learning it little by little.

(January 10, 2007)

Unlike Ela, who did not hold out a lot of hope of learning Spanish, 

Rahul remained hopeful that he would. I believe Rahul’s hope 

stemmed in large part from the fact that he interacted with Latinos 

daily who he knew well and cared for, who were his friends. To never 

understand the heritage language of his friends and to be forever 

locked out of certain interactions was not a possibility Rahul wanted 

to consider. He also saw that Spanish was a necessary language in the 

United States and in his predominantly Latino/a community. Even 

with these factors buoying his aspirations to learn, Rahul felt it was 

hard for him. He told me of the Spanish classes in his South Vista 

elementary school from Kindergarten to fourth grade. He claimed 

that living in a “Hispanic community” coupled with these early 

classes had given him a sense of having some Spanish proficiency at a 



“I’m trying to learn” 45

young age. Sadly, these classes had been cut during his middle school 

years. Only now in high school had he begun taking Spanish again, 

and so had begun the difficult process of “learning it little by little.”

Rahul would sometimes try his fledgling Spanish out with his 

peers in the guise of joking. I asked him if he used his learning with 

his friends later in the same interview.

Django: I know you have some Mexican friends that you hang 

out with – do you ever try out your Spanish with them?

Rahul: Yeah, always. Always trying to say something funny, 

you know? “Hey, ¿Por qué, amigo?{why, friend}” you know, all 

that stuff? Try to say funny stuff, get them cracking up.

D: Does it work?

R: Yeah, it does. Always. Like, “Aw, look at this Fijian trying to 

speak Spanish.” But they know I’m just playing around and 

stuff.

(January 10, 2007)

Rahul reported here that his attempts to use Spanish with male peers 

were often in the context of joking. He was not secure enough to 

throw many phrases or words out as serious communication, so he 

tried them within the frame of humor. Although I did observe Rahul 

use simple words like “gracias” {thank you} as genuine communi-

cative bridges, most of his use was indeed around joking and exple-

tives. His jokes were a sort of mock Spanish18 use common in the 

crossing of African American and Pacific Islander young men. Yet 

mock uses like Rahul’s were often ratified and enjoyed as genuine 

humor by Latino/a peers. By ratified I mean that the Latino Spanish-

speaking in-group accepted these mock uses as part of everyday 

peer interaction and did not seek to regulate or dissuade such uses 

(even though they had the power to do so). Although I will show 

other mock Spanish uses that were not ratified, this humorous mock 

use extends previous discussions on the topic that argue all mock 

Spanish uses are negative. That is, within the contexts of South 

Vista, Spanish was not simply being made fun of from a dominant to 
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marginalized perspective. Rahul, for example, was often one of the 

only non-Spanish speakers in his peer group and his uses of Spanish 

were meant to bond him with his peers rather than set him apart. In 

this sense, Rahul’s joking in Spanish was not simply language cross-

ing, but ratified language sharing.

Miles also had several fairly close Latino friends at school. 

I asked him about his use of Spanish words, a use I had observed 

several times over my months in youth space. In his answer Miles 

explained that learning key words from his Latino peers would allow 

him to know if they were talking about him and stave off the mis-

trust of Spanish exclusion.

Django: When do you use [Spanish words], with who, like why?

Miles: Like the Mexicans. I learn Spanish sometimes, like if 

I’m with them. You know, they teach me words, the cool ones 

teach me words, at least. Like Juan, you know, Junior. Those 

kind of people. My homeboys. They teach me Spanish, so just 

in case somebody gonna talk about me, then I’ll understand 

the word. I know what they’re saying.

(March 26, 2007)

And indeed Miles had learned many words and phrases from his 

Latino peers that he used in exchanges at South Vista. In fact, Miles 

showed the full range of speech acts19 in Spanish language crossing 

and sharing I observed mainly among African American and Pacific 

Islander young men. Like all speech acts, these acts of crossing and 

sharing were made with particular speaker intentions within par-

ticular norms of communication. In the following paragraphs I will 

use Miles’ words and deeds to further explore these processes at 

South Vista.

Miles, like Jamal and many other African American young men 

in my observations, shared in Spanish to flirt with Latina youth. The 

following example of this use occurred as we were getting ready for 

basketball practice one day. Miles was dribbling a ball on the side-

line next to Latina player Sonia.
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Sonia is looking at Miles and smiling as he dribbles the ball. 

Miles looks directly at Sonia, smiles, and says rather softly, 

“¿Qué quieres?” {What do you want?} Sonia seems a little 

thrown by his Spanish use and says, “What?” Miles repeats 

himself, still smiling, “¿Qué quieres?” Sonia smiles more 

broadly and looks him up and down. Miles chuckles, “Oh, I 

know what you want.”

(November 27, 2006)

Miles asked his question in Spanish for effect and, after a moment of 

surprise, seemed to get the desired result: more attention from Sonia. 

Miles talked about this inter-language flirting in one of our inter-

views. I asked him about a conversation I had witnessed between 

him and Julio the week before where Julio was teaching Miles some 

phrases to use to impress Latinas.

Django: Have you ever actually said anything to a girl in 

Spanish?

Miles: Yeah, yeah, not like to meet a girl, but Mexican girls that 

I already know, flirt with them, and then I say stuff in Spanish 

and that helps. When you’re Black and you say it in Spanish, 

that helps a lot, which you know. But I’ve never picked up a 

girl, like, saying stuff in Spanish, because I might just make 

myself look like a fool, not knowing what I’m saying. So I just 

say it to people I know that if I mess up, they [know] I ain’t 

messing up to be mean or something.

(January 19, 2007)

Miles commented that the social purpose of this type of sharing 

in Spanish was to “flirt with them.” As a speech act, then, the pri-

mary goal was to foster romantic allure. Miles saw that as a young 

African American man, using Spanish helped his efforts. But Miles 

and his peers did not haphazardly throw around such flirtatious uses 

of Spanish. You had to know the young women in case your Spanish 

was incorrect or unintelligible. That way you could avoid disrespect 
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as she would know you were trying to impress her through sharing 

in her language rather than trying to mock her language in a nega-

tive way.

Miles and his peers also sometimes used Spanish as a simple 

cultural bridge with their Latino peers. That is, they sometimes used 

Spanish to show across group solidarity within their friend networks 

beyond simply joking. One example of this occurred as I drove Miles, 

Ela, and Terrence home from basketball practice.

We are driving along the border creek between South Vista and 

North Vista heading toward Central Avenue. We pass two Latino 

youth walking home from the school. Miles puts his head out of 

the passenger side window and yells, “¿Cómo estás?”{How are 

you?} The guys look at him and give an affirmative nod as we 

speed by.

 Ela is sitting in the back seat with Miles. She laughs and says, 

“Man, you’re a nigga. They be like, ‘What’s that nigga saying?’”

 Miles laughs in agreement, “Yeah, they be like, ‘¿Qué?’” 

{What?}

(March 21, 2007)

Miles greeted at least one of the Latino students walking on the 

street. This use was rather genuine and ratified as a common greeting. 

Interestingly, Ela regulated his Spanish sharing and reinforced the 

traditional ethnic and linguistic boundaries, even using an N-word 

to do so. As I describe in depth in Chapter 4, the N-words were used 

commonly in complex, resistant, and sometimes troubling ways 

across ethnic groups at South Vista with a full range of meanings 

from neutral, to positive, to derogatory (Smitherman, 2006 has listed 

at least eight meanings for the N-words). This particular instanti-

ation of the N-word by Ela was not generally understood by Miles 

and other African American, Pacific Islander, or Latino/a youth in 

my study as derogatory. Miles, of course, understood and lived within 

the ethnic and linguistic divisions Ela attempted to redraw, though 

he was pushing against such traditional lines here. Nonetheless, 
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Miles could see the possibility of Ela’s point and played along, using 

a Spanish word to characterize the possible reaction of his Latino 

peers (misusing “¿Qué?” for the more probable “¿Cómo?”).

Reactions like the one Ela imagined here to African American 

and Pacific Islander crossing into Spanish did occur when Latino/as 

felt their language was being negatively mocked or misused. Although 

this was not the case in Miles’ shouted greeting to his Latino peers, 

it was the case at other times in youth space. This brings me to a 

final type of Spanish use I observed at South Vista: unratified mock 

Spanish. Although Spanish as flirting, genuine bridges, and even cer-

tain mock Spanish joking was ratified as shared use, some mocking 

was not. As an example, I provide a rather complicated interaction 

between Miles and Rudolfo in biology class.

The teacher looks over at Miles’ worksheet. “Are you done?” she 

asks him.

 Miles responds, “¡Sí, es correcto mucho!”{Yes, it’s a lot 

correct!}

 Rudolfo isn’t having it. “Stop talking like that, you embarrass 

yourself.” He smirks and shakes his head.

 Miles now really goes for mock use, “I do it-o good-o.” He 

looks at Rudy who is still shaking his head.

(January 31, 2007)

Miles did not start this exchange off with a purposeful mock use. 

His response to his bilingual Latina teacher, in fact, was a good 

effort at using Spanish, though using “mucho” for “very” made his 

attempt sound clumsy. Rudolfo sprung on this clumsiness and let 

Miles know that using Spanish incorrectly wasn’t acceptable at this 

moment. Rudolfo’s insult pushed Miles to retaliate with a real mock 

Spanish statement, simply putting final “o” sounds onto English 

words. It was as if to say, “If I can’t try to really speak Spanish, then 

I’ll mock it to pieces.” I heard Miles employ this mock technique on 

other occasions as well. I asked him about this use in our mid-year 

interview.
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Miles: Yeah, I do that. I don’t know. I just say some stuff 

like, “Hello-o, come here-o.” Like the Spanish. They’re like 

Mexicans, they’re like, “No hablo inglés” {I don’t speak 

English}. “Oh, you don’t understand English? Okay. “Come-o 

here-o now-o.” And then they’re like, “Shut up!” It’s just a— I 

don’t know, I just say it.

Django: Is it kinda clowning them?

Miles: Kinda, pretty much.

(January 19, 2007)

Miles described using this hyper-mock Spanish as retaliation. 

In his interaction with Rudolfo it was retaliation for feeling dis-

respected by Rudolfo for calling out his Spanish attempt. In this 

interview he spoke of retaliation against bilingual Latino/as who 

sometimes played as if they didn’t understand English. In both 

cases Miles saw this as part of a larger genre of clowning and rit-

ual insult using language and ethnicity as core game pieces in ver-

bal battles.20 Although such mock uses were not ratified as sharing 

across traditional lines, they were also not wholly negative within 

the genre of African American word play common across groups at 

South Vista.

Most Latino/a youth in general viewed African American 

and Pacific Islander sharing in Spanish as both complimentary and 

necessary. While ratification was a moment-to-moment affair, the 

overall sentiment was that uses of Spanish were a good and needed 

part of communication in South Vista. Carlos said this most thor-

oughly in our spring interview.

Carlos: The one thing with the Black people – the African 

Americans here, and the Samoans, if you’re Latino and you’re 

talking to them then they try to talk in Spanish to you. Like if 

you give them something, like, “Let me have some soda,” and 

then you give them soda, they’re all like “Gracias.” They just 

say something in Spanish.
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Django: What do you think about that?

C: They know some words. I think that’s good, because that’s 

like bringing our language, so they’re doing it for us: They’re 

bringing our language, that’s a good thing. Because, I mean, 

Spanish is becoming famous here in the United States. It’s 

needed at most places, especially because Latinos are migrat-

ing, and migrating.

(March 12, 2007)

Carlos saw that African Americans and Pacific Islanders tried at 

times to speak Spanish with him and his Latino/a peers. He even 

imagined a scenario. But it was his feelings about this sharing that 

were most important here. Although Carlos realized they only knew 

“some words,” he still felt like his African American and Pacific 

Islander peers were “doing it for us,” a complimentary vision of shar-

ing Spanish. At the same time he also knew that these peers needed 

the Spanish language that was omnipresent in his changing com-

munity and was becoming ever more so across the nation. As Carlos 

said, “Latinos are migrating, and migrating.”

In the face of this migration, a major desire to learn Spanish 

was born. It was a desire that pulled African American and Pacific 

Islander youth toward Spanish, even as the school and the domin-

ant society beyond South Vista pushed them toward English. The 

force of this desire for learning coupled with peer networks of 

Spanish speakers and particular social purposes of flirting, insult, 

and cultural bridges made up an important system of small cross-

ings and sharings into Spanish (see Table 2 for a summary of these 

processes). In my observations and conversations, male African 

American and Pacific Islander youth participated in these uses of 

Spanish more often than their female counterparts due to differing 

social networks. However, the desire to understand and use Spanish 

transcended gender and social networks. All Pacific Islander and 

African American youth I came to know at South Vista wanted to 

know Spanish.
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Table 2. Processes of Spanish crossing and sharing

Process Example

Desire & learning I try to learn what they are saying – Rahul

Complimentary That’s our language, so they’re doing it for 

us – Carlos

Necessary Spanish is the second language of the 

US – Rahul

Unratified mock Spanish Stop talking like that, you embarrass 

yourself – Rudy

Ratified mock Spanish Hey, ¿Por qué, amigo? You know, all that 

stuff – Rahul

Speech Acts

Ritual insult You don’t got no músculo – Ela

Flirting ¿Qué quieres? – Miles

Cultural bridges ¿Cόmo estás? – Miles

Sharing the funds of knowledge in schools
If we are going to make serious attempts at sharing cultural space in 

multiethnic classrooms and in a multiethnic society, then we must 

attend carefully to how Spanish and other languages participate in 

challenging and reinforcing ethnic division in positive and difficult 

ways. Understanding the ways Spanish works to solidify crucial ties 

to family and peers, to leave others frustrated and confused in multi-

ethnic classrooms and, in small ways, to engender communication 

and relationship across ethnicity has become increasingly important 

in urban America, given the continuing segregation of communi-

ties of color and major demographic shifts in neighborhoods toward 

Latino/a majorities.

One major use of this understanding is to capitalize on 

the desire for Spanish by non-speakers for the educational and 

social benefit of all youth. It was certainly ironic that African 

American and Pacific Islander youth at South Vista, surrounded by  
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Spanish-speaking peers, were enrolled in Spanish classes with only 

one target language speaker; their Latina teacher. This one Spanish 

class was charged with fulfilling the desire to learn Spanish and all 

the youth in my work knew the class was not equipping them with 

the needed competence. In effect, they had real-life Spanish language 

tests daily in youth space. This is not a critique of their Spanish 

teacher. She was a qualified, caring, innovative teacher who students 

counted among their favorite teachers. Rather, it is our model of add-

itional language education that needs rethinking, particularly when 

the stakes for language learning are as high as they are in many 

urban districts.

The resources for real language learning surrounded Ela, 

Miles, Rahul, Rochelle, and their peers. I thought more and more 

as the year progressed about what it would mean to share funds of 

knowledge (Moll, 1992; Moll and Gonzales, 1994) rather than using 

them only for the educational benefit of the group who brings those 

funds to school. The funds of knowledge concept forwarded by Luis 

Moll and his colleagues looks to use the cultural and linguistic 

knowledge young people use in their communities outside school 

as the foundation for academic learning inside the classroom. We 

have tended to view the utility of funds of knowledge and general-

resource approaches to language and culture only as they apply to 

particular marginalized groups in relative isolation from each other. 

We have much educational research that brings Spanish language 

and the social work and learning expectations of particular Latino/a 

communities into classrooms serving Latino/a students. Language 

and literacy research has shown how it can be a powerful tool for 

exploring, honoring, and extending those linguistic and sociocul-

tural practices.21 But what about sharing these funds of linguistic 

and cultural knowledge with the other young people in the commu-

nity who want and need to benefit from them?

At South Vista the beginnings of such sharing in Spanish 

was already underway, but school is an ideal position to formalize 

such pluralist tendencies for the benefit of all students. What Rahul 
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called the “second language of the US” was needed in youth space, 

in the South Vista community, and in the larger society. A model 

of language education that began to use the linguistic skills and 

knowledge of Latino/as as resources not only for their own learn-

ing, but also for the learning of their African American and Pacific 

Islander peers was direly needed. Rather than one target speaker for 

language learning (the teacher), why not have several target speak-

ers composed of peers? Such models of language education would 

work to benefit all youth as they could share their linguistic reper-

toires with each other, in effect working to sustain facility in their 

own ways with words and build up facility in the ways of others in 

their communities. Some dual immersion models, of course, follow 

this general program. Yet, at South Vista, like in the vast majority of 

multiethnic urban schools in the United States, students were com-

pletely isolated from their Spanish-speaking peers when they were 

being taught Spanish.

The lessons I learned at South Vista also go beyond language 

learning to offer new possibilities for understanding divisions and 

tensions between marginalized communities. Beneath the surface of 

communicative frustration and mistrust, the linguistic desire, cross-

ing, and sharing of African American and Pacific Islander students 

provides excellent material for lessons on interethnic respect and 

understanding. Add this to the fact that many Latino/a and Pacific 

Islander youth participated heavily in African American Language 

and Hip Hop culture and it becomes clear that interethnic linguis-

tic and cultural sharing holds important keys for bringing youth 

together to respect each other’s contributions to multiethnic youth 

space and to our multiethnic society. In addition to language learn-

ing, then, classroom discussions of linguistic and cultural sharing 

should be at the heart of learning about the way pluralism is enacted 

by both maintaining and sharing cultural practices. In the United 

States, this learning could work to break through long-standing 

tensions between African American and Latino/a youth in particu-

lar. These pedagogical and curricular suggestions bring us into the 
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terrain of a pedagogy of pluralism – a stance to teaching within and 

across difference in multiethnic educational contexts. I will outline 

additional practical aspects of this pedagogical stance at the conclu-

sion of each chapter in this book.

If we are going to make serious attempts at sharing cultural 

space in multiethnic classrooms and in a multiethnic society, then 

we must attend carefully to the paradox of pluralism at the heart of 

these tensions. “It’s our culture, we have to,” said Carlos. “When I’m 

around Black people I try to speak English,” Carlos also said. Carlos 

and his African American and Pacific Islander peers were poised to 

push further to understand the role of Spanish in their youth com-

munity. As educators and humanizing social language researchers 

we must find the poise to join them; pushing further ourselves to 

use such understandings to foster respect and relationship within 

and across difference.



3 “True Samoan”: ethnic 
solidarity and linguistic reality

It was February 7th, 2007, and basketball season was coming to a 

close. I had been practicing with the girls and boys several times a 

week since October and had attended many of their home and away 

games.1 The girls had just finished their practice and the boys were 

running a full court scrimmage. Ela, her cousin Soa, and I sat on 

the scorer’s table beside the court, still in our basketball clothes. 

We watched the boys sprint from end to end, listening to their con-

stant trash-talking and making comments about their play. There 

was some lament in the air. The two young women mentioned how 

sad they were that basketball season was almost over. They looked 

dejected and I felt the same. It was a sadness I remembered from 

my own high-school seasons. Daily practices and weekly games, the 

camaraderie, having a common goal and focus with your peers, hav-

ing something to look forward to all day during class. Then some-

thing happened that brought us out of our morose: Ela said something 

quickly to Soa in Samoan. I had heard very few exchanges between 

Samoan speakers over my year; this was somewhat remarkable.

“You gotta teach me some Samoan one of these days,” I said.

Ela suddenly beamed, a spark in her eye. “Right now!” she 

demanded, “Soa, get the paper and the pen!”

We sat on the scorer’s table, the boys practicing in front of 

us: Ela writing down and pronouncing words and phrases in Samoan, 

me attempting to pronounce them in all their multi-stressed grand-

eur. Ela laughed at me when I struggled, and nodded in surprise 

when I came close in pronunciation. A few minutes in and our list 

was ten deep. Ela paused to think. “What else?” she said. I asked her 

the phrase for “come here” {sau’ii} and the phrase for “go away” {alu 

ese}.
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The boys were taking a water break and Soa was across the 

court practicing her three-point shot. “Sau’ii!” I called. Soa smiled 

and came over. I turned on her in the mock anger that was a com-

mon game among the players. “Alu ese!” I demanded. She and Ela 

cracked up.

“You hella mean!” Soa said as she laughed her way back onto 

the court.

During the next thirty minutes, Ela wrote down an exten-

sive list of words and phrases. She taught me how to say “beautiful” 

{aulelei}, “fuck off” {ufa ese!}, “Hello, how are you?” {Talofa o ai lou 

igoa?}, and the personal pronouns “I” {au}, “you” {oe}, “we” {tatou}, 

and “they” {latou}. She told me how to say, “I love you” {E alofa au la 

oe} and encouraged me to say it to Rae when I got home that night 

(which I, of course, did). With “I love you,” I even got a rudimentary 

introduction to Samoan syntax as she made a translation diagram of 

the sentence for me like this:

  I  love    you

 ↓     ↓         ↓

Au alofa oe

I love you

E alofa au la oe

She sent me off that day with the sheet and told me to practice (she 

checked up on me in the days and weeks following our lesson). Ela 

and I had had a lot of fun to this point in the year. I had learned many 

incredible and difficult things about her life. Other than on the bas-

ketball court, I had never shared an activity with her where we were 

both so fully engaged. Here is a reproduction of the sheet Ela wrote 

for me that February day.

Hello, how are you? I play basketball

Talofa o ai lou igoa? E taalo au basketball

My name is Django Bring my money

O lo’u igoa o Django aumai lou kupe
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Where you from? Church

O fea e te sau ai? Loku

Where you born? Friends

O fea le mea na e fanau ai?  U’o

Shut up I = au

Mapugi lou gutu You = oe

 We=tatou

Fuck off They= latou

Ufa ese 

Come here Hey!

Sau’ii Sole!

Go away Ugly

Alu ese Auleaga

 Beautiful

 Aulelei

I begin this section with a vignette of Samoan youth Ela and Soa, 

and me to illuminate the cherished cultural practice of Pacific 

Islander languages that were easy to miss in the multiethnic youth 

space of South Vista. In fact, it was four months before I witnessed 

the exchange that led to Ela’s impromptu language lesson. Sure, I 

had spoken at length with Ela, Rahul, and other Pacific Islanders 

about their heritage languages, but I had witnessed little talk in 

youth space. This is not to say that such talk did not happen, but 

it was not highly visible at South Vista, a point that I will support 

from Latino/a and African American youth perspectives as well. 

In effect, the spaces for Samoan, Tongan, Fijian, and Hindi2 use 

were far more limited than those for Spanish. Spanish, of course, 

had vast numbers of speakers and interlocutors and was in some 

respects supported by the school language offerings and by the 

many Spanish/English bilingual teachers. The fact that a margin-

alized language does not have many speakers at a school, however, 

does not buy educators out of the responsibility to acknowledge 

and respond to it. Nor does it free youth peers from the need to 
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negotiate such deeply marginalized languages as sites of difference 

and division.

In this chapter I explore the processes of solidarity, exclusion, 

and maintenance of Pacific Islander languages at South Vista. I seek 

an analysis that will illuminate the ways linguistic and ethnic soli-

darity interacted with linguistic reality. That is, I am interested in 

understanding the intersection of linguistic identity and the con-

straints of youth community languages with very few speakers. It 

is worth noting at the outset that little research (language and lit-

eracy focused or otherwise) has looked into the schooling experi-

ences of Polynesian youth in particular or Pacific Islander youth 

more broadly even though they are a significant population in the 

major cities of the western United States.3 Work is sorely needed by 

researchers conversant in the cultures and languages of the Pacific 

Islands, particularly the Polynesian Islands. Although I do not pos-

sess those proficiencies, I am hopeful that my work can begin this 

inquiry and add to our knowledge of school and other institutional 

experiences for those truly isolated from their heritage languages 

and cultural ways of being.

“Barely”: Latino/a and African American 
perspectives on Pacific Islander languages

In addition to thinking generally about the ways Pacific Islander 

languages reinforced and challenged notions of difference and div-

ision in multiethnic youth space, another question echoed through 

my thinking about the heritage languages of Ela, Rahul, Soa, and 

their Pacific Islander peers. What happens to languages in youth 

space when there are few people to speak them and few people who 

will understand? One answer to this question is rather simple; they 

don’t get used much. The lack of noticeable presence was one major 

response I received from African American and Latino/a youth when 

we talked about Pacific Islander languages. In fact, in contrast to the 

prevalence of solicited and unsolicited content about Spanish and 

AAL in my student interviews across ethnic groups, I usually had to 
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explicitly ask African American and Latino/a youth for their think-

ing about Pacific Islander languages. It was not a topic that domi-

nated their everyday consciousness in the ways Spanish and AAL 

use did and so required me to ask more directly. Take this response 

from Carlos about the languages of his Pacific Islander peers.

Django: What about their languages, like Fijian, or Tongan, or 

Samoan? Do you hear it ever?

Carlos: Barely. Samoan, I mean, between them, like when 

they’re talking to each other I hear. But other than that, no.

(March 12, 2007)

When asked directly Carlos reflected on the fact that he “barely” 

heard these languages. Although he did recall hearing Samoan 

 spoken between Pacific Islander youth, he noted this was not a regu-

lar occurrence. The fact that he singles out Samoan is also significant. 

I found that in the sense-making of Latino/a and African American 

youth, the names of Pacific Islander languages were often indiscrim-

inately interchanged. Carlos may have meant Samoan here, though 

he had no Samoan speakers in his peer groups or classes. He did, 

however, have Fijian and Hindi speakers in his classes. He may also 

have been using “Samoan” to speak generally about Pacific Islander 

languages as other youth often used “Tongan” or “Samoan” to mean 

any of these languages.

When I asked Miles directly about the languages he heard less 

often among his peers, he echoed Carlos’s feeling that they were 

barely heard.

Django: There are also other languages at the school that you 

don’t hear as much. Like what other languages?

Miles: Tongan and Samoan. You hear Soa and Ela speak a tiny 

bit.

D: A little bit?

M: But not really.

(March 26, 2007)
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Like Carlos, Miles only heard these languages very occasionally. 

This is quite significant as Ela and Soa were part of Miles’ peer group, 

played basketball with him daily for several months, and were in 

many of his classes. The fact that he only heard Ela and Soa use their 

Samoan “a tiny bit” and “not really” given their shared social network 

at school was important. Also important was the way “Samoan” and 

“Tongan” got conflated for Miles as they did for Carlos. For Miles, Soa 

and Ela might have spoken either. This lack of consciousness about 

these languages led to a lack of prestige among youth that followed 

in the general ethnic geography mapped out by Latino/a and African 

American youth at South Vista. Although my interview and fieldnote 

data with Black and Latino/a youth is full of comments, conversa-

tions, and sense-making about race and ethnicity at South Vista, the 

vast majority is centered on Latino/as and African Americans. Pacific 

Islanders, marginalized in number and heritage language, were also 

often marginalized in who counted as a major player in the sorts of 

divisions drawn through multiethnic youth space.

It should not be surprising, then, that I did not document the 

sorts of exclusion and frustration around these languages that domi-

nated African American and Pacific Islander perspectives on Spanish 

use. In fact, in over 400 hours of observations inside and outside the 

classrooms of South Vista High, I only witnessed one concrete, albeit 

brief, example comparable to exclusion and solidarity that were 

commonplace through Spanish use. I recorded the interaction in my 

fieldnotes on October 16th, 2006, between three Fijian Indian stu-

dents, Ramesh, Chitra, and Sheeba, and an African American young 

man named Chris.

After school in the front walkway I see Ramesh again with 

Chitra and Sheeba. Ramesh nods his head at one of them and 

says, “Bolla!”

 He looks at me and says, “That’s Fijian. It means, ‘what’s up?’ ” 

He then looks over at his friend Chris standing a few feet away 

and says loudly, “Bolla!”
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 Chris looks at Ramesh shaking his head and says, “I don’t 

know what you’re saying.”

 Ramesh looks back at me and says, “See, they have no idea 

what we’re saying.”

Ramesh was clearly putting on a bit of a show for me. He knew I 

was interested in language and went out of his way to translate 

then show how he could exclude others through language. Even 

if the exclusion was done for my benefit, though, it did show the 

rarely realized possibility of exclusion through Pacific Islander 

languages.

To be clear, I am not arguing that exclusion through Pacific 

Islander languages did not happen in the youth space of South Vista. 

Rather, I am attempting to illustrate how infrequent it was in com-

parison to exclusion through Spanish. In fact, Carla, Rosa, and 

Miles could not think of times this happened when asked directly. 

However, exclusion did happen, as Julio and Carlos mentioned in 

separate interviews. In our interview on March 12th, 2007, Carlos 

attempted to level the linguistic exclusion of Spanish with that of 

Hindi and other Pacific Islander languages at South Vista. In doing 

so, he revealed a perspective on in-group language use akin to Miles’ 

assessment about Spanish; that all ethnic groups would exclude if 

they could.

Carlos: And I think everybody does [exclude through language]. 

Well, African Americans, they obviously can’t do it ’cause they 

only speak English. But the Pacific Islanders, they do it too.

Django: Sometimes they’ll just speak in their language a bit? So 

you’ve heard Samoan or Tongan or Fijian around here before? 

You’ve heard them talking?

C: Yeah, the Fijians do it a lot in class. ’Cause they’re like stuck 

to each other a lot. They’re like – ’cause there’s a little bit of 

them, so they stick together and in class that’s all they speak, 

like to each other. And sometimes when we’re like doing math 

problems or like questions and stuff and they’re doing that, 
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we’re all like, “Okay, speak English. We want to know.” But 

then I think about how we do that too.

D: Right, that’s kind of how it works.

C: I’m just like – it’s fair.

This did not happen in many social or academic spaces for Carlos. 

He could only think of his math class as an example. Yet when 

it did happen it was cause for reflection on his personal habits of 

solidarity and exclusion. “We do that too” was a way for Carlos to 

say that it was an ordinary in-group move to exclude through lan-

guage, whether for working out a math problem or for making a joke 

between friends. Here, Carlos went so far as to call such moments of 

solidarity and exclusion “fair.”

At the same time, Carlos and his peers saw that the linguistic 

playing field was hardly level. The fact that there were just a few Fijian 

Indians speaking Hindi made it easier to dismiss such moments as 

fair rather than as linguistically frustrating or cause for mistrust. 

I will provide further evidence of this lack of frustration and ease 

from Julio. Before leaving Carlos’s take, though, I want to empha-

size his comment about African Americans. Carlos, like Miles in 

his discussion of Spanish exclusion, mentioned that the only group 

at the school that could not engage in this sort of complete linguistic 

exclusion was African Americans. Although I remain focused here 

on Pacific Islanders and their heritage languages, such understand-

ings continue to build toward a fuller exploration of the role of AAL 

in South Vista which I take up in Chapter 4.

A final perspective from Julio reinforced the notion that 

Pacific Islander languages were not a major site of contestation or 

division for Latino/a and African American students at South Vista. 

In our January interview, we had spoken at length about Spanish 

use and perceptions when I finally asked Julio directly about other 

languages.

Django: So obviously Spanish is spoken at the school a lot. Any 

other languages you ever hear here?
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Julio: I heard Tongan. I heard three Indians were talking, talk-

ing like their Indian language, but those don’t really bother 

me.

D: But it’s kind of just a little bit here and there or whatever?

J: Yeah.

D: Not in the classes?

J: I mean between them they probably talk like a whole soap 

opera about everything. I don’t really care.

(January 16, 2007)

Julio, like others, mentioned only a time or two he heard these 

languages over my year of talking with him. Most striking here 

is Julio’s lack of frustration over being excluded by the “Indian” 

(Fijian Indian) students he recalled. Beyond a lack of frustration was 

a lack of concern, typified by the statement “I don’t really care.” 

The fact is that Julio and his peers didn’t have to care. Recall that 

most youth didn’t even mention times of use or exclusion through 

Pacific Islander languages. Whereas Spanish was omnipresent in the 

multiethnic youth space of South Vista, these languages were barely 

present. Julio imagined that “between them they probably talk a 

whole soap opera.” Yet this was speculated. Pacific Islander, African 

American, and Latino/a youth did not have to speculate about the 

prevalence of Spanish. They did not have to imagine long stretches 

of talk and social interaction where divisions, solidarities, and exclu-

sions were enacted through Spanish language. The situation with 

Pacific Islander languages was quite different. Simply put, Latino/a 

and Black youth were not forced to care much about the few speakers 

on the margins of youth space that talked Samoan, Tongan, Fijian, or 

Hindi amongst themselves.

The understandings of the Latino/a and African American 

youth in my work coupled with the rare observations I made of Pacific 

Islander languages used as a tool of in-group solidarity and out-group 

exclusion begin to illustrate how these languages did not hold the 

presence, prestige, or power of Spanish to divide and exclude at South 
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Vista. But what about the speakers of these languages? Did they 

treasure these languages in the ways Latino/as treasured Spanish? 

And what role did the heritage languages of these youth play in their 

identities as Samoans, Tongans, Fijians, or Fijian Indians? The after-

noon I spent with Ela and Soa in the gym learning some rudimentary 

Samoan, the spark in Ela’s eye that day, and those intense moments 

of engagement pushes me to reckon with these questions even as I 

write. And it pushed me throughout the school year to reckon with 

the reasons these languages were so silenced in youth space, and 

where and how they found voice beyond it. 

Ela and her language
In the following analysis, I use the experiences and perspectives of Ela 

as a window into these questions. Ela, born and raised in American 

Samoa, came to the United States and South Vista to join her grand-

parents, aunt, and cousins just three years before I met her. I also call 

some on Rahul in this section to add to the understandings mapped 

out by Ela. Rahul, born and raised in South Vista, grew up with pre-

dominantly Hindi-speaking parents who were both born and raised 

in Fiji. These two youth had different relationships to their heri-

tage languages and to homelands far off in the Pacific Ocean that I 

believe provide evidence for understanding the processes of language 

solidarity, maintenance, and choice at play in their lives and those of 

their Pacific Islander peers.

Samoan linguistic and ethnic identity simmered below the sur-

face of multiethnic youth space for Ela. She did not use her Samoan 

often at school, a point her friend Miles made for me earlier in this 

chapter. And yet Ela’s connection to her heritage language and cul-

ture was as intense as any of the youth I met at South Vista. She 

fought fiercely to voice her Samoaness even as so much of it was 

drowned out by the sheer numbers and the local and national histor-

ies of Latino/as and African Americans. Sometimes Ela’s struggle to 

voice her ethnic identity simmered over into school space, as it did 

in the following interaction.
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On a very warm March day I sat out on a bench in front of 

the school as lunch was ending. Ela, Soa, and their male Samoan 

friend, Tua, spent most of their free time together with a few other 

Samoans. They were also often joined by Rochelle, or Miles, or a 

number of other African American youth that made up weaker ties 

in their school social network. Even if they were among themselves, 

it was usually within earshot of non-Samoan students. So it was not 

unusual to see them hanging together, but as I sat and watched them 

from the bench that day most of the students had already made the 

slow march toward class. It was a rare moment with just the three of 

them in their own fleeting youth space. Ela stood in the front drive-

way, in front of the main entrance, in the most public place in the 

school. She looked at Tua and Soa, flexed her muscles in the mock 

pose of a body builder and yelled “Hamos!!!” {Samoan!!!} All three of 

them busted up laughing (as did I when they looked over). For just 

a moment Ela had shown herself, had flexed her Samoaness for her 

peers. Then we all headed toward class where such exhibitions of 

these particular selves were highly unlikely to occur.

There were other times I glimpsed fragments of this Samoaness 

which remained silenced or hidden in youth space. In a January inter-

view with Ela she opened up her backpack to reveal a sarong, a mod-

ern approximation of a traditional wrap worn by men and women in 

important ceremonies back in Samoa. I asked her why she had it in 

her backpack and she told me that she needed to wear it in church 

that afternoon. What I, many of her Latino/a and African American 

peers, and her teachers did not see was that Ela and Soa often had 

these sarongs stuffed in their backpacks, waiting for another cul-

tural space far from school for expression; waiting for church. In 

fact, according to Ela and her Samoan peers, in addition to the home, 

South Vista’s Samoan church was the major location of Samoan lan-

guage use, learning, and maintenance in the community.4

Let me provide a snapshot of True Message Samoan Baptist 

Church, the Christian church Ela and her Samoan community 

attended.5 I believe this description will help me provide a clearer 
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picture of the role churches and other community organizations 

play in addition to school for marginalized youth, communities, 

and languages with few numbers in multiethnic schools and cities. 

And because home and church were the major domains of Samoan 

language use, I believe it is important to look into a space of voice 

in addition to school and youth space which were spaces of relative 

silencing.

After many interviews and classroom observations, and after 

months of playing basketball together, Ela and I had developed sig-

nificant trust. On several occasions I took her and Soa home from 

basketball practice or to church. In late February Ela invited Rae 

and me to her church for the service at “youth night.” What fol-

lows is an excerpt from my fieldnotes of our visit on March 2nd, 

2007.

Rae and I find a pew on the left side and a man in front of us 

(who later turns out to be a church leader) shakes our hands and 

welcomes us. It is very bright inside the church and there are 

no windows. Banners adorn the front wall exclaiming, “Christ 

is our savior” and “Alleluia!” There are three sections of pews 

about seven rows deep. A couple of small steps go up in the front 

to a sort of pulpit. Six large vases of artificial white orchids are 

placed on either side of the lectern. In the far right corner are the 

band and singers; a drum set, a piano, two keyboards, a bass, and 

five singers. Within 15 minutes the small church is pretty full 

with 35 young people from infants to teenagers and more than 20 

adults.

 The congregation begins singing. Junior, a student at the 

school, is singing and points at me and smiles. A large screen 

comes down behind the pulpit and the words to the songs in 

both Samoan and English scroll along. The first song is sung 

completely in English, then completely in Samoan, the second 

is the opposite. Rae and I tentatively sing along in English, then 

more hum and sing in Samoan.
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 After the songs end the priest, who is wearing a traditional red 

sarong and top, instructs us to go around and shake hands and 

greet our neighbors. Soa tells us to follow her and we go along, 

shaking hands with the children and adults, smiling and offering 

greetings.

 Later, we are introduced to Ela and Soa’s aunt, who is hold-

ing her baby. The aunt tells us her family just came over from 

Samoa. Soa then tells us she herself has been to the church on 

Fridays only a few times, but that she comes every Sunday. Soa 

says that Ela comes more often to practice with the choir.

 The younger women, including Ela and Soa, are in typical 

urban wear with sarongs over their jeans. Some of the elder 

women and men wear only traditional wraps. The younger men 

are dressed in urban wear; baggie jeans, kicks, collared shirts 

and do not wear sarongs. The older members speak Samoan and 

English during a mock debate about Jesus and Satan, while the 

younger members speak mainly in English. Ela, however, speaks 

mainly Samoan in her group the entire time.

 During the evening Soa and her aunt act as our interpreters, 

translating for us what is said in Samoan (and even sometimes 

explaining what is said in English).

I was struck by many things in our visit to True Message Church. 

Soa’s kindness as she tirelessly translated for our benefit. Ela’s beau-

tiful singing voice as she belted out the gospel in Samoan. There 

were many practices present at the church that I never saw in the 

multiethnic youth space at the heart of my research. Seeing the cul-

tural practices alive at True Message influenced my thinking about 

the role of Samoan and other Pacific Islander languages at South 

Vista High. Here was a space far from school where Ela and Soa 

wore their sarongs, where they heard and spoke and understood the 

Samoan language, where they read Samoan on the screen and in the 

Bible.6 This, of course, is far oversimplified. Many of the children 

and teenagers were not speaking Samoan or wearing sarongs. They 
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were, however, surrounded by these facets of Samoaness that were 

not at all a part of their school days.

I want to avoid a romanticization of this church space. I pro-

vide this description and comment not simply to bask in the pos-

sibility of linguistic and cultural maintenance under conditions of 

severe marginalization. Rather, I provide this snapshot as a contrast 

to what I and Latino/a and African American youth barely heard or 

saw in youth space. It is also important for me to mention that all 

the youth in my work attended churches and temples where their 

languages and cultures were celebrated and practiced, but for Pacific 

Islanders it was one of the only beyond-home spaces of this practice 

and celebration.

Over the year, Ela helped me make better sense of what I wit-

nessed at True Message Church. As I talked with Ela in our interviews, 

I began to grasp the role the church played as a forum of linguistic and 

cultural learning and expression, as well as the complicated relation-

ship between South Vista Pacific Islander youth and their heritage 

languages. I quote at length from a mid-year interview because Ela 

illuminated several key factors in the way Pacific Islander languages 

were hyper-marginalized in the youth space of South Vista.

Django: Does everybody speak Samoan in the church or do 

some people not?

Ela: Like all the teenagers, their parents speak only Samoan, but 

they were born here. And when they speak Samoan, they just 

… (laughs and shakes her head). They don’t even know how to 

pronounce the words.

D: Okay, and so do you make fun of them or what?

E: It’s funny when they speak, when you’re over here and they 

talk. They don’t know how to speak Samoan … Only me and 

Soa, one of my cousins. She just came from Samoa. We’re the 

only ones that like to speak Samoan – like true Samoan.

D: And what does that mean to you, knowing how to speak 

Samoan?
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E: It’s good because you know our grandparents – they speak 

Samoan the whole time. They get mad at us when we speak 

English.

D: And so you have plans to maybe go back to Samoa, right? If 

you stayed here, and had a family here, would you want your 

kids to speak Samoan?

E: Both, if they speak Samoan [first].

D: Do they teach these teenagers in church how to speak?

E: Yeah … one of our Sunday school teachers, they teach them 

how to speak Samoan, but they don’t like to speak Samoan.

D: Really?

E: They don’t like to speak it.

D: Oh, you mean the teenagers who were born here?

E: Uh-huh.

D: Okay, what do you think about that?

E: I can’t believe their parents are Samoan, but they don’t even 

know how to speak Samoan. They can’t speak.

D: Do you consider them to be Samoan?

E: (Laughs) I don’t choose – it’s up to them.

D: No, but I mean like if someone has some parents that were 

born in Samoa, but they were born here and they can’t speak it, 

are they as Samoan as you, or not?

E: Yeah.

D: You think they are.

E: They look like us, like, but when they speak … (shakes her 

head and smiles).

(January 7, 2007)

Some of Ela’s remarks echoed those of her bilingual Latino/a peers. 

They, too, were motivated by monolingual and Spanish-dominant 

elders to use and maintain their heritage language. Here and other 

times in informal and formal interviews, Ela reported her grandpar-

ents getting mad at her for speaking English with them. This fear of 

the older generations about losing Samoan required action beyond 
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the home, though. There was no support at school and there were 

hardly the numbers of speakers to ensure young people would prac-

tice the language with each other. This is where the church came in. 

Church was a place where young people took Samoan language les-

sons, where they used a Bible written in Samoan, and where Samoan 

speaking was encouraged during services and events.

Even with the cultural space of church where young people 

were encouraged to go on Friday nights (“youth night”) and Sundays, 

still Ela commented that they could not speak Samoan well. She 

felt this was especially true of youth who were born and raised in 

South Vista. Remember that time-in-country was an important fac-

tor in Spanish as a tool of solidarity and exclusion, too. Recall South 

Vista native Alberto who could not speak Spanish well enough for 

his Mexican-born Latina peers. To Ela, there were very few young 

people at the school and in the broader Samoan community who 

could speak “true Samoan.” She and Soa were different because they 

had spent most of their lives in the home country before coming to 

South Vista. And Ela could not believe it was possible to have par-

ents born in Samoa and not know how to speak the language. For 

Ela, who could speak and write in Samoan, this was unimaginable.7 

She would encourage her future children to speak both languages, 

but only if they spoke Samoan first (remember also that Julio had 

similar sentiments about Spanish).

There was a further layer to Ela’s understanding of Samoan 

use among her peers, as she said, “They don’t like to speak it.” 

This statement spoke to the many factors working together to 

silence Pacific Islander languages at South Vista. One major fac-

tor, of course, was lack of numbers. Another was the lack of pro-

ficiency of many Pacific Islander youth, which Ela spoke to in our 

interview. Working together with these forces to create a linguistic 

reality of relative silence in youth space was a fierce competition 

with AAL and youth culture for the hearts and voices of Pacific 

Islander youth. That is, many Pacific Islander youth who had been 

in the United States and South Vista most or all of their lives chose 
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to speak English, and AAL in particular, when they were outside 

their homes and churches.8 This lies in stark contrast to the rela-

tive lack of such clear-cut choices for Latino/as, who, like Alberto, 

understood Spanish as a vital tool of solidarity and ethnic iden-

tity in youth space regardless of his time-in-country and relative 

proficiency in that language. This is not to say that many bilin-

gual Latino/a youth did not sometimes choose the very same AAL, 

but that in my observations they did not choose Englishes over 

Spanishes as a rule in youth space.

Even given this tension over language choice and proficiency, 

Ela still regarded the youth who couldn’t speak Samoan and didn’t 

like to as legitimately Samoan. It was up to them to choose their 

ethnic identity. In fact, Ela made a complex move here, showing the 

twin identity prerequisites of language and phenotype. While lan-

guage was a primary marker of identity, you also had to look the 

part; “They look like us, but when they speak …” and she shook her 

head in the negative and smiled. Although Ela herself was amazed 

at the possibility of being Samoan without proficiency in the lan-

guage, she recognized that what you look like is also a major fac-

tor.9 She was also, perhaps, coming to terms with what Samoaness 

meant in South Vista; what it meant for the first generation youth 

there and, possibly, what it would mean for the future years of her 

community.

During most of the year of my study Ela was set on returning 

to Samoa after high school to live her adult life there. While she 

realized being a Samoan youth in South Vista did not necessarily 

include fluency in Samoan, she also was cautious about what the 

language meant back home. She related this in a later interview.

Ela: My grandma said now in Samoan if you don’t speak 

Samoan good, you can’t have a job … Because a lot of kids from 

Samoa came over here and they went back and they didn’t even 

know how to speak Samoan. I was like, “What?”

Django: And you can write it, too, huh?
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E: I can speak, I can write, because my grandma be talking – my 

grandma, she be talking Samoan to me.

(March 5, 2008)

Ela was explicit here about the requirements of her homeland and, 

again, about the role of her grandparents in keeping her prepared to 

be Samoan in Samoa, not just in South Vista. The dual forces of con-

nection to homeland and communication with elders kept Ela, like 

her Mexican-born peers Carla and Julio, determined and concerned 

about maintaining her heritage language. Yet for Pacific Islander 

youth, their lack of numbers and speakers in youth space and in the 

community made these forces somewhat more dramatic. That is, 

there were major tensions eating at these connections for Ela and 

her Pacific Islander peers that were also present for Latino/a youth, 

but were tempered for Latino/as by the omnipresence of Spanish and 

sheer numbers of Spanish speakers.

Linguistically, one of the main actors in this tension was evi-

dent even in the grammar of Ela’s final comment, “She be talking 

Samoan to me” (for a rough DAE translation, “She is usually or 

always talking Samoan”). Ela, herself a relatively recent member of 

the South Vista youth speech community, was here already partici-

pating in AAL grammar.10 Chapter 4 will center on the meaning of 

AAL crossing and sharing practices for notions of difference, div-

ision, and unity in multiethnic schools and communities.

The True Message Church and other churches certainly played 

an important role in the cultural and linguistic landscape of Pacific 

Islanders at South Vista. Yet, as the year wore on, I began to think 

more about the dislike of speaking Samoan Ela mentioned and its 

relationship to the pull of youth culture and AAL. Soa, for instance, 

began to resist going to church in the final months of my study. Ela 

became less sure she would return to Samoa. In the year following 

my study, Ela was on and off with her participation in choir and 

talked about being interested in singing in a Hip Hop group instead. 

Even during the year the powerful currents of church, elders, and 



“True Samoan”74

homeland that pulled Ela away from the more highly locally presti-

gious practices of AAL and youth culture seemed to be waning.11

Battling in the throes of the paradox of pluralism, Ela and 

many of her peers struggled to maintain consistent ethnic solidar-

ity through oral language in youth space, even as they were pulled 

to cross into shared linguistic practices with other groups. This was 

even truer for Pacific Islanders like Rahul, who were born and raised 

in South Vista. Rahul, who spoke primarily Hindi with his Fijian 

Indian parents, never did so in the multiethnic youth space of South 

Vista. Rahul took a rather pragmatic, if somewhat painful view of his 

linguistic reality. As we sat alone in the gym in December, Rahul 

explained why he didn’t use his Hindi at school.

Django: You told me last time that Hindi’s not really something 

that you’ve spoken at school before too much.

Rahul: No, I don’t really speak my Hindi.

D: Tell me more about that?

R: Well, it’s not that I’m ashamed about it, I’m glad I speak 

Hindi. But it’s like there’s no one to talk to in Hindi. If I know 

English, I’m gonna talk in English, you know? And Hindi’s 

like – I would probably speak Hindi if it was another Fijian 

person and for a time I could talk about something here, which 

is like never, though. So that’s it. I don’t get a chance to speak 

my own language. Even if I want to, I wouldn’t get a chance. I 

can’t speak to myself, like, “Oh, yeah, you wanna talk Hindi, 

too?” “What the fuck is he doing? Talking to himself?” “Is he 

mumbling?”

(December 8, 2006)

Rahul was clear to say here and on other occasions that he was not 

ashamed of his language. Instead, he saw the linguistic reality of few 

interlocutors and his own multilingualism. Although there were 

a handful of Fijian Indian Hindi speakers that Rahul could have 

 spoken with, they were not members of his multiethnic, Hip Hopper 

peer group. Outside of those few possibilities, Rahul felt isolated. He 
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felt like he could not use his language as a tool of solidarity in youth 

space even if he wanted to. There was some sadness and frustration 

in Rahul’s comments. It was, after all, “his own language,” a treas-

ured facet of ethnic identity, but he did not “get a chance” to use it. 

Instead he was left to imagine the ridicule of his peers if he spoke to 

himself in Hindi.

Rahul, like Ela, did have some outside school spaces to prac-

tice Hindi. Other than the home and visits to temple, there was a 

significant Fijian Indian population in the larger Metro Area. Rae 

and I witnessed this larger community when Rahul invited us to 

“Fiji Day,” an annual event bringing several hundred Fijians together 

for cultural celebration. Like Ela and other Pacific Islanders, though, 

Rahul’s heritage language was by and large silenced in multiethnic 

youth space. This did not mean that these youth did not find other 

powerful ways to index their ethnic and linguistic identities as 

Samoans, Fijians, or Tongans inside youth space. In Chapter 5 I pro-

vide analysis of the many sorts of texts these youth wrote and per-

formed to draw lines of difference and to index in-group solidarity. 

However, oral heritage language, a major factor in these youth’s iden-

tities and family communication, was not the same sort of player 

as other languages in reinforcing and challenging lines of division 

in youth space. This stood in major contrast to Spanish, which was 

a massive force in drawing such divisions through solidarity and 

exclusion.

Learning from Ela and Rahul and observing them and their 

Pacific Islander peers led me to a tentative understanding of factors at 

play in use and maintenance outside youth space and relative silen-

cing within youth space. Table 3 represents this understanding.

Hyper-marginalized languages in schools
The ethnic and linguistic makeup of South Vista made Spanish a 

major player in processes of solidarity and exclusion in multiethnic 

youth space. It was clear from a year of observing and talking to young 

people across groups that Spanish use was a factor in Latino/a ethnic 
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identity and in African American and Pacific Islander social frustra-

tion. The fact that the school mainly ignored the ways that Spanish 

worked to exclude inside and outside classrooms was remarkable and 

disturbing. It is a rather easy argument to call for educational remed-

ies that will help youth understand the processes at work in Spanish 

use when it is so deeply a part of all of their social worlds.

But what do we do with the more intensely marginalized heri-

tage languages? Pacific Islander languages did not have the numbers 

or the steady stream of immigration to ensure their healthy sur-

vival. Nor did they have the support of the school through classes 

or bilingual teachers. This is not to say the state of US bilingual 

education in Spanish is in any regard rosy12 – we have many, many 

mountains to climb there, too, but Spanish is at least a major part 

of the educational dialogue. I wondered during my research, and I 

 continue to wonder as I remain in contact with Ela, whether Samoan 

and other Pacific Islander languages are on their way to a slow local 

Table 3. Factors in Pacific Islander language use and silencing

Use outside youth space

Demands of elders Our grandparents, they get 

mad at us when we speak 

English – Ela

Connection to homeland If you don’t speak Samoan good, 

you can’t have a job – Ela

Churches and temples They teach them how to speak 

Samoan – Ela

Silencing inside youth space

Lack of interlocutors There’s no one to talk to in 

Hindi – Rahul

Lack of proficiency They don’t even know how to 

pronounce the words – Ela

Choosing of AAL and youth language We talk ghetto a lot – Ela
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death at South Vista. In work on language death, maintenance, and 

shift, researchers have pointed to a lack of functional use, a lack of 

community domains for use, a lack of support by schools, and the 

power of dominant and popular languages over the market and over 

the minds of youth as factors in diminishing languages among such 

hyper-marginalized speakers.13 All of these things are certainly true 

for Pacific Islander languages in South Vista.

In thinking about the present and future of Ela’s Samoan lan-

guage and those of her Pacific Islander peers at South Vista, I am 

reminded of the old playground saying that is used to quickly solve 

disputes over the rules of the game. “Majority rules!” shout some 

children, and the minority has to play along or leave. Sometimes 

the local politics of language feels this way, and it certainly did in 

the youth space and school space of South Vista. But just because a 

language has few speakers and an ethnicity has few members does 

not buy educators out of the need to be culturally and linguistic-

ally relevant to these students. To apply the rules we know about 

resource approaches to language and literacy learning only to the 

majority in our urban schools is unacceptable. We must embrace the 

practices of hyper-marginalized students and look to contrast and 

join them with school practices just as we attempt to do so for our 

African American and Latino/a students. This will take much more 

research than I provide in this study, but I hope my work is a start 

in this regard.

Moving just a little further into the practical realm of the peda-

gogy of pluralism, what could these languages bring to all students 

in the multiethnic classrooms of South Vista? Imagine the lessons 

about language structure and phonology that could emerge for all 

students if these languages were invited into the mix in genuine and 

honorable ways. Ela, Rahul, and so many of their Pacific Islander 

peers had major facets of self silenced in youth space and classroom 

space. Yet those selves, those riches, were waiting beneath the sur-

face for invitations, for domains of use, for questions and problems 

to be posed. Such questions and problem posing,14 I believe, would 
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help both the speakers of those languages in their own academic and 

ethnic identity struggles and those, like teachers and students, who 

often forget that these languages are spoken by their students and 

their friends. I believe we are contributing to the atrophy of the lin-

guistic and cultural dexterity of these youth, and so are contributing 

to shrinking the resources of students and communities. Ultimately, 

it’s like Ela said, “they choose.” As it stands, however, hyper-margin-

alized youth like Samoans and Fijians have to choose without all the 

choices put out clearly and equally before them. And in that case, 

the dominant ways are sure to win – and win completely.

Solidarity and exclusion: only half  
the paradox

Chapters 2 and 3 have largely focused on the ways South Vista youth 

used oral language to index solidarity within their ethnic groups 

and to sometimes, purposefully and inadvertently, exclude those 

outside their ethnic group. This was the territory of the “separa-

tions” between ethnic groups that Julio spoke of in the prologue to 

the chapters. Spanish was the major linguistic player in these separ-

ations, in reinforcing traditional notions of difference and division by 

ethnicity. On a much lesser scale, Pacific Islander languages some-

times drew lines of division in multiethnic youth space, though this 

was hardly as contested or widespread. At face value these linguistic 

and ethnic separations may seem wholly negative. Yet as youth told 

me and showed me over my year of study with them, the negative 

was deeply joined with the positive. While Spanish use pushed some 

out, it also allowed a Latino/a community living within the larger 

dominant White, DAE-speaking society a safe space to foster self 

and community.15 They battled within the larger school and DAE-

speaking society to maintain the connection to the Spanish lan-

guage, and practicing it in youth space was a significant act of daily 

linguistic agency in the face of marginalization. For many Black and 

Pacific Islander youth, though, this Spanish use often meant frustra-

tion or, in some cases, mistrust. 
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Such is the paradox of pluralism. In order to be a plural cultural 

space there must be many cultures and practices present. In order 

for those practices to be maintained, they must be used with other 

members who can use them. That use necessarily leaves others with 

different cultural repertoires out of the conversation. The struggle of 

exclusion and of silencing are certainly within the power of schools 

to address far more ably than they currently do. A start would be to 

include such topics in classroom dialogue, something I did not wit-

ness or hear about at South Vista. A further step would be to include 

such topics in a critical language awareness curriculum. I will return 

for a more thorough discussion of such a curriculum in the Interlude 

at the conclusion of Chapter 4. For now, I remain focused on the 

ways language, in particular Spanish, worked to provide solace for 

its native speakers while simultaneously locking out non-speakers.

Yet in-group solidarity and exclusion through Spanish and 

Pacific Islander languages only explains half of the paradox of plur-

alism. The other half of being in pluralist cultural space is shar-

ing practices across groups that allow the space to remain united 

in the face of disparate repertoires. Remember Miles, “We all gotta 

stay together.” While South Vista’s multiethnic space demanded the 

maintenance of difference, it also demanded the forging of linguis-

tic and cultural identities that created unity across such differences, 

which forged strength in the face of mutual marginalizations. It 

demanded the development of linguistic dexterity to communicate 

successfully and linguistic plurality to know how to. Although we 

can learn much about what it means to live in a pluralist society 

from what groups do to affirm their particular cultural ways of being 

in the face of marginalization, we can also learn much from what 

they do to reach across those ways into shared spaces of being. Both 

are demanded in a truly multiethnic and multilingual society. And 

both were present in the youth space of South Vista.

The desire for and small but important crossings and shar-

ings in Spanish were one major occasion of such language reaching 

across difference. In effect, the ways African American and Pacific 
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Islander youth thought about and participated in Spanish was a way 

for them to work against the frustration and mistrust. It was a means 

for them to exercise linguistic agency by joining their Latino/a peers 

in communicative practices so dear to the majority of the South 

Vista community. Although crucial to the ways difference and div-

ision were enacted at South Vista, these crossings and sharings in 

Spanish were not the most significant space of language sharing. It 

was through deep participation in the grammar, lexicon and rhet-

orical traditions of African American Language that many Latino/a 

and Pacific Islander students joined their Black peers in most deeply 

redrawing notions of difference and division. It was through this 

sharing in AAL that South Vista youth forged the most sustained 

spaces of interethnic unity and, in doing so, invited educational and 

social language theory, research, and practice to learn from such cul-

tural re-visioning.



4 “They’re in my culture, they 
speak the same way”: sharing 
African American Language at 
South Vista

African American Language (AAL), like Spanish, was impossible 

to miss as I spent time inside and outside the classrooms of South 

Vista. AAL is probably the most studied variety of English in the 

world, with over forty years of sociolinguistic scholarship inves-

tigating when, how, where, with whom, and why AAL has been 

and continues to be spoken by many African Americans.1 These 

decades of scholarship have given us a rich understanding of the 

grammar, phonology, lexicon, systematicity, and rhetorical tradi-

tions of AAL.

The prevalence of AAL at South Vista was somewhat surpris-

ing given the relatively small number of African American students 

at the school and the relatively small number of African American 

residents of the city. Remember, though, that South Vista had been 

undergoing a dramatic demographic shift over the previous two 

decades. What was a predominantly Black city as late as 1990 had 

become a city with a major Spanish-speaking Latino/a majority dur-

ing the 1990s. In 2006–07 only 17 percent of the students at South 

Vista High were African American. So why and how the prevalence 

of AAL in the talk of youth space? Who was speaking AAL, with 

whom, and for what purposes? Although the answers to these ques-

tions will take some time to explore, what I came to understand 

was that AAL was shared by many youth speakers across lines of 

ethnicity, pushing against traditional understandings of linguistic 

and ethnic division and, like other heritage languages at South Vista, 

AAL was creating spaces and educational possibilities for language 

and literacy learning across difference.
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AAL grammar, lexicon, and ritual insult 
among Black youth

All of the African American students I came to know at South Vista 

were speakers of AAL and DAE: their everyday speech both inside 

and outside the classroom showed major features associated with 

Black language, but they could also shift, to varying extents, into 

more dominant varieties of English. The fact that many African 

Americans can and do systematically use features of AAL in their 

everyday speech is a common understanding in the research litera-

ture.2 Miles said this most succinctly as we sat on a bench near the 

athletic field informally talking on June 6th, 2007. “Every Black per-

son is bilingual,” he told me, “You gotta be because I was taught that 

it’s harder for us and you have to use their language to get by. It’s not 

an excuse, it’s just the way it is. Black people can talk nigga or they 

can talk normal.”

Miles understood there were communicative demands made 

on him and his African American community to know some DAE 

and to know AAL. And he saw this as a certain type of bilingualism, 

as distinct systems of communication he was responsible for. On the 

one hand was the dominant English, what he and his peers across 

groups had come to call “normal,” “standard,” or “perfect.” As I 

will explore through the examples that follow, Miles and his peers 

had internalized the sociolinguistic fallacy that DAE was somehow 

perfect and normal, with AAL being “slang” and “ghetto,” being 

less than normal and less than perfect even though they treasured 

AAL in many ways. Miles here called AAL “nigga,” a term whose 

complex use and meaning in multiethnic youth space I devote an 

extensive section to in this chapter. For now, let it suffice to say that 

from multiple conversations with Miles about his understanding of 

the N-words what he meant here by “nigga” was probably close to 

“everyday between peers.”3 Had he pronounced this N-word with 

a fully realized final “r,” this statement would have had entirely 

 different semantics.
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Given that Miles and his peers generally understood that 

African Americans in South Vista had a distinct way with language, 

it was not surprising that my fieldnotes, formal interviews, and 

recordings of informal conversations with Black youth were laden 

with lexical, grammatical, and phonological features of AAL, as 

well as larger rhetorical traditions of AAL. I will provide just a few 

brief examples here to give some voice to the prevalence of AAL use 

among South Vista’s African American youth. I will follow these 

examples with Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth engaging in the 

same structures, words, and rhetorical traditions as their African 

American peers.

Grammar

I begin my analysis by recalling one afternoon when I was talking 

with Anthony, an African American young man on the basketball 

team, as we headed over to the gym for practice. I had been playing 

basketball with the boys’ and girls’ teams for two months by this 

point and Anthony called me coach as we strolled toward the gym. 

When I told him that he could call me Django, Anthony replied, “But 

you ø like a second coach to me” (February 15, 2006). In our exchange 

Anthony omitted the copula “to be” in “you ø like” instead of the 

DAE “You are like.” Basically, the option of omitting the copula “to 

be”, a major feature of AAL grammar, is available to speakers when 

using the present tense of “is” and “are.”4

Other major features of AAL grammar were commonplace 

among the African American youth I came to know. In a conver-

sation I had with another young man on the team, Terrell, about a 

bootleg CD he was purchasing from a friend, he explained, “He BIN 

had it, he ø just waitin for me to have the money” (May 8, 2007). In 

addition to a copula omission (“he ø just”), Terrell used the remote 

verbal marker stressed been in “He BIN had” to denote the fact that 

his friend had possessed the CD for some time and still had it. Part 

of a complex tense (when an action occurs) and aspect (how an action 
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occurs) system of AAL, this feature is one of many that highlight the 

way AAL semantics can differ significantly from DAE.

My ethnolinguistic5 interviews with Miles and Rochelle were 

also full of AAL features. In one interview, Rochelle made the state-

ment, “When people call me out my name, I don’t really be listen-

ing” (December 4, 2006). Here, Rochelle used a hallmark of AAL 

grammar known as the habitual be in “I don’t really be listening” 

for the rough DAE translation “I am usually/always not listening.” 

Rochelle’s use of the habitual be is another example of the AAL tense 

and aspect system. In addition to the habitual be, Rochelle also used 

the AAL expression “people call me out my name,” a phrase mean-

ing when people insult or slander you.6

Lexicon

In addition to demonstrating AAL grammatical structures, verbal 

interactions between African American youth at South Vista were 

also laden with the AAL lexicon. One afternoon I was shooting 

hoops with Sharon and Miles. Miles was wearing his white socks 

pulled up high, a retro look used by many NBA players.

Django: “You got the old school look.”

Sharon: “No, he do that because he ø hella ashy.”

Miles: “No, it’s like Baron Davis.”

Sharon shakes her head. “You ø ashy,” she says and she walks off.

(April 2, 2007)

In addition to the AAL optional absence of 3rd person singular “s” 

(or, here, “es”) in “do” for the DAE “does,” Sharon also omitted the 

copula twice in “he ø hella ashy” and “You ø ashy.” Yet grammar 

was not at the center of this interaction: the exchange hinged on the 

term “ashy.” Although there is much debate about what constitutes 

the AAL lexicon, “ashy” is considered a long-standing AAL in-group 

term. It is a generally negative term for dry skin that is uncared for. 

Sharon was calling Miles out for not taking care of his legs with 

moisture lotion. She even increased the stakes by calling Miles 
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“hella ashy,” using the regional adjective “hella” for “extremely.” 

Miles protested that he was looking like Baron Davis, a pro basket-

ball player, but Sharon was not having it, ending the exchange by 

restating her claim and walking away.

Signifying and ritual insult

Beyond AAL grammar and lexicon, the African American youth I 

worked with at South Vista participated in broader speech traditions of 

Black language. One common speech act was the dozens, also known 

in the literature as capping.7 An extended form of signifying, or using 

“verbal hyperbole, irony, indirection, metaphor, and the semantically 

unexpected” (Smitherman, 2006, p.70), the dozens are a form of ritual 

insult involving verbal word play centering on humorous insults to 

family members, friends, and the other participants. They are intended 

to be funny, often played to an audience. The following fieldnote I 

recorded in biology class shows Miles and his African American peer 

Derek engaged in playing ritual insults on each other. The class was 

studying DNA duplication when Miles asked a question.

Miles: “Why do people get mutations, deformities?”

Teacher: “Sometimes they don’t copy right.”

Miles: “Then you end up short like Derek.” The class laughs.

Derek retorts: “Or dark like Miles.” More laughter.

Miles: “Or like Sharon.” More laughter. Sharon cuts her eyes at 

Miles, grinning. Miles shrinks back a bit, deciding he better 

not go further.

(February 28, 2007)

Miles asked his teacher a rather straightforward question, yet he 

asked the question seemingly to set up his planned cap on Derek’s 

diminutive stature (as Derek was the shortest boy in tenth grade). 

Miles’ comment was certainly unexpected, a sort of verbal juke that 

brought some laughter. Yet Derek knew how to play as well, and 

capped back remarking on Miles’ dark skin (which was dark in the 

broader spectrum of African American skin pigment), only for Miles 
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to pass it off on Sharon, who had a skin color similar to Miles. Sharon, 

although verbally silent, participated in the exchange by cutting her 

eyes, a recognized gesture of displeasure in the African Diaspora 

that can be as loud as words. While the crack about skin color may 

seem particularly mean-spirited and is certainly laden with the pain 

of racism, African American word play and humor has often served 

the function of flipping the painfully real White and internalized 

oppression into the humorous.8 The fact that the relative darkness 

of skin has historically impacted and continues to impact the way 

African Americans view each other and are positioned by the dom-

inant White culture is no laughing matter, yet to make it so at once 

masks the internalized shame and gives momentary relief from it. 

It is also important that I point out that all the people in the class, 

including the Latina teacher and myself, were people of color, which 

may make such a joke about skin color more possible.

The use of AAL grammar and lexicon, and participation in 

speech acts such as signifying sustained African American stu-

dents’ positions as members of the local and broader AAL speech 

community. Although social purposes and contexts varied in these 

examples, they were each acts of linguistic identity which placed 

youth within a tradition and a cultural community of “every Black 

person” being “bilingual.” Rochelle and Miles, for example, often 

spoke of “our” or “my” language in our discussions about AAL. And 

yet, as I will show, both Miles and Rochelle understood that AAL 

was not theirs alone in the multiethnic youth space of South Vista. 

While these few moments from countless examples in my fieldwork 

show that AAL was alive and well among the African American 

youth of South Vista, my goal in this chapter is to illuminate some-

thing far less studied but nevertheless central to understanding the 

role of oral language in challenging and reinforcing ethnic difference 

and division in multiethnic schools and youth communities: how 

did Pacific Islanders and Latino/as also participate in AAL with Black 

youth and how did young people of all backgrounds make sense of 

this AAL sharing?
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Sharing AAL at South Vista: grammar, 
lexicon, and ritual insult

Grammar

It was an afternoon walk I had taken often over my months at South 

Vista. On any given day I strolled over to the gym for practice with 

any number of the young people I was learning from. On this after-

noon I was walking with Ela’s cousin Soa and Cynthia, who was 

one of two Latinas on the team. There was an ease to our conver-

sation that reflected many months of spending time together in the 

classroom and community. We talked about Derek, the team’s point 

guard, who, despite his very small frame, was a favorite among many 

of the young women at South Vista.

Cynthia: “Derek’s a gangsta.”

Django: “A small gangsta.” We all chuckle.

Cynthia: “He be teachin everybody how to be gangsta.”

Django: “What he be teachin?”

Soa: “He taught me how to smoke weed.” They bust up 

laughing.

Django: “Ok, that is something.” I smile shaking my head.

(February 5, 2007)

Cynthia started the interaction with the Hip Hop lexical item gang-

sta (an action or state of being that rejects dominant rules, or an 

action or state of being that shows prowess or wealth).9 I could not 

resist a small cap myself. Cynthia, a bilingual Latina, continued by 

employing the habitual be, that deep grammatical feature unique 

to AAL. I continued the participation, at which point Soa came 

with the unexpected and funny weed comment. While it is not my 

purpose here to debate the dangers or merits of Soa’s comment (the 

teachers and administrators were aware of the prevalence of mari-

juana use), to be “gangsta” at South Vista meant resisting dominant 

rules of many kinds, both cultural preferences about how to speak 

and act, and those about what to do. While I struggled at times with 
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some youth choices (e.g., truancy and substance use), I also worked 

to recognize them from youth perspectives. Linguistic resistance to 

DAE norms was certainly one major choice, a choice Cynthia made 

here by indexing youth identity through Hip Hop lexicon and AAL 

grammar.

AAL grammar and lexicon, and the local Hip Hop lexicon, 

was also shared across ethnicity within the youth space of the class-

room.10 Back in biology class, Latina youth Sierra and Ela got into 

the mix. The class was testing light on earth worms by blasting 

flashlights on the squirming organisms. The worms, which do not 

relish bright light, thrashed about. “He ø goin dumb,” observed 

Sierra. After some chuckles Ela agreed, “Hyphy,” she said (January 

10, 2007). In this interaction, Sierra omitted the copula and com-

pared the worm’s thrashing to a local dance known as “going 

dumb.”11 In a typical version of this dance, the dancers let their 

limbs go loose and shake, dipping up and down. Ela’s agreement to 

Sierra’s comment came through the more general term, “Hyphy,” 

a regional movement of bass-heavy club tracks, dance moves, and 

local lexicon led by rappers such as E-40 and the deceased father of 

Hyphy, Mac Dre.

My ethnolinguistic interviews with Mexican/Mexican 

American and Pacific Islander youth also showed the use of many 

important AAL features (see Table 4).12 Carlos, Rahul, and Ela all 

used the habitual be. Coupled with instances from my observa-

tions, this use of the tense/aspect system of AAL shows the ways 

many Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth had picked up an alter-

native sense of time and action in their everyday English – how 

they had come to embody June Jordan’s (1985) wonderful statement 

about the relationship between (AAL) grammar and mind: “The 

syntax of a sentence equals the structure of your consciousness” 

(p. 163). In addition to the habitual be and other features I have pre-

viously discussed, Carlos, Carla, Rahul, and Julio used the existen-

tial it’s in phrases like Carla’s “It’s some girls” for the DAE “There 
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Table 4. AAL features from interviews of Latino/a and Pacific  

Islander youth

Student Feature Examples

Carla Zero copula

Existential it is

Next year my classes ø gonna be 

different

It’s some girls

Julio Regularized agreement

Existential it is

People generally call you by the 

race you is

It’s really like nothing to do on 

my block

Carlos Zero copula

Regularized agreement

Habitual be 

Existential it is

You ø sorry

Some dudes that was stealing 

cars

Cause they be trippin about that

It was a lot of Black people

Ela Regularized agreement

3rd person singular “s” / 

zero copula

Habitual be

Multiple negation13

That’s how the teachers in Samoa 

is

Every time he wake up, he ø 

always turning

My big mouth be saying, “Uh 

uh, uh uh”

I don’t got no “F” I don’t got no 

“B”

Rahul Existential it is

Regularized agreement

Zero copula

Habitual be

3rd person singular “s”

Multiple negation

It’s times you have to use it

When you was growing up

They ø keeping me on check

We be talking about cars

He just come in my room

I can’t spit no rhyme
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is/there are some girls.”14 They also employed the regularization 

of verb agreement patterns characteristic of AAL and other non-

dominant Englishes as in Carlos’s, “Some dudes that was stealing 

cars.”

Ela is a particularly interesting case of language sharing. Ela, 

who frequently used the habitual be, zero copula, multiple negation, 

regularization of verb agreement patterns, and absence of 3rd per-

son singular “s,” had arrived from American Samoa to South Vista 

only three years before our work together. Although these had been 

formative teenage years, to pick up and use grammatical features so 

often in her everyday English said a lot about the strong pull of AAL 

on Pacific Islander youth.

Lexicon

Beyond AAL grammar, participation by Pacific Islander and Latino/a 

youth in the AAL lexicon was pervasive in the multiethnic youth 

space of South Vista. Consider the following fieldnotes documenting 

uses of “ashy” in interethnic exchanges. The first example occurred 

in an exchange between Gloria, Miles, and me.

I am sitting talking with Miles on the front benches. Gloria, who 

is wearing shorts, comes up to us and announces, “My legs are 

all ashy.” Miles takes no notice of her comment, just glancing 

down at her legs.

(March 20, 2007)

Another example of “ashy” was used in this extended exchange 

between Soa, Sharon, and Ricky.

Soa and Sharon are sitting against a fence watching the boys 

play football. The girls are laughing and clowning the boys. I am 

standing with them and watching as well. Ricky runs out onto 

the field to play, tearing off his hoodie and throwing it down as 

he enters the field.
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Soa: “Ricky, you better not take that off, your arms is hella 

ashy!” He is too far away to see if they are, in fact, ashy.

Sharon shakes her head, “He ø ashy.” They laugh and I laugh 

with them.

Soa launches into recounting what happened during geom-

etry class. Ricky was near her and she looked over at his arms 

and “they was hella ashy.” She told him, “You better get some 

lotion.” He went and asked African American student Rashida 

for lotion. Rashida told him he was hella ashy and gave it to him. 

We all laugh at the story.

(April 5, 2007)

The word “ashy” – used in the first example by a Mexican American 

to refer to herself and in the second example by a Samoan and an 

African American to refer to an African American – was used com-

monly in interethnic youth exchanges. These examples show par-

ticipation in one of the most secure items in the AAL lexicon, a 

word that has long been seen as an exclusively in-group term 

between African Americans. While there is a long tradition of AAL-

originated words (or meanings) making their way into mainstream 

popular use, the ratified sharing of “ashy” at South Vista showed a 

particularly deep linguistic connection between the youth of color 

at South Vista.

Signifying and ritual insult

In the above interaction, Soa used the lexical item “ashy” as a verbal 

game piece to cap on Ricky. By doing so Soa was not only employ-

ing the AAL lexicon, she was also participating in the ritual insult 

and verbal barbs characteristic of AAL speech acts such as signify-

ing and the dozens. I witnessed many occasions when Latino/a and 

Pacific Islander youth entered these speech acts with their African 

American peers at South Vista. A prime example occurred early in 

the basketball season as I sat next to Julio and Miles as we stretched 

on the gym floor before practice.
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Miles, “Mexican girls don’t got no booty. It’s all flat like.” He 

smiles and shakes his head.

Julio feigns indignation, “Yes they do, they got booty!” He is 

also smiling.

Miles persists, “They don’t got enough food in Mexico to have 

booties. They got to do the J-Lo and get it pumped in.”

Julio retorts, “What about African girls, they don’t got food 

neither.”

Miles has the last word, “It’s in the bone structure, though, 

they just got booty.” And both bust up.

(November 8, 2006)

These “Mexican” versus “African” or “Black” dozens sessions were 

common between Latino and African American males who shared 

social networks. In this session on the gym floor the subject (or sub-

jection) was women’s bodies, although it was often wealth, employ-

ment status, and residency status. Here, Miles capped on what he 

deemed to be the unattractive bodies (specifically, rear ends) of an 

entire population of women. Julio protested. Miles, quick with the 

verbally unexpected, got two caps in. The first was that there wasn’t 

enough food in Julio’s homeland. The second was that the popular 

Latina superstar Jennifer Lopez, renowned in popular media for her 

attractive body (and specifically rear end), had to have surgery to 

be so good looking.15 Julio came back with a cap about the lack of 

food in Africa, but Miles had an answer for that, too, ending the 

exchange by taking up the racist/sexist mythology of Black female 

body structure.16

It would be easy to continue in this vein, analyzing the racist/

sexist content of this exchange, and objectification was paramount 

to the content of the ritual insult. I see no analytic “out” for Miles 

and Julio on this count, save the point that both seemed to feel 

a racialized-sexualized allegiance to women from their ethnic 

backgrounds. A possible additional saving grace; Miles’ comment 

about “bone structure” can be seen as another example of flipping 
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pain and racist stereotype into an (objectified) appreciation. He saw 

a sexualized beauty in the Black female body and seemed to be 

attempting here to argue for the superiority of such beauty, thus 

reinterpreting the racist stereotype for purposes of sexualized in-

group solidarity. But there were other themes about national origin 

and poverty that provided an important subtext to the turning of 

pain and shame and racism into humor. Although I found myself 

struggling to listen to this particular exchange (though I did have 

to laugh at the genius of the J-Lo comment), it represents Julio’s 

participation with Miles in AAL verbal word play that explicitly 

discussed difference.

One interpretation of such speech events could be that they 

were playing out community and national tensions between Latino/as 

and African Americans, dividing them as they struggled for the scarce 

resources of the oppressed in changing urban landscapes. Ibelieve such 

an interpretation would be a dominant, divide-and-conquer reading, 

though. Given an understanding of the role of ritual insult in build-

ing and sustaining relationships between people, and between people 

and their language, I am convinced that such loaded insult sessions 

provided the opposite function: that is, they helped make humor out 

of shame and pain by unifying Latino/a and African American youth 

in shared practice and marginalization. In doing so, these sessions 

resisted both popular conceptions of African American/Latino/a rela-

tions and, by invoking stereotypical rhet orics of body, skin, wealth, 

and gender, they resisted a racist legacy by showing such rhetorics 

as ridiculous or flipping them into compliments.17 Although much 

of this work of resistance was below the level of consciousness for 

Miles and Julio, both young men understood these sessions as humor 

about stereotypes within the genre of ritual insult. Each spoke about 

this in separate interviews when I asked them about these kinds of 

interactions.

Julio: I be like, “You wanna work in my cotton field?” And he 

be like, “When you gonna cut my grass?” It’s just jokes; it’s like 
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an inside joke or something like that. But, I mean, it’s not to 

offend no one. It’s just a way we get.

(January 26, 2007)

Miles: We have – not like arguments – but you know, friendly – 

They be like, “Black people this” and I be, “Mexican that,” and 

then, you know, they’ll go back, and it’s funny. We’re having fun.

(November 27, 2006)

I also observed Pacific Islander and Latina young women participat-

ing in AAL ritual insult with their African American peers at South 

Vista.18 In this example (also laden with AAL grammar, morphology, 

and phonology), Ela signified on Miles as they worked in biology 

class to create Punnett squares (a diagram used to determine the 

probability of the genetic makeup for offspring). Miles was strug-

gling to create his diagram using a ruler. Ela sat at the table behind 

him, and I was sitting behind Ela.

Miles: “It’s crooked.” He shakes his head looking down at his 

Punnett square.

Ela: “It would be.” She chuckles and keeps working on her 

diagram.

Miles: “I’ma get you! Watch your back, Ela.”

Ela: “I’ma a get Django on you.”

Miles: “He ain’t gonna do nothin’, he ø scared.” He peers back at 

me with a smile.

Django: “Please.” Shaking my head, staring in mock intensity 

at Miles.

Ela: “Looks like you ø scared,” She laughs at Miles who nods in 

defeat.19

(February 7, 2007)

Ela seized a moment of weakness by Miles to insult far more than 

his diagram. Her cap carried the broader meaning that Miles him-

self was crooked and unfit. Miles, within the play of the game, felt 
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this and took a rather direct intimidation approach. Ela assessed all 

the verbal and physical tools available in her environment and chose 

to use me as a counterattack. Miles tried to call her bluff, but I was 

willing to play, too. My assist was just what Ela needed to finish 

Miles off. Not only was he “crooked,” he was also now “scared.”

While it is a significant research contribution to simply docu-

ment the use of AAL grammar, lexicon, and speech acts in the 

everyday English of Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth, such par-

ticipation alone did not tell me much about the ways AAL worked 

within the ethnic geography of difference, division, and unity at 

South Vista. Nor was it evident whether such uses were instances 

of general unratified crossing into AAL, or whether they were rati-

fied by the African American in-group as shared practices. In my 

interviews with youth across groups I came to understand the proc-

esses involved in AAL use – that it was, by and large, seen by all 

parties as a shared linguistic repertoire across youth space. I also 

came to see how youth explained what AAL was and why so many 

youth used it as something of a lingua franca in multiethnic youth 

space.

“Everybody speaks that way”: youth 
understandings of AAL sharing

African American youth were keenly aware that their language was 

used by Latino/as and Pacific Islanders. Though this participation 

was generally seen as unproblematic and caused far more social cohe-

sion than social fissures in youth space, during a mid-year interview 

Rochelle expressed reservations about some Latino/a AAL use.

Django: Does it bother you when you hear the Mexican kids 

talking kinda Black like that?

Rochelle: Yeah.

D: It does? Like when all of them do it, or just some of them? 

Like some of them it’s okay, some of them it’s not?
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R: Some is okay because some be half-Black, and some dudes be 

trying to talk like that just to get the attention. It’s not funny. 

They gonna get beat up.

(February 9, 2007)

Rochelle was aware that some Latino/a youth participated in AAL. 

Her explanation of when such use was ratified by African American 

youth was complex. Rochelle sanctioned some AAL use by “half-

Black” Latino/as. She did not mean racially mixed youth (Rochelle 

did not have any Latino/a-Black biracial youth in her social network), 

but, rather, those Latino/as who she deemed were “real” AAL speak-

ers versus those who were feigning prowess for attention. Those 

who were faking, warned Rochelle, might be physically threatened. 

Although Rochelle’s comment was atypical and I never heard of or 

saw such violence take place at South Vista (or even an argument or 

comment over inauthentic AAL use), these possible inauthentic uses 

show that some AAL participation by Latino/a and Pacific Islander 

youth might be perceived as unratified language crossing rather than 

the more generally approved language sharing.

During an interview, Miles expressed a more general sentiment 

felt across ethnic groups at South Vista about AAL sharing. When I 

asked him what he thought about AAL use by Pacific Islander and 

Latino/a youth at South Vista, Miles spoke of a community socializ-

ing process in multiethnic youth space.

Miles: I’m not trippin. They’re my homeboys, most of them. 

I’m cool with it. I don’t think they’re trying to steal anything. 

They’re just being themselves because they were born here and 

raised here, but they were also born and raised in their house, so 

they can – they get the best of both worlds, I guess.

(November 27, 2006)

Miles saw AAL use as a shared part of South Vista youth space. In 

fact, for Miles, such sharing promoted friendship across ethnicity, 

promoted Latino/a AAL speakers to be his “homeboys.” Miles did 
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not feel these ratified speakers were taking his language. Instead, 

he saw them as “being themselves,” youth who grew up in an AAL-

speaking environment with African American peers. Though by 

saying “Most of them” Miles left the possibility open that some 

use could be inauthentic, the general thrust of his understanding 

was that AAL sharing was part of a community socializing process 

involving sustained linguistic and cultural contact between South 

Vista’s ethnic communities. Even though Miles understood this, he 

also displayed some envy about the Spanish-speaking abilities of his 

peers. They got to speak his language, the shared language of multi-

ethnic youth space, and also got to know the omnipresent Spanish, 

spoken by 70 percent of his school and community. They got “the 

best of both worlds,” a view that displays the envy and desire for 

Spanish proficiency by African American and Pacific Islander youth 

that I explored in Chapter 2.

This was not the only time Miles described this view of the 

community socializing process of AAL sharing. In a later interview, 

he furthered this notion.

Miles: There’s a lot of us in there that talk [AAL], well, not a lot, 

but you know, it’s like for you who dress like they’re Black, you 

know, with the Girbauds, the long T’s, you know. And there’s 

some and they just speak slang like regular Black people. It’s like 

they were grown up here and it makes it cool at the same time.

(March 26, 2007)

This statement fell in line with the socializing view of sharing. As 

he said, “They were grown up here.” Yet Miles provided two further 

understandings here. One is the way he tied AAL use to other cul-

tural ways of being, other identity markers of Blackness in youth 

space. Here, Miles used clothing as a prime marker. Girbaud, the 

hottest urban jean designer of the year, and long T-shirts were ways 

of indexing participation in Black cultural discourse. This way of 

dressing coupled with “slang” made Latino/a and Pacific Islander 

AAL speakers “like regular Black people.”



“They’re in my culture, they speak the same way”98

Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth I interviewed also attached 

AAL sharing to particular cultural activities. Julio, for instance, 

described his participation on the predominantly African American 

basketball team as a forum for speaking AAL. Rahul, who wrote 

and performed raps, talked of his role as an emcee as sharing in 

linguistic practices across race. These uses, attached to particu-

lar cultural activities, were generally ratified as appropriate by the 

African American in-group. It seemed such ratification hinged on 

the speaker showing prowess in the given activity. Rahul’s ability 

to rap, for example, was deemed considerable by the Black peers he 

rhymed with, as was Julio’s relative skill on the basketball court by 

the African American players on his team.

One statement Miles made summed up his view of linguis-

tic socialization and sharing; “Since they’re in my culture, they 

speak the same way” (November 27, 2006). Miles and Rochelle felt 

ownership and solidarity about their culture and language. Yet they 

also realized they shared that culture with the large and increasing 

number of Latino/as and with Pacific Islanders who “were grown up 

here.” This was an awareness about AAL that Pacific Islander and 

Latino/a youth also had at South Vista. Ela, for instance, was clear 

that she and her Samoan peers used AAL as their everyday English, 

as she told me during our January interview.

Django: When you’re not talking Samoan – when you’re talking 

with your friends in English – how would you describe the way 

you guys talk?

Ela: We talk ghetto a lot. Ghetto – like kids talk. They’re like, 

“Man, he be cursing me – he’s talking ghetto.”

(January 16, 2007)

Ela used the habitual be to give life to her description of what she 

called “ghetto.” Other than “slang,” “ghetto” was the most com-

mon term used by youth across groups to describe AAL. “Ghetto” 

at South Vista and in the broader urban youth and Hip Hop cul-

ture was an adjective to describe something as urban and generally 
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dilapidated, though not always in a negative way. Depending on con-

text, “ghetto” could be positive, negative, or relatively neutral. Ela’s 

use here was rather neutral to describe a way of talk that was every-

day between peers.

Carlos also viewed AAL as the most common English used 

across youth space. When I asked him directly about whether African 

Americans had a different way with words, he shared this view.

Django: Would you say that African American people in general 

have a way of talking? You said they only talk English. Do 

they talk English like everybody else or is their English differ-

ent in any way?

Carlos: No, well they actually talk like everybody from South 

Vista, they talk slang, at least a little that you could tell, but 

they speak like that, too. So everybody here speaks the same in 

terms of the English.

(January 22, 2007)

As Carlos considered my question he came to the conclusion that 

“everybody here speaks the same in terms of English,” everybody 

speaks “slang.” During a later March interview I had with Carlos 

he provided maybe the most succinct statement of AAL linguistic 

socialization at South Vista. Carlos, who had come to South Vista 

from Michoacán, Mexico in 1999, spoke very little English when he 

arrived in the United States. As he shared his personal story of learn-

ing English mainly from Black youth in his first South Vista middle 

school, he came to this general statement.

Carlos: What happens is, like, when kids are coming – like 

English learners, since they’re around Black people sometimes, 

they learn the slang instead of, like, the English-English.

(March 12, 2007)

Like Miles, Carlos realized that youth learning English in South 

Vista were likely to learn English within the long-standing African 

American community of South Vista. While Miles spoke of those 
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Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth who were born in South Vista, 

Carlos added the perspective of immigrants, like himself and Ela, 

who learned to share in Black speech as they learned to navigate a 

new city, a new country, a new language, and a new, hybrid identity. 

I was surprised by the scope and depth of AAL use by Pacific Islander 

and Latino/a youth in the multiethnic space of South Vista. I worked 

to capture the ways these youth displayed linguistic dexterity through 

various levels of AAL, in grammar, lexicon, and ritual insult. Beyond 

capturing practice, I was interested in the linguistic plurality – the 

ways youth made sense of the sharing and crossing that went on – 

and how AAL use across groups challenged and reinforced ethnic 

division. And there were many surprises here, too, which offer great 

potential for classroom practice and for visions of pluralism in multi-

ethnic communities. Yet nothing surprised me as deeply as the per-

vasive use of the N-words20 within and across groups at South Vista. 

It was not the use of the words, or the semantic flexibility of the 

words, that stunned me. Rather, it was the degree of use by Latino/a 

and Pacific Islander youth that I was little prepared for. Early in the 

year I made a decision to attempt to understand the N-words in this 

multiethnic context. I felt I owed it to myself, to the research com-

munity, and to the youth who spoke, often unprompted, about the 

semantics and politics of the N-words, to uncover the workings 

of the painful and often misunderstood words as they lived in the 

minds and voices of South Vista’s young people.

“This is the new meaning”: the N-words  
in multiethnic context

It was early September 2006, my first of dozens of visits to Carlos and 

Julio’s eleventh grade English class. Students were milling around, 

slowly settling into their desks. I had barely situated myself at the 

back table when Latino student C.C. made his entrance onto the 

scene. C.C., wearing a long T-shirt with “California Hyphy” embla-

zoned across the front, strode around the room looking for a choice 
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desk. “I need to sit with a good nigga!” he announced. I looked around 

the room and saw only two African American students, Jamal and 

Dexter, and it didn’t appear that C.C. was addressing them specific-

ally. C.C. repeated his call twice more, “I need me a good nigga to sit 

with.” He looked at his friend Manuel, “No, not you.” He carried on 

another moment before finding a seat and neighbor he felt was good 

enough.

It was clear to me even in the first overt use of this particular 

N-word I heard at South Vista that C.C. did not mean the derogatory 

definitions many attribute universally to the word. It was also clear 

that he was not addressing only African Americans, but rather the 

broader community of (male?) youth in the classroom. What was not 

yet clear to me was how Jamal and Dexter may have felt about this 

use and, more generally, what the pragmatics and semantics of the 

N-words were in this multiethnic youth space. How did this most con-

troversial of English words – laden as it is with the legacy of US slav-

ery, racism, and White oppression against African Americans – play 

a role in challenging and reinforcing ethnic difference and division 

at South Vista? As I typed up my fieldnotes that September evening 

I struggled to come to terms with C.C.’s nonchalant, seemingly neu-

tral use of the N-word. I decided to attend to uses of the N-words in 

my research and, as well, to see if I could get at youth understandings 

of its meaning in this multiethnic community of color.

Over my year with the youth of South Vista I heard and 

recorded hundreds of uses of the various incarnations of the N-words. 

I heard them between every combination of ethnicity and gender 

possible at the school and in the community. I will provide some 

extended interview excerpts in this section as youth sense-making 

about the N-words was extraordinarily complex. I will set this youth 

theorizing alongside examples from youth space to give social life 

to their understandings. I begin with Miles’ rich comments from 

our November interview when I asked him about the local lexical 

item “rogue,” a term generally used between males as a term of 

endearment.
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Django: So what does “rogue,” mean to you?

Miles: “Rogue” is just like “dude.” You know how White people 

say, “Dude this?” Something like that. But I know what the 

real definition means, like “a criminal” or something like 

that. You know, but we use it as a different term. You know, 

we change the meaning. It’s kind of like the word “nigga.” You 

know, we say “nigga” but we actually put a positive twist on 

it, meaning “dude,” instead of having it be this negative word 

that nobody says. You know, we changed it and said, “This is 

the new meaning of it.”

D: What do you mean, changed the meaning of it? What was the 

other meaning of it?

M: It’s a derogatory term for Black people. You know, the ignor-

ant person. Back in the ’60s, you know. They used that word 

for a derogatory slang usage.

D: Right. And so you changed it? And so when you use it with 

your friends, what does it mean, exactly?

M: It mean like, “dude,” “rogue,” – and not just me but you 

know, I think, as a whole. And the whole Black community 

has changed it all over America, not just this area. It means, 

just like, “Nigga, come here”, not like, “Nigger!” Not like that.

D: So would you use it with people that weren’t Black?

M: Hispanic people. I use it with Hispanic people, you know. 

And they use it too – that’s why I don’t trip over them using 

it. Now I’ve got in a couple of fights because of a White person 

who said it. I’m not going to lie – I told them, “Don’t say that.” 

I used to go to a White school and I’ve heard it from them a 

couple times. And I’ve got in fights and been suspended over 

it. And they didn’t get suspended. And so things like that, I 

don’t understand. I understand that it’s just for us, you know. 

You don’t use it. You’ve used that word, you’ve used it out. You 

can’t say it no more.

D: “You’ve used it out.” What do you mean by that? I think I 

know, but …



“This is the new meaning” 103

M: You used it out. After you put your meaning, I think – if I 

hear a White person say, “Nigger,” it automatically brings back 

memories as in what you put my people through back in the 

day. But when I hear a Black person say it, it doesn’t bring back 

memories, it’s just like a common term between us.

(November 27, 2006)

I did not have to ask Miles directly about the N-words to elicit his 

extended, complex understanding. Miles launched into an explan-

ation of the centuries-old African American practice of changing 

negative words and putting “a positive twist” on them rather than 

having negative words “that nobody uses.”21 Miles was quite aware 

that the word can and still does have derogatory meanings. He hark-

ened back to the “1960s” and “back in the day” as a time when this 

oppressive, racist meaning used by White people against Black people 

was the only meaning. Miles understood the change in meaning as 

a collective action of the Black community across America. He jux-

taposed “Nigga, come here” with “Nigger!” making an exaggerated 

phonological difference in realizing the final “r.” Miles made a clear 

semantic distinction between at least two words here. Although I 

will show more meanings than these two in youth space, “nigga” 

and “nigger” was the major separation between the “common term” 

and the derogatory one.22

Miles did not see the common N-word as a term exclusively 

for African American use. He would not have tripped at C.C.’s use 

and saw such Latino/a uses as acceptable and usual. However, it was 

only youth of color who could share the term. He recounted conflicts 

with White students who used the N-words in the middle school he 

had been bused to from South Vista. These conflicts had resulted in 

further injustice from Miles’ point of view, an injustice that further 

added to White students being barred from using N-words. White 

people could not participate anymore. Miles pronounced their use 

“nigger,” which brought back memories of slavery, a flood of pain-

ful history which Miles was unwilling to let happen. While African 
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Americans had changed the meaning between themselves and, in 

multiethnic youth space, between youth of color, White folks had 

“used it out.”

Here is one example from scores in my fieldnotes and record-

ings showing the common use of “nigga” as “friend” in an intereth-

nic exchange. I was standing by some redwood trees near the school 

parking lot with African American student Terrence one day after 

school. Rahul came up and commented on Terrence’s shirt, a throw-

back Kobe Bryant Lakers jersey.

Rahul: “That shirt go, it hella go. Where did you get it?”

Terrence: “You got one, too, nigga.”

Rahul: “Nah, I got the purple and yellow one. It’s hoot.”

(April 5, 2007)

In addition to uses of the local lexical items “go” (to look, sound, or 

be excellent) and “hoot” (to be lame or unfavorable), Terrence cas-

ually used an N-word here across ethnic difference with his Fijian 

Indian peer to mean “friend.”

Beyond the race of the speaker and the pronunciation of the 

words, Miles commented later in the same interview on generation 

and gender as additional constraints to the use of the N-words. In the 

following excerpt, I asked him about his White basketball coach’s 

rule about not using the words. The coach, a very dedicated man 

who took players home after practice and spent weekends with them 

in the gym, had proclaimed several times with a rather convoluted 

rationale that the word was not to be used on the court. As a reason, 

he said referees would call a technical foul and “until it’s equal and 

everyone can use it, nobody can.” Miles was unconcerned with the 

details of the rule.

Miles: He does not like the word, so I respect that. Because if 

he doesn’t like the word that kind of shows something on his 

behalf, that no racism’s between them, you know.

Django: Do you think it would be different if it was a Black 

coach?



“This is the new meaning” 105

M: Actually, I’ve had a couple Black coaches say, “Don’t say that 

word.” But then I’ve had a couple of Black coaches that say 

it’s all right. You know, everybody uses it theirselves, so it 

depends. It just depends on their mindset. It’s kind of how old 

they are, also.

D: What do you mean by that?

M: If my coach is 60 and he’s Black; he went through that “nig-

ger” phase. You know, people called him that. Then he would 

be like, “No, you’re not using that.” But if I had a 30-year-old 

coach who was saying it – and he’s listening to rap – “Nigga, 

yeah” – it would be a different story. So I think it just depends 

on who the person is, their mindset, and the way they think. 

You know, what they been through.

D: And do you only use it with guys?

M: Pretty much. You know, I don’t really use it with girls. But 

then girls use it with everybody. Girls, dude, it doesn’t matter. 

But pretty much I just use it with homeboys, my real friends.

(November 27, 2006)

Miles did some further layering of the general workings of the 

N-words here. The first was that his coach’s rule actually showed 

respect because Miles knew that his coach, a 60-year-old White 

man, understood the word only in its derogatory manner. This fit 

well with his proclamation that White people had used it up. Why 

would this White person be any different? His coach could only use 

the derogatory meaning and, for Miles, could only understand it in 

this derogatory meaning.

Beyond race, Miles also knew that pragmatics and semantics 

were generational. An older Black man who had gone “through that 

‘nigger’ phase” was not part of the change that had happened since 

then. For this older Black man, the N-words could not be used by 

African American or White speakers. A younger Black man, say 

30, had been part of the shift in meanings and use forwarded most 

aggressively through Hip Hop culture. He would be fine with com-

mon between-Black uses of the N-words.
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A final comment from Miles was about gender and use. Male 

and female youth of all ethnicities generally agreed with Miles’ point 

that males did not use the N-words with female youth regularly. 

Rahul, for example, saw the gender division as well. During an early 

interview he explained that as a non-Black youth the stakes were high 

for him in this regard. He recounted times when African American 

girls protested uses of the N-words in middle school. As a result, he 

was careful not to use them with African American young women.

Rahul: So I never actually said it in front them [Black girls]. You 

know, once in a while [I use it with] my Mexican friends, some 

of my Black friends, you know. Mostly boys, they don’t really 

mind at all. It’s the girls that come up tripping.

Django: So even Black boys don’t mind?

R: They don’t mind. I say, you know, “What’s going on, nigga?”

(October 27, 2006)

Rahul, who here was speaking of the N-word as a term of endear-

ment, would not use it in any form toward African American young 

women. In fact, I heard very few examples of males, African American 

or not, calling females the N-words. It is also true that male use 

in general dominated in my observations of youth space, though I 

do have examples of African American, Latina, and Pacific Islander 

young women using the N-words with young men across ethnicity. 

Here are two quick instances from my fieldnotes. I overheard the 

first exchange between Latino student Rudolfo and Tongan student 

Meto in the hall in between classes. The second was a rhythmic, flir-

tatious back and forth exchange between Latina student Sierra and 

African American student Gerald at the beginning of first-period 

biology class.

Meto: “I seen your girl.”

Rudolfo: “She ain’t my girl.”

Meto: “She’s yo girl, nigga.”

(April 17, 2007)
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Sierra: “Gerald came to school! Nigga, whaaat?” She moves 

toward him.

Gerald: “Whaaat?” And he moves toward her.

Sierra: “Nigga, whaaat?” She moves toward him more.

Gerald: “Whaaat?” And they both smile broadly.

(December 8, 2006)

The distinctions between derogatory and non-derogatory pronunci-

ations were not merely understood by South Vista youth, the African 

American youth in my observations also practiced these distinc-

tions. Although the vast majority of uses at South Vista were Miles’ 

“common term” variety, the derogatory pronunciation with the “r” 

fully realized was used occasionally by Black youth either to mock 

other African American youth while simultaneously ridiculing 

racist stereotypes or to recount injustice. As I sat out on the bench 

with Ela during a mid-year interview, Anthony suddenly entered the 

picture. He had been sent out of class by a White teacher and shouted 

out the injustice to us from some twenty yards away.

Anthony: “Yo Django! Ms T. don’t like niggers!” He walks 

toward us.

Ela: “Niggers?”

Anthony (who is next to us now): “She don’t like niggers, or 

niggas, or niggahs!” He exaggerates the last pronunciation for 

effect.

Ela: “Or negroes!” Ela is with him now.

Anthony: “Or negroes especially. I’m a negro!” He nods his 

head.

(March 5, 2007)

I witnessed other occasions when Black male youth used “nigger” to 

describe the perceptions or disciplinary tactics of teachers (none of 

whom were African American). Here, Anthony used the full range of 

pronunciations (going a bit overboard with the exaggerated “niggah”) 

to show that his teacher didn’t like African Americans no matter 
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which N-word was used. Ela showed some solidarity here, extend-

ing the list with “negroes,” the antiquated term that has come back 

into use somewhat as a marker of Black pride. Anthony took some 

solace in Ela’s solidarity; “I’m a negro,” he said, and seemed to regain 

a sense of pride.

The “r” variety N-word was also used in mocking between 

African American youth at South Vista. Such uses were rare in my 

observations and always came with a marked White phonology char-

acteristic of the Black comedic tradition.23 I witnessed one example 

of this mock derogatory N-word between African American youth 

Sharon and Derek during a mixed gender (and mixed ethnicity) bas-

ketball game on February 2nd, 2007. “Make the shot, nigger,” Sharon 

said to Derek. “Pass me the ball, nigger,” Derek said to Sharon. Both 

youth smiled broadly as they tossed around the mock racial slur 

in hyperbolic White voice. This use, complex in its pairing with 

marked White speech, played into the larger tradition of using rit-

ual insult and White mimicry to flip pain, shame, and a racist world 

into a complex humor. It was a humor that embodied the legacy of 

the White supremacist origins of the N-word and of the slave–master 

relationship, possibly resisting that legacy by showing it as ridicu-

lous and laughable.24

I should reinforce the point that, in my observations, Latino/a 

and Pacific Islander youth did not use the derogatory pronunciation 

of the N-word in multiethnic youth space to mock, to report injust-

ice, or for any other reason. However, it would be a mistake to assume 

that youth across groups always meant “friend,” or even the more 

neutral “person” when using the N-words with their peers. During 

one interview with Ela, we were talking about her often combative, 

flirtatious relationship with Ricky and the ritual insults they hurled 

at each other regularly.

Ela: He be talking shit to me for no reason. He be like, “Hey, 

nigga. Fuck you!” I be like, “What the hell – go out and 

fuck your own-self!” [Then he says] “Okay, I’m scared of 

you – okay.”
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D: So he uses the word “nigga” with you?

E: Sometimes. Yeah, he been saying that, too, but I don’t trip.

D: No, no, no. What do you think that word means when he says 

it?

E: Black slave.

D: You think that’s what he’s saying?

E: Uh-huh.

D: You think that’s always what people mean when they say that 

word?

E: No … I think he was just playing around. He’s been saying 

that a lot, but we don’t trip.

D: No, no, no. I’m not saying you trip and I’m not tripping either, 

but do you think he always means “slave” when he says it?

E: No.

D: Okay, what else might he mean? Like when he says, “What’s 

going on, nigga?”

E: That you’re dumb – something like that.

D: Okay, do you ever use it?

E: Sometimes.

D: And so what do you mean when you say it – like honestly?

E: When I say it, it’s like “dumb” – like, “Nigga, shut up!” – stuff 

like that.

(January 16, 2007)

In Ela’s description of her interactions with Ricky, she recalled him 

using the N-word with her. When I asked what she thought he meant, 

her first response was “Black slave,” certainly a possibility, though 

it would most likely have been the derogatory pronunciation if that 

was Ricky’s meaning. A more likely meaning was the negative, but 

not derogatory use of “nigga” between youth of color in the youth 

space of South Vista. “Nigga,” it turned out, had several possible 

meanings depending on communicative context, from “friend,” to 

“person,” to “jerk.” It is also important to remember that Ela had 

only arrived in the United States from Samoa a few years before our 

work together. Though she shared heavily in AAL, Ela was probably 
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still learning the historic, racist, and contemporary nuances of the 

N-words. When pushed, Ela came up with the meaning she often 

used in my observations, “dumb” person or “jerk.” Let me provide a 

quick example from basketball practice on April 6th, 2007. Ela had 

just come out from changing into her basketball clothes when Latino 

youth Juan cracked, “Yo legs is hella ashy” and started chuckling.25 

Ela wasn’t having it, “Fuck you, nigga!” she retorted.

Carla provided the most disturbing take on the N-words dur-

ing our December interview. She began by telling me that her older 

brothers used the term with each other. This use by Latino youth was 

hardly surprising to me given my observations. Yet, as her descrip-

tion went on, Carla showed that the most derogatory of meanings of 

the N-words were still alive at South Vista, even if they weren’t used 

in the multiethnic youth space of school.

Carla: Yeah, they call each other that, and they even call my 

mom, only when my mom is in a good mood. Yeah, my second 

older brother, he would be like, “Nigger, go get me some food!” 

or, “Nigger, today!” But I even a lot of times use it on my mom, 

you know, “Nigger, whatever!”

Django: And so when you say it what do you mean by the word?

C: Black person.

D: So you’re saying basically to your mom, “Black person, do the 

dishes,” or whatever?

C: Yeah.

D: So why are you saying that?

C: Just to play around. Yeah, but I just say it when we’re in the 

house. Because if I say it when I’m on the street or something 

like that, they would get mad at me.

D: They would get mad at you.

C: Yeah, and I don’t want problems.

(December 12, 2006)

Carla’s comments are important on many levels. First, she used the 

derogatory pronunciation and meaning with her brothers and mom 
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in cruel jokes about housework and subservience, in deep ways reen-

acting the legacy of slavery and reinforcing painful racial divisions. 

Yet Carla, who was born in Mexico and had lived the majority of her 

life in South Vista, admitted she would never use the N-word this 

way (or possibly any way – I have no record of her using it at school) 

outside her home. She knew that African Americans would be upset 

at this use and it would cause friction. I do not want to imply that 

this derogatory use was common, for Carla or anyone else, and her 

brothers probably used the N-words in less offensive ways, too. As I 

already stated, I never witnessed or heard about this pronunciation 

or meaning by Pacific Islanders and Latino/as in youth space or in 

my observations in the community. Yet the presence of this use, 

even isolated, has important implications I will take up in the con-

clusion to this section.

I did not use the N-words myself in my everyday interactions 

with youth inside or outside classrooms. Although the N-words 

were, to a relatively minor extent, part of my social world during 

my teenage and college years through my participation in basketball 

and Hip Hop culture, I did not grow up using the words regularly and 

to do so at South Vista would have been inauthentic and inappro-

priate. As the year wore on, however, male youth of all ethnicities 

did occasionally use the N-word as a term of endearment with me, 

a light-skinned Black/White biracial man in my mid 30s. Terrence, 

for instance, came up to me with a huge smile one April day and 

said, “Yo nigga, I met this girl, man. She is so fine, nigga!” This use 

in some ways increases the validity of youth comments with me 

and of the participant observations I made with them over time. I 

mention it for another reason, though; I appreciated the term used in 

this way toward me and it showed me deeply what it could mean to 

youth across race and ethnicity at South Vista. And, set against all 

its horrific history and continuing hatefulness, what it did mean to 

so many of them.

AAL was shared across ethnicity by many youth at South Vista. 

Part of this sharing was sharing the lexicon, both local and national, 
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both painful and playful. The N-words, possibly the most loaded of all 

words in the English language, were part of this shared language. It 

had many meanings and two distinct pronunciations. The vast major-

ity of uses meant “friend” or “brother.” As Miles said, “This is the 

new meaning of it.” Smitherman (2006) provides an eloquent sum-

mation of what is sure to become a classic essay on the N-words:

Nigga is from the lexicon of the counterlanguage that African 

Americans have created over the centuries, turning the White 

man’s language upon its head, transforming bad into good. The 

impact of words depends on who is saying what to whom, under 

what conditions, and with what intentions. Meanings reside in 

the speakers of language.
(p. 51, italics in original)

And yet even though Smitherman’s wise words rang true in the youth 

space of South Vista, her essay is missing one key feature: multieth-

nicity. Of the vast research and writing on the N-words,26 none has 

looked into the way it is used by youth of color across ethnicity. In 

fact, only two chapters I know of even mention in passing that it 

is used across youth ethnic groups.27 There is good reason for this. 

The word was born out of White supremacy and the enslavement of 

African Americans. Yet contexts like South Vista offer another win-

dow into the storied and painful term that must be understood. The 

N-words, like AAL more broadly, are not Black and White anymore.

Understanding how the N-words are used in multiethnic con-

texts like South Vista can show us the complex semantics and prag-

matics youth navigate and can also show us where crucial tensions 

and misunderstandings remain. Miles, who understood much about 

the various meanings and ratified the N-words used by his Latino 

friends, did not mention that the stakes for using the N-words are 

different for Black youth than for other youth of color. After all, 

the word originated as a term of racist supremacy about African 

Americans and is intimately tied with that history. Although other 

youth of color could use it in Miles’ scheme, it would be a mistake to 
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think their historical and continuing relationship with the N-words 

was the same. It is true, of course, that all the communities of color 

in South Vista have historically struggled and continue the struggle 

against racist policies and ideologies in the United States. My point 

here, though, is that while sharing in uses of the N-words does show 

a close linguistic connection and common marginalization, it must 

also be seen in the larger context of linguistic and racial history. Ela, 

a relatively new immigrant to the United States and South Vista, was 

somewhat unsure about the various meanings and how they related 

to slavery. Rahul was careful not to use the N-words in the presence 

of African American young women. And, of course, Carla re-enacted 

painful oppression with little of the critical edge seen in some of the 

other humor I have analyzed in this chapter.

Most simply, researchers and educators need to understand the 

N-words because they remain a source of major contention between 

youth, between youth and their teachers, and between youth and 

their communities. I witnessed and heard about many conflicts over 

the N-words between youth and adults at the school: a White bus 

driver kicking a Black student off for using the N-words; a Latina 

teacher threatening to call home if she heard the N-words; a White 

coach barring the N-words from the court; a White teacher calling 

penalties for uses of the N-words during a staff–student flag foot-

ball game. Never in my observations did the dedicated teachers and 

adults at the school take the word on in the complexity it embodied 

in multiethnic youth space.

I am not arguing for unhistoricized and uncritical uses of the 

N-words, or even that adults should allow young people to use the 

words inside or outside classrooms. What my time in South Vista 

showed me, however, was that youth across ethnicity had rich 

understandings and nuanced ways of using the N-words. They also 

sometimes participated in painful uses and were unsure of the rules 

and of who they might offend. What I am arguing is that our answers 

inside and outside school need to meet youth theorizing and prob-

lematizing with the sort of historical and contemporary study they 
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deserve. This means taking the N-words on directly in historical 

and pop cultural study inside classrooms. It means allowing con-

temporary thinking from sociolinguistics and Hip Hop culture to 

be studied alongside the horrific origins, histories, and continuing 

derogatory uses of the N-words. Carla needed this. And so did Sharon 

and Derek and all the youth who navigated the many meanings of 

the N-words. And, for that matter, so did the coach and the teachers. 

In fact, maybe they needed it most of all. 

AAL and education in multiethnic  
schools

AAL was a primary way with words used by African American youth 

at South Vista. And it was battling for the hearts and voices of many 

Pacific Islander and Latino/a youth as well. AAL was a major player 

in the work of forging dexterous identities for youth like Ela, Carlos, 

and Rahul, and it offers important lessons for multiethnic schools 

and understandings of pluralist cultural spaces.

Although youth were generally aware that AAL was a Black-

originated language style, it had become a shared practice that 

worked more to challenge notions of ethnic difference and division 

than to reinforce them. While Spanish and, less so, Pacific Islander 

languages often worked to forge in-group solidarity and reinforce 

ethnic difference and division in positive and difficult ways, AAL 

use tended to unite youth across groups. AAL use showed a plur-

alist tendency toward shared practices, the other necessary half of 

the paradox of pluralism. AAL provided a sense of being from South 

Vista, and using the terms (like “ashy or “nigga”), the constructions 

(like the habitual be or zero copula), and the speech events (like ritual 

insult) of AAL provided a shared space of prestige against the back-

drop of shared marginalization in a society dominated by a White 

language and culture. It was a shared counterlanguage that resisted 

dominant norms even as it failed to eclipse their ultimate power.

You will remember Miles’ statement I discussed in the prologue 

to the chapters, “We all gotta stay together. We’re the minorities.” 
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AAL was the primary linguistic practice of cultural togetherness. 

Yet, even as AAL was a tool of interethnic solidarity, it was some-

what troubling that Black youth were the only group that did not 

have a space of ethnic and linguistic safe haven in multiethnic youth 

space. Sure, African American youth could exclude non-AAL speak-

ers from the meanings of certain words, constructions, and speech 

events and did so (often at their peril) to teachers. Yet while most 

Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth could retreat into an important 

space of in-group solidarity through practicing their own linguistic 

and cultural heritage, when African American youth used AAL it 

was likely that youth of other ethnic groups got their meanings and 

would join in. And African American originated clothing and music 

were also shared across groups.

I struggled with this tension: AAL as unifier on one end, 

Black youth with few safe havens of in-group solidarity to commu-

nicate exclusively together in youth space on the other. This ten-

sion certainly goes beyond language. Current demographic shifts 

in South Vista and in urban communities nationally forecast an 

ever shrinking urban presence for the African American popula-

tion.28 With these shrinking numbers at South Vista came shrink-

ing exclusively owned practices. This tension was playing out in the 

lives of Rochelle and Miles and their Pacific Islander and Latino/a 

peers. They theorized about what it meant and, ultimately, saw the 

speaking on the wall: AAL would be shared just as their community 

was shared. A generation before, South Vista had been a predomin-

antly Black community. In the face of demographic changes, AAL 

was echoing across social space from previous eras and South Vista’s 

African American youth were, in a sense, carriers of the linguistic 

and cultural torch from the Black city their parents had grown up in 

only decades before. These young people were passing their language 

into youth space and, through sharing it, ensuring its interethnic 

survival and importance in the community.

The tension between AAL as unifier and the lack of African 

American youth safe haven for in-group solidarity would not be so 
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bothersome if all youth knew more about the structure and history 

of AAL. While African American youth did take a certain amount of 

pride in others being part of their music and their culture, they also 

struggled with the false linguistic shame of seeing their shared lan-

guage practices as simply “slang” and “ghetto.”29 School is in an ideal 

position to be the site of critical language learning that could bolster 

the pride of African American youth about their linguistic heritage 

while simultaneously fostering more conscious respect from youth 

of other backgrounds, many of whom participate in AAL. To be 

clear, I do not mean to imply that youth were not aware of the local 

and (through Hip Hop) global prestige of AAL, but rather that more 

consciousness would have raised the level of respect for the language 

and its speakers. This is a respect the African American youth in my 

work could certainly have used to bolster their position as important 

members of the youth community and of their city.

None of this erodes the fact that AAL was a unifier in youth 

space. It worked to help youth, both consciously and unconsciously, 

move across divisions predicated on ethnic difference and seek com-

mon ground in an oppressive world. Unfortunately, school did not 

treat AAL as a unifier. In fact, school did not seem to treat AAL 

much at all. Although I witnessed one attempt to use rap as a cultural 

entry point in an English class, the caring and well-qualified teach-

ers of South Vista did not work with AAL grammar or lexicon during 

my year of observations. While I also did not witness the old school 

corrections of AAL speech that haunted previous eras (no teachers 

shouting, “It’s not ‘she in school!’ it’s ‘she is in school!’”) and South 

Vista teachers generally valued and attended to difference, there was 

no mention that a grammar was happening inside and outside the 

classroom across ethnicity. Just as exclusion, solidarity, crossing, 

and sharing in Spanish and Pacific Islander languages went virtu-

ally unaddressed, so too did the sharing of AAL. This was saddening 

to me. We dedicate entire classes to learning English, but teachers, 

their curriculum, and broader structures of teacher preparation are 

ill equipped to use the Englishes of our students as critical resources 
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in learning. Teacher education must contend with the demographic 

and linguistic realities of changing urban communities, and AAL 

will remain a central player in these changes.

Our research into using AAL as just such a resource for learn-

ing is vast. We know how to use AAL structures to contrast them 

with DAE structures so that students come to see and attend to 

the differences depending on social context and purpose. We know 

much about the ways the features I have shown in the youth space of 

South Vista carry into student writing. We also know what it looks 

like to teach African American AAL-speaking students to maintain 

cultural competence while acquiring DAE.30

Yet our research has remained amazingly Black and White. My 

work with the youth of South Vista suggests that we must recon-

sider where our vast linguistic and educational knowledge of AAL 

should be used. Although the teachers of South Vista taught in a 

predominantly Latino/a school, the student demographics belied the 

linguistic reality. Teachers needed knowledge of AAL just as they 

needed knowledge of other heritage languages, like Spanish and 

Samoan. This knowledge would have revealed an amazing tapes-

try of practices which reached across groups to claim a linguistic 

and cultural plurality that often resisted traditional visions of racial 

strife in schools and communities. Such plurality sometimes seeped 

into classroom space, but usually operated below the official script 

of classroom learning. Yet it begged to be given official academic 

space to foster and to extend youth understandings of plural schools 

and plural communities.

Such a classroom space would embody the pedagogy of plur-

alism I have mentioned throughout this book – using youth lan-

guage practices to explore the importance of ethnic difference and 

interethnic unity; helping youth and communities to build coalitions 

both within and across difference. AAL was yet another example at 

South Vista of the ways young people in our changing communi-

ties and schools are living difference in new ways through language. 

AAL use and understanding at South Vista was one aspect of the 
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rich linguistic dexterity and plurality of our young people. It joined 

Spanish, Samoan, Hindi, and Tongan in reinforcing and challenging 

lines of difference at South Vista. School must learn to use these 

resources to foster such complex togetherness in the face of a diffi-

cult, unequal, and increasingly multiethnic society.



 Interlude: on oral language 
use, research, and teaching in 
multiethnic schools

The ways that languages were used and thought about in the youth 

space of South Vista were complex and multilayered. On one side 

were issues of ethnic solidarity and linguistic maintenance being 

played out every day inside and outside classrooms. The draw of 

solidarity and maintenance pushed youth to use cherished linguis-

tic practices with others who shared their ethnic communities 

in South Vista and with others who shared memories of faraway 

homelands. Membership as a “Mexican” or a “Samoan” was tied 

up in linguistic abilities and was indexed in youth space, in homes, 

and in other community spaces to solidify and sustain social 

positionings.

With this push for in-group solidarity came the conscious and 

unconscious exclusion of out-group youth. For African Americans 

and Pacific Islanders, these exclusions through Spanish were too 

often filled with pain or frustration, reinforcing traditional lines 

of ethnic tension and division in difficult ways. At the same time, 

many youth struggled to come to terms with the knowledge that 

such in-group practices were necessary and understandable in the 

battle for marginalized identity maintenance. And these exclusions, 

however uncomfortable, also often kindled a desire to reach across 

difference to know and to understand the ways of others.

These desires to reach across difference were realized through 

language crossing and sharing, particularly in AAL and Spanish. 

Such practices of language across difference often brought youth 

together in marginalized solidarity, carving out youth identities set 

against broader dominant linguistic and cultural demands. Language 

crossing and sharing also worked to highlight linguistic desires and 

various levels of local prestige. While sustaining memberships in 
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particular groups demanded language proficiencies, so, too, did sus-

taining membership in interethnic youth space.

And so oral language use within and across ethnicity illus-

trated in bold social and cultural terms the workings of the paradox 

of pluralism. Both in-group solidarity and out-group sharing were 

needed to survive together in the face of the particular marginaliza-

tion of heritage practices and in the face of collective marginaliza-

tion as youth of color. Navigating the forces at work in this paradox 

required the development and use of various levels of linguistic dex-

terity. Ela had to be able to talk and comprehend AAL grammar and 

lexicon while simultaneously maintaining competence in Samoan. 

Miles needed to be able to retain his AAL prowess while working to 

find moments to share in Spanish. Julio needed to index his commu-

nity membership through Spanish and his identity as a basketball 

player through AAL.

With these developed and developing linguistic skill sets came 

youth theories of culture and ethnicity that challenged easy defin-

itions of us versus them. These ways of thinking among the youth 

in my work were the cognitive complement to the dexterous ways of 

acting. Where linguistic dexterity showed the agility to shift styles, 

varieties, and languages to claim identities in various domains, lin-

guistic plurality showed the capacity to see language as a tool of both 

intraethnic and interethnic communication and identity. Linguistic 

plurality allowed youth to both share language and hold it dear; to 

give and to retain simultaneously.

Other scholars have recently begun to take up the call to 

explore the linguistic and cultural contact zones (Pratt, 1991) and 

borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987) at the heart of multiethnic youth 

space. They have come up with other important ways to conceptual-

ize the dexterity and plurality I came to understand at South Vista.1 

Yet this recent work is far from the dominant stream of scholarly 

inquiry into the linguistic and cultural experiences of marginalized 

young people. Rather, US educational linguistic research in gen-

eral and social language and literacy research in particular remains 
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monocular in its focus on ethnic in-groups. Our current research is 

segregated in ways many communities no longer are. To be clear, 

residential segregation maintaining division between communities 

of color and White communities is still the norm in the urban United 

States. But changing multiethnic communities like South Vista are 

also increasingly the norm. While we continue to need research by 

scholars skilled in the languages and cultures of particular groups, 

we also very much need research which inquires across language 

and ethnicity.

In fact, no research studies have focused on some of the key 

issues in Chapters 2, 3, and 4 despite the massive number of multi-

ethnic schools in the United States. Youth understandings of the 

role of Spanish in multiethnic schools, the experiences and language 

struggles of Pacific Islander youth, and perspectives and uses of AAL 

in multiethnic schools and youth communities are little under-

stood. And the specific processes of solidarity, exclusion, crossing 

and sharing through oral language in multiethnic youth space is 

equally understudied. Although my findings in these areas are far 

from exhaustive, I hope these chapters can open up research direc-

tions for others interested in understanding oral language and differ-

ence in multiethnic schools and youth communities in the United 

States and beyond.

Teaching within and across difference
The major educational implications of the oral language use and 

understanding of youth at South Vista are also considerable. An edu-

cational program which can work with the resources available along 

the continuum of linguistic solidarity, exclusion, crossing and shar-

ing to capitalize on and extend the dexterity and pluralism of multi-

ethnic space will require several key ingredients. I dedicate the final 

paragraphs of this interlude to laying out these factors of a pedagogy 

of pluralism.

Let me go about this discussion by taking on the role of a teacher 

developing a language and literacy curriculum for a classroom like 
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those in South Vista. Theorists of pedagogy and curriculum have 

long argued that social and cognitive growth begins by posing rele-

vant, engaging problems for learners to work through (Dewey, 1938; 

Freire, 1970; Tyler, 1949).2 My listening and thinking with the youth 

of South Vista has revealed the issues of language use they most 

cherish, most want to extend, and those that cause them the most 

tension. Once relevant learning problems are found in collaboration 

with the learning community, these learning theorists prescribe 

overarching goals of learning, or outcomes, that a program intends 

to achieve. The primary goal in my classroom is to help youth 

explore, problematize, and extend their experiences and understand-

ings of language as a tool of solidarity, exclusion, and unity. That 

is, youth should come away from this teaching and learning with a 

critical understanding of how and why language is used to challenge 

and reinforce difference and division, to exclude and to unite, and 

how they can participate more fully in making such social processes 

more positive and transparent for all members.

Now that I have an overarching goal and a set of relevant prob-

lems, I can go about designing learning experiences that will help 

youth work through the problems toward reaching this larger goal of 

critical language awareness and participation. The first set of experi-

ences must bring the problems to the fore. This is the territory of 

journaling, of discussion, and of synthesis. In this early part of the 

program youth must be asked, as I asked them in our formal inter-

views, how they view the many ways with words they and others 

use in youth space. They should also, through journaling, fieldnotes, 

and audio recording, bring in examples of language use in their peer, 

home, and community domains. As the teacher I must also collect 

and observe to add to the educative material. I am now explicitly 

inviting Spanish, Samoan, Fijian, Hindi, and AAL into the class-

room space for consideration.

With these materials in hand, it is time to guide youth through 

the major themes or categories of language use and understanding 

and the social reasons behind these major themes. The big themes 
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from my research are likely to emerge in these discussions (as they 

did in my interviews and conversations with youth in South Vista) 

but, like any able teacher, I have them at the ready to throw out to 

the students as additional problems for consideration.3 Discussions 

of solidarity, maintenance, exclusion, crossing, and sharing have 

now made it into our classroom. Yet we do not stop with raising the 

issues. We move further into what these issues mean to our iden-

tities as members of marginalized groups in historical context and 

in our present lives and possibilities.

Let me sketch out just a bit more. With some beginning con-

sciousness in place around the big issues and what they mean to coex-

isting and to surviving as members of particular marginalized groups, 

it is time to get a little sociolinguistic. It is time to look at languages, 

their histories and their structures; it is time to do some learning of 

these languages and to learn about them. This is where student and 

teacher knowledge must coalesce. We take the language examples 

from the community and look at how they work and when they are 

used. Together, we contrast them with each other and, importantly, 

contrast them with DAE conventions. We look at the habitual be and 

talk about tense and aspect in AAL. We explore the youth lexicon, 

including the N-words, with an eye toward putting them in histor-

ical context, racialized context, and gendered context. We look to see 

if AAL is a “slang” and where its historical roots begin. Together we 

can investigate the basic syntax of Spanish to see if Rochelle was 

right in saying that “Spanish is like English only backwards.” We do 

an inventory of the Spanish words and phrases non-Spanish speakers 

use and look to extend that repertoire, inviting the Spanish speakers 

to become conversational language teachers. We look at the history of 

Spanish in the United States and why it is and is not taught in schools. 

Samoan, Fijian, and Hindi come in as well. We think about pronunci-

ation, about syntax, and get some elementary language lessons along 

the way. We think about why we don’t often hear these languages. 

And all of this content is continually related back to the major issues 

of solidarity, exclusion, maintenance, sharing, and identity.
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What has happened here? AAL, Samoan, Hindi, Fijian, and 

Spanish have entered our classroom space in the service of honor-

ing heritage and identity and of working toward extending cultural 

and linguistic dexterity and pluralism. We are sharing the funds of 

knowledge, we are contrasting the ways of youth, and we are look-

ing to take what they know and care about and using it as a critical 

resource. By bringing DAE into the discussion we have also allowed 

youth to grapple explicitly with issues of power and access rather 

than simply forcing DAE on them in an academic and intellectual 

vacuum.

The teacher knowledge about language and culture needed to 

implement such an educational program is considerable and will 

take redoubled efforts at language awareness in teacher education. 

It is important to note, though, that such efforts need not fall on one 

teacher alone. Rather, they should ideally be part of school-wide pro-

grams seeking to bring discussions of difference, division, and unity 

to the classroom. English teachers, biology teachers, and Spanish 

teachers should all be involved. Remember that the instances of 

crossing, sharing, and exclusion I have explored in these chapters 

happened between youth across a range of subjects and school and 

community spaces.

My musings here should provide ample material to consider 

the ways a critical language awareness curriculum might utilize the 

complex language issues at play in a pedagogy of pluralism. The bot-

tom line is that we worry much about ethnic division and language 

development in schools, but give little chance for young people to 

grapple with these issues in the ways they live them. We do little 

with students to explore such vital facets of skill and self as language 

use. South Vista High, like most schools in the current standards 

and accountability era, was a case in point here, missing vital oppor-

tunities to adequately use the extraordinary language resources of 

the students and the community.

What is our goal in language learning in an increasingly multi-

ethnic and multilingual society? What do we hope students know 
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about and are able to do with language? Over my year at South Vista 

I came to know about the social goals of youth, about their language 

awareness, and about the ways they negotiated identity in a multi-

ethnic and multilingual youth community. I came to know some-

thing of what they knew and were able to do with oral language. 

Their knowledge and ability was extraordinary. It challenged in fun-

damental ways what belonged to whom and when. It also illumi-

nated pain and frustration and fear. “It’s our culture, we have to,” 

said Carlos about using his Spanish in youth space. “They’re in my 

culture, they speak the same way,” said Miles about his AAL in 

youth space. We have a long educational road to travel if we are going 

to honor culture and language in the ways Carlos, Miles, and all of 

their peers yearned for; if we are going to walk with them toward a 

dexterous and pluralist future.



5 “You rep what you’re 
from”: texting identities in 
multiethnic youth space

Django: Here you have “True Hamoz” {True Samoan}. Tell me why 
you write the things down. Why do you write it on there? (I point to 
the text Ela has written inside the commercial Superman logo on her 
backpack)

Ela: I don’t know. I like writing stuff all over my backpack, you know, 
“Samoan.”

Django: But why do you write “Samoan?”
Ela: Because I love where I grew up at …

(March 15, 2007)

Identity texts as an analytic lens
The youth of South Vista wrote texts on their backpacks, clothing, 

and skin. They sent texts from cellular phones and over online spaces. 

And many authored and performed texts as youth emcees. These 

texts pulsed through the everyday canvases of youth space defining 

who was a member of particular groups and who was not in a textual 

argument of solidarity, exclusion, crossing, and sharing. This text-

ual argument mirrored through the written word the processes of 

oral language at South Vista. I came to understand these cultural 

inscriptions as identity texts, an analytic category that allowed me 

to parse out the workings of various types of text while seeing them 

also as a whole textual system. I use the term identity texts to refer 

to youth space texts inscribing ethnic, linguistic, local, and trans-

national affiliations on clothing, binders, backpacks, public spaces, 

rap lyrics, and electronic media. These texts were bound together 

by three factors: they indexed identities as members of particular 

groups, they were unsolicited literacy acts not officially evaluated by 

school, and all youth at South Vista participated in creating them.

I analyze three types of interconnected texts in this chapter. 

The first, worn texts, were those written on objects such as clothing 
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and backpacks. The second were delivered texts and were sent and 

received via electronic media. I call original raps written and per-

formed in youth space flowed texts. In looking at these three types of 

texting I join a long tradition in seeing all oral and written language as 

socially performed throughout.1 Further than the socially performed 

activity of printing on paper texts, these identity texts engaged in a 

multimodal performativity that Lunsford (2007) has called second-

ary literacy. Such literacy spans various media between the oral and 

written, the textual and otherwise symbolic, the static word and the 

moving word, the dominant voice and the marginalized one.2

In attempting to understand the ways such identity texts 

resisted dominant systems and expectations of print at South Vista 

High, I find de Certeau’s (1984) notion of the scriptural economy par-

ticularly helpful as a backdrop. De Certeau theorizes that the every-

day power of “writing” (comprised of a blank space, a text, and a 

social purpose) has been subsumed by institutions (like schools and 

courts) and capitalist class structures to create and sustain the haves 

and have-nots. This economy functions through writing individ-

uals and groups into being through systems of recorded text with 

clear, dominating social purposes. On the micro institutional level 

of South Vista High, such textual records include cumulative files of 

academic and social evaluation, report cards, and demographic sum-

maries of race/ethnicity and language proficiency. De Certeau’s scrip-

tural economy also maintains its power by defining who is literate, 

educated, and potentially productive given the set of institutional 

records, thereby reinforcing classed (and I would add racialized and 

language-based) power inequities. I submit that in schools like South 

Vista, what counts as legitimate text, either at the institutional level 

or the individual level of student-produced writing, also participates 

in this economy as students’ school writing is regulated, evaluated, 

and translated into the systems of power that determine their worth 

and advancement.

Set against this dominant scriptural economy was the counter-

scriptural economy of youth space; the practices I am referring to as 
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identity texts. In many crucial ways such texts resist and attempt to 

survive outside the dominant economy. Although such textual acts 

and counter economies in no way eclipse the power (and access) held 

by the dominant economy, I will offer evidence in my analysis that 

they hold important keys for re-visioning school writing, particu-

larly for youth whose languages and cultures are marginalized.

Like the oral language practices I explored in the previous 

chapters, these identity texts fell along a continuum in multiethnic 

youth space. Some texts were primarily designed as markers of in-

group solidarity and out-group exclusion. Other texts worked more to 

span ethnic and linguistic differences and create conditions of shared 

youth space. And still other texts found important middle ground by 

simultaneously forging in-group and cross-group identities.

As I observed and, at times, participated in this textual world 

of multiethnic youth space, the questions that echoed across all my 

work at South Vista came to rest on the counter-scriptural econ-

omy: how did these texts reinforce and challenge notions of ethnic 

and linguistic difference? How did these texts resist and offer alter-

natives to school-sanctioned writing?

“True Hamoz gurl fo lyph”: mapping 
cultural geography through worn texts

Texts covered the objects youth owned or attempted to own. Youth 

texted on walls, benches, binders, backpacks, clothing, and skin in 

economies of various scales. Some print was a global or national 

phenomenon. Clothing brand names like “Nike” and “Girbaud” and 

“Ecko” were etched boldly onto the delta force kicks, baggy multi-

pocketed jeans, and over-sized T-shirts worn by the youth of South 

Vista. Such texts were examples of the large-scale commercial econ-

omy of print that gripped the imaginations and pocket books of 

youth and families across the nation and beyond.

Other print at South Vista was produced on a regional and 

metropolitan scale. Miles’ T-shirt, “We Rep Tha Metro” or Rahul’s 

locally painted T-shirt with the likeness of an infamous local bridge 
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are examples of this metropolitan-scale text. Still other text was 

even more localized: a message quickly scrawled in permanent 

marker on the bathroom wall shouting “Cross-Town” or the local 

Norteño gang symbol “IVX,” or Carlos’s T-shirt, which proclaimed 

South Vista the “Little City Killing Zone.”3 These neighborhood- 

and city-scale texts indexed local geographic identities on personal 

and public objects. And finally there were even smaller-scale indi-

vidual and in-group texts that worked to express various linguistic 

and ethnic identities.

It is at these regional, local, and individual scales that I analyze 

worn texts in the youth spaces of South Vista. This is not to minim-

ize the larger economies of print at play in South Vista, across the 

nation, and globally. Such print certainly played an important role in 

identity as it enacted consumer culture. After all, upwards of 90 per-

cent of the hundreds of female and male youth I observed inside and 

outside classrooms wore Nikes. Much important thinking should be 

done at this global-national scale, but my analysis here focuses on 

texts and symbols authored by youth and their local communities 

for youth and their local communities. I remain interested in the 

small acts of linguistic and literate agency because these acts pro-

vide, I think, an important key in remedying our perpetual educa-

tional failures around literacy for marginalized young people. That 

is, it is in looking at the texting that youth practice to affirm and 

create identities that I can most easily reflect on and revise the types 

of writing we so often demand of them in classrooms and society.

The significance of such local worn identity texts did not 

occur to me until early in the second semester as I sat in the back 

of Ela, Rahul, Rochelle, and Miles’ biology class. I was in my cus-

tomary seat taking my customary notes as students took theirs. I 

had observed this classroom weekly since September and, as I usu-

ally did, I scanned the walls and noted any changes to postings. As 

I looked around the room my eye fell on the collection of backpacks 

strewn anarchically in a pile a few feet behind me. Students were 

not allowed to have their backpacks with them at tables or desks, so 
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this was also very usual. Ela’s backpack, which I had been looking at 

for some weeks, came into hyper-focus in that moment. Figure 1 is 

the picture I took that day in the classroom. I have blurred out some 

identifying information.

Ela’s backpack text is complex and multilayered, playing with 

symbol and language to index various identities. At the top of the 

text Ela created a feminist revision of the commercial Superman 

emblem, resisting traditional uses of the symbol by using the “S” 

to write “Superwymen.”4 In addition to her feminist statement, Ela 

also appropriated the “S” in the commercial emblem of Superman 

to write “Samoan Pride,” a bold indexing of ethnic identity. She 

wrote “Samoan Pride” again on the right side of the text, this time 

in bamboo-style lettering characteristic of the Samoan tattoos she 

and her cousin planned to get on their next visit home to the island. 

Importantly, these two statements of ethnic pride and their feminist 

counterpart were written in English (versus Samoan) for all people 

who could read English at South Vista to understand. Also printed 

Figure 1 True Hamoz gurl fo lyph
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across the “S” is the local Hip Hop greeting “Wut it do do!” {How is 

it going?}, associated with the Metro Area music and dance move-

ment known as “Hyphy.”

Remembering this text was written on a backpack and was 

no more than 18 inches across, it takes even greater focus to see a 

further identity message. Ela inscribed the message “True Hamoz 

gurl fo lyph” {True Samoan girl for life} on the far right side of the 

emblem, communicating major elements of ethnic and linguistic 

solidarity with both her Samoan community and her broader youth 

community. This statement is particularly remarkable given the 

relatively infrequent use of Samoan at the school that I discussed 

in Chapter 3. Writing in Pacific Islander languages was even rarer at 

South Vista than spoken Pacific Islander languages. The majority of 

Ela’s peers would not know what “Hamoz” (Samoan for “Samoan”) 

meant. Ela’s use of “Hamoz” was a small act of agency, of linguistic 

pride against the general silencing of Samoan.

Another feature to notice in the text was the small phono-

logical sharing in AAL by representing r-vocalization with “for” 

as “fo.”5 Although the primary purpose of this backpack text was 

as solidarity with her Samoan community, Ela used AAL too, 

showing the ways in which such distinctions between solidarity 

and sharing at South Vista participated in the paradox of plural-

ism, falling on a continuum of practice rather than at opposing 

poles. Ela and the many youth who represented “for” as “fo” knew 

the conventional spelling but, in the counter-scriptural economy 

of identity texting, resistance to DAE norms was the standard. 

Continuing for a moment with the resistant orthography, Ela’s 

spellings of “Superwymen,” “gurl,” and “lyph” are examples of eye 

dialect (alternative spelling that does not change the sound, but 

indexes vernacular language). The “ph” in “lyph” is particularly 

interesting as the now relatively mainstream word “phat” {nice, 

great} incorporated this spelling over a decade before my work in 

South Vista. In this way, using “ph” had become a popular counter 

spelling far beyond South Vista.6
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Text was a central topic of my many formal and informal con-

versations with Ela over the year. This was, of course, in part due to 

my growing realization of the role of text in communicating identity, 

in drawing and redrawing lines of ethnic and linguistic difference. 

But it was also because Ela, like many students at South Vista, car-

ried text with her both physically and, as well, in her imagination. 

Thinking about Ela’s carrying of text on body and in mind will help 

further illuminate the significance of her backpack text and allow 

me to look into the broader world of worn text at South Vista.

Ela had a notebook full of her drawings and texts of various 

symbols and words of Samoaness. On March 5th, 2007, I inter-

viewed Ela out on our customary bench between the school and the 

adjoining athletic field. She had brought her notebook that day and 

we leafed through it as we talked. In several previous conversations 

Ela had told me she planned to get large tattoos on her legs during 

her next trip to Samoa. A few times during the interview Ela used 

Samoan words or referenced them as they appeared in her notebook. 

By this time in the year I had received a few informal Samoan les-

sons from Ela, so I knew some of the words. I provide an extended 

excerpt of our conversation to try to understand the links between 

ethnicity, language, and imagined and real worn texts. I have added 

some descriptive transitions for clarity.

Ela: All night I’ve been thinking about a tattoo.

Django: You’ve been thinking about it? Tell me what you’d get. 

Here, draw it. Can you draw what you’d get?

E: Hold up, let me think. Well, you know the Samoan name at 

the front of my binder? I want to write that one, and the flower.

D: Which Samoan name?

E: You know how I draw “Samoan” on my binder?

(Ela points to a large text stating “Samoan” drawn in bamboo-

style lettering on her binder)

D: Here, let me see. Oh, yeah, the ones you were talking about 

for the tattoo. Who made these letters?

(She pushes the binder over toward me for a clearer view)
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E: Me. Oh, I’m gonna get one – I think it’s in my other – other 

notebook.

(Ela takes out another notebook, this one full of “Samoa” writ-

ten in different styles and Samoan-style flowers. She shows me 

another “Samoa,” this one next to a hibiscus flower she drew)

D: Let’s see. Yeah, that’s nice.

E: Then we got this one, “Samoan.”

D: Oh, with the flower?

E: Yeah, we draw those – this one …

(Ela points to another “Samoa” text, this one next to the word 

“alofa” {love})

D: That’s nice … And that means “love,” right?

E: Yeah.

D: See, I’m learning … And that’s –

(I point to a word I do not know)

E: “Teine” in Samoan.

D: “One hundred percent Samoan …?”

(I read the text without the last word, which I still do not know)

E: “Teine” means “girl” in Samoan.

There is a strong connection between the public messages Ela 

already texted on her personal objects, like her backpack and binder, 

and the messages she imagined inking permanently onto her skin. 

Imagining such permanent identity marks was a way of suggesting 

and projecting a stronger level of commitment to particular public 

identity messages. Ela had already made major public commitments 

by displaying messages of Samoaness and of resistant language on 

her personal objects, but for her and for other youth across ethnic 

groups at South Vista, tattoos were a next level of worn text which 

few had yet attained.

Ela’s frequent imaginings of body language were not idle 

thoughts.7 Many of the adults in her family, both men and women, 

had tattoos pronouncing ethnic and national pride, and tattoos are 

an accepted and common cultural practice in Samoan and, more 

broadly, in Polynesian cultures. Nor were other youth imaginings 
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far from reality. Many young Latino/a and African American adults, 

both male and female, had tattoos ranging from family names, to 

gang symbols, to neighborhood affiliations.

There were striking differences in the types of messages the 

young people of South Vista wore on themselves and imagined wear-

ing on their skin. These differences seemed to link most closely with 

ethnicity and, for Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth, with time-in-

country. While Ela (who had arrived in the United States three years 

before my study) was inscribing messages of Samoaness and youth 

solidarity on her personal objects and was creating a notebook full 

of various styles of “Samoa” to get tattooed on her legs, Carlos and 

Miles had other thoughts of what was appropriate for inking ver-

sus what was appropriate for wearing on clothing and inscribing on 

binders and other spaces. In an early spring interview, Carlos drew 

strong lines between the identity texts on his objects and what he 

envisioned tattooing on himself. I have again included some clarify-

ing information.

Django: And then there’s things that people write on their 

backpacks, and sometimes even tattoo or whatever.

Carlos: Like 555?

(This was the city area code, often worn on clothing, hats, and 

written on backpacks, walls, and other objects)

D: Well yeah, so 555.

C: I think that’s stupid, it’s an area code, what the hell. Like my 

dad and I, we make fun of my cousin, because he got it tat-

tooed right here. And my dad was like, “Okay, you might as 

well get your phone number.” Like 555–638–2073, since you 

already have the area code. That’s just retarded getting a tattoo 

of the area code of your city.

D: What other tattoos do people you know have?

C: “South Vista.” I wouldn’t – I mean, I like to represent it [by 

writing it on my personal objects] so they can see that I’m from 

there, but I wouldn’t want to get it tattooed, it’s just a city.
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D: Right. Is there anything you would get tattooed?

C: Probably my parents’ names … if I got a tat it would have to 

mean a lot to me.

(March 12, 2007)

Unlike Ela, Carlos’s imagined tattoos were not focused on eth-

nic pride, or even on his South Vista community, but rather were 

reserved for the names of family members. To be clear, Carlos, 

like all the youth in my work, participated heavily in worn texts. 

His worn text, however, centered on the regional and local scales 

of South Vista and the Metro area. They were texts that reached 

across ethnicity to claim unity with the larger youth community of 

South Vista. He explained why this was so during the same March 

interview.

Django: Here, let me see your backpack. So you got “pretty girl” 

[his nickname for his girlfriend] and then you have “South 

Vista.” What else you got on here? What is all this stuff?

(I search for the meaning of a massive graffiti-style text span-

ning his backpack)

Carlos: That’s all “South Vista”, that’s just “South Vista.”

(Carlos points out the letters which slowly come into focus for 

me)

D: Oh, okay … So tell me about – tell me about, like –

C: The tagging?

D: Yeah, why would you put it on your backpack?

C: I mean, I put it all over. I wear “Tha Metro” shirts and stuff, 

because I want to show people that even though I’m from 

South Vista I’m – like I’m smart and I can succeed … Like 

when I went to [a school and non-profit sponsored trip to the 

American South] I purposely grabbed, like, all the shirts that 

said “South Vista,” “Tha Metro,” “555” because I wanted 

to prove to them that I was from Tha Metro, and I was from 

South Vista, and I was still smart. I could do anything that 

they could do, like, the other kids from any other city.
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Carlos was clear here about his reasons for the sorts of identity texts 

he wrote on his objects and bought from local counter-economy 

clothing artists. He was wearing place to resist and dismantle what 

he felt were backward stereotypes that held him and his peers as less 

than. Carlos, who often spoke about his own navigations as a “smart 

gangster” – a kid who could both represent the community and do 

well in dominant society – saw his worn texts as a revolutionary act. 

Importantly, Carlos did not tag or wear “Mexico” or “Michoacán,” 

even though he arrived in South Vista from Michoacán, Mexico in 

1999. Although many more-recent Latino/a immigrants in Carlos’s 

peer group did wear shirts and write messages of national and regional 

Mexican identities on their objects and on walls and benches, Carlos 

told me that he felt stronger about showing he was from South Vista 

than from Mexico.

Miles, much like Carlos, and like all of the African American 

youth I worked with and observed at South Vista, wore texts claim-

ing neighborhood and metropolitan affiliations. Whereas Ela’s worn 

texts focused on her ethnic, gender, and national identity and shared 

some in AAL and resistant orthography, and Carlos could choose to 

focus on worn texts of local affiliation and the youth lexicon versus 

other possible national and linguistic identities, African American 

students did not have these same options. As I explored in Chapter 

4, AAL was the major choice of sustained oral language sharing, and 

this was true in identity texts as well. For Black youth, the city itself 

was the primary focus of worn texts. In the face of demographic 

changes, Miles and his African American peers seemed to use worn 

texts to claim that the city still belonged to them as much as anyone 

else. These texts were also a way to express a nuanced cultural geog-

raphy of South Vista that gave meaning to space and place for all of 

the city’s youth.

Such texts represented the most local scale in the economy 

of worn text and mapped out the neighborhoods of South Vista 

into three areas: “Central-Town” (or “C-Town), “Tha District,” 

and “Tha Fields.” Although all youth understood and texted these 
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areas on a range of objects, it was African American youth who 

seemed to treasure, author, and preserve them most strongly in my 

observations. Miles explained these areas and their correspond-

ing colors in the following interview excerpt. He also theorized 

about the scales of worn texts and identity claims, from local to 

regional.

Miles: Tha District is red. Tha Fields has blue, and the C has 

green. So, you know, it’s like your little own area. It’s like 

Bronx and Brooklyn and Harlem and all that. But just on a 

very, very, very, very, tiny scale.

Django: That’s interesting. And so you think of the C as kind of 

where you’re from in terms of where you were born and where 

you grew up.

M: Uh, huh.

D: Do you think of South Vista that way or is it just the C?

M: Inside of South Vista, I rep the C. Outside of South Vista – 

inside the Metro area, it’s like South Vista, you know … And 

then outside of the Metro area to LA, it’s like Tha Metro. But 

then it stops there. You don’t really rep California.

(March 26, 2007)

Miles “represented” or claimed geographic identity through the 

shirts he wore and through what he wrote on his objects, depend-

ing on his own physical proximity to home. These scales of texts 

and geographic identities rippled outward stopping, for him, at the 

metropolitan borders. Of course, for Ela, Carlos, and other immi-

grant students, the identity claims of worn texts reached across 

international borders as well. Also notice that Miles compared the 

neighborhoods of South Vista to several historically Black boroughs 

in New York City, suggesting the desire for geographical ownership; a 

harkening back to the African American majority population he had 

seen diminish during his lifetime. Figure 2 is the hooded sweatshirt 

Miles often wore to school and in the community. I have changed 

some personally identifying information.



“You rep what you’re from”138

Miles’ sweatshirt indexed his membership in a certain area of 

South Vista, the C-Town neighborhood where he was raised. As he 

told me in the same interview, “You rep what you’re from” – a person 

represents or indexes their affiliations with space and place through 

worn text.

The text of the sweatshirt is important for me to interpret in 

detail as a piece of discourse communicating many layers of repre-

senting “what you’re from.” It calls out “C-Town Hustler,” mark-

ing Miles as a young man who was “hustling,” or working to make 

money and social capital. It is interesting that “hustler” is spelled 

with the final “r” fully realized versus the common AAL or Hip 

Hop phonology “hustla,” possibly indicating that the text caters to 

an audience both within and beyond youth space. Below “hustler” is 

the area code of South Vista, a way of placing C-Town in urban space. 

The dice at the bottom of the shirt seem symbolic of a quest for 

material success, but also importantly represent the chance involved 

in a life in C-Town. At the bottom of the text, along the green banner, 

Figure 2 C-Town Hustler
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is a message that virtually summarizes the text as a whole: “Money, 

Power, Respect.”

In a sense these three words captured the meaning of the entire 

counter-scriptural economy of South Vista youth. In Cintron’s (1997) 

work on graffiti among Latino gangs, he calls such public texts “an 

intense need to acquire power and voice” (p. 186) in situations which 

offer little of either. Such was the case with worn identity texts, as 

well as other types of identity texts; they attempted to gain material, 

cultural, and social power and respect within situations of linguis-

tic and ethnic marginalization by a dominant school and societal 

culture.

In an attempt to claim status, youth participated in various 

levels of commitment and permanence to the public identity mes-

sages they wore. At the deepest level of commitment was the tat-

too, either real or imagined. Next were the boldly inscribed texts 

on personal objects, like Ela’s backpack. Less personal and public 

commitment to a particular identity was required of the many mes-

sages of neighborhood, national, and gang affiliations which adorned 

bathroom walls and school benches, though youth often knew who 

had written such messages.

And within these various intersecting levels of commitment 

were the various intersecting scales of identity claims, from indi-

vidual, to ethnic and linguistic, to city or regional. A given worn 

text or tapestry of texts communicated various memberships to 

other youth and, as such, reinforced particular lines of difference 

and division and cut across others. What is certain is that all the 

young people in my work read the world of such texts and navi-

gated identities and personal networks along the borders they texted 

along youth space.

In Table 5, I map out the sorts of text acts or identity claims 

youth made through worn identity texts.8 I am interested in chart-

ing the types of identities youth were attempting to achieve through 

uses of worn text. As well, I chart the geo-personal scales of such 

texts.
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I should mention that worn texts were actively regulated by 

school rules and caring adults. Carlos, who wore shirts listing the 

youth lexicon from the larger Metro area, was asked by school offi-

cials to leave the shirts at home as they did not like the words they 

displayed or the red gang-affiliated color of the letters. Messages of 

neighborhood affiliation and national and ethnic pride written on 

walls and benches were painted over daily, along with other identity 

texts denoting gang membership. This is not to say that school did 

not have reason to regulate and to cover. Gang violence and con-

flicting conceptions of public versus private space were real at South 

Vista High and in the community. Yet, in my observations, such 

regulation was not done critically to engage youth in conversations 

about why the regulation was needed, nor did caring adults look 

to understand or utilize the power and voice that were articulated 

across worn texts as sites for classroom learning.

“Was up dis chelle wat u doin”: AAL and 
resistance in delivered text

While youth were busy creating, purchasing, and navigating the 

network of worn texts, another type of identity text was silently 

circulating through the multiethnic youth space of South Vista. 

Texts delivered throughout the day and night over electronic media 

Table 5. Claims and scales of worn identity text

Identity claim Text scale Example

Metro area membership Metro area We Rep Tha Metro

South Vista  

membership

Local city Little City Killing 

Zone

Neighborhood 

membership

Local neighborhood C-Town Hustler

Ethnic group  

membership

Transnational True Hamoz Gurl Fo 

Lyph
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constituted a matrix of real literacy for real social purposes through 

which youth across ethnic groups indexed various identities. Simple 

messages planning meeting points or communicating a state of 

being flowed through delivered text. And deeper commitments 

also inhabited these texts. Friendship and love were often negoti-

ated through texting over phones and online social networking sites 

like MySpace. And delivered text was practiced intensely within 

classroom walls as well. I observed hundreds of text exchanges over 

phones, over social networking sites, and via email during official 

classroom activities.

The world of delivered texts, then, was huge and I only glimpsed 

a fraction of it during my year. To date, research has yet to look into 

the particular ethnic and linguistic identities expressed through text 

messages, and it is here where I will focus my rather narrow analysis 

in this section. Specifically, I am interested in the ways AAL made 

its way into the delivered texts of youth across ethnic groups and, 

more broadly, the resistant and hyper-efficient orthography of such 

texting.

The delivered texts I analyze here come from hundreds 

of text exchanges I had with youth at South Vista over phones 

and the Internet.9 These exchanges began in the middle of the 

year after significant layers of trust and relationship had grown 

between us. After observing the prominence of such text and with 

my growing awareness of the role of text in communicating eth-

nic and linguistic identity, I realized I needed some access to this 

matrix. Many of the male youth, like Miles, Rahul, Julio, and 

Carlos asked for my information to begin the exchanges. I had to 

ask female youth, like Rochelle, Carla, Gloria, and Ela if I could 

email, text, and visit their social networking sites. As a result, I 

had extended exchanges with all the young people I focused on 

during the year.10

Such exchanges, of course, are major indicators of rapport, 

as are the ways my text accommodated somewhat to theirs as I 

learned from them.11 The fact that I was the text audience is also a 
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limitation of this particular data. As a Black/White biracial adult 

male of color with some facility in Spanish who primarily spoke 

varieties of English during my time at South Vista, I was hardly an 

ideal youth audience. While more work should be done investigat-

ing youth-to-youth delivered text in multiethnic settings, I take the 

linguistic and ethnic identity marking in these texts as evidence of 

both the strength of such practices across audiences and as a dis-

play of the sorts of vernacular writing and speaking I was fortunate 

enough to be included in. This is, then, participant observation at its 

most participatory.

I begin with a brief text messaging exchange I had with Carlos 

on October 20th, 2007 about the success of his South Vista Soccer 

team (Carlos was a team captain). The team was having a remark-

able season and I had planned to go to the soccer game against the 

arch rival, the private South Vista Preparatory High School. I was 

quite sick that day, so I texted Carlos before the game. Our exchange 

follows.

Django: Yo C … Wuz gonna come to the game bt am sick … gd 

luk tho … beat SV Prep!

Carlos: BoY wE wOn 3–1.!! We ø uNdaFeatEd 2 gAmEz!!!!

(ø symbol added)12

I began my text to Carlos with “Yo” a long-standing AAL term of 

greeting.13 I also participated in eye dialect with “wuz” and “tho” 

and hyper-efficient orthography with “bt” and “gd.” Carlos’s reply 

came some two hours later, after the soccer game had finished. He 

began his text with the AAL term of endearment “Boy” (here mean-

ing friend). Carlos had set his phone to alternate lower and upper 

case letters which, for me, added to the exclamatory mood. He also 

employed a bit of eye dialect with “gamez,” a word he most cer-

tainly knew how to spell conventionally. Perhaps most striking was 

his omission of the copula (We ø undefeated), a grammatical fea-

ture of AAL which Carlos also employed in his everyday talk (see 

Chapter 4).
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Ten days later, as the team headed toward the league title, I 

texted Carlos again. Here is an excerpt of our exchange.

Django: Whn is the nxt game?

Carlos: The semi final iz diz Thursday at 4pm. Here at da 

school

D: Dang, U r heroes!!!

C: I know! … We ø makin history! … We ø undefeated!! We ø 

north division champz. And now we ø goen 4 sections.

(ø symbol added)

This text again showed Carlos employing linguistic features of AAL 

in his writing as well as other acts of resistance to DAE writing con-

ventions. Carlos texted the phonology of AAL into his phone with 

“diz” for “this” and “da” for “the.”14 He also shared in AAL grammar 

by deleting the copula in a string of emphatic statements beginning 

with “We ø makin history!” Finally, Carlos represented “going” as 

“goen” and “making” as “makin,” another common phonological 

feature of AAL and other non-dominant Englishes.15 Also import-

ant are the features of eye dialect with “iz” and “champz,” again 

resisting dominant conventions in words Carlos knew how to spell 

conventionally.

This grammatical sharing in AAL shows a close relationship 

between vernacular talk and text messaging that goes far beyond 

a mere efficiency of print and even beyond resistant orthography. 

Carlos was being a particular user of language here, was indexing a 

youth identity through uses of AAL and eye dialect. Crucially, these 

uses mirrored the identities Carlos expressed in the worn identity 

texts that adorned his personal objects and clothing.

Carlos and other Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth shared in 

AAL in delivered text, challenging lines of linguistic ownership and 

difference, joining their Black peers in texting as they joined them 

in their everyday talk.16 African American students like Rochelle 

and Miles also participated heavily in the use of AAL features in 

delivered texting. Although this may not seem surprising, the types 
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of features used and the fact they occur in writing is surprising. 

Representing the vernacular in writing is a more conscious act than 

the often unconscious act of using vernacular in speech, particularly 

when authors are writing words and constructions they use and know 

well in DAE. I will use a series of delivered texts I exchanged with 

Rochelle during the summer of 2007 to examine the types of AAL 

features that made their way into her and other African American 

youth texts at South Vista.

As our relationships strengthened over the year, I learned 

many wonderful things and difficult things about the youth I 

worked most closely with. And I believe firmly that ethnography 

and humanizing research is a two-way street, a dialogic activity 

much like teaching and learning. So I shared more details about 

my own life with the young people as the second semester pro-

gressed. One thing I learned about Rochelle was that she loved sun-

flowers. In a conversation one day I mentioned that my wife, Rae, 

planted dozens of sunflowers every spring. Rochelle was taken by 

this, so I brought some pictures of our previous year’s crop. In the 

photographs, eight-foot Mammoths, multicolored Autumns, pas-

tel Lemon Queens, and ruby-red Velvet Queens towered over our 

backyard fence. Rochelle most liked the Autumns; sunflowers with 

multiple red and yellow colored flowers that branch out like trees. I 

asked Rochelle if she’d like Rae to plant her some during the spring. 

I could bring them over to her house when they got big enough in 

the early summer. I rarely saw Rochelle smile as deeply as she did 

while saying yes.

Three months later I brought the seedlings over to Rochelle’s 

house, a small home in the Cross-Town neighborhood of South Vista. 

It was June 22nd, 2007, and school had been out a week. When I 

arrived I noticed a potted garden lining the walkway to the front 

door. A dozen or so pots were home to white and pink roses, a few 

yellow Five O’clocks, a grapevine, and various other flowers and 

small trees. The plants were well cared for, but a bit withered and 

root bound. I asked Rochelle if we could put the seedlings in the 
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ground near the chain-link fence. She said no, they needed to go in a 

pot like the other plants.

Later, while Rochelle and I were planting the seedlings in 

a large pot, her mother came out on the porch. We talked then, 

Rochelle’s mother and me, about their situation. She told me she 

had all the plants in pots because they might have to move again. 

She did not want to move again after just a few months in this 

house. “I’m tired of moving, I just want a place to have a little gar-

den, a place to be,” she said. It felt like she was talking to me and to 

the sky. I thought of Mama’s house plant in The Raisin in the Sun 

(Hansberry, 1959), symbolic of hanging on to life and hope in the 

face of economic struggle and racial injustice.17 I was overwhelmed 

as I watched Rochelle give the seedlings their first water in their 

new home, so much so that I have returned to this scene many 

times over the years of analysis and writing since that day. And 

I will return once more to the larger significance of that day for 

understanding the nexus of pluralism, justice, and schooling in the 

concluding chapter of this book.

A week later I was sitting on the couch with Rae watching TV 

when Rochelle delivered this text, complete with the photograph in 

Figure 3. Our exchange follows.

Rochelle had delivered a picture of the sunflowers in their pot, 

a few inches bigger now, basking in the summer sun, with the text 

“Ma plants go.”. Our exchange continued a bit.

Django: They look nice chelle

Rochelle: I knw dj tanx

Rochelle’s initial text was deeply significant on levels in addition 

to linguistic and ethnic identity. Her text was representative of our 

growing friendship and of her happiness at the state of her sun flowers. 

Note the nicknames “chelle,” the name she told me she would rap 

and sing under, and “dj,” the first two letters of my name. It is a 

reminder of the many levels of communication that flowed through 

the texting of youth space.
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On the linguistic level, Rochelle’s delivered text shows sev-

eral important features that indexed her identity as an AAL and 

youth lexicon speaker and writer. Texting “Ma” instead of “My” 

was an example of monopthongization, or the transformation of the 

two-vowel sound sequence in “My” (m-ah-ee) to a long one vowel 

sequence in “Ma” (m-ah).18 Another phonological feature in the texts 

is “thanks” as “tanx,”19 a voiceless consonant replacement even 

more common in Caribbean Creole varieties. Rochelle also used the 

local adjective “go” (something in a state of looking, sounding, or 

being good) common among youth of color in the larger Metro Area. 

Table 6 illustrates the AAL features in the text messages I exchanged 

with South Vista youth.

Cherished selves as members of the youth community of 

South Vista and the Metro area were forged and sustained through 

the linguistic choices youth made in delivered texting. For some, 

like Carlos, this meant crossing certain boundaries of linguistic div-

ision. For others, like Rochelle, media texting was a space to solidify 

Figure 3 Ma plants go



“A New Root” 147

her position and prowess as an AAL and youth language user. For 

all youth at South Vista, delivered texting was a space where DAE 

norms and the evaluative eye of caring educators did not constrain 

why, what, how, or when they wrote.20

“A new root”: flows in South Vista and 
Rahul’s textual plurality

Many of the young men I came to know at South Vista participated 

in writing and performing rap. Although young women participated 

heavily in Hip Hop culture through clothing, language, singing, and 

dance, in my observations they were less involved in the production 

of rap lyrics. This follows the trend of the larger national and global 

rap culture where female rappers are far outnumbered by their male 

Table 6. AAL features in text messages

Feature Example

Phonology

Monopthongization ma {my}

Consonant replacements ing to in (ŋ to n): goin, doin~th to d 

(ð to d): da {the}, diz {this}

Th to t (θ to t): tanx (thanks}

R and L vocalization fo sho {for sure}, skoo {school}

Lexicon Ducez {a salutation meaning 

“peace”}

Hella {local adjective for 

“extremely”)

Hatr {a person lacking respect}

Grammar

Zero copula we ø da champz

Regularized agreement the tickets is 10

Immediate future tense markers We Fnah {getting ready to} graduate

Ima leave {I’m going to leave}
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counterparts. This is not, of course, to say that many women rappers 

have not contributed historically and do not continue to contribute 

deeply to the form, but that the vast majority of the rappers listened 

to by the youth in my study were male. In my observations and dis-

cussions with youth, gender participation in writing rap lyrics at 

South Vista was certainly reproducing the dominant gender lines of 

commercial Hip Hop culture.

Carlos, C.C., Jamal, Rahul, Terrence, and many others I knew 

wrote raps (known as “flows”), sharing them on the playground, 

through recordings, over electronic media, in battles, and even in the 

classroom as fully embodied counter scripts to official classroom liter-

acy activities. Such flowed texts were shared across ethnicity, making 

a practice originating in African American and Caribbean American 

culture a major activity of the Latino/a and Pacific Islander youth com-

munities of South Vista.21 Before turning to a deeper analysis of the 

flowed texts themselves, I think it is important to show how these lit-

eracy practices made their way into the classroom space despite being 

actively uninvited. This will give some sense of the pervasiveness of 

flowed texts among young men at South Vista. Two brief fieldnotes give 

some indication of flowed texts in classroom spaces. The first fieldnote 

occurred in the eleventh grade humanities class I visited regularly.

The teacher is leading students through writing answers to a 

series of questions about Sinclair’s The Jungle. I look over at Jamal, 

who is quiet and madly scribbling something on a paper.“What are 

you writing?” I whisper.

Jamal, “Something for work.”

“A flow?” I ask. I know he and several other boys are part of a 

local arts program that pays them to rap at a studio. Two of the 

boys are on the basketball team.

Jamal, “How did you know?”

“I know what you do,” I say with a smile.

Several minutes later students are still working on the ques-

tions and reading. Jamal passes me the rap. I ignore him and 



“A New Root” 149

look at the teacher, wait for her to look away then I take the rap. 

It is mainly a boasting affair, full of references to “stunners” 

(large sunglasses), gold chains, and “whips” (hyped cars). He also 

mentions C-town and South Vista in the lyrics. As I read, Jamal 

pounds his fist and stomps his feet quietly, giving me the back-

beat to the song.

(February 12, 2007)

It is difficult to miss the double irony of Jamal’s counter-literacy prac-

tices. First, his literacy was set against the other classroom literacy – 

the answering of literature questions – being officially prescribed 

by the teacher. Second, Jamal’s literacy was paying him, a minor, 

for work while the class investigated Upton Sinclair’s (1906) classic 

novel about labor among oppressed working poor Americans. Beyond 

these ironies, though, was the way Jamal attempted to embody his 

texts with movement and sound as I read. He was in a powerful way 

fighting against the more traditional print writing of the classroom, 

trying to show the movement and performative aspects of flowed 

texts. This practice of pounding out beats and spitting flows was 

very common in classrooms. Here is another example from the same 

class, this time in the library on December 13th, 2006. I was roaming 

around and jotting notes when I came to a table with C.C., Carlos, 

and two Latinas, Paola and Julissa, who I knew less well. The two 

young men were getting down, rhyming and pounding away in the 

midst of the library research going on around them. The two young 

women were bobbing their heads to the beat as they worked.

I wander behind C.C. to listen as Carlos is making a beat on the 

table to accompany C.C.’s rapping – “boom, boom, clack, boom, 

boom, clack.” When I get directly behind C.C. he flows, “Tall ass 

nigga behind me” in rhythm as a lyric. The entire table laughs 

and looks at me to see if I heard.

I tell the table, “I made it in to his rap” with a smile. “I’ma be 

famous.”

C.C. agrees and nods his head, “Yup, famous.”



“You rep what you’re from”150

C.C. and Carlos, like Jamal, were embodying flows in all their 

multimodal grandeur, again part of a counter-scriptural economy 

set against the backdrop of the official classroom writing activities. 

These examples illustrate how classrooms, set up as spaces for par-

ticular types of behaviors and literacies, could not always hold flowed 

texts and their accompanying beats at bay. I asked Carlos about this 

in our March interview.

Django: Class will be going on, right, and then suddenly you’ll 

hear, like –

Carlos: You’ll hear a beat.

D: You know, so you’ll hear some beats. So tell me about –

C: I don’t know – it’s part of our culture, like, South Vista. When 

you go to another city and you tell them, “Oh, South Vista, 

they like to go Hyphy.”22 They relate it to music instantly, 

because there’s a lot of rappers in South Vista, in the Metro. 

And it’s in us, like, music. We’re bored, we don’t have anything 

to do, we just start busting beats. And you don’t even notice it 

… The teacher’s all like, “Stop.” And then I’m like, “Oh, I was 

just busting a beat and I didn’t even notice.” You don’t say that, 

but you think about it. You don’t even know when it happens, 

it’s just part of our culture; it’s who we are. I don’t really think 

teachers understand that.

(March 12, 2007)

Carlos saw the practice of making rhythms and rhymes in class as 

a way to occupy minds in the face of boredom. He added an import-

ant element of cultural solidarity, too, suggesting that such practices 

were “our culture,” cutting across the landscape of ethnicity and 

language differences at South Vista. Whether or not such practices 

did, in fact, “distract the class,” is less the issue here than the fact 

that they were in tension with official scripts. However, it was teach-

ers, not students, who felt and acted on this tension most strongly.

Even though flowed texts did make their way into academic 

spaces, classrooms were by and large hostile places to make and 
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perform flows. Crafting flows happened most densely in other, less 

regulated areas of multiethnic youth space. In the remainder of this 

section, I will analyze rap lyrics written and performed by Rahul, 

whose emcee name was Larul. Larul will serve as a case study of the 

types of identities texted through flows, and particularly for those 

claimed by Pacific Islander and Latino youth who might not tradition-

ally be seen as valid emcees. I will show Larul’s texts as examples of 

textual plurality; texts that reached both ends of the continuum of 

multiethnic youth space at once: texts challenging notions of differ-

ence even as they called out solidarity with particular groups.

The first example is an excerpt from a flow Rahul originally per-

formed for me and his African American friend Dominique after biol-

ogy class in mid-December. Like other youth rappers, Rahul always 

wrote his lyrics down before performing them. He gave me these 

typed lyrics a couple weeks after his impromptu performance.23

They call me Rahul but pronounce Larul

’Cause I’m the one with the most hustle loot

It doesn’t run in my family so I call it a new root …

Yup keeping it real from south vista, the metro, the yetro, mane,

From the californ I A

From the Fiji Islands to this ghetto beautiful place

I rose from the streets

Teaching me to kill it on a type of beat

From rock to country to Hip Hop to rap

Yeah you know me as the first Fijian to ever do that

Larul’s flowed text shows many features common to the raps I read 

and heard throughout the multiethnic youth space of South Vista. 

First, he shared in AAL and Hip Hop lexicon with the items “hustle 

loot” (street-made money), “the streets” (the urban community), and 

“kill it” (to do something well). His writing also employed a popular 

local Hip Hop and AAL pronunciation of “man” /man/ as “mane” 

/mānə/. These are important textual representations of sharing in 

AAL and Hip Hop culture.
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Rahul was, of course, aware that the language and cultural 

practice of his text did not stem from his Fijian heritage. As he put it, 

rapping was a “new root” and he was “the first Fijian.” Instead, his 

flowed text tells us this craft came to him from “south vista” and 

“the metro” (which is repeated as the popular local Hip Hop deriva-

tive, “the yetro”). At the same time, by calling out “Fijian” he sought 

to maintain solidarity with his community that he might risk leav-

ing behind by becoming a rapper. Finally, Rahul participated here in 

the larger AAL rhetorical tradition of toasting, declaring his imag-

ined wealth and his prowess at the craft of flowing.24

Rahul’s text was hardly as static as it appears here on the 

printed page. While the identity texts delivered through phones and 

Internet sites were in constant, building conversation, and the iden-

tity texts worn by youth were selected on particular occasions and 

often layered upon over time, flowed texts were usually shared aloud 

and recorded. In fact, the performed version of Larul’s lyrics was 

flowed over the instrumental of a popular club song of 2006, The 

Game featuring 50 Cent’s How We Do (2005). The lyrics to the ori-

ginal song detail the exploits of men driving flashy rides, toting hand 

guns, and making sexual advances on women in a dance club. Here 

are a couple of representative lines from The Game’s original, which 

played non-stop on local airways for several months:

These G-Unit girls just wanna have, fun

Coke and rum

Got weed on the ton

I’m bangin with my hand up her dress like, unh

Rahul’s version offered a rather revolutionary revision, focusing 

instead on what he termed “the real” topics of life in South Vista: eth-

nic pride, cultural sharing, and survival through lyrical expression.

Writing and recording raps, their meanings, and what they 

meant to a possible future for Rahul was a topic that dominated many 

of our interviews and conversations. And much of this talk focused 

on his multiple identities as a Fijian, a Hip Hopper, and a member 
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of the local South Vista youth community. It is worth exploring 

Rahul’s explanation of his lyrics for the New Root flow in thinking 

about these multiple selves as indexed through flowed text.

Django: And so tell me a little bit about the words to that 

flow.

Rahul: I wrote like, “From the Fiji Islands to this ghetto beau-

tiful place.” I came from the Islands, you know, and I’m doing 

it big right here. Someday you’ll see us Fijian people rapping, 

you know, because most of your rapping people do it’s like 

Mexicans and Blacks and stuff. Some Whites, but not a lot. 

And I’m trying to bring the Fijians out, trying to show what 

we got. Any of us Polynesians, you know … No matter what 

race you are, what other people say, “Oh, you this race, you 

can’t rap.” No, if you got flows, you can rap … When I’m saying 

“from the Fiji Islands’” it’s not only indicating me, it’s indi-

cating my people from the Fiji Islands, you know? They come 

from there to this ghetto beautiful place, doing it big, so that’s 

the thing. It’s like an inspiration, so it’s like a little direction 

to tell them how to go, where to go.

(December 8, 2006)

Rahul’s explanation touched importantly on the way his text, typed 

into his computer, rapped on the school yard, and recorded on a demo 

CD, claimed several identities at once. His lyrics embody a sort of 

triple purpose, showing his membership in South Vista, claiming 

prowess and acceptance as an emcee, and displaying solidarity with 

his Fijian community both in the United States and in Fiji. He was 

conscious of the many tensions he had to navigate to successfully 

claim these various memberships. Tensions over who can be a rap-

per and how his community continually adjusts to “doing it big” 

in new lands. The fact that Rahul had never traveled to his parents’ 

homeland and that he was born and raised in South Vista did little 

to temper the intensity of his sense of Fijianess. Likewise, the fact 

that people said a Fijian shouldn’t be rapping only fueled his drive to 
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create flowed texts. On the level of broad themes, then, Rahul’s flows 

showed a textual plurality, an ability to span difference and division, 

while at the same time challenging and embodying both of them.

The following song, Fijian Coming Through, further exhibits 

Rahul’s use of AAL grammar and Hip Hop and youth lexicon in add-

ition to the larger thematic identity claims. It was delivered to me 

over email in mid-June, 2007.25 I have excerpted a few representative 

sections for analysis, preserving the opening and closing lines.

Fijian Coming Through

Im riding spider 22’s

Ya niggaz aint even got a dam clue

Who ø coming, it’s the fijian, fijian coming through …

I can spit some with his or her name

Ya niggaz know ima wait till ima in the hall of fame

Yeah its coming, yeah dats me

Son coming ohhhh besta believe …

My flows are illmatic

People known me as the rhyming kid fanatic …

I’m not stating im better than ya

u give me some props im from the metro area

thats where I got my ghetto routes

ooh ya gonna know what im talking about

I ain’t just running my mouth

I got bling from north to south …

Cause them niggaz couldn’t back them words up

If I were them I would just shut the fuck up

Or back my words up

got bitches that suck me like yummy caramel

In my city im liked real well

Not for my game but just me

Im one of kind

Cause you can’t find unique laruls all the time
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Better yet you can’t find laruls

Im the only one, cause im the start of the root

Like so many of the flowed texts I read and heard in the youth space 

of South Vista, Fijian Coming Through is laden with linguistic and 

thematic elements claiming various identities across ethnicity, geog-

raphy, and language. Among several other features of AAL phon-

ology and grammar I have analyzed in previous texts throughout 

this chapter, Larul used the morphologically transformed “ima” for 

“I am going to” to reference a first person future action. Rahul was 

consciously concerned that his written representations were phonet-

ically accurate. Choices like “ya” instead of “you” were deliberate, a 

point Rahul made to me on the yard in March 2007. He asked me if 

what I heard in the recordings matched what he had written and told 

me of how hard he worked to try to spell things like they sounded. 

His point was large and linguistic; it speaks to how our alphabet 

fails in so many ways and shows how Rahul actively resisted DAE 

spelling and phonology in his flows, mirroring the resistance found 

in other identity texts of South Vista.

Lexically, his flow contains the Hip Hop terms “illmatic” 

(extremely good), “props” (compliments), and the now mainstream 

“bling” (jewelry or other luxurious objects). The terms “niggaz”26 

and “bitches” were also employed by Rahul. Although his raps gen-

erally did not contain explicit scenes of sex or female exploitation 

and subjugation, this one certainly does. As part of the larger toast-

ing scheme of the flow, Rahul included a boast about his (imagined) 

sexual prowess and control over “bitches.” Mainstream commercial 

rap, as evidenced by the lines in The Game’s song earlier in this 

chapter, is heavy with such objectification and oppressive sexual 

scenes.27 As part of that culture, Rahul saw the need to include it.

I had some critical discussions about the terms “bitches” and 

“hos” with Carlos, Rahul, and Miles, all of whom said they real-

ized their common terms for women were, as Carlos put it, “a lot 

negative.” These young men were in a constant struggle to define 
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womanhood and manhood in the face of conflicting feelings, mes-

sages, and semantics.28 They were grappling with the cultural polit-

ics of how they would represent themselves and the young women 

in their communities, and how they as young men wished to be 

represented. School, of course, is in an ideal position to help youth 

develop critical understandings of gender and sexuality past sim-

ply regulating controversial and derogatory terms as off limits. The 

N-words and the B-words, for example, were simply made taboo with 

little discussion of why.

Membership in the larger Metro Area was also an important 

component of Larul’s flow, with “u give me some props im from the 

metro area / thats where I got my ghetto routes.” It is the final line 

of the song that completes the plurality involved in Rahul’s flow. As 

he did in other songs, he called out his role as “the only one” and 

“the start of the root.” He was once again explicitly stating that his 

participation as an emcee in Hip Hop culture was something new to 

his family and to his generation of urban Fijian American youth. The 

various ways he shared in linguistic and cultural practices to show 

who he was and what he cared about, then, were new paths he felt he 

was forging. They were paths that at once sought unified intereth-

nic ground and maintained divisions of ethnic pride. Look out, he 

warned, “fijian coming through.”

Like the other types of identity texts, linguistic elements were 

micro acts of identity layered on top of other macro-level content 

displaying ethnic, geographic, and linguistic identities.29 Also like 

other forms of texts, major sharings occurred, cutting through par-

ticular borders of difference and reinforcing or drawing others. What 

was most intriguing about Rahul’s flows were the way they exhib-

ited a textual plurality, allowing him to index and embody member-

ship in many communities at once. As he told me one time about his 

multiethnic peer group and various linguistic and cultural practices, 

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

The ways that the division between writing and oral per-

formance were blurred in the flowed texts of South Vista also have 
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important implications for classroom learning. Like worn and deliv-

ered texts, elements of vernacular talk made their way into flowed 

texts, often as explicit choices of resistance to dominant norms. Yet 

flowed texts in particular were often textual representations of what 

had already been or would be orally practiced or performed. Flowed 

texts, then, were attempts at capturing embodied orality in written 

form. This brings to mind discussions in new literacy studies of the 

false overarching separation between literacy and orality, and how 

such distinctions are historically and culturally determined.30 The 

line between spoken and written for emcees was not always clear. 

We often separate written tasks from oral ones as if they have little 

relation, but capitalizing on the performed and oral nature of flows 

in classroom activities has the potential to promote elements of 

voice and style in both prose and public speaking.31

While so many South Vista youth were participating in flowed 

identity texts inside and outside the classroom, other important ways 

with text were being modeled and practiced by dedicated teachers 

inside the classroom. Yet the many possible bridges between flowed 

identity texts and traditional classroom texts were not part of the 

classroom lessons I observed. The utility of using rap in critical ways 

as a resource for classroom learning is quickly amassing.32 It is high 

time such approaches gained wider application.

It is also important to realize that the exploding body of schol-

arship on rap, Hip Hop Nation Language, and Hip Hop culture 

remains, for good reasons, largely focused on African American pro-

duced rap and language. Hip Hop, of course, was born in African 

American and Caribbean American urban culture and the majority 

of US emcees remain Black. Yet, as Rahul and many others at South 

Vista and in urban communities across the nation and world show, 

we need to also look at the ways other groups in urban communi-

ties are participating deeply in flowed texts and the broader Hip Hop 

culture.33

Far beyond my romanticizing rap in general, or seeing it as the 

holy grail of urban literacy, is the simple fact that many young men 
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of color, who continue to lead drop-out and incarceration rates, par-

ticipate heavily in flowed texting. C.C. had dropped out of school by 

January, Rahul had to repeat classes he failed during the 2006–07 

school year, and many other young men I knew were teetering on the 

brink of school failure. And yet literate selves pulsed through their 

flows in powerful ways that can teach us about the ways language, 

literacy, and ethnicity work among youth in multiethnic space: and 

about the new literacy attempting to claim and shape power, voice, 

and style. Who among us, the researchers and teachers of Englishes, 

of languages, of literacies, are ready for a level dialogue? In the conclu-

sion to this chapter I explore the lessons of identity texts for teaching 

and learning in multiethnic urban high schools and imagine such a 

level dialogue between classrooms and the students they serve.

Joining the work of the counter- 
scriptural economy

The young people of South Vista were engaged in powerful literacy 

and identity work to claim ethnic, linguistic, and geographic affili-

ations, to share in AAL and Hip Hop culture across ethnic lines, to 

consciously resist DAE spelling and grammar, and to forge spaces 

for multimodal writing that were not often offered in the classroom. 

Like all writing, the identity texting of the youth I worked with at 

South Vista was intended to communicate meaning to audiences. In 

fact, the real social purposes of such texts had immediate meaning 

often more vital to youth than many of the official writing tasks 

students were asked to complete throughout their school days. This 

is in no way to privilege youth identity texts over other, dominant 

forms of writing necessary for broader access in dominant society. 

Simply celebrating and understanding the considerable cultural and 

linguistic ingenuity at work in these texts is a privilege we cannot 

afford. Rather, I make this point because such writing saturated the 

multiethnic youth space of South Vista and it offers an incredible, 

evolving resource for teachers and for the youth of color our schools 

continue to fail in brutally large numbers.
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In my hundreds of hours of observation at South Vista I did 

not see worn, delivered, or flowed texts brought critically into class-

room work, just as I did not see the oral language of youth space 

used critically in classrooms. The qualified and dedicated teachers of 

South Vista, working within district, state, and federal frameworks, 

of course, had many constraints upon the curriculum and pedagogy 

they were charged to employ. These external demands were by and 

large in line with the dominant, White middle-class values, behav-

iors, language, and literacies decades of researchers have shown at 

the center of US public school learning. Such monocultural demands 

go hand in hand with larger schemes of power and privilege that seek 

to maintain schools as mainstreaming institutions, particularly for 

those young people whose languages and cultures fall outside the 

dominant ways. The goal of such schemes, still laden with deficit 

thinking, is to transition youth like those in South Vista into dom-

inant ways of being with little regard for linguistic or cultural main-

tenance. But this goal has hardly worked for masses of young people 

of color in US schools. Furthermore, what is lost in such a transition 

from locally prestigious practices to dominant ones? What sorts of 

oral and written language are silenced and suppressed? It seems to 

me, that by silencing the linguistic and textual economy of multi-

ethnic youth space we are silencing knowledge about language, lit-

eracy, and plurality the United States has sought in word, if not in 

deed, throughout its history. That is, we are silencing keys to under-

standing the complex nexus of difference, division, unity, and the 

oral and written word.

Acknowledging the culture of power students need access to, 

while also acknowledging the counterculture of power marginal-

ized youth participate in, will mean finding ways to join the work of 

youth texts and the work of dominant school texts to show the value 

of each for communicating meaning to and exercising power with 

audiences.34 Building off Bhabha (1994), Gutiérrez et al. (1999) and her 

collaborators have called such a joining of official school practices 

and knowledge with the unofficial youth practices and knowledge 
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the pedagogical third space.35 Gutiérrez (2008) has strengthened this 

concept by calling for educators to move beyond simple resource 

models that take marginalized practices as mere bridges to more 

important dominant ones. She argues we need teachers and youth 

to collaborate on understanding each other’s languages, literacies, 

and cultures in this third space where new, hybrid practices will 

emerge.36 What must we do to bring the work of identity texts into 

level dialogue with more traditional school print literacies?

First, we must acknowledge that new rhetorics37 and literacies 

are evolving to include sounds, voices, language varieties, and organ-

izational structures that school writing has been unable and unwill-

ing to deal with. This was certainly the case at South Vista, where 

school writing was mainly a print on page, standard essay affair. It 

is somewhat telling that I needed photographs to analyze worn iden-

tity texts and would need audio to do analytic justice to flowed texts. 

Joining the work of identity texts means that teachers must stretch 

traditional school genres to include the sorts of media, modes, and 

performativity demanded in youth space and in many workplaces 

and professions. Schools must work to incorporate worn, delivered, 

flowed, and many other types of multimodal and digital literacies 

into classroom lessons.

In addition to revising what text and writing can encompass, 

pedagogy needs to address the many levels of ethnic and youth iden-

tity as well as resistance to DAE norms evident at the linguistic 

levels of syntax, phonology, morphology, and lexicon. While import-

ant work has looked at the way AAL grammar and organizational 

patterns carry into the writing of AAL-speaking students,38 research 

has not looked at conscious carry-over in the textual economy of 

youth space, nor at such features among Latino/a youth, Pacific 

Islander youth, and youth of other backgrounds. Yet, as I referenced 

in Chapter 4, we know much about pedagogical and curricular strat-

egies to support youth in using AAL literacy practices while acquir-

ing DAE literacy practices.39 To truly join youth texts, such strategies 

must also engage in critical conversations about power and audience 
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and history – the “why” behind a need to acquire command of multi-

ple written and oral varieties. In addition, educators need to be will-

ing and able to see such linguistic features in text as valid, equal 

modes of communication.

Through worn, delivered, and performed texts, the youth of 

South Vista communicated who was with them and who was not in 

a textual argument mapping out their pluralistic reality. To genu-

inely problem pose using the purpose and power of such texts as a 

foundation will begin to forge a third space that invites the counter-

scriptural economy of youth texting into dialogue with the dom-

inant one that the school promotes and demands.40 In the process, 

both youth and their teachers will need to grapple with the ways that 

claiming difference and reinforcing division through text and, at 

times, cutting across those differences and divisions is what makes 

shared cultural spaces possible and productive. Ela’s statement of 

her Samoaness inscribed on her backpack, Rochelle’s and Carlos’s 

expressions of AAL and youth language in their text messages, 

and Rahul’s flows blending his Fijian and emcee identities show 

youth employing print and other literacies to at once challenge and 

reinforce traditional notions of difference and notions of writing. It 

is our job as researchers and educators to learn to read these texts 

and meaningfully incorporate them into classroom lessons about 

audience, purpose, grammars, difference, and power.

Finally, to enter a third space we need to access the larger 

frameworks of solidarity, exclusion, crossing, and sharing evident in 

oral language use, which identity texts also participated in through 

genre and thematic content, through linguistic features, through 

explicit ethnic and gender identity claims, and through the expres-

sion of various scales of geographic identities. Such a social study 

of writing and reading focused on the complex web of identity tex-

ting as it relates importantly to school literacy and power necessar-

ily complicates the notions of difference, division, and unity at the 

heart of this book. And it necessarily joins the stance to teaching 

within and across difference that defines the pedagogy of pluralism.
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The youth of South Vista were engaged in a textual dexter-

ity that shows great promise for what education can and must do 

to reinvigorate language and literacy learning in multiethnic high 

schools where youth are engaged in living and writing together in 

difference. The longer I looked and listened to these texts, the more 

I heard youth calling out to each other, to me, and to all those genu-

inely interested in listening. Miles’ C-Town sweatshirt demanded, 

“Money, Power, Respect.” If we are honest, we all need a little of 

each; and so do our young people. We can begin by trying to under-

stand the textual worlds they create and live within. 



6 Making school go: re-visioning 
school for pluralism

We are in the middle of an extraordinary social experiment: the attempt 
to provide education for all members of a vast pluralistic democracy. To 
have any prayer of success, we’ll need … a philosophy of language and 
literacy that affirms the diverse sources of linguistic competence and 
deepens our understanding of the ways class and culture blind us to the 
richness of those sources.

Mike Rose, Lives on the Boundary

A vast question loomed over all of my learning with the youth 

of South Vista, as it now looms over the closing chapter of this 

book: what is the purpose of schooling in a pluralist society? The 

history of schooling in the United States, a country home to epic lin-

guistic, racial, and cultural diversity, has traditionally defined this 

purpose rather clearly. The purpose of schooling has been to transi-

tion or mainstream the ways of knowing and being of those whose 

cultures and languages fall outside the dominant stream into White, 

DAE, middle-class norms. Yet volumes of research and theorizing 

in the past three decades have profoundly challenged these narrow 

assimilatory goals.1 This work has critiqued both the unsatisfactory 

academic results for young people of color and the perpetuation of 

racial and cultural bias through assimilatory models of education.

As we enter the second decade of the twenty-first century, we 

are presented with an exceptional opportunity to push for the possi-

bilities of linguistic and cultural equanimity espoused in the early 

days of the United States and continued in contemporary rhetorics 

of social justice.2 Our demographics are changing and our schools 

are changing with them. The shifting demographics of communities 

and schools like South Vista offer an amazing chance to re-vision 

language, literacy, and humanities education in ways that utilize the 

dexterity and plurality in the practices and minds of young people. 
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In truth, schools have always been ideal sites to support and fos-

ter such cultural and linguistic dexterity and plurality, though they 

have not historically done so. With so many urban (and, increasingly, 

suburban and rural) US public schools now serving multilingual and 

multiethnic communities, we must reassess our traditional notions 

of difference even as we strive to respect and maintain the cultural 

and linguistic practices so cherished by communities. This is the 

ground of the pedagogy of pluralism, a pedagogical stance whose 

practices I have attempted to sketch out at the conclusion of each of 

the chapters.

To begin this pedagogical re-visioning we will need much 

research into the ways students and teachers experience schooling 

in multiethnic contexts. As I have mentioned, research has in many 

ways stayed separated and segregated by race and language. Although 

skilled researchers must continue to investigate the linguistic and 

cultural negotiations of particular ethnic and linguistic in-groups, 

we also need work that seeks understanding across groups in add-

ition to within them. My work is a small beginning in this direction. 

The limitations of my work are certainly significant. South Vista is 

one school. The eight youth I focused on and their sixty peers are but 

one multiethnic youth community. I am but one researcher without 

full access to the languages and cultures of the young people I came 

to know so deeply. Yet there is almost no work on the perspectives of 

Latino/as and their non-Spanish-speaking peers about Spanish use in 

multiethnic schools, on the language experiences of Pacific Islander 

youth in US schools, on AAL crossing and sharing by Latino/a and 

Pacific Islander students, or on the various youth texts that express 

identity within and across difference in schools like South Vista. We 

must redouble our efforts to build our knowledge of the multiethnic 

and multilingual schools of today and tomorrow if we are to have 

any hope of realizing the potential they offer.

The implications of my work at South Vista for pedagogy 

and curriculum are also considerable, and I have outlined them in 

detail at the conclusions of sections and chapters throughout. Before 
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briefly summarizing the most important implications, let me sketch 

out the undergirding theoretical foundation they rest on. Working 

from sociocultural conceptions of language and literacy learning 

(and all learning) as situated in the cultural experiences of students’ 

lives,3 education researchers and theorists have developed various 

approaches to critical multicultural curriculum and pedagogy and 

various theories and practices of culturally relevant pedagogy. This 

scholarship has pushed for the equitable inclusion of the practices 

and histories of marginalized groups as a means of increasing stu-

dent engagement and achievement by using these practices and his-

tories as critical resources for academic learning.4

The complex ways oral and written language reinforced and 

blurred traditional notions of difference at South Vista challenges 

both researchers and teachers to consider how the resources stu-

dents bring into such contexts differ from those they bring to less 

multiethnic settings. Further, they offer guidance about how such 

resources might help us modify the types of multiculturalism and 

language and literacy learning we promote in classrooms. Below, I 

outline several interrelated implications for teaching and learning 

in multiethnic contexts, building, at base, from sociocultural and 

critical learning theory.

At a broad level, culturally responsive teaching and curric-

ulum and multicultural curriculum must contend with the tension 

between the need to honor the practices and positions of particular 

ethnic groups and the fact that youth do not always live ethnic divi-

sions in the ways society and education (and research) has drawn 

them. This means that a pedagogy of pluralism in schools like South 

Vista must respond to the everyday realities of youth which include 

pluralist tendencies we have mainly failed to capitalize on in the 

classroom. Our teaching and curriculum should build on both the 

ways youth cross into and share practices and how they seek susten-

ance from the particular practices of their ethnic communities. To 

be clear, teaching and curriculum in such contexts must continue to 

support positive ethnic identity for all students, but to ignore such 
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major crossing and sharing is to miss a vital opportunity. As teach-

ers and researchers we must ask ourselves, what does cultural com-

petence look like in the multiethnic spaces of our classrooms and 

communities? What would it mean to truly organize the curriculum 

on the various marginalized discourse positions in such multiethnic 

classrooms? Only with such understandings can we meaningfully 

seek to honor and extend the cultural competence of our young 

people.

Specific to the frustrations, desire to learn, and efforts at cross-

ing and sharing in Spanish by African American and Pacific Islander 

youth in my study, we must continue efforts to reform additional 

language education in Spanish. The Spanish-speaking Latino/a popu-

lation across the United States is rapidly growing. The non-Spanish-

speaking students in my study wanted and needed access to Spanish 

but, like most schools, South Vista’s Spanish classes isolated African 

American and Pacific Islander students from their Spanish-speaking 

peers and provided only one Spanish-speaking teacher. The funds 

of knowledge (Moll, 1992) that Spanish-speaking students bring to 

school should be used as resources both for the Latino/a students 

themselves in their quest to extend that knowledge and for those 

peers who desire access to those very same funds. At an even broader 

level, we should seek avenues to use the cultural and linguistic funds 

of all students in multiethnic and multilingual classrooms to foster 

both in-group and out-group linguistic and cultural dexterity and 

plurality. We should seek to share the funds of knowledge rather 

than use them for the in-group alone.

Such sharing was already happening in AAL at South Vista. 

The tremendous level of crossing and sharing in oral and written 

AAL and other cultural activities originating in Black culture sug-

gests that teacher knowledge of the educational applications of AAL 

is needed even in communities where African Americans are not the 

majority. Furthermore, school is in an excellent position to be the site 

of critical language learning that could bolster the pride of African 

American youth about their linguistic heritage while simultaneously 
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fostering more conscious respect from youth of other backgrounds 

about the language many of them use every day. This is particularly 

needed given the fact that African American youth are increasingly 

sharing communities, schools, and cultural and linguistic practices 

with young people of other backgrounds.

My work also has specific implications for our conceptions of 

literacy in multiethnic high schools. In particular, the ways identity 

texts resisted DAE writing conventions has important applications 

for English classrooms and other classrooms where writing hap-

pens. Teachers who assign and assess writing in multiethnic urban 

schools must recognize that the hyper-efficiency and AAL grammar 

and lexicon in youth texts are often not errors. Such texts present 

excellent resources for contrastive lessons about audience and pur-

pose in writing. Youth texts at South Vista also pushed “writing” 

into complex multimodal territory. The blending of printed words 

with other symbols, with color, with sounds, and with performance 

suggests new forms of writing that classrooms must find ways to 

include and extend. Finally, the youth texts at South Vista indexed 

linguistic and ethnic identity in both form and content, revealing 

much about the genres and topics that should be included in the 

writing curriculum in multiethnic high schools.

I am calling for embracing a pedagogy of pluralism – a re-vision-

ing of language, literacy, and humanities education in multiethnic 

contexts. Two major levers of this change are teacher knowledge and 

curriculum development. Teacher knowledge about the continuum 

of multiethnic youth space and about the linguistic and textual navi-

gations in such spaces should be a top priority for teacher education 

and professional development. To achieve this increased knowledge 

about oral and written language in multiethnic schools, pre-service 

and practicing teachers must not only take courses on language, lit-

eracy, and difference, they must also engage in critical ethnographic 

and sociolinguistic inquiry with the young people in their class-

rooms. This has long been a call in the critical teacher education lit-

erature and this call has recently been renewed in light of changing 
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demographics and increased knowledge about multiethnic schools.5 

Teacher educators must accept the challenge of preparing practition-

ers to enter their classrooms open to exploring language, ethnicity, 

and difference in the ways youth live them in multiethnic contexts. 

Teachers need to be prepared to recognize, embrace, and extend the 

dexterity and plurality of their students.

In addition to increased teacher knowledge toward more multi-

culturally relevant instruction, teachers and curriculum profes-

sionals charged with designing language, literacy, and humanities 

curricula must also attend to our emerging knowledge about multi-

ethnic schools and communities. This will mean learning how to 

develop critical language and literacy curricula for specific multi-

ethnic contexts by fusing teaching and learning theory, curriculum 

design techniques, and language and literacy research.6

The implications of my work for teaching and learning in 

multiethnic schools are set against the backdrop of our continued 

failure of vast numbers of urban youth. Disengagement, dropout, 

academic failure, and incarceration are common for our youth of 

color. All the while, youth of color are engaging in extraordinary 

linguistic and cultural practices that hold keys to our conceptions 

of learning and living together. We must join these resources with 

classroom learning. Table 7 lists these major implications.

The students in South Vista offered a window into understanding 

a grand American question: how do we live together in a pluralis-

tic society? I spent a year trying to understand possible answers to 

this question in the cultural and linguistic lives of young people in 

multiethnic youth space. The answer, like identities and cultural 

practices, was not stable or singular. It pointed toward the possibil-

ities of pluralistic sharing, and the necessities of in-group solidarity 

in the face of marginalizations of many kinds. It pointed to youths’ 

continual struggle for voice and power in the face of dominant 

norms and expectations; to the small resistances enacted across the 

moments of their school days. It also, I hope, has begun to show how 
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understanding such multiethnic youth spaces can offer insights into 

the practices youth cherish together and apart, and how school can 

learn to cherish them too.

Rochelle and the sunflowers again
It is July 26th, 2007. School has been out over a month now. A summer 

heatwave settles over the streets and homes of South Vista, a stifling 

heat stretching out across the miles of the greater Metro area. I have 

been reading Mike Rose’s (1989) Lives on the Boundary again with 

the pre-service teachers in my summer teacher education course and 

I have been pondering some powerful words in his final chapter. We 

need “a philosophy of language and literacy that affirms the diverse 

sources of linguistic competence and deepens our understanding of 

the ways class and culture blind us to the richness of those sources,” 

Table 7. Implications for teaching and learning in multiethnic schools

Culturally relevant pedagogy & multicultural curriculum

Culturally relevant pedagogy and multicultural curriculum must 

incorporate the ways youth live difference and division

Funds of knowledge

We should look to share the funds of knowledge rather than use them 

for the educational benefit of the in-group alone

AAL teacher knowledge

Teachers may need knowledge about the educational applications of 

AAL even if African American students are not the majority

Writing pedagogy

Youth texts incorporate multimedia and multiple modes that writing 

pedagogy must learn to utilize

Teacher education

We must prepare teachers to recognize and utilize the ways oral and 

written language reinforces ethnic division and creates conditions for 

interethnic unity
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(p. 238) writes Rose. And I’ve been thinking about how my work in 

the youth space of South Vista has been so much about revealing 

and understanding that richness in our increasingly multiethnic and 

multilingual schools – about what such sources have to offer our 

vision of language, literacy, difference, and schooling.

I am visiting Rochelle again today, checking in on her and 

her sunflowers nearly a month after we planted them amidst the 

many pots of her mother’s flower garden. We’ve had a series of text 

messages about how tall the sunflowers are but, more importantly, 

I miss Rochelle and want to see how life is for her. I am bringing her 

mother a brilliant red hibiscus. It sits in full bloom in the passenger 

seat beside me.

It has been a couple of weeks since I have been in the com-

munity and it is nice to be driving in South Vista again. As I pull 

up to the house I see the potted flower garden again, lining the 

concrete walkway toward the house. The plants are not doing too 

well, not many blooms on the roses or lilies. They are cared for as 

before – well watered and trimmed. I can tell they are root-bound 

though, still waiting for space to flourish. Behind the many pots 

sits the bigger pot with the two sunflowers. They have grown a lot, 

thanks to Rochelle’s watering. The sunflowers, too, are constrained 

by space. The smaller one is some three feet tall, the larger about 

four feet tall. Given the right environment they could easily grow 

twice that size. The larger plant is about to bloom, its ruby and 

gold flower held tight in a fist, just a day or two from bursting forth 

with color.

Inside the house we sit reminiscing about school and catch-

ing up. We talk a bit about her drama with Sharon, who has accused 

Rochelle of getting with her boyfriend, something Rochelle flatly 

denies. Rochelle tells me about her older brother who just moved 

back in last night. I hear him listening to music off in the garage. 

Later, he comes into the kitchen, looks at me and asks, “Who is 

you?” I tell him I am a friend of Rochelle’s and that I am working 

with her at the school. His question reminds me how I have become 
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so close to the youth in my work, but also about the intense ways 

I remain an outsider after all these months. Rochelle tells me they 

have thirty days to move. Rochelle considers the options, not sure 

whether the family will stay in South Vista, or move to some other 

neighboring city.

While we talk, the Maury Povich show provides more back-

ground sound. On the show, Povich is busy setting up pain; a young 

Black woman with two young Black men who claim to be the father 

of her child. The DNA test will show. Rochelle comments on how 

stupid people are for going on TV with their personal business. I 

agree. We stop talking and look at the show. I think of my love for my 

own father and how he was often absent during my childhood. And I 

think of the father Rochelle never speaks of.

Rochelle pulls us out of our private thoughts and, mercifully, 

away from the perpetuation of pain coming from the television. She 

asks me if I can take her to trade in her Jordan knock-offs at a local 

South Vista clothing shop. I agree and we hop in my old Volvo. A cur-

rent hit by R&B artist Akon comes on and we talk about my custom 

speakers and how her brother’s are the same only much larger. I skip 

to another song, a reggae affair from a mix CD I gave several youth 

in my study a couple of months before in return for some mixes they 

had given me. Rochelle laughs at me and shakes her head, “You is 

Jamaica, Django!” I laugh, too.

A cop car pulls behind us. It is one of the new souped-up Ram 

Chargers the city has recently purchased. I have heard many of the 

youth I know talk about being afraid of these powerful new cars and 

of the police. “I always think they after me when they get behind,” 

Rochelle tells me. I agree and tell her I get nervous being followed. 

The cop turns onto another street. We let out a collective sigh and 

pull into the shop to trade in those Jordans.

When we get back to Rochelle’s home I ask if I can take a pic-

ture of her and her sunflowers. I take one of Rochelle with the flow-

ers and one of just the flowers. Figure 4 is the photo I took of the 

sunflowers that day. I will ask you to imagine the other photograph 
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to protect Rochelle’s identity. In that photograph, Rochelle stands to 

the left of the sunflowers, in her pajama pants, wearing an old T-shirt 

with the words “You’ve already said too much!” emblazoned across 

the front. She is smiling broadly, the sun bright in her eyes, the sun-

flowers climbing up near shoulder height.

I say goodbye to Rochelle. It was great to see her and spend 

some more time with a person who has taught me so much. As I pull 

away from her house, my mind is swimming and trying to make 

meaning – temporary housing, Maury Povich reinforcing the pain of 

our fathers, police surveillance. The myriad issues pushing down on 

Rochelle and her family are so much bigger than school alone. And 

they are so much bigger than the scope of my work with Rochelle 

and the other youth I have come to know in South Vista. And yet 

all of their linguistic and cultural shouts of affirmation, all of their 

struggle for agency, for voice, and power is set against these bigger 

Figure 4 Sunflowers go
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social problems which themselves are tied so deeply to dominant 

narratives of race and ethnicity, of class and language.

I think about school being one important lever that can help to 

dig us and our young people out of these narratives, out of the eter-

nal educational debt (Ladson-Billings, 2006) and social debt owed 

to marginalized youth and communities for centuries of scholastic 

oppression and continuing disservice. I think about how many hours 

youth spend in school and about what those hours can do to change 

things.

As I leave Rochelle’s house and head toward the freeway I think 

again as I often do even now of her multimedia text in June.

My plants are right with the world, they are in a state of flour-

ishing with their environment; they go. And I ponder what it would 

take to make school go and what it would take to help Rochelle and 

her peers go in school. What it would take for school to hear and 

support their shouts of linguistic and cultural affirmation. What 

is “the richness of those sources” and how can school and youth 

Figure 5 Ma plants go
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come together to use those sources to learn how to flourish in a 

pluralistic world? How can school learn about oral and written lan-

guage and difference to revise the old and broken visions of power 

and plurality?

On the freeway I speed along through the heatwave. I feel at the 

end of something, and at the beginning. I have learned so much from 

Rochelle, Carla, Rahul, Gloria, Miles, Julio, Ela, Carlos, and all of 

their peers. I have learned about how they stay together in difference 

and about how a caring and knowledgeable society could make these 

negotiations work to increase interethnic understanding, linguistic 

and cultural competence and pride, and engagement with school as 

a transformative space. I have learned about how we can help youth 

flourish in multiethnic urban communities, how we can give them 

the space to grow, release them from the monocultural programs 

binding them to assimilate or fail. How we can help young people 

learn as we learn from them about what it means to live within and 

across difference in a multiethnic and multilingual society.

How we can make school go, and go.
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of language across difference

Investigating oral and written language as it challenged and reinforced ethnic 

difference did not fall neatly into any one methodological box. This is not a 

new problem in applied social language and educational research. The com-

plex real-world problems of interest to applied social linguists and educational 

researchers rarely fit into the theory or methodology of any one discipline. My 

work with youth in South Vista attempted to bring together knowledge about 

oral and written language at various micro and macro levels as it mapped out 

experiences of difference, division, and unity and as it relates to educational 

theory and practice. Such social, cultural, and linguistic terrain demanded sev-

eral methods of collection and analysis from the distinct, but complementary 

disciplines of sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, critical discourse ana-

lysis, language and literacy studies in education and, more generally, cultural 

anthropology.

Given the need to span techniques of collection and analysis, I brought 

together several methodologies. In order to understand the ways oral and writ-

ten language reinforced and challenged lines of ethnic and linguistic difference 

at South Vista, I needed both data documenting linguistic, literate, and social 

interaction and data focused on how youth made sense of such culturally situ-

ated practices. I collected roughly four types of data: fieldnote (of interactions 

inside and outside the classroom), textual (e.g., rap lyrics and text messages), 

photographic (mainly of youth texts), and interview (both sociolinguistic and 

ethnographic).

In this appendix I will provide some discussion of my shifting roles and pur-

poses throughout the fieldwork and the various approaches I employed in inter-

preting the cultural and linguistic data I gathered at South Vista. In order to 

explore this methodological terrain, I will focus on the various tools of data 

collection and the various lenses of data analysis I used to understand just one 

piece of data: Ela’s backpack text that I analyzed in Chapter 5 (See Figure 1 and 

analysis pp. 129–131). This exploration of my methodological moves will serve 

as a window into how I borrowed from and merged various fields to come to an 

understanding of how oral and written language challenged and reinforced dif-

ference at South Vista.
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Seeing through the lenses of ethnography  

and the social language fields
My general methodological orientation in this book might be initially described 

as critical discourse analysis (CDA) in that I am interested in the analysis of rela-

tionships of power and privilege, equity and access as they are enacted through 

stretches of everyday oral and written language. In approaching such stretches of 

oral and written language I work from a modified version of Norman Fairclough’s 

definition of discourse as language in social and cultural practice.1 This defin-

ition moves beyond the basic disciplinary definition used in linguistics of dis-

course as language beyond the sentence level and foregrounds a commitment to 

understanding language as it is used and thought about by individuals and their 

communities. In addition, this definition allows for a simultaneous focus on 

micro linguistic features below the sentence level and macro linguistic content 

in larger stretches of language, so, for instance, both grammar and ethnic iden-

tity can be approached as discursive content and as units of analysis. Fairclough 

defines CDA as

A theoretical perspective on language and more generally semiosis as 

one element of the material social process, which gives rise to ways of 

analysing language or semiosis within broader analyses of the social 

process … It is a theory or method which is in dialogic relationship with 

other social theories and methods, which should engage in a ‘transdisci-

plinary’ rather than just an interdisciplinary way.
(2001b, p. 121)

For me, this necessary transdisciplinarity in CDA represents a number of con-

ceptual and methodological lenses through which to view any given piece of 

discourse. These lenses push beyond CDA as an initial description of my meth-

odology to include knowledge, tools, and theoretical and epistemological com-

mitments from other social language fields and from cultural anthropology. In 

what follows I seek to illuminate the ways each of these lenses helped me inter-

pret Ela’s backpack text as they helped me to interpret all of the oral and written 

language I analyze in this book. Figure 6 is the photograph I took of Ela’s back-

pack text in the back of her biology class.

Lens one: describing sociolinguistic features  

and ethnic identity claims
My preliminary lens focuses on describing the surface language of the text. I 

begin by leaning on knowledge developed by the quantitative sociolinguistic 
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variationist paradigm.2 This paradigm of understanding language variation and 

change by correlating social categories to linguistic variables through statistical 

analysis has become the dominant one in sociolinguistics. Although I myself 

engage in the qualitative social language work of discourse analysis, the eth-

nography of communication, and linguistic anthropology, the knowledge devel-

oped through quantitative sociolinguistics allows me a descriptive entry point 

to treat certain linguistic features as AAL. In looking at Ela’s backpack text, for 

example, I notice an interesting feature of AAL phonology that has been repre-

sented by Ela in print. She has chosen to write “fo” rather than the DAE “for,” 

an example of r-vocalization. Knowledge built by variationist scholars allows me 

to see this as a common feature in AAL and some US Southern and Northern 

Englishes, and to know it is marked as AAL in South Vista and in many US 

urban communities with large African American populations.

Also from a descriptive sociolinguistic perspective, I notice Ela’s spellings of 

“Superwymen,” “Gurl,” “Lyph,” and “wut” as examples of “eye dialect” (alter-

native spelling that does not change the sound, but indexes vernacular language). 

I can link up with later work in the variationist tradition on AAL and Hip Hop 

Nation Language (HHNL) to entertain the possibility that these spellings are 

conscious acts of linguistic identity.3

Figure 6 True Hamoz gurl fo lyph
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Still working from an understanding of Hip Hop language, though this one a 

localized understanding, I note the phrase “Wut it do do!!” as a greeting (trans-

lated in DAE as “What’s going on?”) associated with the local Hip Hop movement 

of South Vista and the surrounding metro area known as Hyphy. To give broader 

perspective to these textual representations of AAL and eye dialect, I compare 

Ela’s text with other written representations of AAL from the multiethnic youth 

space of South Vista. This comparison shows Ela’s African American, Latino/a, 

and Pacific Islander peers employing such AAL, HHNL, and eye dialect spellings 

in their text messages and rap lyrics, as well as in the writing on their objects 

and public spaces.

Through this preliminary descriptive lens of the surface language, I also might 

remark on Ela’s use of the word “Hamoz” {Samoan} from a multilingualism per-

spective, thinking as well of language choice work stretching back to Fishman’s 

(1965) seminal question “Who speaks what language to whom and where?”, or 

more recent code-switching and language choice studies which posit lexical or 

phrase-level switches as rational choices based on communicative context.4

And, of course, in even a cursory surface-level description of Ela’s backpack as a 

piece of discourse, I would note the reappropriation of the Superman symbol into 

the possibly feminist statement “Superwymen” and the bold ethnic identity claims 

“Samoan Pride” and “True Hamoz gurl fo lyph” {true Samoan girl for life}.

Yet leaning on sociolinguistic and language choice perspectives and noting 

possible ethnic and gendered identity claims does little for understanding what 

these claims might mean to Ela and her Pacific Islander, Latino/a, and African 

American peers. Nor what Samoan or AAL or Hip Hop language might mean 

to Ela or whether she uses these languages in oral communication within and 

across ethnicity. While some discourse analysts might stop at this point and use 

their own schemes and those of the various disciplines to complete an inter-

pretation, from a sociocultural perspective interested in the meanings partici-

pants attach to uses of oral and written language in multiethnic settings, I need 

understanding which reaches beyond the piece of oral or written language itself. 

And I need to understand how a search for power and voice is operating in the 

linguistic and literate choices Ela has written across her backpack and how these 

choices relate to my organizing questions of challenging and reinforcing notions 

of difference and division.

Lens two: participant observation in activities  

of mutual concern
Working from traditions of ethnography and qualitative methodology5 and 

linguistic anthropology,6 I can achieve a deeper and more critical analysis of 
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language, identity, and ethnicity in Ela’s backpack text from the activity of 

prolonged participant observation in her linguistic world. Participant observa-

tion has long been deemed the hallmark method of ethnographic and linguistic 

anthropological fieldwork. It is seen as a necessary research activity for describ-

ing and explaining the relationships between language, culture, and society.

Learning about cultural and linguistic worlds from participants through par-

ticipant observation means being a participant observer at times, an observer 

at other times, and a participant at still other times. That is, although we often 

pass all ethnographic work off as “participant observation,” the fact is that such 

a research activity falls along a continuum. When I was sitting in the back of 

classrooms jotting down fieldnotes I was primarily an observer, whereas when 

I was playing basketball at the community or school gym I was primarily a par-

ticipant. In each of these circumstances I was gathering understanding, but my 

role as a member of the activities shifted throughout my research. Yet human-

ization between researchers and participants is not achieved through taking 

fieldnotes in the back of classrooms or on park benches. Genuine relationships 

and moments of cultural understanding are fostered in authentic participation in 

activities that matter to the participants.

A second methodological lens necessary to understand Ela’s sense of Samoaness 

and her connection to and use of the Samoan language, then, is through par-

ticipating in activities and cultural spaces where these facets of ethnic and 

linguistic identity are used. One activity that I participated in throughout the 

year was basketball. Basketball is a love of my life beyond research and it was 

a love of many of the youth I worked with as well. The vignette describing my 

Samoan language lesson during basketball practice (see Chapter 3, pp. 56–59) is 

an example of such authentic participation in basketball which resulted in ever-

deeper understandings of the role of the Samoan language in Ela’s sense of ethnic 

and linguistic self.

It was through basketball as well as our shared island heritage that Ela and 

I formed our early relationship. This relationship and the conversations and 

activities it centered on allowed us both to think about the place of Samoa and 

Jamaica in our current lives and about what basketball did to bring us together 

with peers across ethnicity. On that day I took the impromptu Samoan lesson on 

the side of the basketball court, it was the authenticity of place and activity and 

relationship that allowed me a small glimpse into a language that had few spaces 

for voice in school and the community. Later, when Ela invited my wife and me 

to the Samoan church where Ela used the Samoan language in song and service 

and conversation, I would have further occasions to understand Ela’s sense of 

Samoaness and connection to the Samoan language. But it was the confluence 
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of basketball, language, and our ethnic identities I describe in the vignette that 

created the public space in school for Ela to begin sharing her linguistic know-

ledge and identity.

After considering the ethnographic and sociolinguistic event of authentic par-

ticipant observation embedded in basketball practice, the significance of Ela’s 

use of “Hamoz” on her backpack texts is put into stark relief. Further under-

standings I gathered through participant observation about how hyper-marginal-

ized Samoan was in the face of Spanish, spoken as at least one of the languages of 

70 percent of students, and AAL, used as the lingua franca in multiethnic youth 

space, gives me an even deeper analytic sense of what one Samoan word embed-

ded in her backpack text might mean in Ela’s negotiation of language and identity 

and power in her youth community. This second lens of participant observation 

in activities of mutual concern, then, allows me to begin an interpretation of the 

sociolinguistic features of Ela’s texts from a more emic perspective – one that is 

necessary in any cultural analysis of language.

Lens three: the ethnographic interview
To further engage in a critical social language analysis which attempts to under-

stand the relationship between social and cultural power and meaning in lan-

guage use, I also need to know Ela’s sense-making about her text to layer upon my 

initial descriptive work and her participation in linguistic and cultural activities 

inside and outside the classroom. Along with participant observation, ethno-

graphic interviews have long been the key data-gathering tool of cultural anthro-

pology. Such ethnographic interviews can be used to gain insider perspective on 

the purpose of language use and language choices. These insider perspectives 

allow me to link up with speech act theory and the ethnography of communi-

cation forwarded by Hymes (1972) as an alternative trajectory to quantitative 

sociolinguistics. Seeing Ela’s text as a speech act means I am interested in her 

understandings of the norms and expectations of putting texts on self and object 

as they are situated in her multiethnic and multilingual speech community.

The interview excerpt I shared and analyzed in Chapter 5 (pp. 132–134) is an 

example of Ela’s sense-making about the ways she communicates linguistic and 

ethnic identity through youth space written language. You will remember that 

in the interview Ela shared the notebooks she kept in her backpack where she 

inscribed messages of Samoaness using English and Samoan language, flowers, 

and bamboo-style lettering. She also told me in the interview of her plans to get 

these messages permanently tattooed on her skin.

These layers of ethnographic content shared in the context of an interview 

further assist me in a critical social language analysis of Ela’s backpack text. For 
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one thing, the bamboo-style lettering in “Samoan Pride” becomes important. 

Even more important are Ela’s plans to make a permanent public commitment to 

ethnic and linguistic identity claims by inking the message on her legs. And the 

intensity of her Samoaness as she navigates her multiethnic and multilingual 

youth space is clear in the messages of love and commitment (e.g., Ela’s notebook 

message, “Alofa Samoa” {Love Samoa}). This interview and other interviews let 

me see Ela’s uses of oral and written Samoan and ethnic identity claims in youth 

space and other spaces through the lens of her attitudes and knowledge in add-

ition to my own as analyst.

Lens four: the ethnolinguistic interview  

and fieldnotes
To further deepen my critical social language analysis of Ela’s backpack text, I 

also want to look at her use of AAL in oral communication to shed light on the 

depth of her linguistic relationship to AAL and to put her use of r-vocalization 

(“fo” for “for”) in the context of Ela as a language user. One source of data about 

Ela as an AAL user is my interviews with her over the year.

Although all my interviews were ethnographic interviews with certain con-

tent objectives, at times I was less concerned with ethnographic content and 

more concerned with linguistic content. Linking up again with the sociolin-

guistic variationist tradition, I borrow the tool of the sociolinguistic interview. 

In the sociolinguistic interview, the interviewer attempts to elicit vernacular 

talk from the participant to gather examples of variables of interest (the “danger 

of death” question being the famous example – where the interviewer asks the 

interviewee to describe a time her/his life was in danger).7 Sometimes, of course, 

it was in these less structured moments of the interview that some of the most 

telling cultural content emerged and it is folly to imagine a clean split between 

a sociolinguistic interview and an ethnographic one.8 However, I was conscious 

to pay attention to both the need for youth sense-making and the need for some 

everyday talk to get at my interests in language and difference within and across 

ethnicity. I came to see this dual-purpose interview as an ethnolinguistic inter-

view and I hope you see evidence of both the cultural and the linguistic in my 

analysis of the interview data in this book. I also hope this dual-purpose inter-

view can be nuanced and extended by other researchers interested in both the 

cultural and the linguistic.9

My ethnolinguistic interviews with Ela allowed her to display the full range 

of AAL grammar (see Table 4, p. 89), lexicon, and phonology. As I have shown 

throughout the book, ethnographic and social language fieldnotes were also a 
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key tool I used to record uses of language in interaction between youth at South 

Vista.10 In the hundreds of pages of fieldnotes I recorded at South Vista High and 

in the broader city of South Vista, I noted Ela using every major grammatical 

feature of AAL (from the habitual be to zero copula). In addition, I noted her use 

of AAL and HHNL lexical items (e.g., “ashy,” “nigga,” “Hyphy”) and her partici-

pation in signifying and ritual insult (again see Chapter 4 for examples).

This deep linguistic participation in AAL and Hip Hop language allows me 

to see Ela’s use of AAL, HHNL, and eye dialect on her backpack and in her 

other youth space writing as connected to her linguistic and youth cultural iden-

tity. I can interpret it, then, in the context of Ela as a language user rather than 

simply from my own sociolinguistic knowledge of AAL and youth language, or 

worse, rather than simply interpreting it as an error or an anomaly in her written 

language.

Coupled with youth sense-making across ethnic groups about the pervasive-

ness of AAL sharing and socialization and the limited use of Pacific Islander 

languages in school and community, Ela’s uses of these languages in interviews 

and interaction lets me situate her backpack text culturally and linguistically 

into my interpretive scheme of challenging and reinforcing difference and div-

ision in multiethnic youth space.

Interpreting through multiple lenses
I have attempted to show you the methodological lenses through which I prac-

tice gathering and interpreting oral and written language as a window into how 

youth of color are challenging and reinforcing ethnic and linguistic difference 

in changing multiethnic communities. Ela’s text, of course, is but one small 

instance of language in social and cultural practice in the multiethnic and 

multilingual youth space of South Vista. However, working through the mul-

tiple sources of data necessary for a culturally situated interpretation of the writ-

ing Ela inscribed on her backpack can help illuminate what I actually do over 

months of fieldwork and analysis rather than the all-too-common discussion of 

methods in the abstract.11

Even with these multiple lenses through which to understand the oral and 

written language of Ela and her peers, my interpretations are only a glimpse into 

how youth live difference through language in contemporary urban contexts. 

This will always be true in cultural linguistic analysis. And yet each meth-

odological layer, each set of tools and theoretical commitments, offers an ever 

fuller interpretation – one closer to the way Ela, her peers, and her community 

navigate language and self in the face of demographic change and continued 

inequities.
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Knowledge built in the quantitative sociolinguistic paradigm layers upon par-

ticipation in activities of mutual concern. I better understand the meaning of 

language and identity in these activities through ethnographic interviews where 

youth share perspectives and possibilities. At their most informal moments, 

these interviews also offer glimpses into language use which layer again upon 

the linguistic features, the cultural activities, and the youth sense-making. 

There is the photograph, too, which gives me a still target to consider through 

these lenses over many, many months. These layers, these lenses, are not linear, 

of course, but are iterative and recursive at once – representing the methodo-

logical weaving together of meaning over time.

And always there are relationships of dignity and care with participants which, 

as I described in the introductory chapter, are necessary to glimpse insider truths 

and, more important, to avoid colonization by working toward humanization for 

both the researcher and the participants.

Toward humanizing inquiry
I did not go far enough in my work with Ela and her peers. My relationships with 

them over the year were strong and each of them told me explicitly that they 

learned much from our time together, that they enjoyed the process of research 

with me. And I remain connected to many of their lives; attending their high-

school graduations years after the study, writing letters of recommendation 

for jobs or college, texting about relationships or fights or college admission, 

checking-in when crisis or transition happens: for humanizing research does not 

end when the study does. But I continually question whether it was worth it for 

them, whether those months of humanization between us influenced their lives 

in important enough ways.

I also must remind myself that ending the colonizing inquiry of looking for 

deficits in the cultures of oppressed communities, of treating participants like 

subjects, of pretending our relationships with them did not change us, of seek-

ing to take but not to give, that ending colonizing inquiry is a movement and I 

am one small member. Many in the research community have done a far better 

job than I and I will continue to grow as a humanizing researcher. For many 

researchers, relationships of care and dignity and dialogic consciousness-raising 

during the research make far greater an impact on participants and on the com-

munity than I made. For now I must reckon with how I can continue to human-

ize the cultural communities of my work as I myself was humanized by the 

young people in those communities.

One important step in this direction is in the way I have represented myself 

and the youth in this book. Others will judge whether this book represents the 
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youth and their worlds with the care and dignity I experienced as I conducted 

fieldwork. And others will judge whether the knowledge I share in this book is 

helpful in extending our understanding of pluralist societies and in improving 

teaching and learning in schools serving multiethnic communities. But I have 

worked to represent Ela and her peers with dignity as I argue for change and 

understanding as a result of what I learned from them.

In June, 2009, two years after my fieldwork at South Vista, I went to see Rahul 

and Ela and Rochelle graduate from high school. It had been more than a year 

since I saw them and there were many embraces and handshakes to go around. 

I took photos with Ela and Rochelle and many other youth I came to know at 

South Vista. I also took a photo with Rahul after the ceremony. In the photo 

we are both staring ahead smiling, proud of his accomplishment and, I think, 

proud of being there for each other. As I finish writing this book, there are great 

distances between me and Rahul. I sit at my desk looking at that photo of us at 

his graduation. As I consider the photo, four lines from Rahul’s rap I shared in 

Chapter 1 echo through my head:

HE IS A FRIEND WHO UNDERTSTAND FULLY

HE KNOWS WAT WE GO THROUGH

CAUSE HE’S BEEN THROUH IT

HE’S INSPIRED ME THE WAY AND TOLD ME TO DO IT, TO IT

We can be friends with our participants. We can, in small ways, come to under-

stand. We can inspire them as they inspire us. We can humanize through the act 

of research.



Notes

1 Beginnings: shouts of affirmation from  
South Vista

  1 I use pseudonyms for people and places throughout this book to preserve 

anonymity.

  2 None of the participants in my previous teaching and research at South Vista 

High remained at the school during the current study.

  3 The White population of the city is small and is mainly geographically sepa-

rated by a major freeway which cuts across the city limits.

  4 See Klein (2004) and Smelser et al. (2001) for national and urban US popula-

tion trends.

  5 See Eisenhart and Howe (1992) for an early review and discussion of alterna-

tive conceptions of validity in interpretive research.

  6 I have preserved all youth spelling and grammar of the texts I analyze 

throughout the book.

  7 AAL is also called African American Vernacular English, African American 

English, and Ebonics. I follow Smitherman (2006) and others in using AAL 

because the term foregrounds the importance, linguistic distinctiveness, and 

alternative cultural history of AAL in relation to other Englishes.

  8 See Alim (2006) for a thorough discussion of HHNL and Alim, Ibrahim, and 

Pennycook (2009) for research on the global reach of HHNL.

  9 As Geertz (1973) told us long ago, “Cultural analysis is intrinsically incom-

plete” (p. 29).

10 See Briggs (1986), Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995), and Geertz (1973) for dis-

cussion and evidence on the goals of insider understanding.

11 See Peshkin (1993), Guba and Lincoln (2005), Charmaz (2005), and Howe 

(2009) for discussion dedicated to the positivist influences and ongoing ten-

sions on questions of rigor, validity, and truth in qualitative inquiry.

12 This general belief is becoming widespread in the literature on critical eth-

nography, critical qualitative research, and critical social language research 

in communities of color and other marginalized and oppressed communities. 

See Guba and Lincoln (2005) for a discussion of the connections between 
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validity, social impact, and relationship building, Zentella (1997) for a dis-

cussion of anthropolitical linguistics as social language work that honors 

survival and pushes for social change, and Morrell (2004) and Irizarry (2011) 

for examples of urban youth of color participating in the research process as 

a means to critical consciousness.

13 See Bucholtz and Hall (2004), Gee (2001), Hall, Hubert, and Thompson (1996), 

and Rampton (2006) for scholarship conceptualizing identity and language in 

late modernity.

14 See Alim (2004), Baugh (1999), and Morgan (2002) for such studies focused 

on African Americans, and Cintron (1997), Guerra (1998), Valdés (1996), and 

Zentella (1997) for studies focused on Latino/as.

15 See Ball (2006), Ladson-Billings (2006), and Kozol (2005) for discussions of 

contemporary US school segregation, Massey (2001) for research on con-

temporary urban segregation of communities of color, and Klein (2004) and 

Smelser et al. (2001) for national and urban population trends.

16 See Heath (1983), Labov (1972), and Smitherman (1977) for early sociolin-

guistic research illustrating the ways the linguistic resources of African 

Americans (and, for Heath, poor Southern European Americans as well) can 

be used in classroom pedagogy and testing. See Moll (1992) for such research 

in bilingual Mexican American communities and Garcia (1993) for an excel-

lent early review of research on cultural and linguistic practices as educa-

tional resources across communities of color in the US.

17 See Ball (1999), Paris and Ball (2009), and Valdés (1996) for a complete review 

of this movement over time in US schooling and research.

18 Gutiérrez and Rogoff (2003) use the term repertoires of practice to conceptu-

alize the variation and diversity of linguistic and cultural practices of indi-

viduals and communities, advocating that schools should foster and extend 

such repertoires.

19 Harris (2006) and Rampton (2006) are examples of this tradition in British 

Cultural Studies.

20 In another important study, Harris (2006) has followed this work and, like 

Rampton, taken ethnographic and sociolinguistic methodologies into multi-

ethnic youth communities in British urban high-school settings.

21 See Jørgensen (2008) for a discussion of his concepts of polylingualism and 

languaging developed from his and others’ research with urban youth in late 

modern Europe. Polylingualism – akin to my terms linguistic dexterity and 

linguistic plurality – describes late modern urban contexts in which youth 

use any and all linguistic resources at their disposal even if they are not 

completely fluent or multilingual in all given languages in a social context. 
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Languaging – akin to my term language sharing – describes the act of shar-

ing in features of multiple languages in multilingual contexts.

22 See Eckert (1989) for a discussion of local prestige and language variation.

23 See Fought (2006) and Harris (2006) for further empirical discussions of the 

relationship between language and ethnic identity.

24 Le Page and Tabouret-Keller (1985) coined the conception of language as an 

act of identity in their work in multilingual Belize.

25 This is the type of strategic agency Spivak (1989, and in Landry and MacLean, 

1996) speaks of as possibly available to the oppressed in the face of social 

orders constraining larger acts of power.

26 I find Bakhtin’s (1981) metaphor of the centrifuge particularly helpful in 

analyzing the forces influencing the practices of multiethnic youth space. 

Bakhtin called the centralizing forces pulling social actors toward dominant 

language use centripetal forces and the decentralizing forces pulling social 

actors toward marginalized language use centrifugal forces. At South Vista 

I will show that these forces were enacted through complex relationships 

between individuals (e.g., grandparents, teachers, peers), cultural communi-

ties (e.g., African Americans, Hip Hoppers), ideologies (about the worth of 

certain languages and literacies and certain groups of people), and institu-

tions (e.g., schools).

27 This is what Burke (1969) theorized as division in social interaction and 

identification in social interaction. For Burke, a central organizing force in 

human interaction is that we work to identify with others to persuade them 

of our goals and come to agreement and we work to divide ourselves from 

others if we believe they are so unlike us in our given goals that they cannot 

be persuaded of our goals.

28 This is, indeed, the major project of scholarship about and by people of color 

across the twentieth century of the social sciences.

29 Hindi is listed here with Pacific Islander languages as all Hindi speakers at 

the school were Fijian Indian with parents of East Indian descent who were 

born and raised in Fiji.

30 The ø symbol is used to mark the AAL optional omission of the copular verb 

“is” or “are.” This and other AAL features in this interaction are discussed 

further in Chapter 4.

31 I use italics throughout data examples to mark the features of language, 

youth and Hip Hop lexicon, and ethnic or local urban affiliations in speech 

that are the subject of my analysis.

32 “Y’all” is also a common feature in Southern American White speech, but is 

highly marked as Black in this West Coast city.
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33 I use “Dominant American English” instead of the commonly used “Standard 

English” to foreground unequal power relationships between the dominant 

American English and other American Englishes.

34 See Green (2002) for a full discussion of AAL verbal paradigms.

35 “ing” to “in” (ŋ→n) is also a common consonant replacement in other non-

dominant Englishes throughout the world.

36 See Green (2002) for a full discussion of speech events in African American 

Language.

2 “Spanish is becoming famous”: youth perspectives  
on Spanish in a changing youth community

1 Although my comprehension of Spanish is decent from two years living 

and teaching middle school ESL in the Dominican Republic, my production 

has never been particularly strong. My comprehension ability allowed me 

to understand much of the interactions between youth in Spanish, though 

I make no attempt to do the type of detailed linguistic analysis of these 

interactions that I do of AAL interactions in Chapter 4. In addition, my inter-

views and interactions with Latino/a youth were conducted almost entirely 

in English, with occasional lexical or phrase-level switches from either the 

youth or me. This is not a major limitation in interview content as each of 

these youth was a relatively balanced bilingual, fluent in English, and had 

10–15 years living and attending school in the United States. It does mean, 

though, that the approximations of the vernacular I recorded in sociolinguis-

tic interviews were the Englishes of these Latino/a youth, not the various 

Spanishes they also used. Even given this limitation, the perspectives about 

Spanish use and the interactions with Spanish language I analyze in this 

chapter provide vital knowledge about the severely understudied topic of 

the role of Spanish in changing multiethnic schools and communities in the 

United States.

2 See Valdés and Figueroa (1994) for an in-depth discussion of the complex issues 

involved in measuring bilingualism.

3 Again see Valdés and Figueroa (1994) for this term and further terms for clas-

sifying bilinguals based on life experience and proficiency.

4 A model of this type of conscious or rational code-switching is detailed in 

Myers-Scotton and Bolonyai (2001) from their work in multilingual Kenya.

5 Carlos was struggling to articulate a theory of language choice. Although he 

was conscious of macro factors, like the ethnicity of the interlocutor, other 

important factors are below the level of consciousness. Fishman (1965) out-

lines the major factors involved in language choice as group membership, situ-

ation or setting, and topic.
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  6 Both of these local notions did have elements of sociolinguistic truth. AAL, 

spoken by all the Black youth in my study, does have important grammat-

ical relations to West African languages and to English-based creoles that 

emerged from the trade of African slaves (Baugh, 1999; Rickford and Rickford, 

2000) I will explore AAL in depth in Chapter 4.

  7 The role of adult family and community use in language shift and mainten-

ance has been shown to be the crucial factor in addition to the role of school 

(Fishman, 1991).

  8 Bakhtin’s (1981) metaphor of the centrifuge is helpful here in thinking about 

the forces at play in Carla’s Spanish language use and proficiency. For Carla 

and other Latino/a youth, the pull of elders and peers were certainly centrifu-

gal forces pulling them against the dominant stream of Englishes demanded 

in school, youth space, and the broader society.

  9 This pride in Spanish is somewhat at odds with findings in Olsen’s (1997) 

study of immigrant high-school students where she found shame in Spanish 

use. One explanation for this is that the proportion of Latino/as was far higher 

in South Vista than in the school in Olsen’s study.

10 Zentella’s (1997) study of a Puerto Rican neighborhood in New York City 

revealed a similar pipeline of Spanish speakers that replaced speakers who 

had shifted toward English dominance.

11 See Lippi-Green (1997) for research into such discriminatory language ideolo-

gies, particularly as they are enacted around the accents of native Spanish 

speakers in the US.

12 Outside of school, most youth across groups, regardless of gender, maintained 

friendships within their ethnic group. All eight of the focus students in my 

work spent most or all of their peer time outside school with friends of their 

own ethnic background. At school, however, this gender/ethnic relationship 

difference was fairly pronounced.

13 Such he-said-she-said speech acts among girls and African American girls in 

particular have been the subject of important work in linguistic anthropol-

ogy (Goodwin, 1980, 1990).

14 Although the complex tense/aspect system, lexicon, and the semantics of 

certain speech events of AAL can exclude a DAE speaker from comprehend-

ing meaning, I will show in Chapter 4 that many Latino/a and Pacific Islander 

youth understood and participated in these features.

15 See Hill (2001) for research on what she terms the mock Spanish use of White 

speakers in casual interactions and popular media. Hill argues persuasively 

that these uses reinforce dominant language ideologies which hold Spanish 

as inferior.
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16 See Goodwin (2002) for a review of this literature which has not yet dealt 

ably with cross-ethnic linguistic and social relationships.

17 I follow Gal (1991) here in searching for interpretations that reposition dom-

inant Western narratives of gender roles, which have positioned females as 

passive and silent.

18 Again see Hill (2001).

19 See Hymes (1972) for the original formulation of speech act theory.

20 I explore ritual insult across ethnicity at South Vista in Chapter 4.

21 See Moje et al. (2004), Moll (1992), Moll and Gonzales (1994) for examples 

of using the funds of knowledge of Latino/a students in formal classroom 

learning.

3 “True Samoan”: ethnic solidarity and  
linguistic reality

1 I participated 2–3 times weekly as a player, not a coach.

2 I group Hindi here with Pacific Islander languages as it was the primary home 

language of Rahul and the other Fijian Indian youth at the school.

3 Work in educational anthropology on other newer immigrant urban popu-

lations, like Southeast Asian communities, has only just begun (Lee, 2002; 

Stritikus and Nguyen, 2007), though this work is not linguistically focused.

4 This finding builds importantly on Wei, Milroy, and Ching’s (2001) work on 

the role of the Chinese Christian church in language maintenance among 

Chinese bilinguals living in Britain, especially for the younger generations.

5 Tongan and Fijian youth also attended Christian churches with their respect-

ive ethnic communities.

6 This was all embedded, of course, in the painful history of colonization and its 

relationship with Christianity, though my analysis here remains focused on 

the facets of linguistic and ethnic identity youth participated in at church.

7 Although not a linguistic assessment, I observed Ela’s fluency and literacy at 

her home, her church, and in our interviews.

8 There are important similarities here to the sorts of linguistic shame and lan-

guage choices Bonner (2004) documented among Garifuna youth in Belize, 

who were small in number and where Belize Creole had eclipsed their heritage 

language in the broader youth culture.

9 There are interesting implications in Ela’s statement for theories of language 

and identity. Le Page and Tabouret-Keller’s (1985) model of language as an 

act of identity focuses on behaviors and an individual’s ability to take on 

an identity and become a member based on those behaviors. This is true of 

Gee’s (1999) work on Discourses as well. But as Ela reports, language is one 
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 primary factor in being accepted, but also works in concert with group mem-

bers  ratifying a speaker as a member based on other attributes, like pheno-

type, as well.

10 Ela used the AAL grammatical feature, the habitual be in “She be talking 

Samoan to me.” The habitual be is part of the complex tense and aspect sys-

tem of AAL that I discuss in depth in Chapter 4.

11 Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of centripetal forces is again useful here as a theoret-

ical lens through which to view the centralizing forces of school and youth 

culture pulling Ela and her Pacific Islander peers toward the use of Englishes 

even as the decentralizing forces of home, elders, church, and future plans 

pulled them (with less force) toward heritage language use.

12 See Gifford and Valdés (2006) for an excellent discussion of current debates 

in bilingual education in the US for Latino/as which increasingly include 

“English Only” policies that isolate Spanish speakers from instruction in 

their heritage language. See also Romaine (1995) for macro-level analysis of 

bilingual education in global perspective and discussions of the role of dis-

criminatory language ideologies playing out in the lack of policy and educa-

tional commitments to certain languages (like Spanish in US contexts).

13 See Bonner (2004) for a thorough discussion of local language loss, Crystal 

(2000) for a global perspective on language death, and Fishman (1991) for a 

statement of the factors involved in language shift.

14 See Dewey (1938) and Freire (1970) for the theoretical foundation of prob-

lem posing education. I discuss the theoretical foundations further in the 

Interlude following Chapter 4.

15 In his study of language and literacy in a Mexicano community in the 

Midwestern United States, Guerra (1998) terms these spaces of cultural and 

linguistic safety for marginalized groups home fronts, denoting their con-

nection to national, neighborhood, and heritage languages.

4 “They’re in my culture, they speak the same  
way”: sharing African American language at  
South Vista

1 Some seminal examples from these decades of AAL scholarship: Baugh 

(1983), Labov (1972), Rickford and Rickford (2000), and Smitherman (1977, 

2006).

2 Of course, not all African Americans speak AAL. Like any language variety, it 

is socially and culturally learned and used. Only people who learn it and have 

reason to use it do so. Although this learning is often tied to race for reasons 

of segregation and solidarity, it is not always tied to race as evidenced by the 

youth of South Vista.
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  3 I use the N-words (plural) in keeping with Smitherman (2006), who has found at 

least eight meanings of the words in her study of AAL semantics and lexicon.

  4 See Green (2002) and Rickford and Rickford (2000) for a complete sociolin-

guistic discussion of all grammatical and phonological rules in this chapter, 

unless otherwise noted.

  5 I use the term ethnolinguistic to describe interviews with both the ethno-

graphic aims of gathering insider perspectives and the sociolinguistic aims 

of collecting everyday language use (see Appendix for a thorough discussion 

of my methodology).

  6 See Smitherman (2006) for a current list of AAL terms and sayings.

  7 See Smitherman (2006) for the most current essay on signifying and the 

dozens.

  8 See Carpio (2008) and Rickford and Rickford (2000).

  9 See Smitherman (2006) for a thorough treatment of the term in Black and Hip 

Hop culture.

10 I should note that the AAL lexicon and Hip Hop lexicon have a close rela-

tionship, with many Hip Hop terms finding a place in the vocabulary of AAL 

speakers, just as many AAL terms have always been a part of Hip Hop culture. 

Alim (2006) calls the relationship between the AAL lexicon and the Hip Hop 

nation lexicon a “familial one,” denoting this strong dialogic relationship.

11 Sierra also participated here in the phonological feature, the consonant 

replacement “ing” to “in” (ŋ→n). This is a feature common to AAL and other 

non-dominant Englishes, but was marked as AAL at South Vista.

12 Although there was considerable variation in how much AAL youth used in 

interviews, my purpose here is simply to provide evidence that they did, in 

fact, use features of AAL in interviews. AAL features in these interviews 

also show the persistence of AAL use beyond everyday youth interactions 

as I was the primary interlocutor. I omit Gloria from this table as she rarely 

used features of AAL grammar in interviews, though she did participate in 

the AAL lexicon. Gloria did not have any strong relationships with African 

American youth at school or in the community, which explains why her use 

of AAL was less pronounced than the other focus youth in my work.

13 All of the Mexican/Mexican American students I interviewed often used 

multiple negation structures. I do not represent them here as such construc-

tions are also a feature of Chicano English (Fought, 2006). Other features 

used by Latino/a youth in interviews, like the habitual be and zero copula, 

are not features of Chicano English. In addition, it is important to point out 

that features like multiple negation are common in other non-dominant 

Englishes in the United States and globally, though the features I analyze in 

this book were marked as AAL in this West Coast US city.
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14 See Rickford and Rickford (2000) for further elaboration on the existential 

it’s.

15 It is important to note that Collins (2004) argues that the media’s objectifica-

tion of Jennifer Lopez should be seen in the context of Black women’s subjec-

tion in the US as Lopez is Puerto Rican American and Puerto Rico, of course, 

has a predominantly African diasporic population as a result of the trade of 

African slaves in the Caribbean and the Americas. Julio and Miles, like the 

mainstream media, understand Lopez as Latina and not Black – though of 

course many African Caribbeans are both Black and Latino/a.

16 Such racist sexualized mythology about Black female bodies in nineteenth-

century European “anthropology,” which sought to prove racial superiority 

through phenotype, is documented in prose and photography in Willis and 

Williams (2002), The Black Female Body.

17 See Carpio (2008) for an extended argument on the use of humor in African 

American literature, stand-up comedy, and visual art as a resistance to the 

legacy of slavery. Beyond merely flipping pain into humor, Carpio argues that 

invoking racist stereotypes only to turn them on their head can be a form of 

resistance to those very stereotypes.

18 This is an important point as the study of the dozens and ritual insult has 

been dominated by analysis of male Black exchanges (often analyzed by male 

researchers) until recently (Morgan, 2002; Smitherman, 2006).

19 I’ma, an AAL feature for first person future action, represents a complicated 

morphological transformation from the DAE “I’m going to.”

20 I avoid unquoted uses of the word itself in my own writing to respect those 

who may find such uses offensive.

21 Smitherman (1977) calls the African American practice of reversing and 

repurposing meanings semantic inversion.

22 Smitherman (2006) lists eight meanings of “nigga” depending on speaker 

and context, from positive, to neutral, to negative, with the derogatory being 

“nigger” with the “r” realized.

23 Such marking through White phonology is explored over a century of Black 

comedy in Rickford and Rickford (2000).

24 Again see Carpio (2008), who forwards this argument through deft analysis 

of Black humor over the centuries.

25 Although I remain focused on the N-words here, it is worth noting that 

Juan’s statement, “Yo legs is hella ashy” represents AAL phonology (“yo” 

for “your” – called r-vocalization), generalized verb agreement with “is” for 

“are”, and the lexical item “ashy.”

26 Jacobs (1999), Kennedy (2002), and Smitherman (1977) are examples of schol-

arship on the N-words.
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27 Alim (2006) and Spears (1998) give brief mention of the N-words being used 

across ethnicity, though this is not the focus of either work and neither work 

includes multiple examples or youth understandings of this use.

28 See Zhou (2001) for a discussion of African American population trends in 

the urban United States.

29 This is an internalized shame about AAL that continues to haunt many in the 

African American community (Baugh, 1999; Rickford and Rickford, 2000).

30 See Rickford, Sweetland, and Rickford (2004) for a topic-coded bibliography of 

AAL and other Englishes in education. See Godley et al. (2006) for an excellent 

article reviewing research-based pedagogical applications of AAL. The research 

of Arnetha Ball (1995, 1999) investigates the ways AAL grammar, lexicon, and 

rhetorical structures carry into the writing of AAL-speaking students. See Alim 

(2004) for research showing the development of research and writing skills using 

the AAL of students as a foundation and Lee (1995) for an example of pedagogical 

and curricular approaches to using AAL as a resource for literary analysis.

 Interlude: On oral language use, research, and  
teaching in multiethnic schools

1 For examples of this growing scholarship at the edge of sociolinguistics, lin-

guistic anthropology, and education see Guerra (2004), who describes such 

plurality as nomadic consciousness allowing social actors to navigate dispa-

rate cultural domains. Also see Carter’s (2005) work with Latino/a and Black 

youth. Though not focused on language, Carter calls for fostering multicul-

tural navigators who can move fluidly across lines of difference. In Alim’s 

(2004) research on AAL use among youth he labels the abilities of AAL speak-

ers to shift English varieties, linguistic flexibility.

2 I use these three theorists because the many following decades of thinking 

about teaching and curriculum in general, and critical, social justice learning 

in particular, are in large part a working out of this thinking.

3 This process of coming to themes is the first major stage in Freire’s (1970) 

pedagogy called thematic investigations.

5 “You rep what you’re from”: texting identities  
in multiethnic youth space

1 See Bakhtin (1981) and Vygotsky (1978) for theoretical discussions of the social 

life of language.

2 These multimodal forms of writing are challenging the primacy of dominant 

print literacy, though they are in no way new. Anzaldúa (1987) and Baca (2008) 

have shown such writing at the heart of Mesoamerican written communica-

tion systems that were systematically destroyed by conquistadors in favor of 

alphabetized print dominance.
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  3 “Little City Killing Zone” had been a local “street” name for South Vista for 

over a decade, referring to the high numbers of homicides each year.

  4 It is worthy of note that Ela’s backpack explicitly indexed gender. Other forms 

of text, like the flowed texts of rap, were mainly male spaces in my observa-

tions. While I will show young men indexing gender in flowed texts, it would 

be a mistake to assume young women, like Ela, didn’t also find public ways 

to make gender claims through text.

  5 R-vocalization (in Ela’s text, for → fo) represents an “r” sound vocalized 

into a vowel sound following a vowel. See Green (2002) for a full account of 

r-vocalization.

  6 As Baugh and Smitherman (2007) have noted, the counter spellings of AAL 

and Hip Hop culture are often conscious acts of linguistic identity.

  7 In Kirkland’s (2009) work on tattoos among Black men he discusses such inked 

literacy, body politics, and their potential for humanized literacy learning.

  8 I build here on Hymes’ (1972) notion of speech acts and Heath’s (1983) com-

plementary notion of literacy events as what speakers and writers and their 

audiences are trying to achieve through particular uses of language within 

the community norms of those uses of language.

  9 The title of this section is a text message I received from Rochelle in July of 2007. 

It includes AAL phonology in consonant cluster reduction (“was” for “what’s) 

and consonant replacements (“dis” for “this” and “doin” for “doing”).

10 These text messaging, social networking, and email exchanges have contin-

ued with many of the youth three years after the study.

11 I, too, participated in resistant spellings and AAL grammar, phonology, and 

lexicon in my texting. Although this participation was authentic and was 

part of my text messaging and emailing outside the research, I did not intro-

duce features I had not already seen in particular youths’ texts.

12 I use italics throughout text examples in this chapter to highlight features 

of AAL and other language varieties, youth and Hip Hop lexicon, eye dialect, 

and ethnic or local urban affiliations. I preserve all youth spelling, capital-

ization, and punctuation.

13 See Smitherman (2006) for a relatively current AAL lexicon including “Yo” 

and “Boy.”

14 This is a common consonant replacement of AAL and other non-dominant 

Englishes, noted as ð→d.

15 This is noted in linguistics as the consonant replacement ŋ→n. Features 

common to AAL and other Englishes were marked as AAL at South Vista.

16 It is important to note that my numerous email and text message exchanges 

with Carla and Gloria contained few features of AAL, though they did partici-

pate in resistant orthography and hyper-efficiency. This follows my previous 
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discussions of the lack of Spanish use by African American and Pacific 

Islander young women and the relative lack of AAL use by Latinas as related 

to the lack of speakers of these languages in their close social networks.

17 I realize some may read such a reference as stereotypical, as replacing one 

struggling Black mother with another, though I did not experience the com-

parison that way. Rather, my thoughts of Mama and my thoughts of Rochelle’s 

mother centered on the role of Black women and Black mothers as holding 

culture and family together despite the best efforts of dominant society to 

tear them apart.

18 This is a feature AAL shares with non-dominant varieties of southern White 

speech, though it was marked as AAL in South Vista (Rickford and Rickford, 

2000).

19 This is noted as the consonant replacement θ→ t.

20 The technology of cell phones, including cell phone keyboards used to text 

message, has changed significantly since 2007. Current programs for spell 

checking as well as full keyboards will undoubtedly influence the types of 

vernacular language youth employ in texting, making representations of the 

vernacular that do remain all the more resistant and conscious.

21 According to Chang’s (2005) thorough history, the roots of Hip Hop music 

and rapping began in Jamaica (itself deeply influenced by both African and 

African American musical traditions), though the craft and culture grew up 

in mixed Caribbean and African American communities NYC.

22 Again, Hyphy was a local metro area dance, rap style, and counter-cultural 

movement.

23 I attempt to preserve the rhyme and rhythm of Larul’s raps, though due to 

changes in names some are lost.

24 Such toasting, a narrative form centered on stories boasting of amazing tal-

ents and feats, is recognized as a seminal feature of the African American 

storytelling and lyrical tradition (Green, 2002; Rickford and Rickford, 

2000).

25 The fact that this is at once a flowed and delivered text points to the interrela-

tionship of various sorts of identity texts in the youth space of South Vista.

26 See Chapter 4 for a complete discussion of the semantics and pragmatics of 

the N-words at South Vista.

27 A significant amount of rap, most of it not commercially successful and not 

played on the radio, does not participate in these themes of female subjection 

and material success as the primary form of success. In fact, much of this 

“underground” Hip Hop actively resists such themes. Youth-authored flows 

like Larul’s “New Root” show this other, prevalent genre of rap lyrics that 
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does not often achieve the commercial success, or media coverage, of vio-

lent and misogynistic rap. See Alim (2006), Alim, Ibrahim, and Pennycook 

(2009), Chang (2005), and Smitherman (2006) for discussions and examples 

of crucially conscious Hip Hop and the tensions between various Hip Hop 

cultures.

28 Again, see Smitherman (2006) for a critical discussion of the cultural semantics 

of “bitch” and “ho” as importantly dependent on user and cultural context.

29 As Bakhtin (1981) illuminated more than eighty years ago, the distinction 

between form and content is false, as each informs the other in the dialogic 

construction of meaning. I separate them here for purposes of analysis.

30 For theoretical discussions from new literacies perspectives challenging 

the separation and superiority of orality over literacy, see de Certeau (1984), 

Street (1984), Collins & Blot (2003), and Paris and Kirkland (2011).

31 See Dyson (2005) and Fisher (2005) for a discussion of the ways spoken word 

and other youth forms blur the oral/written dichotomy and offer possibilities 

for literacy learning and research.

32 The burgeoning research on Hip Hop pedagogy in the United States includes 

Alim (2004, 2006), Alim and Baugh (2007), Hill (2009), Kirkland (2008), 

Mahiri (2001), Morell (2003), Morell and Duncan-Andrade (2002), and 

Smitherman (2006).

33 See Alim, Ibrahim, and Pennycook (2009) for essays on Hip Hop in global 

perspective.

34 Delpit (1995) uses the term culture of power to describe the explicit and 

implicit codes of language use and other cultural behaviors students need to 

access power in schools and society. She argues that students of color are not 

often given explicit instruction on the differences between what languages 

and behaviors are accepted and privileged in their home and community and 

those accepted and privileged in schools and dominant society.

35 Also see Kirkland (2008) for a discussion of the third space concept in English 

pedagogy.

36 This sort of dialogic teaching, learning, and production echoes Freire’s (1970) 

notions of pedagogy and Anzaldúa’s (1987) visions of linguistic and cultural 

hybridity.

37 See Lunsford (2007) for an essay arguing that the changing rhetorics and struc-

tures of writing with the advent of digital literacies require new approaches 

to conceptualizing and teaching writing.

38 See Ball (1995, 1999) for discourse analysis of the connections between 

oral and written communication for African American AAL-speaking 

students.
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39 Again, Rickford, Sweetland, and Rickford (2004) provide an excellent bibliog-

raphy of research on AAL and other Englishes in education, and Godley et al. 

(2006) review pedagogical applications for contrasting AAL and DAE in the 

classroom.

40 This sort of problem posing using the experiences and practices of students 

as resources for learning is at the heart of progressive (Dewey, 1938) and crit-

ical theory (Freire, 1970).

6 Making school go: re-visioning school  
for pluralism

1 Many of these critiques have come from advocates of critical multicultural 

education (see Banks, 1993; Sleeter, 1996). Others have come more broadly 

from critical theorists of education (notably, Giroux, 1988). This critique 

has also been leveled by critical race theorists of education (see the work of 

Ladson-Billings, 1995, 2006). A massive body of scholarship also shows this 

mainstreaming or transitioning goal of schooling in language and literacy 

education (see Heath, 1983; Romaine, 1995; Smitherman, 1977; Valdés, 1996, 

among many others).

2 See Heath (1992) for a thorough discussion of the political rhetoric and policy 

around linguistic pluralism during the founding and early years of the United 

States.

3 Dewey (1938), Freire (1970), Vygotsky (1978) and many others afterward begin 

from this basic position. Sociocultural learning theory (Cole, 1996; Rogoff, 

2003; Wenger, 1999) and New Literacy theory (Street, 1984; Collins and Blot, 

2003) also take up this basic position.

4 See Banks (1993), Sleeter (1996), and Ladson-Billings (1995) as examples.

5 See Cochran-Smith (1995) and Paris and Ball (2009) for discussions of the role 

of teacher inquiry in teacher training for multiethnic contexts.

6 See Chapter 4 for a discussion envisioning such curriculum development at 

South Vista High.

 Appendix: Notes on methodology in cultural  
studies of language across difference

1 See Fairclough (2001a, 2001b) for thinking on CDA as a theoretical and meth-

odological approach to studying oral and written language.

2 This tradition stretches back into the 1960s when sociolinguistics as a rec-

ognized field in the US emerged in large part from the work of William 

Labov (1972). Labov and his collaborators sought to prove the systematicity 

of AAL syntax, morphology, and grammar by showing that AAL features var-

ied systematically by, among other things, social categories of speaker and 

interlocutor.
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  3 See Baugh and Smitherman (2007) and Alim (2006) for more on such con-

scious resistant spelling in AAL and Hip Hop writing.

  4 Models of contemporary approaches to the study of language choice and 

code-switching in multilingual contexts again include Myers-Scotton and 

Bolonyai (2001) from their work in multilingual Kenya, and Wei, Milroy, and 

Ching (2000) in bilingual Chinese communities in Britain.

  5 My most powerful influences in ethnography and qualitative methodology 

are Geertz (1973), Peshkin (1993), and Pope (2001).

  6 Most notable among the methodologists I lean on to engage in linguis-

tic anthropological orientations to language in social and cultural life are 

Hymes (1972), Zentella (1997) and Goodwin (2002).

  7 The sociolinguistic interview was in large part developed by Labov (1984). 

This basic methodology has been pushed in the research literature to fore-

ground the fact that the linguistic repertoire and other social categories (e.g., 

race, gender) of the interviewer have a major effect on the representativeness 

of language samples. So, for instance, my Black biracial status and relative 

comfort with AAL and participation in Black culture were positives in this 

regard, while my participation in DAE, my age, and my biracial status were 

relative negatives. See Alim (2004) and Rickford and McNair-Knox (1994) for 

research on interviewer effect in the quantitative variationist sociolinguistic 

study of AAL features.

  8 Briggs (1986) long ago described the need for ethnographic and social language 

interviews to be based in the cultural and linguistic context of the partici-

pants, even linking cultural activities to the elicitation of valid responses.

  9 In both the interview data as well as other forms of data I gathered at South 

Vista, my own comfort and training in AAL made my linguistic focus on 

AAL more intense than my linguistic focus on other languages in the study 

as a whole. My limited proficiency in Spanish and lack of ability in Samoan, 

and Hindi, of course, limited the sorts of data gathering and analysis I could 

engage in with those languages. I was unwilling, however, to ignore the 

important role of Spanish and Pacific Islander languages and believe my 

findings about all the languages spoken by the youth of South Vista are val-

uable contributions to the severely underdeveloped US research literature 

on language across difference in changing multiethnic and multilingual 

schools.

10 See Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995) for a thorough treatment of techniques 

and rationales for fieldnotes in studies of culture. The recording of linguis-

tic content in fieldnotes has received far less attention in the methodol-

ogy literature, and I hope my methodology can offer some example in this 

regard.
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11 One caution to engaging in transdisciplinary methodologies is the possibil-

ity that researchers borrow from methods they know little about – in terms 

of the intellectual history or the day-to-day techniques of collection and ana-

lysis. I have been fortunate to have sustained training in each of the social 

language, educational, and cultural fields I draw on in my work.
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