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Call for ATEG Journal Submissions
ATEG Journal is ATEG’S peer-reviewed journal, published annually. Seeking to fos-
ter discussion and analysis of the teaching of English grammar at all levels K-16, we 
solicit manuscripts that describe best practices of grammar instruction. We encourage 
submission by all who are passionate about English grammar instruction, including 
university and college faculty members, K-12 educators, and graduate students.

Types of Submissions
We welcome original manuscripts on the teaching of English grammar. We accept the 
following types of submissions:

• Empirical studies (3,000-3,500 words, including references)
• Theoretical- and research-based discussions of teaching practices, including 

methods and techniques (3,000-3,500 words, including references)
• Critical essays grounded in literature (3,000-3,500 words, including references)
• Reviews of books, textbooks, software, and other teaching materials (400-500 

words)

We encourage presenters at the annual ATEG conference to submit article versions of 
their presentations.

For inquiries about other types of submissions, please contact the editor. 

Suggested Topics Related to the Teaching of English Grammar
The following are suggested topics related to English grammar instruction:

• Methods, techniques, and classroom practices
• Language change and variation
• Teacher education
• The writer’s workshop
• Writing, speech, literature, and all forms of discourse
• Technology
• Policies, standards, or assessments
• Materials development or curriculum design
• Diverse student populations, including emergent bilinguals and students from 

diverse home language backgrounds

Submission Requirements and Procedure
Please follow the guidelines below for all submissions:

• Submissions should conform to APA style and should be a minimum of 3,000 
words and not exceed 3,500 words, including references. Reviews should be 
between 400 and 500 words, including references. For inquiries about longer sub-
missions, please contact the editor.
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• For article-length manuscripts, include an abstract (maximum 150 words) on the 
first page. Begin the body of the manuscript on the second page.

• Submit manuscripts as Word documents, double-spaced, in 12-point Times New 
Roman.

• Attach a separate Word document that contains tables and figures.
• Submissions should be formatted according to the guidelines set by Publication 

Manual of the American Psychological Association, 6th Edition, including page 
numbers, references, margins, and headings.

• All submissions will be blind reviewed by two referees; therefore, all manuscripts 
should exclude author information and any references to the author.

• It is the author’s responsibility to ensure the submission is original and that para-
phrased information and quotations are cited correctly. 

To submit your manuscript, send an email to the editor, Dr. April Burke, at april.
burke@cmich.edu. In the subject line of your email, type “ATEG Journal submission 
and your first and last name.” Attach your manuscript as a Word document. Also, 
attach a title page as a Word document that includes the following information:

Manuscript title:
Date of ATEG Journal submission:

Contact author’s name:
Contact author’s email:
Contact author’s telephone number:
Contact author’s bio: Include one to three sentences of biographical information.

If there are additional authors, include their name(s) and the same information required 
of the contact author listed above, as well as the order of authorship.

The editor will respond as soon as possible and appreciates your patience.
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Editor’s Message
It is my pleasure to welcome you to this exciting, commemorative issue of the ATEG 
Journal: ATEG at 30: Building on the Past and Looking to the Future. This issue high-
lights the evolution of ATEG during the past three decades and the future direction of 
the organization. 

True to its original mission, ATEG—an assembly of National Council of Teachers of 
English (NCTE)—remains a national forum for discussing the teaching of grammar 
and welcomes all views on the role of grammar in our schools. ATEG seeks to promote 
approaches to grammar instruction that are non-discriminatory. As part of our mission 
to increase inclusive instruction, ATEG recently adopted the NCTE 2018 “Statement 
on Gender and Language.” Authors of the statement explain:

The “Statement on Gender and Language” (2018), based in the contemporary 
understanding that gender is a cultural construct that is not limited to binary cate-
gories, recommends usage that moves beyond the gender binary in order to include 
individuals whose identities might otherwise be unacknowledged or devalued.

This important document, reprinted in this ATEG Journal issue, includes recommen-
dations for working with students, colleagues, administrators, and the broader com-
munity.

Central to ATEG’s mission, inclusivity in our classrooms involves supporting and 
empowering all students. As Linda Christensen (2009) argued:

We signal students from the moment they step into school whether they belong or 
whether we see them as trespassers. Everything in school—from the posters on 
the wall, to the music played at assemblies, to the books in the library—embraces 
students or pushes them away. (p. 36)

Welcoming and non-biased classroom practices are essential not only to students’ aca-
demic success but also to their health and safety. Like many educators who recognize 
why it is a critical imperative to achieve linguistic equity in our classrooms and our 
communities, a high school English teacher in rural Michigan posted a sign in their 
classroom that reads:

Gender-neutral Pronouns Save Trans Lives.

This powerful statement indicates the necessity of normalizing non-discriminatory 
language: for without linguistic inclusivity, minority students—including non-binary, 
transgender, female, and students of color—will continue to be alienated and face 
various forms of marginalization and discrimination. We, as teachers of English gram-
mar, play a critical role in the struggle for equity. By promoting inclusive language 
and literacy instruction, we contribute to a supportive community and the safety and 
wellbeing of all students.

This issue of the ATEG Journal reflects the vision of the organization and features 
two articles on language inclusivity in the classroom. In the first article, “Reading and 
Responding to Code-meshing in Student Writing: Practice-Based Teacher Education 
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to Count Voice, Code-switching, and Language Awareness for Equitable Assessment,” 
Amy Carpenter Ford shares practice-based activities to prepare pre-service teachers 
that explore instances of code-switching and code-meshing in student writing. In this 
article, Ford offers insights on how to design assignments, provide feedback, and cre-
ate evaluation tools that honor students’ voices, affirm their language and identities, 
and provide equitable access to learning opportunities and outcomes. In the second 
featured article, “Inclusive Language in the English Classroom: Recommendations 
for Teachers,” Sean Ruday provides English and literacy teachers with recommenda-
tions for making language instruction as inclusive as possible for students of diverse 
personal, linguistic, and cultural identities, experiences, and backgrounds. Together, 
these articles help us—as teachers and teacher educators—consider the importance of 
inclusive language in literacy and writing instruction and provide a foundation that can 
inform our future discussions and research on this topic.
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ATEG Presidents’ Welcome Message
Welcome to the Thirtieth Annual Conference of the Assembly for the Teaching of 

English Grammar (ATEG)! The conference theme sets the focus for our time together: 
ATEG at 30 – Building on the Past and Looking to the Future. In 1984, Edward Vavra 
began publishing his newsletter, Syntax in the Schools, which served as a forum for 
grammar teachers from throughout the country. In August, 1989, he invited interested 
grammar teachers from grades K-College to Shenandoah College in order to discuss 
the importance of teaching grammar in the schools and to share teaching techniques. 
At the 1990 conference, the teachers decided to formally organize and become an 
interest group of NCTE. Martha Kolln was elected president, and ATEG was born.

At the 2019 conference, we will discuss many of the same issues found in the 
early newsletters and conferences! The presentation, “Back to the Future: To Teach or 
Not to Teach Standard English Grammar,” recalls an interest from the earliest days of 
ATEG. Presentations entitled “Grammar on your Feet” and “Using Grammar Devices 
to Understand grammar Rules: How to Bend Them and Why” recall ATEG’s ongoing 
interest in ways to make grammar instruction more engaging and to work in conjunc-
tion with other components of the language arts curriculum

At the conference, we will also discuss trends which will inform the future of 
grammar instruction. We are blessed to have an educational environment in which 
the need for grammar instruction is beginning to be recognized. Many people real-
ize now that students need to know how to work with language in order to make 
informed writing choices and to read critically. The presentation, #Not Your Warm 
Up: What Today’s Teachers Need to Know about Grammar Instruction,” shows some 
of the modern trends in teacher education. Gone are the days assigning worksheets 
and teaching of parts of speech separately. Instead, today, and even more in the future, 
we use mentor texts to analyze language at work and technology to write for different 
purposes and audiences. 

You are at forefront of grammar education!  ATEG through the years has attracted 
well known writers and educators from all levels to talk about our trade in intense 
two-day sessions. This year is no exception.  We will continue to build on the ATEG 
heritage as we come together to share our best ideas and to learn from each other.

Sharon Saylors, Co-President
Sean Ruday, Co-President

Jeremy Hyler, Vice President
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Reading and Responding to Code-meshing in  
Student Writing: Practice-Based Teacher Education to  

Count Voice, Code-switching, and Language  
Awareness for Equitable Assessment

Amy Carpenter Ford

Dr. Amy Carpenter Ford is a professor of English Education at Central Michigan 
University. Dr. Ford’s teaching and research agenda focuses on preparing teachers to 
provide equitable, inclusive, and engaging learning experiences in English Language 
Arts for K-12 students. A former English teacher at racially, ethnically, and linguisti-
cally-diverse urban high school, Dr. Ford loves working with aspiring and practicing 
teachers as well as children and youth in schools. 

Abstract
English teachers often see themselves as gatekeepers charged with preserving the 
integrity and authority of Standard English. These beliefs about the value of Stan-
dard English inform their writing instruction and assessment such that variations from 
the standard become stigmatized as substandard and deficient, if not altogether incor-
rect or wrong. This article aims to disrupt these deficit perspectives by showcasing 
authentic, practice-based activities designed to prepare teachers for equitable gram-
mar and writing instruction. These activities explore instances of code-switching and 
code-meshing in student writing and offer insight as to how to design assignments, 
provide feedback, and create evaluation tools that honor students’ voices, affirm their 
language and identities, and provide equitable access to learning opportunities and 
outcomes. 

Many pre-service English teachers enter teacher preparation programs with strong 
beliefs about “proper” English, “correct” grammar, and rigid “rules” for language use. 
They view their role as “gate-keepers” or “English police” charged with preserving 
the authority of a static, standard form of English prescribed in schools by their former 
English teachers and perpetuated through traditional taken-for-granted methods of 
grammar instruction (McBee Orzulak, 2013). When teachers embrace this “standard 
language ideology,” variations from the standard become stigmatized and marginal-
ized, viewed as substandard and deficient, if not altogether incorrect or wrong (McBee 
Orzulak, 2014). 

Standard language ideology endures despite being based on the misconception 
that Standard American English (SAE) is somehow a better, more universal form of 
communication. To the contrary, SAE’s privileged position as the language of power 
is a reflection of the privileged position occupied by those who utilize and preserve 
it (Delpit, 1988). To spotlight the power dynamics that give this privileged variety of 
English its primacy, SAE is variously called Dominant American English (Baker-Bell, 
2013; Paris & Alim, 2014) and White Mainstream English (Baker-Bell, 2017), which 
foregrounds the racialized nature of those dynamics. 
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Guarding the Gates
This standard language ideology dictates teachers’ writing instruction. Teachers’ 

views about language permeate decisions they make with respect to teaching strate-
gies, assignment expectations, feedback, evaluation tools, and assessment of student 
work (McBee Orzulak, 2015). Arguments for gate-keeping in writing instruction and 
assessment tend to be grounded in genre conventions and assumptions about audience 
expectations. These arguments present particular forms of language as more effective 
in given rhetorical situations, that is, as more expected in particular types of text and 
more appropriate for particular audiences. The concept of genre is simultaneously 
enabling and constraining for writers, offering them linguistic choices within a range 
of options that are conventionally expected within a text type (Dean, 2011). However, 
the emphasis on convention in genre-based approaches implies that in schools, aca-
demic genres are likely to be prioritized and SAE likely to be expected of those genres, 
unless teachers commit to authentic writing instruction that emphasizes expression 
over convention (Behizadeh, 2014a). 

When students are given the freedom to express genre preferences, language 
choices are often fixed by narrow conceptions of audience. Envisioning an audience 
can give a writing activity an air of authenticity and import, especially when students 
are offered opportunities to write for meaningful purposes and real audiences beyond 
the classroom (Behizadeh, 2014a). However, too often, English teachers offer pseu-
do-authentic choices about audience; that is, under a façade of authenticity, what we 
really envision is an academic audience that we stereotype as white, male, monolin-
gual, and incapable of taking seriously the ideas of a writer who strays from conven-
tions of SAE. Such taken-for-granted assumptions about audience expectations for 
SAE have endured as foundational English Language Arts (ELA) content knowledge 
and give arguments for gate-keeping heightened legitimacy among teachers. 

 Framed in terms of students’ best interests, arguments for English-policing are 
also legitimized by standards and standardized tests. The Common Core State Stan-
dards (CCSS) for Language call for students in all grades to “demonstrate command 
of the conventions of standard English grammar and usage when writing or speaking.” 
Specific standards expect children who speak variations of English, such as African 
American English, to code-switch as early as first grade (Ford & Davis, 2012). Often 
forced upon African American students, code-switching involves choosing language 
to fit a given rhetorical situation based on audience, purpose, and genre (Baker-Bell, 
2013). By 6th grade the CCSS explicitly advocate code-switching, specifying that 
students should “recognize variations from standard English,” but “use strategies to 
improve expression in conventional language.” SAE is clearly prioritized as the code 
to switch into.

Although the CCSS offer opportunities for teaching language variation, the stan-
dardized writing tests that accompany the standards quash these possibilities with their 
heavy investment in SAE. When large-scale Directed Writing Assessments (DWAs) 
are weighted as the exclusive measure of a student’s writing achievement, they tell 
a dangerous “single story” (Adichie, 2014) about a child’s potential, capacity, and 
identity as a writer (Ball & Ellis, 2008; Behizadeh, 2014b). Arguments for focus-
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ing on SAE are founded upon teachers’ convictions that performance on standard-
ized tests can enable or deny students access to educational opportunities. Ironically, 
gate-keeping at the secondary level is viewed as a way of advancing opportunities at 
the post-secondary level. 

Opening the Gates
I myself made some of these arguments as a white English teacher at a racially, 

ethnically, and linguistically diverse urban high school, where youth brought a pleth-
ora of languages from home to school and shared African American English as a uni-
fying language (e.g. Paris, 2009).   I was committed to providing my students access to 
SAE and the post-secondary educational opportunities I perceived would be afforded 
by the language of power (Delpit, 1988). In my current role as an English teacher edu-
cator at a large, predominantly-white, traditional, university-based teacher preparation 
program located in a rural area, I acknowledge the pressure aspiring English teachers 
feel to be both gate-keepers and access-providers and draw from my own practical 
experiences, as well as the scholarly research noted above, to help us think about what 
it means to provide students equitable access to educational opportunities.  

In this article, I describe authentic, practice-based activities designed to prepare 
teachers for equitable language and grammar instruction in the context of teaching 
writing. These activities explore language and dialect use in a student’s writing and 
offer insight as to how to design assignments, provide feedback, and create evaluation 
tools that honor students’ voices, affirm their language and identities, and provide 
equitable access to learning opportunities and outcomes. 

Identifying the Problem of Enactment 
Research shows that even when teachers desire to disrupt inequalities, value lan-

guage variation, and recognize its features, they struggle with implementing linguisti-
cally responsive pedagogies that align with their beliefs (McBee Orzulak, 2015). This 
gap between what teachers intend to do and what they actually do when performing in 
the classroom is called the problem of enactment (McDonald, Kazemi, & Kavanagh, 
2013). 

I have seen the tension between teachers’ intentions and implementation borne 
out in my writing methods course. Teacher candidates profess an admirable commit-
ment to a gender inclusive classroom, then design grammar lessons on pronouns that 
reinforce the gender binary. They design a meaningful and engaging argument writing 
assignment that envisions an audience beyond the classroom, then pay homage to SAE 
on the grading rubric through a single, all-encompassing criterion taken verbatim from 
the CCSS: “demonstrates command of the conventions of standard English grammar 
and usage.” Given the pressure to be gatekeepers, this gap between intentions and 
application is understandable, recurrent, and problematic. 

Designing Two Practice-Based Activities for Equitable ELA Teaching 
To address this problem of enactment, I developed practice-based activities to 

prepare English pre-student teachers to respond to student writing that features 
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code-meshing. Code-meshing involves the intentional integration of, or code-switch-
ing between, multiple languages or dialects within a single text (Behizadeh, 2017; 
Canagarajah, 2011; Lee & Handsfield, 2018).  Encouraging middle and high school 
students to produce hybrid or code-meshed texts can cultivate their cultural identities 
and identities as writers so that they become more confident and competent writers 
(Ball & Ellis, 2008). 

Engaging teacher candidates in examining writing assignments and assessments 
that encourage code-meshing can illuminate ideological dilemmas encountered in 
classroom practice (McBee Orzulak, 2015). To prepare teachers to manage those 
dilemmas, practice-based teacher education creates opportunities to try out teach-
ing practices in safe, but increasingly authentic and complex contexts, before enact-
ing them in a live classroom with real children and youth (Ball & Forzani, 2009; 
McDonald, Kazemi, & Kavanagh, 2013). To approximate the practices of interpreting, 
responding to, and assessing student writing, teacher candidates: 

1. Analyze a sample of code-meshed narrative writing
2. Revise a rubric to include criteria for “voice” and expectations for language 

and dialect use

As I guide teacher candidates through the activities, my focus is on making 
visible how particular enactments of practice can create or derail access to learning 
experiences and disrupt or reproduce inequalities in terms of outcomes for students 
from linguistically-marginalized backgrounds. I blend two practice-based pedagogies 
employed by teacher educators—modeling of my own professional practice and anal-
ysis of student work—within a practice-based learning cycle for teacher development 
(McDonald, Kazemi, & Kavanagh, 2013; TeachingWorks). Over time, I have refined 
versions and segments of these activities through iterations with different cohorts of 
pre-student teachers at various stages within our program’s English education course 
sequence, including writing methods and the introductory and capstone clinical expe-
rience courses. In the following section, depictions of teacher candidates’ learning 
represent an amalgam of my experiences to examine the range of perspectives English 
teachers might assume as their thinking about equitable grammar, language, and writ-
ing instruction evolves. 

Explaining Intentional Grammar Instruction
Narrative genres serve as a valuable entry point for liberating language use 

because they invite literary devices, showcase students’ experiences, and amplify 
writers’ voices, particularly culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms (Ball & 
Ellis, 2008). The narrative unit teacher candidates explored in these activities was 
derived from my own 10th grade English class that focused on a memoir. The fact that 
the sample was selected from my own teaching experience gives it an authentic ring, 
depth of context, and access to my thinking at the time I planned and taught the unit 
(the 2000s), as well as my evolving thoughts since.

The unit illustrates grammar instruction in the context of editing as part of the 
writing process situated within a writing workshop (Anderson, 2005). I explain how 
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I collected students’ revised drafts, identified patterns of grammatical errors that 
impeded my comprehension (and thus the impact of the message), and tallied the fre-
quency of the errors across the class in order to prioritize topics for instruction on craft 
and editing. Mini-lessons focused on editing verb tense, run-ons,  fragments, and dia-
logue, and they were followed by guided practice and time to apply editing strategies. 

Explaining how I decided on these topics allows me to show how “errors” are 
actually part of students’ language acquisition and development: many languages do 
not use verb conjugations to mark tense, but instead rely on context and a lexicon of 
additional words to convey the concept of time, so it’s completely understandable 
that emerging bilinguals learning English would struggle with verb tense and aspect. 
Additionally, run-ons and fragments reflect translation from oral to written modes of 
discourse: when we tell stories orally, we are not conscious of where “one complete 
thought” that constitutes a sentence ends and where another one begins or how the 
hard stops of periods compare with the gentle pauses of commas. This description 
of intentional grammar instruction sets the stage for our exploration of language and 
grammar within Anisha’s writing sample. 

Introducing Anisha’s Language Use
Guiding teacher candidates in studying authentic student writing samples can illu-

minate the strengths of linguistically diverse writers and experiences of youth with 
backgrounds different from their own (Burke, 2016). Anisha’s memoir is rich with 
figurative language, lively vocabulary, and regional, cultural, and generational dialect 
that attest to the powerful narrative voice wielded by students who switch and mesh 
codes. The sample is also rich with opportunities for teacher candidates’ learning. 
First, it illuminates problems of practice in writing instruction related to language use, 
raising questions about slang, what counts as cursing or “bad words,” and the impact 
of language choice on a writer’s voice. Secondly, it features African American English 
specifically, a language variety highly vulnerable to stigmatization (Baker-Bell, 2013; 
Young, 2017) and with which many of my students have few opportunities to interact 
in a classroom setting, either in their former K-12 schooling experiences or in the local 
community. 

Selecting a sample from my own teaching experience also humanizes the student 
writer beyond a textual representation. Anisha-the-student made a deep impression on 
my teaching path. She taught me a lot in the short time I knew her. She had the highest 
test scores in reading and writing in the class and was “working on her attitude,” as 
she phrased it. Anisha conveyed her attitude in her writing, and my inner gatekeeper 
bristled at words I considered inappropriate for school. Because I was unsure what 
counted as cursing in Anisha’s home life, I called her mother to seek permission for 
Anisha to use her words of choice. Teacher candidates recognize this as a show of 
respect for Anisha’s family, culture, and community, and her voice. 

Highlighting and Interpreting Anisha’s “Shoplifting”
I’ve learned to remind my teacher candidates that Anisha and her classmates were 

invited to respond to a prompt asking about a time they got in trouble, and many of 
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them accepted that invitation because they had stories they wanted to tell and life 
lessons to teach. At my invitation, students took risks to share extremely vulnerable 
moments in their lives. When Anisha’s shoplifting triggered one of my teacher can-
didate’s moral values, I realized the impact of emphasizing how important it was for 
me as a teacher, especially a white teacher, to build trust, maintain safety, and avoid 
judgment; so too will it be important for them as future teachers, and as readers of 
Anisha’s essay. 

Framed by this context intended to humanize Anisha and prepare teacher candi-
dates to withhold judgment, I instruct my students to read Anisha’s essay and highlight 
it for: 1) Language use that stands out as writer’s craft, that showcases the narra-
tor’s and characters’ voices, and 2) Words or phrases a gate-keeper would consider 
non-standard (see Appendix A). Without these instructions, they often default to the 
position of gate-keeper and begin error-hunting. 

As novices work, I look over shoulders for patterns in their annotations. Their 
content knowledge with respect to language and grammar varies depending on their 
previous coursework and practical experiences, so I tailor my framing to position 
myself as a learner alongside them. Sometimes I preface our analysis by explaining 
that I am not a linguist, so I may not always have the technical knowledge to describe 
language. But my experiences teaching in urban schools where urban youth languages 
were spoken cultivated my appreciation for creative and vibrant language use and 
led me to study African American discourse in classroom interaction and instruction. 
Other times I frame our analysis by acknowledging I am not a speaker of African 
American English or a member of the African American community, so I cannot pos-
sibly interpret and understand all of Anisha’s culturally-based language use. But I can 
make sure not to mark it incorrect. I can use my knowledge of English language and 
grammar to describe what I see. And I can think of questions to ask Anisha to better 
understand her choices. That’s what we practice doing as we annotate her essay, using 
line numbers for reference (see Appendix A). 

When they interpret Anisha’s writing, teacher candidates remark upon Anisha’s 
vivid figurative language and imagery: “I pranced in the dressing room mirror at 
MACY’S with the DKNY jeans fitting snug on my butt” (lines 5-6); “I gulped hard 
trying to get my heart out my throat” (55); “with a mouth dry as cotton” (19); and 
“freshened up styled my micro braids” (25). They praise her strong vocabulary demon-
strated through the range of synonyms she used for “said”: (4, 8, 12, 41, 45, 49, 47, 
53), which gives us the opportunity to discuss the strategy of a word wall (Anderson, 
2005). They observe generational slang that could be considered school-inappropriate 
cursing: “hella” (4), “pissed” (17), “ass” (47, 48), and “god damn” (6). They note 
features of cultural dialect: “girl” (4, 47) as a form of address within the African Amer-
ican community, the dropped preposition “of” as in “out the mall” (18) and “heart out 
my throat (58); and a dropped “s” on “get” in “I hope your dumb ass get caught” (49). 
I annotate Anisha’s text, describe her language use, and point out linguistic patterns of 
African American language. Although what hooks readers will vary, the annotations 
show the sample is rich with vibrant language and voice (see Appendix B).

Next, teacher candidates identify words or phrases a gate-keeper would flag as 
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non-standard English. They observe her use of “butt” as slang (6), dropped preposi-
tions (12, 18, 51, 58) and awkward use of “persuaded” (4) and “implied” (53). They 
note missing commas (4, 27, 35-36, 63-67) and discuss whether the stream of con-
sciousness style was effective and intentional. They remark on the capitalization of 
brand names and stores (5, 13, 26, 28, 30, 37-38, 40, 43-44) and wonder if it was a 
by-product of oral to written transcription, a reflection of the signage she’s observed, 
or a graphic to intentionally draw attention to the adrenaline rush the narrator experi-
ences as she “racks up.” With these speculations, we begin listing questions we would 
like to ask Anisha. 

Some features of regional and cultural dialect repeatedly escape teacher candi-
dates’ notice. They are usually unaware the word “hella” (4) was distinctly regional 
lexicon originating in northern California’s Bay Area before being appropriated for a 
pop song. They wonder about “damned there pissed myself” (17) and speculate she 
meant “damned near,” perhaps reflecting oral to written translation. When they bring 
up “scary ass” (47), I mention that according to Urban Dictionary it means “scared 
ass,” so it could be an example of semantic inversion (Baker-Bell, 2017). In addition 
to explaining how to research language, I model how to pose questions, saying that I 
would like to ask Anisha if “Cymone didn’t see anything that meet her interest” (33-
34) was intentional or a mistake for “met her interest” and why she left the existential 
it in “It seemed to be about a million cameras” (43-44) but edited “and that were only 
around the socks” to be “and that was only around the socks” (44). Modeling my own 
authentic fascination with language learning presents an alternative to the gatekeeper’s 
lens. 

Spotlighting and Responding to Code-meshing
Inevitably, my students admit there is overlap between the two categories of craft/

voice and a gatekeeper’s “non-standard English.” In the past, they have been tentative 
and hesitant because of their inexperience with African American English and dis-
comfort with talking about race. More recently, they have become reluctant to adopt 
the gatekeeper’s perspective and to identify “inappropriate” language. They argue that 
censoring Anisha’s language would compromise her voice and the orality of the story-
telling, prioritize technical grammar over its functional impact, strip her of her identity 
and freedom of expression, and detract from the culture that comes alive in the text.    

Most importantly, when they compose summary comments to Anisha, teacher 
candidates see value in her language and dialect use. They appreciate how Anisha-
the-writer code-switches within the text to craft vibrant characters: friends and fam-
ily who come alive bantering in urban youth language and heavy-handed police who 
convey their authority in SAE. They also appreciate how Anisha-the-narrator code-
switches within the text to mark shifts in time and space, flashbacks and flashfor-
wards, in-the-moment thoughts and retrospective reflections, experiences of the event 
and internal monologues. They appreciate how Anisha-the-student masterfully code-
switches to invoke different audiences, airing her dirt as if telling a story to her peers, 
while aiming her SAE at her white teacher to convey her remorse and redemption for 
shoplifting, reassuring her teacher she has reformed, but doing so in a voice that seems 
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contrived and raises questions about her reliability as a truthful narrator. After our 
analysis, they cannot deny Anisha has utilized code-switching to craft a highly com-
plex and effective code-meshed narrative for multiple audiences, and the comments 
and questions they script to simulate a writing conference show their ability to respond 
in ways that validate her voice and language choice. 

Teacher candidates’ appreciation of Anisha’s code-switching and code-meshing 
serves as a basis for linguistic responsiveness with the potential to disrupt patterns of 
censorship and policing of African American English and other languages and dia-
lects in classrooms. They recognize what’s at stake for Anisha and that their ability to 
describe and validate her code-meshing in their response to her writing is essential for 
increasing her access to learning opportunities because it would build her confidence, 
construct her identity as a skillful writer, and validate students’ diverse language use. 

Remixing a Rubric to Assess Anisha’s Code-meshing
Prior to my experiences with practice-based teacher education, our work would 

have stopped here. But years of observing the problem of enactment when SAE 
appears as a catch-all grammar criterion in rubrics has convinced me of the importance 
of following through on the second activity, which focuses on assessment practices. 

The rubric I use for this activity is the actual rubric I used as a novice teacher 
(see Figure 1). This allows me to model lifelong learning about grammar, language, 
and writing instruction. The rubric’s categories for content and organization reflect 
genre-specific features of memoirs. Sentence level categories included Sentence 
Structure, Verb Tense, and Dialogue Punctuation, which were the subjects of the 
aforementioned editing workshops. While these rubric items would also benefit from 
revision, this activity focused on revising the rubric to validate language variation and 
code-meshing. 

Ms. Carpenter’s Rubric

Category and Criteria for Writing Sample

Figure 1. Draft Rubric: Counting Genre Conventions, Basics, Standard English, and 
Code-Switching
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Grounded in a conventional conception of genre, the rubric anticipated 
code-switching because of my former 10th grade English class’ linguistic diversity. At 
the time, I did what many teachers would do: I accepted “slang” from characters in dia-
logue, but expected “Standard English” from narrators for their narration. The criteria 
for Tone specified “Slang is used effectively with quotation marks were appropriate,” 
and at the time, my uninterrogated notions of “appropriateness” normalized White 
Mainstream English or Dominant American English as the standard. The rubric also 
included the catch-all category for the Basics, with expectations for minimal errors in 
spelling, capitalization, and punctuation. After providing teacher candidates with this 
contextual information and my thinking at the time, I invite them to revise the two cat-
egories for Tone and Basics on the rubric to affirm students’ voices and code-meshing.  

To support teacher candidates in remixing the original rubric, I present Behiza-
deh’s (2017) rubric as a model for code-meshed writing samples (see Figure 2). This 
innovative rubric emphasizes the impact of the writing on the audience and recognizes 
students’ code-meshing as a strength. I highlight the categories and questions for Style 
(Does the writer use engaging language?), Conventions (Does the writer use appropri-
ate mechanics, usage, and sentence formation for the languages/dialects employed?), 
Impact (Does the author reflect on their intended impact and evaluate whether or not 
it was achieved?), and Rationale for Language/Dialect (Does the author provide a 
convincing, detailed rationale for the language/dialect of the piece?). We discuss the 
importance of assigning a reflection to make visible the writer’s intentional choices 
and language awareness, and we explore multimodal options, such as capturing oral 
reflections through video recording, screencasts, or face-to-face conferences. 

Behizadeh’s (2017) Rubric 

Category and Guiding Questions for Writing Sample 
and Reflections

Figure 2. Mentor Rubric Counting Impact, Code-Meshing, Style, Conventions, and 
Language Awareness

To mesh these two rubrics, we engage in a dialogic activity, a gallery walk 
(Juzwik, Borsheim-Black, Caughlin, & Heinz, 2013). Teacher candidates prepare for 
the gallery walk by responding to the following prompts: 
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1. What 2-3 categories would you create to assess Anisha’s language and  
grammar?

2. What statements would you create to describe criteria for those categories?
3. What questions would you ask to prompt students’ reflection in an assess-

ment conference?  

Composing on sticky notes, novices display their drafts around the classroom. 
Next, they engage in a gallery walk, putting stars on the drafts they think are the best. 
Displaying them for discussion, we compose a new rubric (see Figure 3). We craft a 
category for “Voice and Language Choice” by synthesizing these two related concepts 
and describing it as “Uses engaging language and best dialect to convey their ideas.” 
We also emphasize the importance of prompting students’ reflection to make visible 
their language choices and assess their language awareness, so we create a category of 
“Impact” and compose the question: “What choices did you make about language and 
dialect, and why were those choices effective for your audience(s)?” Generating this 
question to prompt reflection as part of the writing assignment or a writing conference 
gives teacher candidates a practical strategy for learning from students about their 
language and dialect use. 

 

Teacher Candidates’ Rubric

Category Criteria for Writing 
Sample

Guiding Question for 
Reflection

Voice and 
Language 
Choice

Uses engaging 
language and best 
choice of dialect to 
convey their ideas

What choices did 
you make about 
language and di-
alect?

Impact
Why were those 
choices effective for 
your audience? 

Figure 3. Revised Rubric Counting Voice, Choice, Code-Meshing, and Impact

What eludes teacher candidates is how to develop criteria for conventions of 
mechanics, usage, and sentence formation. They raise the impossibility of being able 
to fairly evaluate students’ language and dialect use beyond SAE, given the linguistic 
diversity they may find in their classrooms. Nevertheless, through these activities they 
grow more aware of their obligations to revise old rubrics to count voice, language 
choice, and code-meshing.

Training ELA Teachers for Equity
Teachers benefit from opportunities to examine their notions of superior, correct, 

“standard” English and the taken-for-granted prescriptive teaching practices that re-in-
scribe standard language ideology. Misconceptions about the privileged value of SAE 
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can be addressed not only by hearkening to teachers’ internalized beliefs, but also 
through content knowledge that attends to how languages and dialects have evolved 
as patterned forms of language governed by their own sets of rules and conventions for 
use. If ELA teachers are to employ a descriptive approach to grammar that values lan-
guage variation (rather than prescribes how they think language should be used), expo-
sure to a variety of languages and dialects and attention to their common and distinct 
features is essential content knowledge for ELA teaching. While it may be difficult, if 
not impossible, to become an expert in all languages, we can strive to be a friendlier, 
more open-minded reader, listener, and learner.  This is especially important for white 
teachers and teacher educators who are less burdened by linguistic discrimination and 
the need to code-switch than their counterparts of color.  

Teachers can actualize their power to promote equity when they see how access 
to future educational opportunities are determined not only by standardized tests (over 
which we have limited control), but also by their own assessment practices. Anchored 
in authenticity, practice-based activities make vivid how the criteria we establish in 
evaluation tools and rubrics shape learning opportunities and outcomes in ways that 
can reproduce or disrupt inequalities and the authority of SAE.  

Opportunities to describe, interpret, and assess writers’ integrated language use in 
code-meshed texts are essential for preparing English teachers to foster students’ lin-
guistic capacity, prowess, and awareness. Such practice-based activities help teachers 
see the close relationship between language and identity, the importance of conveying 
respect and honoring students’ voices, and the value of students’ dexterity with lan-
guage and dialect. 

Transferring Code-meshing across Contexts
Anisha’s memoir “shoplifting” illustrates code-meshing in a narrative genre that 

seems uniquely suited to experimentation with language and dialect. However, argu-
ments for gate-keeping are often rooted in genre expectations and audience assump-
tions, so it is important to examine examples of code-meshing in other genres. For 
instance, argument genres may seem more rigid in terms of expectations for SAE, but 
that’s only due to a limited imagination: we study effective African American rhetoric 
and dialect in Martin Luther King’s and President Obama’s speeches, in pop culture 
and in literary texts (Ford & Kioussis, 2019). It may just be a matter of seeking out 
dialect differences and making its presence felt. 

The example of code-meshing I presented prominently featured African American 
English. Teachers in predominantly white contexts may wonder how this is relevant 
for them. First, I suggest that because African American Language forms the gravita-
tional pull toward urban youth language (Paris, 2009), it is important for all students 
to understand its history and significance within African American culture, its debated 
status as a dialect and a language, and its controversial use in schools (e.g. Baker-Bell, 
2013, 2017). Secondly, this example should prompt teachers to consider the dialects 
their white students are bringing with them into the classrooms, from rural communi-
ties, from ethnic enclaves, from immigrant families, from their membership in other 
social groups. In homogenously white contexts, teachers might ask if whiteness is 
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masking dialect diversity. White students and teachers who rely on SAE may need 
to be explicitly taught features of other dialects in order to learn how to create multi-
voiced texts and appeal to multiple audiences. Teaching code-meshing can enhance 
writing instruction for all by driving home the importance of audience and purpose. 

In contexts where heritage languages are endangered and preservation is a goal, 
teaching code-meshing can be a viable strategy for sustaining those languages (Paris 
& Alim, 2014; Young, 2017). Teachers might contemplate how learning about lan-
guages and dialects in code-meshed texts can be made available for the benefit of the 
whole class. Instructional methods that name and describe code-meshing techniques, 
utilize mentor texts featuring code-meshing, and allow writers to revise and remix 
texts by integrating multiple languages are emerging (e.g. Behizadeh, 2017; Canaga-
rajah, 2011; Lee & Handsfield, 2018). 

Forecasting the Future
Will catch-all criteria for SAE be eradicated from my teachers candidates’ 

rubrics? In order to ascertain this, we must follow them into their ELA classrooms 
to examine the problems of enactment they encounter in the next phase of the prac-
tice-based learning cycle. Such enactments are where it all comes together, where gaps 
in content knowledge become visible, where beliefs are tested, where biases surface, 
where pedagogical moves and choices can be refined and improved. Until then, prac-
tice-based pedagogies, such as teacher educator modeling, student work analyses, and 
simulations, can support teacher candidates in approximating and trying out teaching 
practices that promote equitable learning opportunities and outcomes. 

Does this mean SAE should never be taught? Obviously, the entrenchment of 
SAE in the CCSS will reinforce its dominance in schools and legitimize the role of 
the gatekeeper. While there may be authentic rhetorical situations in which SAE will 
be the most effective language choice, it will be up to teachers to frame its use as a 
truly authentic choice made with respect to a real audience and purpose, not as a tak-
en-for-granted mandate, and for the purpose of expanding the linguistic repertoires of 
all students. Yet given the pressures of standards and standardized testing, it is likely 
teachers will still teach SAE until alternative assessment systems are adopted (e.g. 
Behizadeh & Pang, 2016). Today’s teacher candidates will be part of that change. Until 
then, code-meshing seems a viable strategy because it calls for language awareness 
with attention to audience and purpose—skills that can transfer to increased student 
achievement on standardized tests, and do so much more to create an equitable, inclu-
sive, and just society. 
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Shop Lifting 1 
By Eneisha Andrews 2 

 3 
“Girl those pants are hella cute,” Cymone persuaded with a grin. 4 
I pranced in the dressing room mirror at MACY’S with the DKNY jeans 5 

fitting snug on my butt. I knew god damn well I couldn’t pay for the jeans at the 6 
moment because I had already spent 240.00$ at the GAP. 7 

“Cymone I don’t have the money for these,” I whined. 8 
Cymone shoved me hard into the dressing room and pulled out a lighter. I 9 

stood with my mouth open wide and unable to speak, and my heart beating rapidly 10 
as Cymone burned the censor off the 78.00$ pants and popped off the tag. 11 

“Now put your pants Anisha and let’s go,” Cymone whispered frantically.  12 
I rushed to put my pants over the DKNY jeans and walked out of the 13 

dressing room before the check in lady had time to notice me. My heart raced 14 
and butterflies danced in my stomach as me and my cousin scattered out of the 15 
San Francisco Mall trying not to be noticed. The closer I got to the door the 16 
more I felt eyes staring at me and I damned there pissed on myself. I made it 17 
out the mall and to the BART train safely. When the BART train arrived I got on 18 
the BART with a mouth dry as cotton, and unable to speak a word. I was now 19 
officially a criminal. 20 

I sat on my bed with the jeans sitting on my lap. They were cute, regular 21 
blue jeans, but not worth stealing. I stared at the jeans even longer. They 22 
weren’t even all that, but I did get away with it. I smirked at myself and grinned a 23 
devilish grin I use to give myself when I thought about doing something wrong. I 24 
picked up the phone and called my cousin to see what store we would steal 25 
from next. 26 

I woke up early Saturday morning, freshened up styled my micro braids 27 
and slipped into my DKNY jeans, with a pink DKNY shirt, and pink paten leather 28 
DKNY boots. Me, Cymone, and TeTe all met at my house and headed straight for 29 
Powell St. in San Francisco. First we entered ROSS and I tried on some BABY 30 
PHAT jeans and bought them so we would have a bag to put our merchandise in. 31 
Next we went to OLDNAVY and began to rack up. I took a sweater with matching 32 
purse, scarf, gloves, socks, and hat. Cymone didn’t see anything that meet her 33 
interest, but TeTe got greedy. She stole everything from underwear to street wear 34 
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until I insisted that we leave. As we walked the streets of San Francisco stealing 35 
so uncontrollably I began to become sick to my stomach.  36 

Now I sit and think asking God to forgive me because I knew that 37 
everything I was doing was wrong. Then I was dumb, but now I’m smart. 38 

We continued stealing from stores like BURLINGTON COAT  FACTORY, 39 
GAP, and MACY’S, until I was fed up. 40 

“You guys I think it’s time to go,” I uttered, with the fear of getting caught.  41 
Both of them ignored my thoughts as we entered MARSHALL’S. It 42 

seemed to be about a million cameras and that were only around the socks. I 43 
had a bad feeling and my stomach tightened.  44 

“You guys we shouldn’t steal from here,” I urged, as TeTe shoved 45 
TOMMY HILFIGURE socks in a bag.  46 

“Girl stop all that damn whining, you should have stayed your scary ass 47 
at home,” TeTe fumed. 48 

“I hope your dumb ass get caught,” I taunted, and walked off. 49 
TeTe and Cymone continued to steal like dummies and they came and 50 

found me when they were ready to go. We walked out the store and were 51 
stopped by two white men smiling suspiciously. 52 

“You two come with me,” one of them implied, pointing at TeTe and 53 
Cymone.  54 

The two white men guided them to a conference room and I followed 55 
behind. I watched the looks on TeTe and Cymone’s faces as the two skinny 56 
white men checked their bags for stolen items. I gulped hard trying to get my 57 
heart out my throat, and scared even though my dirt was covered. When the two 58 
men recovered MARSHALL’S stolen items they called my uncle to come and 59 
pick us up.  60 

My uncle was fined and had a huge fee to pay and there were only two 61 
items stolen. We were lectured about stealing all the way home, and even 62 
though we got away with some nice things I didn’t really want them because 63 
they didn’t rightfully belong to me.  64 

Me and TeTe really changed our ways and decided that stealing was 65 
wrong and if we couldn’t afford it then we didn’t need it. Cymone never changed 66 
her ways and she still shoplifts. I now respect myself and do what’s right and 67 
when I’m going to do something wrong I reflect and realize that it’s not worth it.  68 
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Inclusive Language in the English Classroom:  
Recommendations for Teachers

Sean Ruday

Sean Ruday is Associate Professor and Program Coordinator of English education 
at Longwood University. He is Co-President of ATEG and the author of nine books 
on grammar, writing, and literacy instruction, all published by Routledge Eye on  
Education.

Abstract
This manuscript provides English and literacy teachers with recommendations for 
making language instruction as inclusive as possible for students of diverse personal, 
linguistic, and cultural identities, experiences, and backgrounds: 1) Address students 
in inclusive ways, 2) Talk with students about issues of exclusion and inclusion in the 
English language, 3) Study and discuss texts with linguistic variations, and 4) Create 
opportunities for students to apply linguistic variations to their own writings. Through 
these suggestions, the manuscript seeks to help teachers and teacher-educators think 
about the importance of inclusive language in literacy instruction and to provide a 
foundation that can inform future conversations and studies on this topic.

Inclusive Language in the English Classroom: Recommendations for Teachers
I recently spoke with a group of future teachers about Chimamanda Ngozi Adi-

chie’s (2009) TED Talk on “The Danger of a Single Story,” in which Adichie advo-
cated for the inclusion of a variety of perspectives, backgrounds, and ideas in the 
texts we read. My students and I discussed how incorporating multiple perspectives 
in the works we share with our students and make available to them can validate all 
students’ identities and provide a more inclusive classroom than if our instruction only 
incorporated limited perspectives. After we talked about the significance of this idea 
and Bishop’s (1990) related assertion that students use a wide range of texts in the 
classroom so that they can not only see their own backgrounds reflected, but also learn 
about other cultures and experiences. I turned the question to language, asking the 
future teachers two questions: “Do you think this single-story conversation also can be 
applied to language?,” and, a bit later, “Should the language we use and share with our 
students be made more inclusive to validate all students’ backgrounds and identities?”

The recommendations I share in this article are motivated by these questions, 
which stem from a desire to think critically about how language is used in the class-
room and the impact that those forms of language use have on our students. When I 
refer to “language in the classroom,” my focus is on four major issues: how we as 
teachers address our students, how the English language is used in ways that include 
some identities and exclude others, the kinds of linguistic variations featured in the 
materials our students read, and our students’ opportunities to utilize linguistic vari-
ations in the texts they write. The concept of inclusivity, which is at the heart of the 
ideas and practices described in this article, is essential to building a classroom envi-
ronment in which all students feel supported and valued. If we educators make inclu-
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sive language a priority in our instruction, we build classroom environments in which 
all students, not just those from a dominant or majority culture, can feel like their 
identities are important and their experiences are recognized. The four recommen-
dations described in this article provide suggestions for teachers to consider as they 
make language instruction as inclusive as possible for students of all identities and 
backgrounds.

Recommendation One: Address Students in Inclusive Ways
I’ve spent a lot of time in recent years reflecting on the language I use in my 

classroom, thinking about how I address and refer to students, and the types of mes-
sages my language choices send. Based on these reflections, I recommend two specific 
ways teachers use language to make their classrooms as inclusive as possible: using 
the singular “they” and the term “y’all” can create learning environments in which 
all students feel included. In this section, I address each of these suggestions and the 
reasoning that support them.

The use of the pronoun “they” to refer to a singular entity can strike some as 
initially confusing and counterintuitive, but I recommend teachers use it to help make 
their classrooms inclusive places where all students feel safe and recognized. The use 
of a singular gender-neutral pronoun allows for pronoun-reference that isn’t limited 
by gender binaries; the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) recently pub-
lished a position statement titled “Statement on Gender and Language” that “builds on 
contemporary understandings of gender that include identities and expressions beyond 
a woman/man binary” (NCTE, 2018, p. 1). In this statement, NCTE asserted that “the 
pronoun they is appropriate to use in writing when referring to singular antecedents, 
including when writing for publication” (p. 4) in order to account for all gender iden-
tities. By incorporating the singular “they” in their instruction, teachers create an 
environment that avoids gender binaries and helps all students feel welcome. Since 
English lacks a plural form of the word “you,” many alternatives have emerged over 
time through dialects and regional variations (Ruday, 2013). I recommend using the 
term “y’all” to refer to a group of students for similar reasons. To avoid binary-laden 
uses such as “ladies and gentlemen” or the gender-oriented term “you guys,” I suggest 
using “y’all” to address students in an inclusive way that does not privilege certain 
gender-related ideas or backgrounds. 

Recommendation Two: Talk with Students about Issues of  
Exclusion and Inclusion in the English Language

To make the idea of inclusive language transparent to students, I recommend 
talking with students about what they notice regarding issues of exclusion and inclu-
sion in the English language. In a conversation with the previously described college 
students studying to be English teachers, I asked them to begin by writing a reflection 
in response to two related questions that address issues of identity and representation 
in English:

1. Does the structure and use of the English language privilege certain identities 
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and backgrounds, or do you feel the English language values all identities and 
backgrounds?

2. What aspects of the English language helped you arrive at your conclusion?
After students wrote their responses to these questions, I asked for volunteers to 

share their ideas with the rest of the class. The prevailing theme that emerged from the 
students’ responses was that they felt the English language they identified as “formal” 
and “standard” does not value all backgrounds and identities, but certain variations 
and “informal” forms of language include more backgrounds and are more inclu-
sive. Language variations and “informal” forms of language can represent a wider 
range of perspectives, ideas, and backgrounds. When students see language used in 
the classroom that more closely reflects the language they encounter in their out-of-
school lives, they may be more likely to feel included and represented in the class-
room (Wheeler & Swords, 2006).  One student addressed the term “standard English,” 
asking “Whose standard is that, anyway? It’s someone’s standard, but it’s not mine.” 
This student went on to explain that the language he uses outside of school is a much 
more accurate representation of his identity and background than the language he is 
expected to use in an academic context. Another student brought up the pronoun-re-
lated concerns addressed in the preceding section of this manuscript, explaining her 
belief that pronoun structure of English language is an example of gender bias: “For 
a long time, people used ‘he’ to refer to all people. Thankfully, that doesn’t happen 
as much now, but when we say ‘he’ or ‘she,’ it can still be biased against people who 
don’t conform to either.”

While this example is taken from a discussion in a college classroom, I encourage 
middle and high school English teachers to conduct similar conversations with their 
students by asking them to reflect on which backgrounds and identities they feel are 
most valued in the English language. Teachers might ask their students to comment 
on the idea of ‘standard English’ by encouraging them to think about which perspec-
tives are valued in standard English and what the features of standard English say 
about society in general, such as how power and prejudice effect social valuations of 
standard and dialectical forms of English. This kind of conversation can take a critical 
approach to language use by asking students to consider how society perceives the 
use of dialectical terms such as “y’all” and to reflect on the impact that “nonstandard” 
language choices might have on an audience. 

Teachers could also encourage their students to think about pronoun use in English 
by asking them to reflect on which pronouns they most hear and how pronoun use has 
evolved over time. This would present an opportunity for students to think about the 
use of the singular “they” and the reasons associated with its increased use and accep-
tance in style manuals. Reflecting on society’s increased use of this term can facilitate 
conversations about the significance of language and its connection to larger societal 
issues: as society takes a more inclusive view of gender identity, language follows 
suit. Conversations such as these that address issues of exclusion and inclusion in the 
English language can provide students with a range of opportunities to discuss import-
ant issues and how those issues are reflected in language use. 
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Recommendation Three: Study and Discuss Texts with Linguistic Variations
To further integrate inclusion-oriented practices into literacy instruction, it is 

important to share pieces of writing with our students that purposefully use linguistic 
variations and to talk with students about the reasons that authors use the language 
choices they do. I frequently discuss this topic with pre-service teachers in my teach-
er-education courses and with K-12 students when I am doing classroom work. In 
each case, I emphasize that all of the choices authors make when constructing their 
works are purposeful. If a text contains dialect or language variation of some kind, it 
was done with a particular goal in mind; as Wheeler and Swords (2006) explained, 
authors’ choices regarding linguistic variations are products of their careful selections 
of language and should be considered purposeful and thoughtful decisions. 

For example, I recently talked with a group of eighth graders about the dialect and 
informal language in the book they were reading at the time, Bronx Masquerade by 
Nikki Grimes (2002), a novel that described the experiences of a group of adolescents 
creating and sharing poems that express their identities and experiences. I asked the 
students what they noticed about the language the characters used in the book and 
why they think the author chose to have the characters use the language they did.  In 
response to the question of what they noticed about the language used by the charac-
ters, the students noted that all of the characters used some type of dialect or informal 
language, but the specific types of language used varied by character and were aligned 
with the individual’s personality, identity, and/or background. “No one [in the book] 
talks exactly the same,” explained a student. “You can see similarities, like how a 
lot of the characters use slang and abbreviations, but everyone’s language is a little 
different.” 

The student identified a selection in which a character named Devon described 
how others see him only as an athlete and ignore his other interests. In this section, 
the character states, “Jump Shot. What kind of name is that? Not mine, but try telling 
that to the brothers at school” (p. 26). The student explained that the language Devon 
used showed his personality and identity, asserting that “If [Devon] didn’t use the 
language he does, I wouldn’t feel like I know his personality like I do now. Like, if 
he was really formal and said something like ‘I would prefer my fellow students not 
use the nickname they have chosen for me,’ it wouldn’t show his personality the way 
it does [in its current form].” This student’s comment struck me as insightful because 
of how he identified the importance of Devon’s language to his characterization and 
individuality.

Asking students to reflect on how and why authors use informal language in their 
works also sends the message that diverse backgrounds are valued in the classroom, 
helping students see a diverse array of cultures and identities reflected in the material 
they study. Just as it is important for students to read texts containing characters of a 
wide range of backgrounds and cultures (Bishop, 1990; Tschida, Ryan, & Ticknor, 
2014), it is also important for them to encounter texts with linguistic diversity so that 
they can feel those forms of language are valid and important (Wheeler & Swords, 
2006). For example, the children’s book I Ain’t Gonna Paint No More (Beaumont, 
2005), contained informal and dialectical language. This language not only contrib-
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uted to the authenticity of the piece, but also validated the use of dialect and informal 
language in the classroom. In this book, the narrator, a young boy, was disciplined for 
painting all on the walls ceiling, and floor of the family’s house and told by his mother 
“Ya ain’t a-gonna paint no more!” (n.p.). Throughout the book, the narrator repeatedly 
said “I ain’t gonna paint no more” but was unable to keep himself from painting. Using 
a text that contains dialectical and informal terms in the classroom can send a message 
to students that all forms of language are recognized as meaningful in that educational 
context.

When talking with students about the uses of dialect and informal language in 
effective writing, it is important to discuss with them that these linguistic forms are 
used purposefully by published authors in ways that align with their work’s message 
and audience. I explain to students that all forms of language have validity, but it is 
important to choose the language that will most effectively communicate the infor-
mation to the reader. In the Bronx Masquerade example, a student asserted that a 
passage he identified would sound inauthentic if it were written in formal language 
since it would not show the character’s personality. Just as author Nikki Grimes most 
effectively communicated information to her readers through language that adoles-
cents would use authentically, an author of a research report would most effectively 
communicate information through the use of scientific language. In each case, I like to 
explain to students that the author makes purposeful choices about language based on 
the piece of writing and what language will maximize the effectiveness of the piece. 
When we expose our students to texts containing a diverse array of linguistic varia-
tions, we show them how authors use language purposefully and validate the uses of 
those forms in our classroom.

Recommendation Four: Create Opportunities for Students to Apply  
Linguistic Variations to Their Own Writings

Once students have examined and discussed examples of linguistic variations in 
published works, I recommend asking them to apply this concept to their own writ-
ings, such as fiction, poetry, or creative nonfiction in which characters’ individual attri-
butes, personalities, and identities are central to the text. When preparing students to 
do this, I emphasize the importance of all linguistic forms being used purposefully, 
with clear understandings of their alignment with the piece’s message and effect on 
the audience. I recently explained this idea to a group of eighth graders by telling them 
that there’s no categorically right or wrong form of language; instead, I told them the 
best language to use in any situation is the one that most closely aligns with the context 
and has the desired impact on the reader. I emphasized that authors don’t use informal 
language for the sake of doing so, but instead use it when it is most authentic to a sit-
uation—this authenticity can come from how the piece’s language aligns with its spe-
cific audience and genre. To help students understand this, I encourage them to think 
about the different forms of writing in which they engage in and the many audiences 
and genres of those works. A social media post, for example, would have a different 
audience and be written in a different genre than an academic paper, even if the social 
media post and academic paper deal with the same topic. The audience and genre of 
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each piece of writing creates its language expectation: the type of language that is most 
aligned with that particular text. An Instagram caption written in academic language 
would look just as odd as an academic literature review that uses abbreviations and 
informal terms that are often utilized on social media.

When students do this, I explain that they should not use stereotypical language 
or make generalizations when they write. In other words, the language a character uses 
should correspond with that person as an individual and not be based on generalized 
attributes (Ruday, 2018). To emphasize this idea, I direct students to the language 
variation found in published mentor texts such as the characters in Bronx Masquerade 
who used language that aligned with their individual identities and personalities. Nikki 
Grimes, the author of that book, didn’t have her characters communicate in general-
ized ways, but instead crafted language that was unique and specific to them. Through 
this conversation, I help my students understand that the linguistic variations they use 
in their works should align with their individual characters—failing to do so would 
make for ineffective writing and potentially fall into harmful stereotypes.

When students apply linguistic variations to their writings, they can further under-
stand the importance of all forms of language to effective writing. An eighth grader 
with whom I recently worked explained that he had never had a teacher encourage him 
to use informal language in his writing and noted that he felt doing so increased the 
effectiveness of his fiction writing: “No one ever talked to me about how writers think 
about the language characters use and why they use it. My story is much better now 
that I think about how my characters talk. They don’t all sound the same.” Through 
this experience, the student learned tactics to enhance his writing through the inclusion 
of language variations and to think carefully about the audience, genre, and language 
in his work. His comments illustrate his awareness of how informal language can be 
the most appropriate linguistic style to use in writing if it aligns with the genre of the 
piece and the expectations of the audience. It is important to note that this practice 
has the potential to do more than just enhance students’ writings: it can also show 
them the significance of a wide range of language forms, providing a writing-focused 
application of Wheeler and Swords’ (2006) assertion that reading texts with linguistic 
diversity conveyed the value and importance of language varieties. 

Conclusion: The Implications of These Recommendations
While these recommendations are varied, they are all united by the common 

thread of promoting the use of inclusive language in the English classroom. The 
recommendations in this piece are address students in inclusive ways, help students 
explore issues of exclusion and inclusion in the English language, show students 
examples of dialects and language variations, and create opportunities for students to 
apply linguistic variations to their writings. By following these suggestions, teachers 
can build environments in which all forms of language—and, by extension, all stu-
dents—are welcomed and valued. Additionally, there are many important initiatives 
in today’s educational environment that encourage teachers to incorporate books that 
represent all backgrounds and cultures of our students, such as the organization We 
Need Diverse Books (https://diversebooks.org/). I strongly support these initiatives 
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and organizations, and I believe it is important to apply this same inclusive perspective 
to language used in the classroom. If we educators are conscious of the language we 
use with our students and approach language as a tool that can maximize the sense of 
inclusion in the classroom, we can help build educational environments in which all 
students feel valued and included. 

These recommendations have multiple implications for research and practice. 
Future studies on the topic of inclusive language in the English classroom could look 
at students’ experiences exploring issues of inclusion and exclusion in the English lan-
guage or reading literature containing linguistic diversity. Studies could also examine 
teachers’ experiences applying these ideas to their instruction. On a practitioner-ori-
ented level, teacher educators can incorporate these ideas into the instruction they 
provide their pre-service teachers and school districts can integrate these principles 
into their professional development sessions. Finally, professional organizations that 
serve English and literacy teachers can take even more active roles in promoting the 
importance of inclusive language. NCTE’s “Statement on Gender and Language” was 
an important starting place and other organizations can also advocate for this concept 
through conference sessions and professional resources that can help teachers incor-
porate these ideas into their instructional practices.
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Issues and Insights for Teachers of English Grammar:  
An Interview with Amy Benjamin and Sean Ruday  

about ATEG’s Past and Future
April M. Burke

April Burke is Associate Professor of Educational Linguistics at Central Michi-
gan University.

Amy Benjamin and Sean Ruday are leading experts in the field of pedagogical 
grammar, and both have been instrumental in the development of ATEG. As 2019 
marks the 30th anniversary of ATEG, I reached out to Amy and Sean to ask them some 
questions about their experiences with and visions for the organization and the field.

Burke: Please tell ATEG Journal readers a little about yourself.
Benjamin:  I was a high school English teacher for thirty-three years in Westchester, 

New York. I have been an independent consultant, working with school 
districts across the country for the past twenty years. I help teachers 
improve instruction in all facets of the English Language Arts, including 
grammar, vocabulary, academic writing, and reading comprehension. 
I am a contributing author of Grammar Alive! A Guide for Teachers 
(NCTE, 2003), and the lead author of Engaging Grammar: Practical 
Advice for Real Classrooms (NCTE, 2006), and Teaching Grammar: 
What REALLY Works (Eye on Education, 2008).

Ruday: I am an associate professor of English education at Longwood Univer-
sity. I began my teaching career at a public school in Brooklyn, NY, 
and have taught English and language arts at public and private schools 
in New York, Massachusetts, and Virginia. I have written three books 
related to teaching grammar, all published by Routledge Eye on Educa-
tion: The Common Core Grammar Toolkit for Grades 3-5 (2013), The 
Common Core Grammar Toolkit for Grades 6-8 (2014), The Common 
Core Grammar Toolkit for Grades 9-12 (2017). Also, I have authored 
a variety of articles published in the ATEG Journal.

Burke:  How did you become involved in ATEG? Why did you feel this organiza-
tion was important to join and help lead?
Benjamin:  Way back in 1999, I stumbled across an announcement about a grammar 

conference in New Jersey, about a two-hour drive from my home. On a 
lark, I decided to go. As soon as the conference got underway, I realized 
that these were people—albeit a small group—who had much to teach 
me. It was love at first sight.

Ruday:  I attended my first ATEG Conference in 2014 and was immediately 
hooked! I felt so lucky to be around others who wanted to help shape the 
future of grammar instruction and wanted to contribute to the organiza-
tion in any way I could.
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Burke:  From your experience, what would you say are the most significant 
changes that you have seen within ATEG, especially in terms of the organiza-
tion’s direction?
Benjamin:  ATEG has always been oriented toward the college level. When I first 

encountered ATEG (at the conference mentioned above) it was only 
myself and one other high school teacher from the K-12 world. When I 
became president, I tried to expand the organization to reach more K-12 
folks, but I don’t think I succeeded very well. When I met Sean Ruday, I 
realized that because he has a foot in both worlds, he would be the per-
fect leader to take my work to the next level.

Ruday:  I feel like we’ve seen an increasingly large number of teachers and 
teacher educators who want to teach grammar in interactive ways that 
are meaningful to their students. ATEG has tried to incorporate this idea 
into conferences and sessions by sharing tactics and strategies for teach-
ing grammar in relevant and meaningful ways. The ATEG session at the 
2018 NCTE Convention, which focused on engaging tactics for teaching 
grammar, was so highly attended that people sat on the floor and stood in 
the doorway!

Burke:  What do you believe are the most pressing issues within the field of ped-
agogical grammar for educators and scholars?
Benjamin:  The most pressing issue is how to get the word out that there’s a better 

way to teach grammar than the two ways currently in practice. That is: 
1) not teaching it at all and expecting the skills to be “caught, not taught” 
and 2) using ineffective methods such as “pick out the nouns” based on 
“person, place, or thing” definitions. It’s the lack of teacher training on 
the college level that accounts for       the dearth of knowledge that both 
certified English teachers and generalists on the K-6 level evince. 

      Another pressing issue is the lack of understanding of language vari-
ety and change. I find that teachers persist in old-fashioned, uninformed 
notions that there is one way and only one way to speak and write 
English. This attitude ensures that language prejudices will continue, 
marginalizing speakers of regional dialects while validating the sense of 
privilege held by those whose language communities transmit styles of 
English that remain prestigious.

 Another pressing issue is that grammar instruction, which should be—
and is more effective when it is—fun and discovery-based, rather than 
the dreary and pedantic drill-and-kill that most K-12 educators resort to. 
Most teachers fall into one of two categories: The first is that because 
they never really learned grammar systematically, they are insecure 
about their own ability to teach it. This      insecurity is often justified, as 
incorrect and unhelpful information abounds, e.g., You are not allowed 
to begin a sentence with a conjunction; Use a comma when you take a 
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breath. The second category of teachers is equally unfortunate:     These 
are teachers who perpetuate the rigid and often incorrect notions of the 
English language as a fixed system which is degenerating faster than our 
crumbling infrastructure. They view their roles as a combination of grim 
guardians of a language that has been bestowed unto them (and only 
them) to      preserve, or as hired mourners at long and drawn-out funeral 
of a once-great language that has died a horrible death by abuse.

Ruday:  One the most pressing issues within the field of pedagogical grammar 
is the challenge of teaching grammar in the context of effective writing 
instruction. While many educators agree that this is an effective way to 
teach grammar, it is often easier said than done. I’ve spoken to many 
teachers who know that this is best way to teach grammar, but are unsure 
how to do it.

 Another important issue in this field is the significance of inclusive lan-
guage use in the classroom. Thoughtful and purposeful discussion about 
how we address our students, the pronouns we use, and the importance 
of dialect and language variation can help us create learning environ-
ments in which all students feel welcome and supported.

Burke:  What do you believe is the role of organizations like ATEG to address 
these issues? More concretely, what steps do you believe that educa-
tors, scholars, and organizations like ATEG should take to address 
these issues?

Benjamin:  I believe that the role of ATEG is to give teachers ideas, information, and 
tools that will invigorate classroom instruction. I would love to see an 
ATEG that mixes the K-12 teachers who know about effective pedagogy 
with the higher education folks who have a wealth of knowledge but may 
need some ways to get that knowledge across. I would like to see ATEG 
continue to be a go-to for those who love teaching grammar and who can 
get their colleagues and students be similarly inclined.

Ruday:  I believe that ATEG plays an important role in addressing these issues. 
One way we can do so is by continuing to create conference themes that 
encourage presenters to think about the role of grammar in today’s class-
room and the practices that work best for today’s students. Our organiza-
tion is unique because of its focus on grammar: we are positioned to take 
a leadership role in shaping grammar instruction for the next generation.

Burke:  Please share additional thoughts that you believe are important for 
ATEG members to consider as we reflect on our 30-year history and 
look ahead to our organization’s future.

Ruday:  I encourage our members to continue to reflect on ways to be inventive, 
creative, and relevant in grammar instruction and to share those insights 
at ATEG Conferences and in the ATEG Journal so that we can all learn 
from their fantastic insights and ideas!
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Statement on Gender and Language
Date: October 25, 2018

Category: Curriculum, Diversity, Grammar, Instruction, Language, Writing

Print Statement 

Available online at https://www2.ncte.org/statement/genderfairuseoflang/

This statement, formerly known as Guidelines for Gender-Fair Use of Language, 
was updated in October 2018 with the new title, Statement on Gender and Language.

Revised October 2018; Revised July 2002, Women in Literacy and Life Assembly 
(WILLA); Formerly “Guidelines for Nonsexist Use of Language in NCTE Publica-
tions”; Revised 1985; Created 1975, Committee on the Status of Women in the Pro-
fession

As both a product and an engine of human culture, language is inherently dynamic 
and ever-evolving. Regarding the intersection of language, gender, and equity, the 
English language has been in a period of active shift for several decades. That dyna-
mism is reflected in the evolution of NCTE’s position statements on gender and lan-
guage through the last forty years. In 1978, NCTE published the first predecessor of 
this statement with the help of the Committee on the Status of Women in the Work-
place. Originally titled “Guidelines for Nonsexist Use of Language in NCTE Publica-
tions,” the document was revised first in 1985, and again in 2002, when the Women in 
Literacy and Life Assembly (WILLA) renamed it “Guidelines for Gender-Fair Use of 
Language.” At that time, the statement explored the ways in which language reflects 
and shapes understandings of gender, and it offered examples of ways in which lan-
guage might promote the fair treatment of women and girls in early-childhood, ele-
mentary, secondary, and postsecondary educational settings. The current document, 
“Statement on Gender and Language” (2018), reflects NCTE’s ongoing commitment 
to gender equity in education, and also builds on contemporary understandings of 
gender that include identities and expressions beyond a woman/man binary. Rather 
than reinscribe the gender binary or cisnormativity (the assumption that each person’s 
gender identity corresponds to the sex they were assigned at birth), this document aims 
to support people of all genders. This statement will discuss how gender differs from 
sex and sexuality; will explain what is meant by the term gender binary; will recom-
mend ways educators might use language to reflect the reality of gender diversity and 
support gender diverse students; and will highlight resources English language arts 
educators at any level may use to support more nuanced and inclusive understandings 
and discussions of gender in classrooms, schools, and broader communities.
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ISSUE DEFINED:
Often, people unintentionally confuse gender with sex or sexuality. Gender is 

distinct from sex assigned at birth, which may be designated with categories such as 
female, male, or intersex. Sex is distinct from sexuality, which is about desire: to whom 
one is attracted emotionally and/or physically. Gender, distinct from both sex and sex-
uality, is a socially created and regularly reinforced cultural construct. As such, gender 
is vulnerable to social reinscriptions that sometimes perpetuate problematic and even 
discriminatory notions of how people should look, sound, express, or behave. This 
document focuses on the ways that gender matters in language, specifically within and 
across educational spaces. This document also recognizes that gender  constructs are 
dynamic and vary by context, culture, language, and usage.

The most common concepts of gender are based on the long-perpetuated notion 
that gender is a binary matter, and that it always aligns with a binary designation 
of sex (male/female). Yet contemporary understandings of gender clarify that gen-
der identity and expression occur along a broad spectrum that is not limited to two 
binary alternatives, such as woman/man or girl/boy. The previous NCTE “Guidelines 
for Gender-Fair Use of Language” (2002) was grounded in a traditionally binary con-
cept of gender, and was thus limited by that binary in its discussion, for example, 
of she/he pronouns. The “Statement on Gender and Language” (2018), based in the 
contemporary understanding that gender is a cultural construct that is not limited to 
binary categories, recommends usage that moves beyond the gender binary in order to 
include individuals whose identities might otherwise be unacknowledged or devalued.

There are several terms that people might use when discussing gender. Some of the 
most common ones include the following:

• Gender identity: an individual’s feeling about, relationship with, and understand-
ing of gender as it pertains to their sense of self. An individual’s gender identity 
may or may not be related to the sex that individual was assigned at birth.

• Gender expression: external presentation of one’s gender identity, often through 
behavior, clothing, haircut, or voice, which may or may not conform to socially 
defined behaviors and characteristics typically associated with being either mas-
culine or feminine.

• Gender binary: a conceptual framework that defines gender as consisting solely 
of two categories (termed “woman” and “man”) that are biologically based 
(“female” and “male”) and unchangeable, and that denies the existence of other 
nonbinary variations of gender or anatomy.

• Cisgender: of or relating to a person whose gender identity corresponds with the 
sex they were assigned at birth.

• Transgender: of or relating to a person whose gender identity differs from the 
sex they were assigned at birth. This umbrella term may refer to someone whose 
gender identity is woman or man, or to someone whose gender identity is non-
binary (see below).

• Nonbinary: of or relating to a person who does not identify, or identify solely, as 
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either a woman or a man. More specific nonbinary identifiers include but are not 
limited to terms such as agender and gender fluid (see below).

• Gender fluid: of or relating to individuals whose identity shifts among genders. 
This term overlaps with terms such as genderqueer and bigender, implying 
movement among gender identities and/or presentations.

• Agender: of or relating to a person who does not identify with any gender, or 
who identifies as neutral or genderless.

Language, which plays a central role in human cognition and behavior, is one of the 
most common mechanisms by which gender is constructed and reinforced. The words 
that people use to describe others or objects are often unintentionally but unques-
tionably based in implicit cultural biases, including biases that privilege the gender 
binary. We can see such bias reinforced in professional language use: in curriculum 
and pedagogy; in papers and publications; in handouts and other materials used in 
presentations; and in speaking in and beyond our classrooms. NCTE is concerned 
about the critical role that language plays in perpetuating gender bias, including binary 
understandings of gender and gender norms. Through careful attention to language as 
it relates to gender, NCTE members have the opportunity to influence inclusive and 
supportive thought and behavior both directly and indirectly.

Understanding that, despite the dominant cultural force of cisnormativity, there is a 
full spectrum of gender identities that are not confined to the gender binary, we provide 
recommendations for gender-expansive language in practice in the next section. We 
base these recommendations on the principle that all students have the right to their 
own gender identities and gender expressions. We urge members of NCTE to engage 
in deep reflection on traditional understandings of gender in hopes that this reflection 
will contribute to the ongoing work of supporting the safety, growth, and learning of 
students of all gender identities.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

1. General Usage Guidelines

• Avoid using he as a universal pronoun; likewise, avoid using binary alternatives 
such as  he/she, he or she, or (s)he.

• As the editors of the recent editions of the Chicago Manual of Style (2017), 
the Associated Press Stylebook (2018), and other style guides affirm, the pro-
noun they is appropriate to use in writing when referring to singular antecedents, 
including when writing for publication.

• Unless the gender of a singular personal antecedent is otherwise specified, use 
the gender-neutral singular pronouns they, them, their, and theirs.

• The Chicago Manual of Style affirms that the pronoun themself may be used to 
signal a singular antecedent; that some people may alternatively prefer to use 
themselves to signal a singular antecedent; and that a person’s stated preference 
should be respected.
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• Are is the present-tense verb for the singular pronoun they, just as are is the pres-
ent-tense verb for the singular pronoun you. 

• When referring to any individual, respect that individual’s chosen pronoun usage, 
or lack thereof. (Note: while the singular they is the most common nonbinary 
pronoun, there are others, including but not limited to ey / em / eirs and ze / hir 
/ hirs. See the University of Minnesota’s “Nonbinary Gender Pronouns” declen-
sion and usage chart, linked in the Resources section below, for further details.)

Some Usage Examples:

Exclusionary (binary):
Every cast member should know his or her lines by Friday.
Inclusive (any gender):
Each cast member should know their lines by Friday.
Inclusive (student whose chosen pronouns are they/ them / theirs):
Alex needs to learn their lines by Friday.
Exclusionary (binary):
Each should wait until he / she is notified of his / her test results.
Inclusive (any gender):
Each should wait until they are notified of their test results.
Inclusive (student whose chosen pronouns are they/ them / theirs):
Janani should wait until they are notified of their test results.

2. Recommendations for Working with Students
A. Regarding Grammar and Usage

• Observe all of the General Usage Guidelines in Section I above when exploring 
language usage in classrooms, communicating with students, preparing curricu-
lum and materials, designing class activities, and responding to student writing.

• Frame instruction in grammar and usage conventions with ongoing discussion 
of the inherently dynamic and evolving nature of language, rather than asserting, 
implicitly or explicitly, that grammar and usage rules are timeless, universal, or 
absolute. Language shifts; make that part of the classroom conversation.

• When the gender of a singular antecedent is unknown, allow and encourage stu-
dents to use the gender-neutral singular pronouns they, them, their, and theirs, 
rather than using binary alternatives such as he/she, he or she, or (s)he.

• Allow students who choose not to refer to themselves with any pronouns to 
self-describe as they see fit, according to context.

• Note that while a rising number of major print-language authorities such as those 
noted in section I now embrace the use of the singular pronoun they, makers of 
most standardized tests have not yet adopted this policy. Track the treatment of 
the singular they in the standardized tests your students may be taking and apprise 
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students accordingly, contextualizing differences among language authorities in 
a larger, ongoing discussion of language and usage as dynamic and evolving, not 
absolute or static.

B. Regarding Classroom Culture
• Work to establish and maintain classrooms and school communities where stu-

dents of all gender identities feel visible, heard, valued, and protected.
• A student’s pronouns intersect profoundly with their gender identity and their 

sense of self; accordingly, as early as possible in any given term, give each stu-
dent a private way to let you know their name and chosen pronouns. This process 
could be as simple as including the following questions on a basic student infor-
mation sheet a student can fill out confidentially: “What name would you like 
me to use in referring to you in class?” and “What pronouns would you like me 
to use in referring to you in class?”

• Respect each student’s chosen name and pronouns.
• As any student does, LGBTQ students have a right to privacy, which includes the 

right not to be “outed.” As an article in the Fall 2018 issue of Teaching Tolerance 
makes clear, “Even if people within the school know about a student’s sexual 
orientation or gender identity, educators cannot disclose a student’s private infor-
mation without consent. Outing LGBTQ students has led to tragic, even fatal 
consequences, and violates their constitutional rights” (Collins 26). In short, it 
is imperative to respect a student’s privacy and keep a student’s communica-
tion about gender identity confidential. A transgender student may or may not 
feel comfortable or safe having their gender identity known in all contexts, and 
therefore may not use the same pronouns in all contexts, even within one school. 
Maintain confidentiality, attention, and discretion in communicating with and 
about the student, and do not disclose any student’s gender identity in any setting 
without the student’s clear consent.

• Because, like other elements of identity, a student’s gender identity may be fluid 
rather than static, remain attuned to and supportive of possible shifts in a stu-
dent’s chosen name and pronouns; again, maintain confidentiality and do not 
disclose any shift in a student’s gender identity without the student’s consent.

C. Regarding Curriculum Creation
• Create lessons and materials that discuss gender as a spectrum, and that include 

a range of gender identities, rather than inadvertently perpetuating a binary con-
cept of gender or excluding transgender students through curricular and instruc-
tional choices.

For example:
Seize and create classroom opportunities to discuss and challenge gender assumptions, 
particularly binary assumptions about gender.

Avoid assuming binary gender identities by designing activities that divide the class 
into boys and girls.



The ATEG Journal • Summer 2019 • Vol. 28, No. 1

35

Avoid assuming binary gender identities when assigning readers or roles for texts 
being read aloud or performed.

When facilitating discussions of the impact of gender identity on personal, social, or 
political experience, move beyond binary terms that compare and contrast the expe-
riences of women and men to ensure that such explorations consider experiences of 
those with nonbinary identities as well.

• Understand that a student’s gender identity may impact their engagement with 
certain texts and/or participation in certain conversations.

3. Recommendations for Working with ELA Colleagues
• Observe all of the General Usage Guidelines in Section I above when working 

with ELA colleagues in any professional capacity.
• Become conversant with recent official affirmations of the singular they by 

usage and style authorities such as The Chicago Manual of Style (2017) and The 
Associated Press Stylebook (2018), and update colleagues on this area of active, 
ongoing language shift.

• When providing leadership to ELA teachers (for example, as an official or unof-
ficial mentor, a department and division head, a curriculum coordinator, a prin-
cipal, or a teacher-educator), provide instruction and support, where needed, as 
trainees and colleagues expand their competency in using and teaching language 
that is free of gender bias. This NCTE position statement, as well as the resources 
listed at the end of it, can aid in that ongoing effort.

• When collaborating with other ELA colleagues in designing curriculum, imple-
menting instruction, and selecting texts, materials, and media, observe the fol-
lowing practices:

When teaching or discussing gender or identity, do not limit discussions to a binary 
understanding of gender and gender identity.

Represent gender diversity in text selection, seeking to include not only books by or 
about cisgender people, but also texts written by transgender and nonbinary authors 
about transgender and nonbinary characters and experiences.

Remain alert to the emergence of implicit or explicit gender bias in any given text, and 
engage with colleagues and in acknowledging, contextualizing, and challenging such 
discriminatory notions of gender, just as ELA colleagues work to acknowledge, con-
textualize, and challenge racial bias when it emerges in curricular texts. Such ongoing 
discussions with colleagues will inform essential critical discussions with students.

4. Recommendations for Administrators

• Observe all of the General Usage Guidelines in Section I above when working 
with, speaking with, writing for, or presenting to students at large, parents, or 
other school community members.
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• Provide support to ELA professionals as those professionals in turn provide 
guidance in using language in a way that is free of gender bias.

• Conduct an internal audit of written material representing the school and/or dis-
trict and, where needed, direct the revision of material to eliminate binary lan-
guage.

• In tandem with a language audit (C.), review other practices that may formally 
or informally press a nonbinary student conform to binary categories (exam-
ple: male/female formal-wear requirements or expectations for graduation or 
dances).

• Ensure that the all school / district buildings include accessible gender-inclusive 
restrooms, and that they are marked with signs phrased in nonbinary terms such 
as “All-Gender Restroom.”

• Provide regular opportunities for proactive professional development for all 
teachers and staff to promote understanding of the nature of gender as a spec-
trum, and to nurture a safe and supportive school community for all members—
both students and adults—of all genders.

5. Recommendations for Working with the Larger Professional Community

• Observe General Usage Guidelines in Section I above when writing for NCTE 
publications including journal articles, lesson plans, and social media commu-
nications.

• Participate in ongoing professional development for educators to succeed in 
countering bigotry, discrimination, and harassment of transgender students in 
education.

• Support the enforcement of laws and policies that provide sanctions against dis-
crimination and harassment in education.

• Advocate for legislative reform that will lead to policies that provide sanctions 
against discrimination in education based on sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity.

• Coordinate with educational constituents of various sorts—ELA teachers and 
other colleagues, members of the larger school community, and members of the 
larger professional community—to participate actively in public conversations 
about gender diversity and how to support students of all gender identities.
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RESOURCES 

Terminology 

Corcione, Danielle. “How to Use Gender Neutral Words—and Why They’re Import-
ant.” Teen Vogue, 27 Aug 2018. https://www.teenvogue.com/story/how-to-use-gen-
der-neutral-words.

Teen Vogue has become well known recently for in-depth reporting on serious topics 
that impact adolescents. This article presents a clear, accessible, and useful guide for 
both adults and “youth who aspire toward language use that is gender-neutral and 
gender-fair.”

“Gender Pronouns and the Singular ‘They’.” The Purdue Online Writing Lab (OWL).

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/general_writing/grammar/pronouns/gendered_pronouns_
and_singular_they.html.

The OWL, to which many teachers refer their students for guidelines on writing, 
grammar, usage, research, and documentation, added this helpful discussion of gen-
der-inclusive language in 2017. This article discusses the use of singular they through 
centuries of English, as well as the importance of singular they today.

“The Gender Unicorn.” Trans Student Educational Resources. http://www.transstu-
dent.org/gender/.

The Gender Unicorn offers a visual explanation of how gender identity, gender expres-
sion, and sex assigned at birth are different identity categories. It also includes defini-
tions of each term.

“Key Terms and Concepts in Understanding Gender Diversity and Sexual Orientation 
Among Students.” American Psychological Association, 2015, https://www.apa.org/
pi/lgbt/programs/safe-supportive/lgbt/key-terms.pdf.

This comprehensive terms guide is one pamphlet in a series, “Promoting Resiliency for 
Gender Diverse and Sexual Minority Students in Schools,” which presents research-
based best practices meeting the needs of LBGTQIA+ students.

“Nonbinary Gender Pronouns.” University of Minnesota Student Writing Support. 
http://writing.umn.edu/sws/quickhelp/grammar/nonbinary.html

Provides a declension chart of some of the most common nonbinary pronouns, includ-
ing the singular they, as well as others such as ze/zir/zirs and ey/em/eirs.

“Pronouns: A Resource for Educators.” GLSEN. https://www.glsen.org/article/pro-
nouns-resource-educators

GLSEN is one of the most prominent LGBTQIA+ organizations working to support 
students, schools, GSAs, educators, and allies. This pronoun guide directly supports 
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and explores more inclusive language choices in the classroom. Other resources 
abound on the site.

“Resources.” International Pronouns Day. https://pronounsday.org/resources/.

Page includes helpful very short videos such as “Pronouns: How Do You Ask?”

Sojwal, Senti. “What Does ‘Agender’ Mean? 6 Things to Know About People with 
Non-Binary Identities.” Bustle. 16 Sept 2015,

https://www.bustle.com/articles/109255-what-does-agender-mean-6-things-to-know-
about-people-with-non-binary-identities.

Article discusses what it means to identify as agender.

Steinmetz, Katy. “Beyond ‘He’ or ‘She’: The Changing Meaning of Gender and Sexu-
ality. Time. 16 March 2017, http://time.com/4703309/gender-sexuality-changing/.

Article considers understandings of gender and sexuality in relation to young people 
in schools and includes survey data from young adults.

Tobia, Jacob. “Everything You Ever Wanted to Know About Gender-Neutral Pro-
nouns.” Time. 12 May 2016, http://time.com/4327915/gender-neutral-pronouns/.

A helpful introductory guide to gender neutral pronouns in a question-and-answer for-
mat. For educators newer to the topic, this is a helpful place to start—with a piece that 
poses many common questions you may already be asking yourself—before exploring 
more robust sources.

Resources for Addressing Gender Diversity with Students 

Butler-Wall, Annika, et al. Rethinking Sexism, Gender, and Sexuality. Rethinking 
Schools, 2016.

This anthology contains suggestions for how to include topics such as gender, sexism, 
and feminism within a social justice curriculum.

Gittelman, Maya. “5 Ways to Help Kids Think Outside the Gender Binary.” The Body 
Is Not An Apology. 27 July 2018, https://thebodyisnotanapology.com/magazine/5-
ways-to-help-kids-think-outside-the-gender-binary/.

Presents practical ways to help students consider gender beyond the binary.

Harbin, Brielle. “Teaching Beyond the Gender Binary in the University Classroom.” 
Vanderbilt University Center for Teaching. https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-
pages/teaching-beyond-the-gender-binary-in-the-university-classroom/

Although intended for university educators, this adaptable resource explains the sig-
nificance of language use in the classroom, particularly in working with gender diverse 
students who are actively defining and expressing their identities, and seeking support 
from allies and educators.
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Miller, s, editor. Teaching, Affirming, and Recognizing Trans* and Gender Creative 
Youth: A Queer Literacy Framework. Palgrave Macmillan, 2016.

In this award-winning anthology, ELA teachers of all levels can find examples from 
research and practice, as well as sample lessons for teaching about gender beyond the 
binary. A glossary is included for reference.

Miller, s. about Gender Identity Justice in Schools and Communities. Teachers Col-
lege Press, forthcoming (2019).

This book seeks to disrupt the default through which a dominant gaze tends to view 
life through a cisgender and cisnormative lens and provides ways to change the exclu-
sionary political, economic, and affective practices and their subsequent conditions 
that have created gender identity injustice in the first place. By moving away from 
presumptions that sustain cis-and gender identity normative defaults and resetting and 
recasting it to and through expansive lenses, it foregrounds new starting points for 
gender identity work.

Pennell, Summer Melody. “Training Secondary Teachers to Support LGBTQ+ Stu-
dents: Practical Applications from Theory and Research.” The High School Journal, 
vol. 101, no. 1, Jan. 2017, pp. 62-72.

This article includes an easy-to-execute activity for exploring how our ideas of gender 
are shaped by our society.

Ryan, Caitlin L., and Jill M. Hermann-Wilmarth. Reading the Rainbow: LGBTQ-In-
clusive Literacy Instruction in the Elementary Classroom. Teachers College Press, 
2018.

Ryan and Hermann-Wilmarth include examples from several elementary classrooms 
where teachers encourage students to challenge assumptions about gender, gender 
identity, and gender expression through working with books about LGBTQ+ and 
straight characters. Shared activities allow teachers to measure student progress 
toward essential literacy goals.

Tempel, Melissa Bollow. “It’s OK to Be Neither.” Rethinking Schools, vol. 26, no. 1, 
Fall 2011,

https://www.rethinkingschools.org/articles/its-ok-to-be-neither-teaching-that-sup-
ports-gender-variant-children.

This article shares one teacher’s story of supporting a gender variant student and offers 
suggestions for talking to early-elementary aged children about gender variance and 
stereotypes.

Advocacy Organizations

Gender Spectrum. https://www.genderspectrum.org/resources/education-2/#more-424

Gender Spectrum offers educators and school communities a wide variety of pro-
fessional development tools, including language guides, a gender inclusive schools 
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toolkit, and a sample gender support plan for administrators working to support gender 
diverse students.

Trans Student Educational Resources. http://www.transstudent.org/about/

Founded and led by trans youth, TSER is “dedicated to transforming the educational 
environment for trans and gender nonconforming students through advocacy and 
empowerment.” Website includes links to many resources for students and those who 
support students.

Transparent USA. https://transparentusa.org/resources/educational-materials/.

Transparent’s website includes links to a wide variety of helpful resources for families 
and educators.
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Book Review: The First-Year English Teacher’s  
Guidebook: Strategies for Success

by Sean Ruday
Review by Kevin Moberg

Kevin Moberg is a faculty member in the Department of Language and Literature 
and the Department of Teacher Education at Dickinson State University in Dickinson, 
North Dakota. He teaches courses on writing, grammar, linguistics, and literature, 
including adolescent literature. For also teaches methods courses for English educa-
tion majors and supervises their student teaching.

The First-Year English Teacher’s Guidebook: Strategies for Success (Ruday, 
2018) offers its audience what its title promises: advice on how to be an effective 
teacher despite the challenges of the first year in the profession. Sean Ruday shares 
suggestions for implementing lessons, assessing learning, and maintaining a healthy 
balance between work and private life. New English educators can read the book 
before the start of school and then consult it as needed throughout the year for remind-
ers to make the first year of teaching successful.

Ruday’s book is not designed as a grammar resource per se—there are no chapters 
that elaborate on specific grammar topics, theory, or pedagogy. However, the book is 
a valuable resource for grammar instruction because of “the big picture” that Ruday 
paints for readers: that of an effective English classroom in which grammar is as much 
a part of daily learning as reading, writing, speaking, and listening.

This portrait of a model classroom is the aggregate of Ruday’s examples of inte-
grating grammar while carrying out various teaching tasks. In Chapter One on instruc-
tional goals, Ruday suggests designing lessons to move from the basic features of a 
concept to the concept’s effects and demonstrates how students can analyze authors’ 
use of relative clauses for impact in their writing. In Chapter Two, Ruday recommends 
connecting class topics to students’ out-of-school interests. For example, students can 
examine what details prepositional phrases provide in sports writing, or they can ana-
lyze how they themselves use vocatives when communicating via social media. In 
Chapter Five on assessment, Ruday provides sample rubrics with criteria not only on 
whether a student writer has included certain elements of grammar but also on how 
well the writer has done so to achieve particular effects in the writing. For example, 
a poetry rubric with concrete language as a criterion first asks, “Does the poem use 
concrete language, such as specific nouns and strong verbs?” but then asks, “Is the 
concrete language relevant to the poem and used in a way that contributes to readers’ 
understandings of it?”

Although primarily about supporting new teachers, this book is also a valuable 
grammar resource for three reasons. First, it reminds readers that grammar is an essen-
tial component of the English curriculum, modeling a dual focus on students’ knowing 
about and knowing how to use grammar while communicating that the latter is the  
reason for the former. Second, the book provides readers with an exemplar: a hypo-
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thetical classroom shown through vignettes of instruction that integrates grammar with 
reading, writing, and speaking. Third, Ruday’s book offers numerous teaching ideas 
related to grammar topics like activities in the sample lessons throughout the book as 
well as a list of grade-appropriate grammar topics in one of the book’s appendices.

First-year English teachers will not turn to Ruday’s book to learn about grammar. 
This book is for readers whose college courses have already prepared them with gram-
mar knowledge and pedagogy. Instead, as new educators consult this book for help 
on surviving and thriving during their first year, they will find examples that illustrate 
what teaching success looks like in a classroom where grammar is an integrated com-
ponent of English language arts.

References
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Review
Flipped Out Over GrammarFlip

Jeremy Hyler

Jeremy Hyler is an English and science teacher at Fulton Middle School in Michigan. 
He is a teacher consultant for the Chippewa River Writing Project, vice-president of 
The Assembly for the Teaching of English Grammar (ATEG). Hyler has co-authored 
two books with Dr. Troy Hicks, published by Routledge/Eye on Education: Create, 
Compose, Connect! Reading, Writing, and Learning with Digital Tools (2014) and 
From Texting to Teaching: Grammar Instruction in a Digital Age (2017).

Grammar is no doubt a subject that a lot of educators need help with when it 
comes to teaching their students. Sometimes it is as simple as finding time to imple-
ment grammar instruction into the limited time that we already have. Whether you are 
an elementary teacher or teaching A.P. English, any help with grammar is greeted with 
open arms and can provide new ideas and perspectives.

As a middle school teacher, I have tried to find 
as much information about making my students more 
engaged with grammar. I have always wanted to know 
how other teachers were implementing their grammar 
instruction into daily practices. After reading many 
books by Constance Weaver, Jeff Anderson, and other 
leading experts on the teaching of grammar, I had an 
idea. That idea was to flip my grammar instruction. 
For those of you who don’t know what flipping is, it 
is merely having the students watching a video lesson 
outside of the classroom and then doing the “homework” or activity part in class. 
Flipped instruction looks differently for every teacher and is adapted accordingly. For 
several years, I created my own videos for students to watch. It wasn’t until I found the 
online tool GrammarFlip (grammarflip.com), that I started to save myself time and be 
able to teach more grammar in my English classroom. 

GrammarFlip is an interactive tool that is meant to help individualize student 
instruction with grammar. GrammarFlip is not only a great tool to help with retention, 
it is also very affordable. Teachers can pay just $69 a year and receive all the features 
which include:

• Elementary, middle, and high school modules that include numerous sets of 
exercises

• Diagnostic assessments
• Writing application activities
• Teacher Writing Portals
• Student progress reporting
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What is most beneficial about this tool for teachers is that GrammarFlip isn’t just 
designed to teach grammar in isolation. The program intentionally teaches the students 
the lesson, has them practice it, and then has the student apply the lesson to writing. 
By doing this, students have a higher level of retention with the grammar skills they 
have learned. 

These are just five of the ten features that are included with the yearly subscription. 
My students always complete the lesson on GrammarFlip by Thursday, and then I 
check for understanding with an activity on Fridays. If you are a lower-level teacher, 
GrammarFlip has sets of questions on Kahoot that can be helpful for review as well. 
Even my middle school students enjoy doing Kahoot review every once in a while. 
I assign my students one lesson a week and typically do some activities surrounding 
the skill on Fridays. The videos and slideshows are easy for students, including those 
below grade level, to listen to and comprehend. My students enjoy the fact that they 
can always go back and revisit the videos and redo the practice exercises. In addition, 
GrammarFlip is a resource they can consult throughout the year.

Though GrammarFlip isn’t the magic button that educators might be looking for when 
it comes to grammar instruction, it is a great tool to implement into the classroom. 
Students are not going to be grammar experts overnight with this digital tool; however, 
it does give them many opportunities to practice grammar skills in real writing spaces 
such as writer’s notebook or the social media spaces where students interact. The pro-
ducers of GrammarFlip also do an awesome job of listening to feedback from teachers 
and educators to make their website and program even better. Over the course of the 
last two years, GrammarFlip has continued to make improvements for both teachers 
and students. If you get a chance, check out GrammarFlip and what it has to offer you 
and your school.
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ATEG Membership Form—Join the Grammar Revolution!

NAME  _________________________________________________________

ADDRESS  _________________________________________________________  

  _________________________________________________________

  _________________________________________________________

E-MAIL  _________________________________________________________  

MEMBERSHIP CATEGORY

o $12 US one year 

o $7.50 US one year student rate 

o $20 US two years 

o $12 US two years student rate 

Checks drawn on foreign banks must be in US funds. Please make all checks payable 
to ATEG. We are not at this time able to accept credit cards or purchase orders. 
Membership includes a subscription to ATEG Journal.

Please mail checks to:

ATEG 

3075 Sun Valley Drive 

Charlottesville, VA 22903
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