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Introduction 

 

Roadmap 

 

In this paper, I argue that academic discourse is a gringolect, a white cultural relic, 

historically and contemporarily weaponized against students of color from ethnolectal 

backgrounds in higher education. I argue that the social entity which we all refer to as academic 

discourse arose out of a racialized social context and agenda designed and intended for white 

upper-class native English speakers. And so, when we standardize and defend academic 

language as the only acceptable means of articulating knowledge in higher education, we engage 

and promote socio-linguistic racism against students whose speaking and writing practices don’t 

approximate this discourse. 

To support these claims, I rely on a combination of composition studies and writing 

pedagogy, critical race theory, socio and raciolinguistics. My methods draw from my own 

personal experience navigating the community college system, the UC system at Berkeley, and 

the CSU system at San Francisco State University. I use discourse analysis to review print and 

digital texts. And I draw on student testimonials from a first-year college writing course I taught 

this year. 

 I begin my paper with an introduction into the context and current conversation about 

teaching academic discourse in higher education. I situate my argument within this debate, 

arguing instead that we as educators and as an institution in general must de-standardize and 

reimagine academic discourse, this white cultural relic, for the sake of our students. 

 To gain a better understanding of what I mean by “academic discourse” and a “white 

cultural relic” I provide a literature review of the terms “academic discourse” and “whiteness”.  I 

offer some clarification on my use of these complex and often abstract terms and attempt to 

ground these definitions in ways that are digestible and easy to understand.  

 Once we get a sense of the debate and a grasp of these key terms, I conduct a historical 

analysis, contextualizing the inception and evolution of academic discourse in composition 

studies within the framework of whiteness studies. In other words, I interrogate academic 

discourse’s lineage in higher education using a whiteness studies lens to reveal academic 

discourse as a racist project. 

 After revealing an academic discourse saturated in whiteness, I suggest that we begin to 

understand academic discourse as a type of white dialect. Thus, I coin and introduce the term 

gringolect as a substitute for academic discourse that connotes its historical whiteness and 

hegemonic status. I focus on the problems this gringolect poses for students of color from 

ethnolectal backgrounds, specifically in the forms of writing we assign, the ways we assess 

student writing and the institutional standards our assignments and assessments uphold. 

 To appease growing anxieties surrounding the thought of de-standardizing such a 

monumental entity, I offer a way to transition into this de-standardization that draws from a form 

of writing many teachers already incorporate into their classrooms and pedagogy. Journal writing 

provides a blueprint for resisting this gringolect and its effects on our students. While I do not 

argue for an all-out expressivist classroom, journal writing does offer us ways to reverse some of 

the effects of gringolects. 

 Finally, I end with an invitation to reimagine the writing products, assessment practices 

and institutional standards we have perpetuated without considering the changing demographics 
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of our students and classrooms. I conclude with the hope of reimagining a discourse that refuses 

to privilege a singular dialect while still maintaining reasonable norms that structure writing. 

The following section “Soles in Limbo” serves as a play on words to describe the 

conditions students of color personally experience in their attempts to reconcile between the 

preservation of home discourses or ethnolects and academic discourse, in college composition 

classrooms. It describes the many ways students are asked to exercise resilience when traversing 

this discourse. The word Limbo necessitates further exploration and contextualization. Limbo 

denotes a dance or a figurative performance of bending over backwards to attain success. This 

metaphor depicts the effort first-generation, non-standard English speaking and writing, 

working-class college students of color must put forth to navigate the linguistic terrain of 

academia. Limbo also refers to the paradox teachers face when deciding to privilege or 

deprivilege academic discourse in their classroom. This purgatorial space or limbo often leaves 

students and teachers struggling to navigate this terrain linguistically disoriented, with feelings of 

inadequacy and estrangement, or oftentimes to jettison their ethnolect in attempts to master 

standard English. 

 

Soles in Limbo: The Paradox of Teaching Academic Discourse in the Composition Classroom 

 

My research struggles to situate itself within the current and lively debate about whether 

teachers should or should not teach academic discourse and standard English practices and 

structures constituting it. Like many educators and students, regardless of language, racial, 

economic backgrounds, I understand the need to teach academic discourse in education. 

However, I have felt and seen the benefits of privileging students’ ethnolects and home 

languages in the classroom. But, no matter how well-intentioned each argument about whether or 

not we should continue teaching standard English in academia may sound, we must address their 

tensions for the sake of our students. Some maintain that we must continue to teach students the 

rules and habits of academic discourse so that they can succeed in the workplace and in academia 

(Jenkins, 2018). Others argue that we must recognize home discourses and languages in 

academia so as to not rob students of their experience and identity (Inoue, 2015; Young, 2010). 

Discussion about the general structure of and application for academic discourse also breed more 

focused debates about the elements comprising academic discourse. For instance, Stanley Fish 

(2009) expresses his concern for Composition’s lack of attention to grammar, syntax, and 

sentence structure while Lauren Micciche (2004) argues for an emphasis on grammar only in the 

service of argument. Each argues a good point and although this section does not focus on 

grammar and syntax particularly, it does consider them within the larger argument about the role 

and purpose of academic discourse in higher education.  

On one hand, I personally understand and experience the need of mastering academic 

discourse and believe we cannot just stop teaching it. Jenkins argues that we must continue to 

teach students standard English and academic discourse (pgs. 5-6). For Jenkins, teaching 

students academic discourse means preparing them for work beyond the classroom (pgs.1-2). 

Jenkins claims that students will not “be able to talk and write any way they choose, any more 

than they will be able to dress or behave any way they want. Preparing them adequately for life 

beyond college is arguably our greatest responsibility — and up to this point, perhaps our biggest 

failure” (pgs.6-7). Jenkins argues that we must provide students the same options that allowed us 

to navigate the current structures of “the professional world” and academia. Under the present 
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systems of assessments and evaluation structuring academic discourse and ultimately upward 

mobility, I agree with Jenkins that we must continue to teach students academic discourse. 

On the other, I understand the benefits of privileging home languages and ethnolects in 

the classroom and the effects they have on students’ cultural identity (Anzaldúa, 1987; Elbow, 

1999; Young, 2010). Incorporating different ways of speaking and writing in the classroom 

validates the diverse cultural backgrounds from where these languages take root. Representing 

these ethnolects and home languages in the overall structure of the classroom sends the message 

to students that they belong and are integral components in knowledge production. 

However, simply teaching academic discourse in Jenkin’s case, without regarding the 

home discourses and ethnolects students bring to the classroom reaffirms the “racialized 

linguistic structures” that continue to ostracize these students; and I believe Young’s argument 

for “code-meshing” (116), an amalgamation of non-standard English and standard English where 

students utilize home dialects and discourses in tandem with academic discourse, misleads 

students. Yes, Jenkins argues we must prepare students for the same system that allowed Young 

to prosper, but he fails to reimagine a different writing product, assessment practice and 

institutional standard. Rather than question the institutional standards filtering students out of 

these professional and academic spaces for their inability to emulate this discourse, he conforms 

to them without hesitation. Although Young models the way non-standard English can serve as a 

form of academic discourse and actually uses BEV to destabilize notions about non-standard 

English as non-academic, Young’s illustrious professional writing career allows him to 

accomplish this task. Audiences regard Young’s article as academic because he already 

demonstrated his mastery of standard English. Young can code switch between BEV and 

standard English because he has the option to do so. Code-meshing succeeds according to the 

assessments that validate it. In-class assessments seem easier to control and adapt, but 

institutional assessments like personal statements, entrance exams, and professional job 

interviews prove more difficult. The field of education, in which Young writes, composition and 

writing studies establish a safe space for writers to play and “tamper” with academic language, 

but these practices do not transcend these fields nor the departments that house this scholarship. 

Is it ethical to validate code-meshing and non-standard writing practices in our classroom if the 

assessments that govern higher education and the workplace require standard English? Will it be 

enough for students to be partially versed in standard English and attain the level of success they 

desire?  

I too struggled to encourage ethnolects while at the same time strongly recommending 

that my high school students learn standard English. In not so many words, I told my high school 

students that social and academic mobility required that they sound white. But they had already 

agreed with this idea before I explicitly named it. I heard them equating standard English with 

intelligence with comments in the form of “they sound smart”.  I justified this idea to myself and 

although this also reflected my experience, I see my fault in projecting this ideology onto them. 

Sadly, I still believe this to some degree, and I credit my academic success to “the linguistic 

sacrifices” (Inoue, 2015, p.23) made throughout my educational and professional career. While I 

will never again ask students to compromise their identities and voice in an effort to transcend 

institutional constraints, these constraints still exist and thrive in the hands of the gatekeepers. 

Universities grant or deny students access to success based on their ability to write, and 

unfortunately in their ability to write a certain way. To an extent, students must linguistically, 

affectively, mentally, and academically perform whiteness in their speaking and writing habits to 

appease the institutional assessments safeguarding their future. We can ask students to use their 
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own voice and retain their home dialects and ethnolects, but if the gatekeepers refuse to validate 

such ways of being in academia then our efforts as educators pose greater detriments to the very 

students we strive to serve.  

I argue that we must de-standardize academic discourse, relegating it to an ordinary way 

of speaking and writing, stripping it of its status and hegemony in education, rather than 

tampering with it in an effort to make it more inclusive. Intentionally playing with the 

conventions and structures of academic discourse in an attempt to diversify it and make it our 

own (Inoue, 2015; Young, 2010) means that we must first learn and understand it. The problem 

with this, is that we lose many of our students during the learning process that they never get to 

make it their own. Helping students master standard English (Jenkins, 2018; Fish, 2009) through 

immersion tactics can damage students’ cultural identity and skews their perceptions of the 

purpose of education. I believe de-standardizing academic discourse in education will 

democratize the language of higher education and will finally reflect the dialects of all its 

students. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Academic Discourse   

 

In order to encourage higher education to de-standardize academic discourse we must 

first understand the complexity of academic discourse. I offer University of British Columbia 

Language and Literacy Professor Patricia A. Duff’s definition of academic discourse cited in her 

article “Language Socialization into Academic Discourse Communities” to show the way she 

grapples with defining this artifact we call academic discourse. Duff argues,  
Academic discourse is not just an entity but a social, cognitive, and rhetorical 

process and an accomplishment, a form of enculturation, social practice, positioning, 

representation, and stance-taking. Identity work and the negotiation of institutional and 

disciplinary ideologies and epistemologies are core aspects of the production and interpretation of 

academic discourse. (170) 

According to Duff, academic discourse acts as an entity, a complex process, accomplishment, a 

practice, a positioning, representation, a negotiation of knowledge, a product and an 

interpretation or heuristic. For many underprivileged, ESL speakers and writers of color, learning 

English alone, determines social and economic mobility, access to adequate mental and physical 

health services, housing security, access to adequate nutrition options and many other 

intersectional advantages. Students from these backgrounds enter higher education with hopes to 

alleviate and improve these pressures in either their own lives, their families’ lives, or their 

future children’s lives. Many times, students find navigating this discourse too antagonizing, 

discouraging, or overwhelming, leading to negative perceptions of education and thus impacting 

their ability to navigate other sectors of life that require these skills. 

Students and professionals must appropriate, emulate, or master academic discourse to 

attain academic and professional success in higher education and in the professional world. 

When I say success, I mean furthering their academic careers to undergraduate, graduate, or 

doctoral heights, gaining competency in their respective fields to apply, work and thrive in them, 

or producing and publishing knowledge.  

For the purposes of this paper, I mainly refer to “academic discourse” as a writing 

product, an assessment practice, and an institutional standard of education housing this product 

and practice. However, my use of academic discourse does take into consideration Duff’s vast 
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definition. Throughout this paper, I use the word “academic discourse” as an umbrella term 

encapsulating phrases like academic language, Standardized English (SE), and Standardized 

Written English (SWE). The institution of education in the US commonly associates SE as the 

primary form of speech or dialect practiced in this context. Similarly, SWE serves as the primary 

form of writing or grapholect practiced in this context as well. In this sense SE and SWE 

function as integral and inextricable components for and of academic discourse. 

 

Ventriloquizing Whiteness: Thinking, Looking, Acting, Speaking and Writing the White Way 

 

I mentioned earlier that academic mobility for students of color requires them to perform 

whiteness in the classroom. So, let us try and get a handle on whiteness as a concept in general 

and how it functions according to whiteness studies theorists and scholarship. Whiteness, as the 

globalizing ideology upholding white supremacy, cloaks itself as the normative and dominant 

standard permeating society while eluding detection and recognition as such (Bonilla-Silva, 

2012; Center, 2007; hooks, 1992; Inoue 2015, 2016; Leonardo, 2009; McIntosh, 1988; Muñoz, 

2006; Prendergast, 1998). Whiteness is an idea, much like blackness and brownness. However, 

colonization and centuries of reinforcement universalized and normalized whiteness as a 

standard in society (Fanon, 1963; Galeano, 1971, Leonardo, 2009, p. 167-68; Smith, 2006; Zinn, 

2015). Another way to think of whiteness as an ideology is to consider the “why?” behind an 

action, thought, feeling, word, or text. If the “why?” or intention behind any of these serves to 

elevate, privilege, normalize, standardize, or glorify white bodies, tastes, thoughts, texts, 

feelings, views, or creations over and above others simply because the derive from white people 

or white culture, then that is whiteness because it sustains white hegemony and dominance in 

society. But like most ideologies, whiteness materializes or makes itself real through various 

mediums like the body, visual representations, action, speech, texts, and spatial formations (like 

the creation of hoods, ghettos, and barrios). 

Whiteness of Mind: People often think that only white people can perpetuate whiteness or 

uphold white supremacy or that whiteness only refers to white bodies. Although whiteness and 

white supremacy only serve the interests of white people, people of color can also perform 

whiteness and reinforce the very same racism oppressing them. In her book Representing 

Whiteness in the Black Imagination, bell hooks describes ways in which the black imagination 

represents whiteness as synonymous with terror. From racial apartheid to modern day 

microaggressions and discourses on race that subvert issues of racism, hooks demystifies the 

ways whiteness “coerce[s] black folks to internalize negative perceptions of blackness, to be self-

hating, and many of us succumb, blacks who imitate whites, adopting their values, speech, habits 

of being etc.” (p. 338). We see this happening all the time with our students, especially in their 

attempt to learn academic discourse. As whiteness masks itself through socially reinforced 

associations of “good” it simultaneously condemns students of colors’ home discourses as “bad”. 

These socially reproduced representations of blackness and brownness as bad, inevitably lead to 

self-hate and reproductions of whiteness among students of color.  

We hear and see the way this cultural logic of whiteness coerces our students of color to 

adopt white forms of comportment and speaking in the writing classroom. In his article “Feeling 

Brown, Feeling Down” José Esteban Muñoz argues that whiteness produces a depressed 

modality for Latinx students. Muñoz argues that whiteness functions “…as a cultural logic that 

prescribes and regulates national feelings and comportment” (2006, p. 680).  The normative 

cultural logic of whiteness validates particular modalities of thinking, behaving, and being while 
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depreciating others failing to assimilate as illegible or abnormal. Latinxs and students of color 

must think and behave in terms of whiteness to achieve validation. Ultimately the academic 

success of students of color hinges on their ability to demonstrate this cultural logic of whiteness; 

a whiteness of the mind that demands they relinquish the ideals, customs, behaviors that define 

them which often leads to feelings of inadequacy and internalized racism. 

Whiteness of Body: One common way whiteness sustains itself as a hegemonic racist 

ideology comes from the associations it creates with bodies; and it does this in three ways. One 

way is to affirm white bodies and cast them in a positive light. Whiteness doesn’t explicitly 

advertise itself by claiming, white is beautiful, white is heroic, or white is safe; however, these 

words do become synonymous with these descriptions and we see this in the depictions of 

beauty, heroism and intelligence as white (McIntosh, 1998; Bonilla-Silva, E. (2012). Google 

search “beautiful women” or “beautiful men”, click on images and you’ll see Google’s definition 

of beauty in relation to the white body. Look at old movies and witness all white casts or look at 

contemporary movies today and see predominantly white male and female leads (usually 

heterosexual, cist, male leads), directors and audience. Watch movies representing issues in 

education like Freedom Writers and Dangerous Minds, and we see the “white savior complex” 

where white teachers and people feel entitled to fix the issues of students of color, which 

ironically, usually result from issues of racism and whiteness in the first place. And if you think 

this isn’t the case, simply look at English composition departments in higher education across the 

nation.  

 Traditionally, whiteness sustained itself as a hegemonic, racist ideology through the 

complete denial and exclusion of bodies of color. Back in the day, one way that society thought 

to deal with the bodies it racialized, was to exclude them from civic participation as a whole and 

dehumanize them at every possible turn. Proud of this institution, The United States saw no 

shame in celebrating their white supremacy. We saw this with slavery, lack of voting rights for 

women and people of color, lack of representation in media and in politics etc. In today’s 

“progressive” society, racism looks a little different. In his book Race, whiteness, and education 

Zeus Leonardo explores the furtive nature of whiteness, introducing the detrimental notion of a 

“color-blind” society where color-blindness functions as an exercise of ignorance and 

degradation for people of color. In this sense, color-blindness finds refuge in “post-racial” 

thought, or the idea that racism belongs to the shameful past and that to refuse and ignore race 

remains the proper way to cure a society of racism1. Many people celebrated this approach, even 

regarding Barack H. Obama’s election as signifying the end of racism. However, this wasn’t the 

case at all. The problem with a color-blind society or a post-racial outlook, is that people don’t 

consider the residual consequences that four hundred years of oppression, dehumanization, 

racism and trauma have on the individual and social psyche of every American and the US. 

Centuries of this indoctrination, inculcation, and socialization infects our ways of being to the 

extent that we become unconscious in the ways we ourselves perpetuate these racial inequities. It 

is this way of thinking that leads us into the ways bodies of color occupy the stage when they are 

included. 

 
1 With the advent of Trump’s election, I believe the issue of racism and white supremacy became mainstream. I 

think people became more aware of how alive white supremacy and white nationalism is and how racially divided 

our country has been, is and continues to be.  
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Finally, whiteness sustains itself as a hegemonic, racist ideology through the negative 

associations it creates with bodies of color and recasting bodies of color in a negative light2. We 

can’t deny the detrimental relation between race and society, so, rather than completely deny 

certain racial formations from social participation, we often see these racial formations at center 

stage but cast in a negative light. In his article “The invisible weight of whiteness: The racial 

grammar of everyday life in contemporary America” Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2012) describes the 

language we often use, whether unconsciously or consciously, to position white bodies and 

bodies of color in everyday life. Bonilla-Silva gives the example of the Nancy Grace where, on 

almost every occasion, she would use the word “beautiful” along with other distinguishing 

adjectives to describe young white female victims of violence. Contrastingly, she would leave 

the word “beautiful” out along with other distinguishing adjectives, that serve in humanizing 

people, for young, female victims of color.  Watch the show COPS; study the Black Lives Matter 

Movement protest police brutality against bodies of color, specifically black men; listen to 

Trump’s description of all illegal immigrants as rapists, killers, and thieves; consider the 

majority of black and brown people populating US prisons today; all these examples illustrate 

the ways “Whiteness displaces blackness and brownness – specific forms of non-whiteness – 

into signifiers of deviance and criminality within social, cultural, cognitive, and political 

contexts” (McLaren, P and Torres, R., p.57).   

Whiteness of Space: Whiteness manifests itself spatially, (re)segregating and driving 

many of the institutions that comprise society, specifically education. Many racist spatial and 

institutional networks create inequities for multilingual and multidialectal students of color 

inside the classroom. When I say spatial and institutional networks, I am referring to the 

relationship between the topographies of communities of color relative to educational 

topographies and the ways they influence one another to reproduce academic and racial 

inequities. In other words, we will look at the way’s communities of color, school funding and 

resources get allocated based on racist education and economic regulations.  

Forms of economic segregation (“in which only upper-income families can afford 

housing in certain high-cost communities” ), like exclusionary zoning (“in which some 

communities place limits on the number of moderate-income housing units”), redlining (“in 

which banks refuse to lend in low- and moderate-income”) and gentrification (in which 

community developments increase the cost of living to reflect middle and upper-class tastes, thus 

displacing low-and working-class communities of color) reproduce racial, economic and 

academic inequities in education like tracking (placing students on academic paths that lead to 

trades or professional careers or higher education) within and among schools and school districts, 

teacher turnover rates in urban schools, underprepared and emergency credentialed teachers 

(Leonardo, pg. 88, 2018). I simply wanted to survey some issues in education to provide us an 

idea of how whiteness permeates this sector of society. Education’s complex contours are too 

expansive and overarching for the scope of this paper; for example, I don’t detail education 

policy like proposition 13, affirmative action, or AB705 affecting students inside the classroom 

today. 

 
2 Actually, whiteness initially began sustaining itself through the racist invention of the idea of race. The concept of 

race was intentionally created as a way to categorize people in order to oppress and marginalize them. So, 

technically, “racializing” a body is racist in and of itself. Today scholarship prefers the term “race relations” because 

it puts the focus on the relationship between racial formations and society and takes the pressure off the racialized 

body itself. In other words, the very idea of race allows people and society to hierarchize skin pigmentation into 

positions of power. 



9 
 

 

Historical Analysis 

 

The Racist Legacy of Academic Discourse in Higher Education 

 

Students, educators, and the institution of education often assume academic discourse is 

an unbiased standard, fair enough to impose on all students; however its origins and social 

influences were all but fair, unbiased and are in fact rooted in a culture of whiteness. From its 

inception, whether intended or not, academic discourse served as yet another attribute 

distinguishing the upper class from the lower class and white people from people of color. In 

their 2002 article, “An Apartheid of Knowledge in Academia: The Struggle Over the 

"Legitimate" Knowledge of Faculty of Color” Dolores Delgado Bernal and Octavio Villalpando 

remonstrate against the prevailing racism in academia segregating faculty of color at the 

institutional, departmental and ranking level, while delegitimizing their epistemologies. Bernal 

and Villalpando assert “Higher education in the United States is founded on a Eurocentric 

epistemological perspective based on white privilege and ‘American democratic’ ideals of 

meritocracy, objectivity, and individuality. This epistemological perspective presumes that there 

is only one way of knowing and understanding the world, and it is the natural way of interpreting 

truth, knowledge, and reality” (171). The ability to write in general and more specifically to write 

academically, served as a marker for wealth, intellect, and privilege. Speaking in a way that 

reflected this form of writing represented propriety and further cemented systems of oppression 

like classism, racism, and patriarchy. While I don’t argue that academic language inherently 

propagates these agendas, I do argue that the people who practiced this language did so with the 

intention to reinforce these inequities and sustain social and racial hierarchies through divisive 

language structures and practices and vice versa.  

For centuries, these oppressive hierarchies remained intact within the walls of academia 

through the perpetuation of linguistic homogeneity. Linguistic homogeneity assumes and 

privileges a monolingual student, because traditionally, only white, upper-class, English speakers 

comprised academic institutions, so teachers never really needed to consider modifying their 

pedagogy because their student demographic remained relatively the same. “The myth” of 

linguistic homogeneity comes in when we as educators assume and expect the same traditional 

standard English from our students without considering that maybe these students might come 

from multilingual, second language, and ethno-lectical backgrounds (Matsuda, 2006). Matsuda 

urges educators to consider the detriments this myth poses for multilingual, ESL students, and I 

extend his argument to include students from ethnolectal (variations of English often associated 

with minority or non-white ethnicities) backgrounds. Students from ethnolectal backgrounds like 

Black English Vernacular (BEV), African American Vernacular (AAV) Spanglish and Chinglish 

(Inoue, 2015, p.124) combat similar obstacles when learning academic discourse. As time 

passed, the demographic of these institutions changed but the assumptions about and the 

standards of academic language for these students as English natives remained the same. Thus, 

the myth of linguistic homogeneity gave way to even more predatorial shifts in education. 

In 1970, open enrollment at CUNY changed the game because traditionally, only upper-

class, white, native SE speakers and writers populated the halls of higher education. But open 

enrollment changed everything. In her book Errors and Expectations, Mina P. Shaughnessy 

describes this new demographic of students, stating that, 
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the third group contained the true outsider. Natives, for the most part, of New York, graduates of 

the same public school system as the other students, they were nonetheless strangers in academia, 

unacquainted with the rules and rituals of college life, unprepared for the sorts of tasks their 

teachers were about to assign them. Most of them had grown up in one of New York’s ethnic or 

racial enclaves. (3) 

To be clear, students of color also attended universities and colleges before open enrollment, but 

these students demonstrated their mastery of academic discourse and familiarity with academia, 

successfully navigating various systemic obstacles, like entrance exams, interviews and 

placement tests, that might have caused issues of access for the uninitiated. With open 

enrollment, low-income multilingual, ethnolectal, students of color were guaranteed access to 

higher education. Access is the key word. Anyone wanting to attend college could now attend. 

They still needed to take placement tests that tracked them, most often in remedial classes, but 

nonetheless they entered. This forced educators to deal with this new demographic of students.  

While some teachers still maintained pedagogies that perpetuated the myth of linguistic 

homogeneity, choosing to continue teaching as if their student demographic didn’t shift 

remarkably, others continued to safeguard traditional SE practices and ideals in the form of, what 

Matsuda calls, linguistic containment. This pretty much means that, rather than acting like 

nothing changed, some teachers acknowledged the shift but instead demonized their students for 

their inability to produce academic discourse in an effort to preserve the hierarchy of academic 

discourse and the identity and status of the institution itself. 

First efforts to disrupt the myth of linguistic homogeneity were met with a barrage of 

stigmas and diagnoses that framed the writings of these “new” students and the students 

themselves as inferior, remedial, mentally disabled and handicapped in an effort to contain the 

linguistic homogeneity historically associated with academic discourse in higher education 

(Shaughnessy, 1977). Some teachers would even tell their students that “everyone was probably 

going to fail” (Shaughnessy p.3). Many teachers remonstrated against this shift, claiming that 

students were “uneducable” with the hope of ridding the institution of these students. In 1977, 

Shaughnessy revolutionary book Errors and Expectations re-represented these students, not as 

remedial or deficient but, as basic writers (BW) unfamiliar with academic discourse. 

Shaughnessy’s work serves as a foundation for many equitable and inclusive writing and 

assessment pedagogies in the college writing classroom today. Shaughnessy writes, 
The language the BW student inherits when he enters college is a language that has been 

developed over several centuries by writers who were discovering and exploiting the analytical 

powers of written English. It is not the purpose of this study to describe the ways in which that 

language has been and can be misused – how it has served to sharpen class divisions or dull the 

wits of captive readers or camouflage the mediocrity of people’s thoughts… (187) 

Shaughnessy advocates for BW students, arguing that they too can learn the language of the 

university that has historically ostracized them, but first educators need to understand that their 

students’ mistakes serve as attempts to grapple with new language structures and conventions 

and don’t serve as indications of mental disabilities. To this day, academic discourse prevails as 

a mechanism for academic segregation, where those who once benefitted from this linguistic 

dichotomy continue weaponize this discourse against BW, refusing to adapt it to the changing 

student demographic. 

For many of these teachers, these students of color and their ethnolects represented a 

“decline” in literacy; an all too familiar argument we often hear with the introduction of 

something new or different. Associate Professor of English and Comparative Literature at 

Columbia University, John McWhorter illustrates similar anxieties that arose regarding texting 
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and the threat people felt it posed to language. In his TedTalk, Txting is Killing Language. JK!!! 

McWhorter argues that texting offers us a preview of a new type of written language, a kind of 

“emergent complexity”, that reflects similar natural patterns we find in speech. According to 

McWhorter, texting serves as a form of “fingered speech”; a discourse that, through the use of 

portable technology like smartphones, creates the conditions for people to “write like they 

speak”. I mention McWhorter’s argument for two reasons. First, to highlight the hesitancy for 

academic institutions, educators, and people in general, to adapt their ideologies and practices to 

the vicissitudes of society out of defensiveness, fear, or misunderstanding. And second, to 

compare the ways academic discourse, as the language of and for academia, must also adapt to 

the linguistic and dialectal diversity of students in higher education. 

Many of us in academia are quick to denounce and deny the validity of different practices 

simply because they stray from our comfort zones and traditional ways of knowing. McWhorter 

claims that for some academics “…texting spells the decline and fall of any kind of serious 

literacy, or at least writing ability, among young people in the United States and now the whole 

world today. The fact of the matter is that it just isn’t true. (0:16)” Many people fear impending 

linguistic chaos or expect a sort of “bagginess” in language, devoid of structure and propriety.  

McWhorter empathizes with these fears and suggests that before we dismiss texting entirely, we 

must first understand it, “And in order to understand it, what we want to see is the way, in this 

new kind of language, there is new structure coming up (0:6:08).” This is the same approach 

Shaughnessy advocated for in her book. She perceived these basic writers and their writing, not 

as a decline in literacy, but as a “emergent complexity” fraught with new logics and structures. 

Not as deficient, but as different.  

McWhorter goes on to defend that texting in fact presents us with new structures, and 

even goes on to call texting and the language structure it brings up, a “linguistic miracle”. We 

see the way the youth developed a linguistic artifact as a way to adapt their communication to the 

emerging digital landscape they found themselves in. These students’ ethnolects represent the 

same linguistic miracle McWhorter discusses. These students’ ethnolects are indicative of their 

capacity to diversify and adapt their language practices to the environment they found 

themselves in. This in no way marks a decline or a bagginess in language and instead reflects 

ingenuity and creativity 

So, I ask, why haven’t we adapted academic discourse to accommodate the cultural, 

economic, racial, and linguistic shift that occurred with open enrollment in 1970? As we heard 

and read, Shaughnessy and McWhorter’s demonstrate the fear, uncertainty and reluctance that 

ensues in the face of change. Especially when we think of changing something as historic, 

relevant, and rooted in academic culture, as academic discourse. But why the fear and reluctance 

for a shift in language given its malleable organic nature? When we look at texting, we don’t see 

the replacement or substitution of one discourse with and for another. The inception of one does 

not necessarily entail the demise of the other. In fact, the two discourses can often coexist.  

I argue that this resistance to change stems from the same attitudes of people that 

originally panicked when facing a “new” wave of students; from the same conditions and actions 

that materialize linguistic homogeneity and enact linguistic containment in writing classrooms 

and in higher education. People fear that new changes will threaten their economic, social, and 

linguistic privileges. As far back as I read and remember, academic discourse served as a 

signifier of class transcendence, cultural transcendence, and academic progress. Academic 

discourse functions as the tongue of the elite or, to borrow Karl Marx’s term, the bourgeoisie that 

many students of color strive for regardless of the linguistic and cultural sacrifices they 

https://www.ted.com/talks/john_mcwhorter_txtng_is_killing_language_jk
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necessitate. Academic discourse exists as an indicator of status, knowledge, power, and 

whiteness. Shaughnessy acknowledges that academic discourse serves as a historically privileged 

and esoteric form of language, but she never explicitly names the racism that informs and results 

from such privileges. Unlike Shaughnessy’s claim in her block quote above, it is the purpose of 

this paper to expose the historical and contemporary misuses of academic discourse as a socio-

linguistic exercise of racism that reinforce racial and linguistic hierarchies in education3.   

 

Findings 

Ethnolects, Grapholects, and Gringolects4 

 

One goal of this paper is to invite readers to begin thinking about academic discourse in 

terms of dialects and grapholects. As I mentioned earlier, a dialect is a language variation 

particular to a particular region much like a grapholect, which is a particular writing variation 

particular to a specific region. Take the spoken English dialects of the south and the written 

grapholects in Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn as an example. Traditionally these grapholects 

and dialects are tied to regions and not necessarily to the ethnic groups that use them. However, 

linguistics offers us the term ethnolect, which attributes certain dialects and grapholects to the 

ethnic groups that use them. An ethnolect acts as a marker or branding for a spoken language 

variety that members of ethnic groups commonly use, for example, BEV, AAV, Spanglish, and 

Chinglish. Upon reading about this term, I began thinking of academic discourse as a type of 

white dialect and grapholect. 

The idea of an ethnolect is also inscribed in relation to some unspoken criteria, much like 

the concept of race, defined in relation to a raceless white identity. If linguistics created a system 

to categorize language variations of English and tied them to members of an ethnicity, then what 

is the standard that categorizes? What is a white dialect? In a way, academic language and 

discourse is an ethnolect and a grapholect, we just don’t think of it as one, in the same way we 

don’t consider “white” an ethnicity because it has been historically normalized and naturalized. 

This, once again, attests to the elusiveness and dominance of whiteness. Since linguistics does 

not offer us a term to think about academic language and discourse as a type of white ethnolect 

and grapholect by which all other ethnolects are held to its standard, I will take it upon myself to 

coin a term, naming academic discourse and language as a gringolect. A gringolect acts as a 

marker or branding for a spoken and written language variety, rooted in whiteness, that members 

of white ethnic groups commonly use and impose on all other non-white ethnic groups as the 

ideal dialectal and grapholectal standard.  

Gringolects further disenfranchise ethnic groups because even though members of these 

ethnic groups speak English, gringolects relegate their English variations to an inferior status. As 

 
3 Let me be clear about what I mean by racial and linguistic hierarchies. No one culture, language, race, or gender is 

inherently better than the other. But that doesn’t mean that society doesn’t render some identities more legible than 

others. Patriarchy, heteronormativity, standard English, ableism, and whiteness, for the longest time, served and 

continue to serve as legible indicators of humanity.  
4 The word gringa/o is a Spanish word used to describe white English-speaking people. I coined gringolect for two 

reasons: 1. I define this white dialect through the perspective of non-white ethnic groups to empower and validate 

non-native English speaker’s diverse language repertoires. 2. It undermines the tendency to use standardized English 

to denounce standardized English. I understand the masculine gender bias of the “o” in gringolect, but I felt that 

gringxlect wouldn’t translate well for readers, increasing the possibility for misunderstanding the geopolitical lens of 

the word. 
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we saw in Shaughnessy’s and Matsuda’s work, traditional approaches to dialect variation among 

the student population tend to privilege standardized English and get everyone else talking and 

writing the standard. It echoes the same racist approach we heard in Matsuda’s myth of linguistic 

homogeneity and linguistic containment. Similarly, in her book Academic Discourse and Critical 

Consciousness, Holy Cross English Professor, Patricia Bizzell responds to literary critic E.D. 

Hirsch Jr. claiming,  

In The Philosophy of Composition, Hirsch attempts to justify teaching a privileged 

dialect to everyone so that everyone can participate in the national life; but in order to 

make this case he has to ignore the fact that there are a privileged people for whom the 

grapholect is much closer to a native tongue than it is for others, and who hence will have 

an advantage in mastering this condition for political [and academic] participation. (16) 

As I mentioned in an earlier section, both white students and students of color are racially, 

historically, and culturally positioned on opposite ends of a discursive spectrum that benefits 

gringolects and castigates ethnolects. Privileged students for whom the gringolect is much closer 

to the native tongue, will see less risk and will need to make minimum sacrifices unlike students 

of color from ethnolectal backgrounds who have the most to gain and the most to lose. 

Gringolects and teaching gringolects does not make you racist. Setting up structures in 

the classroom, in higher education, and in greater society that privilege gringolects as the ideal 

academic dialect makes it a racist dialect and the teaching of it a racist act. Later in her book, 

Bizzell argues, “No doubt at present the language of the academic community is at variance with 

the language of the larger community from which most of our students come” (49). Bizzell 

brings up an important point. Historically, the US forced immigrants to Americanize, a process 

of assimilating to American culture which included English language use. In many sectors of 

society, especially education, teachers prohibited students from using their home languages in 

the classroom in order to focus their efforts on learning English. Just as we read in the 

introduction, we can see academic discourse and its teaching as a similar socialization process. 

The risk lies in the toll this process takes on particular students. Students from communities of 

color and ethnolectal backgrounds (I really mean ghettos, hoods and barrios) understand that 

their primary discourses don’t reflect the linguistic standard necessary to ascend academically 

and professionally. Often times, these students consciously or unconsciously disidentify from 

their culture in their attempts to assimilate and survive. Resiliency comes at a cost and we as 

teachers and students don’t often notice it until it’s too late.  

 

The Effects of Gringolects on Ethnolects in the Composition Classroom 

  

 Aside from the historical narrative contextualizing academic discourse as a gringolect, 

part of the process of defining academic discourse came from studying the way students grapple 

with it in their writing, the racist way teachers and students assess writing in the classroom, and 

the way it upholds and maintains whiteness as an institutional standard in education. I asked first 

and second year students from a college writing class to respond to the following prompt on our 

first day in class5: What is academic writing? What is non-academic writing? If you could 

 
5 I created pseudonyms for the students, using the first letter of their last names to refer to them. Students G, M, and 

K were enrolled in Chicano Rhetoric R1B writing course at an elite public university in the bay area. I extracted 

student testimonials from our in-class writing prompt. While a majority of the 19 students in the class discussed 

similar points, I felt that students G, M, and K’s responses were representative of the ideas echoed in many other 

students’ journal responses. 
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change anything about academic discourse, what would it be?  Student G, M, and K attested to 

the gringolect’s racist effects in the classroom; specifically, the effects this has on their academic 

performance and their perception and assessment of their own writing. Furthermore, these 

students express their awareness of the way the literacies and knowledge they bring into the 

classroom are scrutinized based on a standard of whiteness. 

Objecting to Objectivity: The Depersonalization of Academic Discourse: Asking students to 

erase themselves from their writing or to objectify their writing in an effort to authenticate it as a 

production of academic writing and knowledge, depersonalizes the writing process for students, 

forcing all their rich history and lived experiences to ‘recede into the background” (Rose, 1990). 

Anyone who ever stepped foot in the U.S. education system, especially in secondary and higher 

education, understands academic discourse’s tendency to boast the depersonalization of language 

in the name of objectivity. But academic discourse is saturated in subjectivity, from the sources 

we decide to include or not include, to the very words we choose to frame our arguments. The 

pressure to erase ourselves from our writing exemplifies one of the most damaging effects that 

gringolects have on students. I want to address the myth of “objectivity” in composition 

classrooms across secondary and higher education to understand how this depersonalization 

negatively impacts students in general. 

 Academic discourse cannot escape bias and subjectivity; and shaming the use of “I”, 

which I argue complicates the composing process, does not signify objectivity. Objectivity is 

subjectivity. In my experience, teachers of every grade level cloak academic discourse in some 

objective construction of truth in an attempt to validate it. In the book Bad Ideas About Writing 

and in her chapter “Response: Never Use I”, adjunct professor at Tufts College, Kimberly N. 

Parker argues,  

Unfortunately, who [students] are as writers with ideas about what they want to write 

about and what matters to them most now becomes a distant, shelved memory. Writing 

can become a disembodied task they are required to complete, devoid of any joy, 

connection, or feeling. Admittedly, as writers they are convinced, they have nothing to 

say (135). 

If you ever attended the US public school system long enough to compare primary school 

writing with secondary school writing, you probably experienced this shift in purpose for writing 

that Parker discusses. As Parker mentions, when we first learn to write, teachers encourage we 

talk about ourselves, about our families, life experiences, things we value, and we do so with “I” 

statements. Around middle school, we begin to encounter academic discourse – a strange and 

structured way of speaking and writing with rigid conventions that transforms the personalized 

writing experience into a depersonalized writing process. From this point on, most classroom 

writing functions in this way.  

Not only does the grapholect of academic discourse differ from what we’re used to, so 

does the purpose of writing. Student G claims, 
If I could change anything about academic writing it would be the guidelines that are typically 

set. I do not mean the structure of the essay/paper, but I am referring to the objective that the 

writer wants to achieve. I feel that when I am writing for academic purposes I often find myself 

writing for what others want to see in my work, rather than writing what I want to talk about. 

I want to emphasize a couple of things that stood out to me in this student’s quote. Student G 

expresses that “the objective the writer wants to achieve” changes. Not only do some minute 

conventions in writing depersonalize and complicate the writing process for students, like 

banishing the use of “I”, the purpose that many educators and institutions assign also produce 

similar effects  
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Academic writing becomes a performance or an exercise in writing for the approval of 

others rather than an inquiry process and exploration of ideas and beliefs. In their 1987 article “A 

Good Girl Writes Like a Good Girl: Written Response to Student Writing” Melanie Sperling and 

Lisa Freedman observe the ways a traditionally “good” student like Lisa, readily jettisons her 

writing values in an effort to satisfy her teacher, Mr. Peterson. Sperling and Freedman assert, 

“Another assumption, then, that appears to drive Lisa’s writing and that she brings to the written 

response rounds, is that one writes in ways that reveal how compliant one is to the demands and 

desires of the teacher authority (357).” Unfortunately, Lisa’s experience reflects, not only my 

own experience secondary and in some cases higher education but, a learned behavior necessary 

to succeed in education in general. This idea of a “right” way to read a text, or a right way to 

write a paper reproduce Paulo Freire’s (1993) banking concept in the classroom, where teacher 

holds the key to knowledge and the “right” interpretation of the text, while students must learn to 

decipher the codes of the text that match the interpretation of the teacher. In this sense, teachers 

and even the ways we facilitate academic writing, can often strip students of their agency.  

Placing the needs of the teacher and their point of view before the students, often informs 

student’s approach to schooling and learning in general. We see similarities with Student A’s 

experience, claiming, “In my experiences I always disliked academic writing because I was 

never really taught how to write academically until very recently. I would get anxious about 

writing because I wanted to do it “correctly”. When writing begins to represent a performance to 

satisfy criteria rather than question and explore issues then writing becomes high stakes which 

can overwhelm the student. I argue this extra step to try and depersonalize our writing and recast 

it as a production of objectivity makes learning and writing academic discourse challenging for 

students. 

Racist Assessment practices: Gringolects not only serve as the privileged dialect and 

grapholect demanded of students in higher education and academia, it also serves as the 

hegemonic criteria for the way we assess all academic writing in the classroom. Asao B. Inoue 

warns educators that our subconscious bias to promote standard English assessment practices, 

which I extend to writing practices as well, which produce and perpetuate racism in our writing 

classrooms. Inoue asserts at length, 
To put it bluntly, when the function of a writing assessment [and academic discourse] is 

primarily to promote a local SEAE or dominant discourse, without regard to the literacies 

that various racial formations bring to the classroom, or the various ways that particular 

racialized linguistic structures are judged by the teacher, then many students may be 

treated unfairly. The writing assessment may be racist, and all in the name of an abstract 

liberal principle: to teach all students the same English, the dominant one, to maintain the 

tacit whiteness associated with the local SEAE and the writing assessment itself (p.56) 

We have privileged academic discourse for years without considering the shift in learner 

demographic, especially since open enrollment in the 1970. Academic institutions, teachers, 

pedagogies, and students privilege this artifact, this gringolect, for its historical significance and 

not for its function and efficacy. Academic discourse as a writing product and as assessment 

creates unfair conditions for students from ethnolectal backgrounds.  Student K contends, 

Academic [discourse] is a racist idea that punishes already marginalized communities by 

disapproving of their dialect instead of working towards increasing access to education for the 

poor, for people of color, for women…. for marginalized communities…”  And as I mentioned 

earlier, those that can approximate it or have experience with this particular form of discourse are 

more likely to succeed in emulating it and succeed in the institutions that privilege and expect it. 
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It isn’t uncommon for assessments and tests to produce the very results they claim to 

measure (Rose, 1989, p. 127). In the nineteenth and twentieth century, test makers developed IQ 

tests as a way to demonstrate white superiority over non-whites; specifically, in the army where 

IQ assessments created a “high frequency of illiteracy in southern Black and immigrant recruits 

which they associated with mental deficiency or lack of intelligence” (qtd in Inoue, 2015, pgs. 

26-27). These tests determined intelligence and the quotient determining someone as intelligent 

based on biased and limited, cultural, and social parameters, further masking race as a material 

construct, rather than an ideological one, and thus reproducing racism. After  

…various tests and examinations [that created] the very attributes and competencies they 

purport to measure…Robert Yerkes, the man in charge of the tests, concluded that the 

illiteracy of any group of recruits was dependent on the number of black recruits in the 

group. Additionally, he concluded that most immigrants from Italy, Poland, and Greece 

were illiterate (and thus less intelligent), than their English, Scottish and Irish immigrant 

counterparts (qtd in Inoue, 2015, pgs. 26-27). 

We see iterations of these stigmas in academic settings today in the form of placement tests like 

the SAT and English Placement Test (EPT), and in the ways we assess academic discourse. 

These racist attitudes and assessment practices are not just contained in writing classrooms in 

higher education. These racist assessment practices also constitute the greater social criteria from 

which academic and professional institutions construct, label, assess and reproduce knowledge. 
The Politics of Knowledge: The Production, Consumption and Privatization of Knowledge: 

As academic institutions, teachers, and students, we’ve come to regard gringolects as the only 

acceptable representative dialect and grapholect for knowledge production and of knowledge 

itself. The historical and institutional backing of a gringolect, like academic discourse, creates a 

façade of immutability, superiority, and a singular avenue for the acquisition of truth. In the US 

education system, everyone understands that the primary criteria for publishing or producing 

knowledge is the gringolect, academic discourse. In order to publish academic articles or be 

featured in an academic journal one must write with this gringolect and in turn be judged and 

assessed by it (Inoue, 2015).  

Gringolects have safeguarded knowledge production and its status for so long that any 

deviation threatens this structure. These deviations include discursive productions of knowledge 

in ethnolects or other non-gringolects. Bernal and Villalpando (2002) propose, 
…that, by marginalizing the knowledges of faculty [and students] of color, higher education has 

created an apartheid of knowledge where the dominant Eurocentric epistemology is believed to 

produce “legitimate’’ knowledge, in contrast to the “illegitimate’’ knowledge that is created by all 

other epistemological perspectives (177).  

Gringolects become indicators of knowledge itself and through that process, have always 

orchestrated the demarcation between truth and opinion. But people’s notions of knowledge 

differ according to their geographical origins, cultural and religious beliefs, ethnic backgrounds, 

nationality, and personal life experiences (Takacs, 2003). When asked to define academic 

discourse, without any context, student M expressed that academic discourse, the politicized and 

racialized discourse of the university, advances Eurocentric epistemologies. Student M defends 

in their journal,  
Academic Writing is writing that is seen as socially acceptable as deemed by white scholars. It is writing 

that serves its purpose to advance Western Universities by promoting white literature, white research, and 

overall white knowledge. By enforcing the superior idea of “Academic Writing”, we allow for the 

continuous production of Westernized Elites which is a group of individuals that are educated in the image 

of white elites in order to further produce the knowledge that they center in university spaces. 
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Student M’s first or second-hand experiences shaped their views on academic discourse and the 

credibility of knowledge production as white productions. Many students like M, are well aware 

of the political agenda of the university and the Eurocentric literacies it chooses to center. 

Whether or not students of color from ethnolectal backgrounds can articulate their awareness of 

this apartheid they nonetheless feel and experience its damaging effects. Duff argues, 
Thus, also affecting students’ experiences of socialization is the way newcomers and their 

histories and aspirations are viewed and by how they are positioned—by themselves, by others, 

and by their institutions—as capable (or incapable), as worthy, legitimate, showing potential for 

fuller participation or membership (or not), as insiders (or outsiders), and so on. (176) 

For the longest time students couldn’t see themselves in curriculum, in their textbooks, in the 

canon, or in their teachers, because they simply weren’t there. We learned, as we read in the 

earlier section of whiteness, that US education was not created by and for us and therefore 

discredit our funds of knowledge while denying students of color full participation and 

membership in higher education.  

I do not wish to posit students of color from ethnolectal backgrounds as lacking, 

incapable, or helpless. I don’t think this article does that. However, I do think it’s important to 

recognize and understand how specific racial formations (students of color) from ethnolectal 

formations (students that speak and write in non-gringolects) experience higher education 

through this hegemonic gringolect. The terrain of higher education often tests the resiliency and 

courage of these students; as we saw with students G, M and K’s writing responses. These brave 

students defy the whiteness of logic, the misrepresentations of truth and knowledge as white 

artifacts, often times speaking up and against this white logic that has historically othered their 

ways of knowing. These students also demonstrate their ability to navigate the logic of whiteness, 

finding ways to imitate gringolects and perform whiteness in order to succeed in an environment 

created to work against them. This is a miraculous feat. Even Chicana Professor Tara J. Yosso 

argues that many students from communities of color and ethnolectal backgrounds bring in a 

wealth of knowledge and simultaneously utilize various forms of capital that allows them to 

navigate social and institutional obstacles (2005, pgs. 69-91). Yosso defends that students draw 

on their navigational capital to, 
maneuver through institutions not created with communities of Color in mind. For example, 

strategies to navigate through [linguistically and] racially-hostile university campuses draw on the 

concept of academic invulnerability, or students’ ability to ‘sustain high levels of achievement, 

despite the presence of stressful events and conditions that place them at risk of doing poorly at 

school and, ultimately, dropping out of school (cited in Yosso, 2005, p. 80) 

Students devise ways to navigate the predatorial topography of higher education. These students 

shouldn’t have to work twice as hard or bend over backwards to end up in the same place as 

white students. Many students don’t even try to apply to higher education because they already 

self-defeated or self-sabotaged their perception of self-worth and eligibility for higher education. 

I argue that academic discourse, just like any other dialect, should not act as the criteria for 

knowledge production. We should regard gringolects as equally important as any other ethnolect. 

But how to do this in the classroom paints a more colorful and complex picture. 

 

Journal Writing as a Hopeful Site for Resistance 

 

I argue that the discursive parameters governing journal writing allow educators to 

imagine a space for students to think, learn, write, reflect and question in a way that represents 

their primary discourse in a low stakes writing context (Anson;Jarvis;Kynard;Singer) and 
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therefore validates ethnolectal writing and assessment practices in the writing classroom 

(Elbow;Inoue;Kynard;Smitherman). The various writing contexts that journal writing creates can 

offer students of color an entry point into the writing process, and thus an opportunity for them to 

develop their academic identities as thinkers, readers, writers and intellectuals without the 

structural pressures of academic discourse.  

The literature surrounding journal writing posits the use of journal writing in an academic 

setting as a reflective practice for students (Anson;Kynard), a tool for students and teachers to 

engage in dialogue (Kynard), a research and learning tool for students and teachers 

(Anson;Jarvis;Kynard) and even as an “alternative form of literacy” to aid students in developing 

their writing practices (Singer;Kynard;). While many authors agree on the benefits journal 

writing offers its students in developing their writer identity, few have considered journal writing 

as an antiracist practice (Inoue, 2015).  

Kynard highlights the ways that journal writing encourages her predominantly black 

students to write more and place more value in their writing through low-stake writing, 

“authentic” journal responses and assessments, privileging their primary discourse and the co-

construction of rubrics for their writing (2006). The following extensive quote addresses each of 

the aforementioned parameters that shape the journal writing context allowing Kynard and her 

students to privilege non-gringolectal practices as “academic writing” within the classroom. 

After addressing the pressure from white and “bourgeoise black” colleagues to model “good” 

English to “these kids”, Kynard writes, 
You can really see how this might play itself out in how the student writes in the essay previously 

described, “Find My Own Way, a Way out of No Way.” His text privileges African American 

rhetorics…vernacular expressive culture…and sometimes, grammatical patterns of Ebonics. The 

student, of course, did not write like this in every class (he ain’t a fool, that much should be clear 

just in what he has to say). The style of his essay is very intentional, comma splices and all. The 

fact that he engaged these rhetorics, perhaps based only somewhat on how I got down on the page 

with him, speaks to a higher awareness of multiple locations of writing (p. 373) 

We see how the “experimental nature of journal writing” (Kynard, p. 372) allows students to 

explore their writing and ideas without added pressure from gringolectal standards. Kynard 

refuses the gringolect lens to interpret and evaluate her student’s work and therefore co-

constructs a writing space where she “gets down” with her student allowing him to engage in the 

rhetorics familiar to him. The student engaged his versatile ethnolect given his clear 

understanding of how Kynard evaluated his writing. Her feedback and assessment practices 

address the content of student writing rather than the mechanics and structures they use to 

mobilize their ideas on paper, which encouraged them to write. 

More generally, Kynard responds to tensions that will always ensue when the ethnolect 

attempts to validate itself as academic discourse within the context of whiteness. In referencing 

the “Ideal Text”, which I identify as a perpetuation of whiteness, Kynard defends herself from 

her colleagues and the standards informing the perception of this kind of writing. Kynard argues 

“As I have said over and over again, the student writes this way, not because of what he cannot 

do, but because of all the things that he can (p. 373). Students of color and ethnolectal students 

must perform a balancing act between “good” English and their primary discourse. Eventually 

Kynard warns, even if “alternative pedagogies… were embraced… an Ideal Text and standard of 

“prose decorum,” as Knoblauch and Brannon have called it, still shape even informal writing. 

Thus, low-stakes writing is not low-stakes at all” (372).  
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  Similarly, Peter Elbow offers an explicit invitation to writing that refuses gringolects. 

Elbow encourages us to rethink gringolects as a standard for writing in his work “Inviting the 

Mother Tongue: Beyond “Mistakes”, “Bad English”, and “Wrong Language””. Elbow argues  
We can make the writing classroom one of the most hopeful of all sites of language use: a place 

where students can learn to put their entire attention on their meaning and not on surface 

propriety-- and where students can use their mother tongue as much as they want (or as little as 

they want). We can communicate respect for all dialects and help all students realize that speakers 

of nonmainstream dialects are usually more linguistically sophisticated than speakers of 

mainstream English (384). 

Elbow envisions a safe space for the mother tongue, or “dialects of English, not languages other 

than English” (361), devoid of stigmas of inferiority relative to gringolects. Similar to 

Shaughnessy’s argument regarding the shift in student demographic, Elbow emphasizes the 

mutability of language structures and uses this mutability to further his point. In other words, 

why can’t we invite ethnolects into academia given that our notion of academic language can 

change?  While I agree that writing standards and assessments should shift and should 

adequately reflect the demographic shift in higher education as well as the mutability of 

language, I take issue with Elbow’s notion of “invitation”. To invite ethnolects means to retain 

the present whiteness preserving academic discourse as a gringolect.  In this sense, students’ 

ethnolects remain guests within this structure, waiting for gringolects to accommodate them as 

they see fit. Although this push to incorporate non-traditional dialects or ethnolects, like black 

vernacular English or Spanglish, into the classroom serves as a step in the right direction, we 

must do more as teachers than simply invite and accommodate. 

 

Conclusion 

 

A Reimagining 

 

I would like to reiterate some focal points in my argument before inviting the reader to 

reimagine what I mean by academic discourse. In this paper, I argued that academic discourse is 

in fact a gringolect, a privileged white dialect and remnant of a racialized social context, 

historically naturalized and standardized in education over time. I argue that gringolects aren’t 

accessible to everyone and therefore should not be regarded as the standard for the identification, 

production and assessment of knowledge itself. Thus, academic discourse as a writing product 

we expect from students in the classroom, an assessment practice we use to evaluate this product, 

and the institutional standard housing this product and practice is not as fair and objective as it 

claims to be.  

 I argue we need to acknowledge the three ways the racist discursive and dialectal lineage 

that gave rise to academic discourse, weaponized it as a gringolect against people of color’s 

ethnolects. First, gringolects render college writing a depersonalized, high stakes performance 

based on the approximation of a privileged grapholect that fails to represent the language 

practices of students of color from ethnolectal backgrounds. Second, and similarly, assessment 

practices based on students' ability to approximate gringolects, ultimately define “good” writing. 

This tends to emphasize the how over the what; how you say something rather than the what you 

say. This shows students that mastering gringolect outweighs the importance of their ideas, 

because what good is an idea if you can’t say it this way. Finally, gringolects have safeguarded 

knowledge production and thus become indicators of knowledge itself. The institutional standard 

of academic discourse tends to propagate the idea that knowledge can only be understood if it is 
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articulated into existence through this gringolect. Put another way, gringolects have always 

orchestrated the demarcation between truth and opinion to serve its interest in advancing 

knowledge as a western artifact; where truth becomes a performative of Western gringolects 

while opinion becomes an utterance of non-Western ethnolects. 

To be clear, I am not arguing that we abolish academic discourse. As I said earlier, 

language isn’t inherently racist. Words mean nothing without the rhetorical situation: the speaker 

communicating a message, the audience interpreting that message, and the cultural context 

situating that message. Second, I am not arguing that we amend or make academic discourse 

more inclusive. For me, this would mean “inviting” ethnolects and non-gringolects to an already 

set table while retaining the position of power and privilege of the gringolect. Lastly, I am not 

arguing that all writing in higher education should act as journal writing or expressivist writing. I 

introduce journal writing as a blueprint to begin detailing the elements that counteract the effects 

of gringolects and make writing accessible to students of color from ethnolectal backgrounds.  

So, what the hell do we do then? We must de-standardize gringolects, as the official 

dialect of the University and thus the production of knowledge, and relegate them to the same 

status as ethnolects, and any other dialect for that matter. No one dialect should reign and rather 

than define and create a dialect of and for the university, we should remember the dialects of the 

university that make it such an enticing and enriching experience. Higher education must 

represent all its constituents and their diverse dialects without privileging a singular discourse for 

the articulation of knowledge. We must reimagine the politics of knowledge in higher education, 

and in the writing and assessment ecologies privileging gringolects and whiteness, to accomplish 

these tasks. 

I believe this feat is possible while still retaining some of the more important assumptions 

that I think defined and cemented academic discourse in the first place, which actually have 

nothing to do with the discourse itself but rather speaks to the practices, pedagogies, classroom 

culture, and habits of mind teachers wish to create for their students. In our reimagining’s, we 

should locate the fundamental writing and assessment practices that inspire students to explore 

themselves, these habits, and the world through writing, reading and their own dialects. Things 

like authentic dialogue, mindfulness, transfer, metacognition, reasoning to support arguments, 

referencing and acknowledging others’ contribution to an area of inquiry, summarization, and 

feedback are elements that can still survive the de-standardization of gringolects.  

We must reimagine the anatomy of the university, which has always privileged white 

bodies of knowledge, what Mike Rose refers to as “canonical orientation” (pg. 233-238), and the 

process of indoctrinating everyone to it. We must acknowledge the multiplicity of dialects and 

grapholects that constitute higher education and open up multiple conversations and consider 

other canons, ones historically subjugated and ostracized in higher education. We must 

acknowledge various ways of reading, naming, and knowing the world (Freire, 1983). In 

reimagining the dialect of the university as the dialects of the university, we must always keep in 

mind that “The eradication of one tongue [should never serve as] a prerequisite for the learning 

of a second” (cited in Elbow, 1999, p. 359) 
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