
Examining how people talk about dialects: Difference vs. Deficit  
 
In these activities, teachers are provided resources and frameworks for discussing with students 
examples of difference and deficit approaches to dialects. The approaches may be adapted to any 
discussion of dialects, including those found in the comment sections to articles or other media 
(such as the Accent Tag videos on YouTube), message boards, media transcripts, etc. Two 
versions of this discussion are offered as a guide.  
 
Part 1: Difference vs. Deficit Perspectives in Response to YouTube Vignettes about Dialects 

1. Have students look at YouTube comments under the North Carolina Language and Life 
Project (NCLLP) dialect. They could look at Lumbee English 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6cVnhWSMLn4), Appalachian English 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=03iwAY4KlIU), African American English 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RTt07IVDeww), and Outer Banks English 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jXs9cf2YWwg). For each video, students should 
categorize comments under the videos as either “deficit,” “difference,” or “neither.” If 
technology is available, they could cut and paste comments into a chart like the one 
below:  

 
  Dialect examined in video: 

Deficit-based comments Difference-based comments Neither or can’t tell  
   
   
   
   

 
 

2. Students should then examine their data and search for patterns in dialect and difference 
thinking. For example, they might look for words that are used in a number of comments, 
such as “broken English” or “slurred.”    
 

3. Students should then be asked to share their findings either in groups or as a class. They 
should be able to explain why they categorized the comment as they did and describe the 
patterns of how people use different words and framing to convey difference and deficit 
positions. The discussion should lead to a broader investigation of how the social value of 
each dialect affects how commenters talk about it, and what these differences imply about 
commenters’ understanding of language variation.  
 

4. As an additional task, students could be asked to consider how it would be possible to 
reframe deficit-based comments from a difference-based perspective.  

 
 
Part 2:  Difference vs. Deficit Perspectives in the Oakland Ebonics’ Senate Subcommittee 
Hearing  
 

1. Review the specifics of the Oakland Ebonics controversy from the chapter.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6cVnhWSMLn4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=03iwAY4KlIU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RTt07IVDeww
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jXs9cf2YWwg


 
2. Assign each student or group of students a panelist (see list below) to analyze in the 

Oakland School District Ebonics debate subcommittee. Use the full transcript of the 
hearing (https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-105shrg39641/html/CHRG-
105shrg39641.htm) to have students read through the panelist’s remarks and prepared 
statement (tell students to use CTL+F and type in their panelist’s name to easily locate 
them).  
 

3. Have students or groups analyze each contribution from the assigned panelist, 
categorizing the contributions as either “deficit” or “difference.” Some longer 
contributions might contain both perspectives, so students should be allowed to divide 
contributions as needed.  
 

4. Students should then examine their data and categorize the speaker as having a 
perspective that is “completely deficit-based,” “mostly deficit-based,” “somewhat deficit-
based,” “somewhat difference-based,” “mostly difference-based,” or “completely 
difference-based.” Ask students to select at least three exemplar quotes from their 
panelist that most support the categorization.  
 

5. Students should then present their panelist and exemplar quotations to the class and 
explain their thoughts about the panelist’s perspective.  
 

6. After the students present their findings, the class should discuss who gets to be the 
“authority” on language, the difference between social assessments and scientific 
assessments of language, and why this program caused such a controversy. 
 
List of panelists:  

More deficit-based perspectives  
• Amos Brown (Reverend) 
• Armstrong Williams (TV Talk Show Host & Los Angeles Times 

Columnist) 
 

More difference-based perspectives 
• William Labov (Linguist at the University of Pennsylvania) 
• Robert L. Williams (Psychologist in African-American Studies at 

Washington University) 
• Orlando Taylor (Dean at Howard University Graduate School of Arts & 

Sciences) 
• Michael Casserly (Executive Director of the Council of Great City 

Schools) 
• Maxine Waters (U.S. Congresswoman & Chairperson of the Black 

Caucus) 
• Michael Lampkins (Student & Student Body Vice President at Oakland 

Technical High School; Student Director for Oakland Board of Education) 
 
Minor contributors to consider:  

https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-105shrg39641/html/CHRG-105shrg39641.htm
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-105shrg39641/html/CHRG-105shrg39641.htm


• Carolyn Getridge (Superintendent of Oakland Unified School District) 
• Toni Cook (Member of Oakland Board of Education) 
• Jean Quan (Board President of Oakland Unified School District) 
• Nabeehah Shakir (Teacher & Coordinator for Standard English 

Proficiency Program for Oakland Unified School District) 
 


