
Tracking how Students’ Ideas about Writing Change over Time  
 
This book argues that when students and teachers learn more about language variation, they 
might respond differently to vernacular dialects. In this exercise, students are asked to evaluate 
writing that contains vernacular dialect before and after they learn about language variation. An 
alternate version of this assignment might make use of an excerpt from literature that contains 
dialect, such as Hurston’s Their Eyes were Watching God. For this exercise, we use the authentic 
student writing sample from the Opening Scenario to chapter 8 of this book. The writing was 
composed by a ninth grade African American students from a working-class community. The 
writing sample is reproduced here:  
 

I would prefer living the way the Hunzakuts live. because they live a whole lot longer 
and they don’t have no crime and they don’t get sick and if you are the age of 60, or 
80 you still can play many game like you the age of 6 or 9 and don’t have to worry 
about Cancer or Heartattacks. Its would be a whole lot better living their way. 

 
 

1. Before students read Chapter 1, give each a copy of this passage ask them to imagine that 
this was an assignment turned into them by their ninth grade African American student 
from a working-class community. Have students grade the writing by assigning it a 
letter/number grade and marking on the passage. Ask them to also provide the student 
feedback via a written comment.  
 

2. Then have students create a written reflection justifying the grade they gave the student 
and explaining the choices they made in providing feedback. For example, students 
should explain why they marked or didn’t mark what they did, what they hope their 
markings and comments would convey to the writer, and what they see as the writer’s 
most pressing needs.  
 

3. Have a class discussion about the students’ decisions in evaluating the writing.  
 

4. Collect the students’ graded passages and written reflection.  
 

5. Return to this assignment to students after they read Chapter 8. Ask them to redo their 
evaluation of the student’s writing and write a reflection paper about what has changed in 
their approach between their first and second evaluations of the passage. Discuss with 
students the assumptions they made about the student and how these assumptions 
changed or did not change over time.  
 
 

 


