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Lorenzo Dow Turner Margaret Wade Lewis were two prominent figures in the
field of linguistics and education, whose contributions have significantly
shaped the understanding of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) and
the cultural heritage of African Americans. Lorenzo Dow Turner, often
regarded as the father of African American linguistics, dedicated his life to
the study of language and culture among African American communities, while
Margaret Wade Lewis, an educator and linguist, expanded upon Turner’s work
and brought greater awareness to the preservation of African American
language and culture. This article explores the lives, works, and lasting
impacts of both Lorenzo Dow Turner and Margaret Wade Lewis.

Lorenzo Dow Turner: A Pioneer in Linguistics

Early Life and Education

Lorenzo Dow Turner was born on April 8, 1890, in Georgetown, South Carolina.
He was deeply influenced by his upbringing in the South, where he encountered
the rich linguistic diversity of African American communities. Turner pursued
higher education, earning his bachelor’s degree from Claflin University, and
later completed his master’s degree at the University of Chicago. His
academic journey was marked by a thirst for knowledge and an unyielding
commitment to understanding the complexities of African American language.

Contributions to Linguistics

Turner’s most notable contribution to linguistics is his pioneering research
on Gullah, a creole language spoken by African Americans in the coastal
regions of South Carolina and Georgia. Through fieldwork and extensive
interviews, he documented the unique linguistic features of Gullah,
illustrating its African roots and its connection to West African languages.
His research culminated in the publication of his seminal work, “Africanisms
in the Gullah Dialect,” in 1949, which laid the groundwork for future studies
on African American English.

Key contributions of Lorenzo Dow Turner include:

- Documentation of African American Vernacular: Turner was instrumental in
documenting the linguistic characteristics of African American Vernacular
English, emphasizing its legitimacy as a language with its own rules and
structure.

- Cultural Preservation: Through his research, he highlighted the cultural
significance of language as a vessel for African American identity and



heritage.

- Academic Advocacy: Turner advocated for the inclusion of African American
studies in educational curricula, arguing for the importance of understanding
the language and culture of African Americans in American society.

Legacy and Recognition

Lorenzo Dow Turner’s work has had a lasting impact on the fields of
linguistics, anthropology, and African American studies. His emphasis on the
interconnection between language and culture has influenced generations of
scholars. In recognition of his contributions, several institutions have
honored him, including the establishment of scholarships and academic
programs focused on African American language and culture.

Margaret Wade Lewis: A Champion of Education
and Linguistics

Background and Education

Margaret Wade Lewis was born on March 26, 1915, in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania. She was an accomplished linguist and educator who made
significant strides in the field of language education, particularly focusing
on the experiences of African American students. Lewis pursued her education
at the University of Pennsylvania, where she earned her bachelor’s degree in
English and later obtained a master’s degree in education.

Contributions to Education and Advocacy

Margaret Wade Lewis is best known for her efforts to improve the educational
experiences of African American students, particularly those who spoke AAVE.
She recognized that traditional educational methods often marginalized
students who spoke non-standard dialects. Her advocacy for culturally
relevant pedagogy helped reshape teaching strategies to be more inclusive and
effective for diverse learners.

Key contributions of Margaret Wade Lewis include:

- Research on Language and Identity: Lewis conducted extensive research on
the intersection of language, identity, and education, exploring how language
shapes the experiences of African American students in the classroom.

- Curriculum Development: She played a significant role in developing
curricula that incorporated African American literature and culture, allowing



students to see their experiences reflected in their education.

- Public Speaking and Advocacy: Lewis was a sought-after speaker, sharing her
insights on language and education at numerous conferences and workshops,
influencing educators across the country.

Legacy and Impact

Margaret Wade Lewis’s work has had a profound influence on the field of
education, particularly in how educators approach language diversity in the
classroom. Her advocacy for the recognition of AAVE as a legitimate form of
communication has contributed to a broader understanding of linguistic
diversity in American society. Lewis'’s efforts have inspired many educators
to adopt inclusive practices that honor the cultural backgrounds of their
students.

The Intersection of Their Work

While Lorenzo Dow Turner and Margaret Wade Lewis operated in different
spheres, their work converged in significant ways, both focusing on the
importance of language in understanding African American culture and
identity.

Shared Themes and Goals

- Cultural Identity: Both Turner and Lewis emphasized the importance of
language as a reflection of cultural identity. They advocated for recognizing
the value of African American Vernacular English as a legitimate form of
communication.

- Educational Equity: Their contributions to education sought to address the
inequities faced by African American students in traditional educational
settings. They recognized the need for inclusive practices that validated
students' linguistic backgrounds.

- Advocacy for Linguistic Diversity: Both figures were vocal advocates for
the recognition of linguistic diversity in America. They challenged the
stigma associated with non-standard dialects and worked to promote
understanding and acceptance.

Collaborative Influence

Although Turner and Lewis did not work directly together, their legacies are
intertwined. Turner’s foundational research provided a basis for Lewis’s
advocacy in education. By documenting the complexities and richness of
African American language, Turner helped to validate the experiences of



African American students, which Lewis sought to elevate in educational
contexts.

Conclusion

Lorenzo Dow Turner and Margaret Wade Lewis left an indelible mark on the
fields of linguistics and education, advocating for the recognition and
preservation of African American language and culture. Their pioneering work
continues to resonate today, as educators and linguists strive to create
inclusive spaces that honor linguistic diversity. Through their research and
advocacy, they have laid the groundwork for ongoing discussions about
language, identity, and education in a multicultural society. Their
contributions remind us of the importance of understanding and respecting the
linguistic heritage of all communities, paving the way for a more equitable
and inclusive educational landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who were Lorenzo Dow Turner and Margaret Wade Lewis?

Lorenzo Dow Turner was an African American linguist and scholar known for his
research on the Gullah language and its roots in African languages. Margaret
Wade Lewis was a prominent educator and scholar who collaborated with Turner
in promoting African American studies.

What contributions did Lorenzo Dow Turner make to
linguistics?

Turner is best known for his groundbreaking work in documenting and analyzing
the Gullah language, highlighting its African influences and its significance
in understanding the African American experience in the United States.

How did Margaret Wade Lewis influence African
American education?

Margaret Wade Lewis was influential in developing curricula that centered on
African American history and culture, advocating for the inclusion of African
American perspectives in education to enrich the learning experience.

What is the significance of the Gullah language in
the study of African American culture?

The Gullah language is significant as it preserves African linguistic
elements and reflects the cultural heritage of African Americans in the



coastal South, serving as a vital link to their ancestry and history.

In what ways did Turner and Lewis collaborate in
their research?

Turner and Lewis collaborated by combining their expertise in linguistics and
education to promote the understanding of African American languages and
cultures, often publishing joint works that addressed these themes.

What legacy did Lorenzo Dow Turner and Margaret Wade
Lewis leave behind?

The legacy of Turner and Lewis lies in their contributions to the field of
linguistics and education, inspiring future generations of scholars to
explore and appreciate African American languages and cultural histories.
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