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FOREWORD

This third issue of the ILEJ contains articles on language acquisition
(Graham Bowtell, Therese Leung, and Michael Webster); on the views of
examiners and teachers of Hong Kong's Use of English Examination
(Gillian B. Workman); on corporal punishment (Yu Nai-Wing); and on the
role and responsibilities of language teachers (Desmond Allison, Zhang
Shou-Kang, Tin Sia-Lam, and Cheah Chak-Mun). There are also two
articles relating to the teaching and learning of Putonghua (Cheung
Yat-Shing and Miao Chin-An).
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DISTINGUISHING “LANGUAGE” AND “CONTENT”
N ENGLISH-MEDIUM EDUCATION
DESMOND ALLISON

n this article, | examine two views of the role and responsibility of the
{English) language teacher, and indicate some of the difficulties that arise
in seeking to distinguish questions of “language” from matters of “con-
tent”, especially when a language is being used as medium of instruction.
In treating these issues, | shall attempt to suggest lines of inquiry rather
than to prescribe solutions. The article nonetheless refers to some class-
room observations and research findings, and it offers some tentative
implications for English teaching in English-medium secondary schools.

The role of the language teacher

In this paper, we shall consider how far the role of the language teacher
should extend into questions of “language use”, with special reference to
the teaching of other subjects. More exactly, we shall be concerned with
the role of “language teaching”, whether this is undertaken by language
teachers, subject teachers, or in a combined approach by both language
and subject teachers.

The actual functions of language teachers, and of other subject teachers,
are governed by many factors. These include training, experience, type of
class taught, workload, the expectations of pupils, parents, principals and
peers, and the interests and personality of an individual teacher. In prin-
ciple, nonetheless, any language teacher operates upon certain assump-
tions or ideas about what language teaching sets out to achieve, and about
where a language teacher’s responsibility should lie (c.f. Stern 1983: 23—
24). It can be useful to make possible assumptions explicit, to examine
their rationale and to compare them with other viewpoints.

Two viewpoints
Let us now examine two views of the relationship that may hold between
“language” and “content”, or “subject-matter”, in situations where
(English as) a second language is used as a medium of instruction. The re-
striction to English reflects the present writer’s experience: comments may
well be applicable to other languages when used as medium of instruction.
Moreover, the focus upon use of a second language does not exclude the
possibility that similar problems will arise in first-language educational
contexts.

For convenience, | shall use the terms “minimal” and “maximal” to
designate two contrasting views of the relation between language and
content in education, and consequently of the role of the language teacher.
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1. A “minimal” view of the language teacher’s role
In discussing the importance of questioning as a skill for teachers, Cripwell
and Geddes (1982) offer the following remarks:

“In subjects other than foreign languages, the teacher and his or her -

pupils are normally all native speakers of the language in question. For
them the language is taken for granted and it is the content of the lesson

that is important . ... But for foreign language learners it is the language

itself that is at issue. If they and the teacher are able to communicate
through middle or higher order questions and appropriate answers in the
foreign language, there should be no need for further lessons in that
language”.
(Cripwell and Geddes 1982:232)
We may remark that Cripwell and Geddes here pay no attention to the
common situation in which a non-native language serves as a medium of
instruction, whether for certain individuals in a multi-lingual classroom or
for both teacher and learners in a second-language context. The authors
do not comment on the possible roles of language lessons in a first-
language situation. Their view of the (foreign) language teacher’s role can
be called “minimal”, as they suggest that language learners who are able to
ask suitable questions and understand the answers do not require further
language teaching. An implication is that such learners will be adequately
equipped to negotiate meanings directly with other users of the language;
such users might in some circumstances include teachers of other school
subjects. The focus of such negotiation, and of subject teaching in
particular, would then be upon “content”, with language being “taken for
granted”.

Comments on the “minimal” view

The position adopted by Cripwell and Geddes is by no means unattractive.
On short language courses for prospective students, for example, a focus
on asking questions and understanding answers could equip learners with
vital skills for future situations. The target linguistic command that is
implied by such a course objective is already considerable, so that what |
am calling the “minimal” role of language teaching is not a trivial or
negligible one. Where teaching and learning time are limited, attention to
asking questions and understanding answers in a language will often merit
high priority.

There are, however, difficulties with the view that, in principle, no further
language teaching will be required after these objectives have been
attained: |

(1) Continuing language support classes can often help learners by

moving into the areas of “communication skills” and “study skills”.
These include, but are obviously not confined to, the abilities
needed to ask questions and interpret answers. While the value of
such teaching needs to be critically assessed, one may observe that
such skills are widely taught to native speakers. This suggests that
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many educators find that one cannot simply “take the language for
granted” or assume that adequate linguistic proficiency will ensure
effective communication in study (or other) contexts (1).

' (2) Learners may still encounter specifically linguistic problems.
However, such problems may not always be recognised, either by
the learners or by their subject teachers. In such cases, the required
renegotiation of meanings will often not take place, so that mis-
understandings persist and may impede further learning.

Example of a persistent language problem

An illustration of a language problem arising in academic work in another
subject may be helpful at this stage. The example, which comes from the
writer's teaching experience, is taken from work on a preparatory science
course for selected form five school leavers entering the University of
Botswana (2).

Students had been asked by their chemistry lecturers to write a summary
of a school textbook passage on atomic structure (from a chapter by Thyne
and Woolcock, 1978). English teaching staff agreed to mark and comment
on the summaries.

Several students introduced a paragraph on electrons as follows:

(a) “An atom consists of electrons”.

or (b) “An atom consist of electrons”.

One error in (b), omission of the morpheme for third person singular, IS

clearly linguistic, and students generally recognised this as a concern of
‘the English teacher.
The error also found in sentence (a), however, is of more interest in the
‘present connection. Sentence (a) is grammatically acceptable, but it con-
tains an apparent “content” error, since an atom does not in fact consist
solely of electrons (3). Many students maintained that the error in (a) was
one of content and not of language.

However, some of the students who had written sentence (a) or sen-
tence (b) later wrote sentences such as:

(c) An atom also consists of protons and neutrons.

In such cases, the textual evidence showed that the apparent “content”
error in (a) and (b) was in fact an error of language. The learners were
aware of the names of the principal sub-atomic particles. They had, how-
ever, failed to appreciate that the verb “consists of” should be followed by
an indication, in the verb phrase, of all the “constituents”. The lexical item
CONSIST OF differs in this regard from other related items, such as
INCLUDE (4).

Such linguistic misunderstandings are likely to persist even among
learners with an otherwise good command of English. Problems of this
nature suggest the need for continuing language teaching. In a context of
English-medium schooling, there appears to be scope for increased co-
operation between English teachers and subject teachers, so that difficul-
ties in the use of English as medium of instruction can be better
recognised and addressed in teaching (c.f. Allison 1986).
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2. A “maximal” view of the language teacher’s role

Recent years have seen much emphasis, in language teaching circles, upon
the importance of teaching learners not only the forms of a language, but
also how the language is put to use. (An increased awareness of language
functions is prominent in the latest Hong Kong syllabus for primary and
secondary schools). A related point has been that language in use,
whether in spoken interaction, spoken monologue or written text, goes
beyond the boundaries of single sentences. The negotiation of meanings
between language users, and the linguistic signals that may influence
interpretation, have been studied under the heading of “discourse
analysis”. These developments have had considerable influence on the
views of language teaching and learning that are expressed, or implied, in
contemporary books, articles, syllabuses and materials In language
teaching.

An emphasis upon language use is not entirely incompatible with the
“minimal” view of the language teacher’s role that we saw earlier (5).
Nevertheless, a concern for the many different uses of language will clearly
tend to expand our conception of the role and responsibilities of language
teaching. A “maximal” view of the language teacher’s task would be that
all the relevant uses of a target language will need to be taught (6).

When a second language also serves, or will serve at a later educational
stage, as medium of instruction, relevant uses of that language will include
communication that takes place in other “subject” classes and assign-
ments. Even when the target language is a foreign language (and not a
medium of schooling), the case for using other subject materials as the
basis for language courses in schools has been strongly argued by
Widdowson (1978: 15-18, 53-54). According to Widdowson, such
materials could help learners to draw upon their experience of language
use in the mother tongue when attempting to communicate in the foreign
language. Although the learners’ own experience of language use is
acknowledged, the argument persists that learners in a school situation will
be unlikely to put target language forms to use unless they have guidance
in doing so. Learning another language, in this view, requires that one
should obtain an adequate command both of linguistic forms and of
language use, for which suitable language teaching will be helpful.

Comments on the “maximal” view

Calls for greater recognition of the complexities of language learning and
use, and for an increased role for language teaching, have had a mixed
reception in the language teaching profession. Such ideas may have been
widely welcomed in the public domain of conferences and papers, but the
new demands they imply can prove unsettling to practising teachers. It is
therefore important to ensure that any such demands offer a legitimate goal
for professional development, and that they are not simply a product of
uncritical delight in new ideas (7).
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' Two dangers of the “maximal” view of the language teacher’s role, as |

ave outlined it here, are that:

(1) language teachers might seek (or might feel obliged) to advance too
far into the concerns of subject teachers, in the name of an interest
in language use;

' (2) teachers might devote time and effort to teaching aspects of
language use that do not, in fact, constitute problems for learners.

' There is an increasing recognition, among language teaching pro-
‘essionals, that we need evidence to show whether or not particular uses
»f language, or features of discourse organisation, cause difficulties for
earners and thus require teaching. (For references, see Allison, forth-
soming).

It therefore appears important that English language teachers should try

0o determine what problems of language use are actually experienced by
learners in other subjects in an English-medium situation. We should
assume neither that language use other than asking questions and under-
standing replies can take care of itself (the “minimal” view In this paper),
nor that all uses of language will need to be identified and taught (the
“maximal” view). Instead, we need to find out what the language problems
of learners in particular English-medium situations really are, and to work
out with subject teachers effective ways of tackling identified problems.

Example of a problem involving language use

The broad issue of whether learners experience genuine problems with
language use should therefore give rise to more specific questions that can
be directly explored. Answers are likely to differ from one language func-
tion or from one discourse relation to another, with some uses of language
proving obvious while others cause problems. For the same use of
language, answers are also likely to vary between problems of com-
prehension and those of language production.

| propose now to exemplify a problem of language comprehension,

involving language use in written discourse rather than command of
‘syntactic or lexical forms, that appeared in an academic subject area.
(Fuller discussion appears in Allison, forthcoming). The example is drawn
from personal observation and research at the University of Botswana
(from 1982 to 1985). It may serve to illustrate how problems of language
use in other subjects can differ from those arising in self-contained
language classes.

The problem was the widespread failure of learners to recognise certain
contrasts in written texts, despite the presence of clear linguistic signals.
Difficulties of this nature appeared frequently in language production
when the learners wrote summaries of the “atomic structure” passage that
we briefly considered earlier in this paper.

The passage in question includes a number of contrasts between
Dalton’s ideas about atoms (formulated in the early nineteenth century)
and our contemporary understanding of atomic structure. Dalton imagined
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atoms as minute, solid and indivisible particles, with all atoms of a given
element being identical. Later discoveries, however, showed that atoms
consist mostly of empty space (i.e. are not solid); that they include elec-
trons, protons and neutrons as constituent particles (i.e. are not indivisible;
c.f. note 3 for greater precision); that atoms of the same element may differ
in mass (i.e. not all are identical). Thus, there appears to be a clear con-
trast between Dalton’s earlier ideas and our subsequent understanding of
atomic structure.

Such contrasts are quite common in academic writing, including school
texts (8). It appears. however, that readers (at least in a second language)
often fail to identify these contrasts. (The problem, for learners In
Botswana, was not confined to writing tasks, but was also found in
responses to “True-Not Known-False” reading test items). A common
response was to take reported ideas, such as Dalton’s views of the atom, as
constituting “facts” (e.g. “Atoms are minute, solid particles”; “Atoms are
indivisible”). This occurred despite clear textual signals that such state-
ments were only what Dalton believed to be the case, and that these ideas
later “had to be abandoned”. In the written summaries, learners produced
statements that were mutually incompatible (e.g. that all atoms of a given
element are identical, yet that atoms of the same element can differ in
mass).

Among the various possible explanations for such performance, we will
note four:

(i) a tendency for learners to “grab facts” when reading and ignore
other features of discourse. (This was mentioned by students in
informal feedback reports);

(ii) a tendency to infer that what someone says is true (c.f. Spiro,
1980:254). Such a strategy will sometimes be appropriate, but can
clearly cause problems if it is over-generalised;

(iii) a tendency to ignore textual information that is not consistent with
the reader’'s own understanding of subject-matter;

(iv) lack of sensitivity to lexical signals. Thus, “non-factive” words (such
as “believed”, “considered”, “suggested” or “maintained”) might
not be clearly differentiated from “factive” items (such as “proved”,
“showed”, “established” or “demonstrated”). This could affect
nouns (c.f. “idea” and “fact”) as well as verbs.

We may observe that “comprehension” exercises and tests in the
language class might not focus on all these possibilities. In particular,
previous understanding of subject-matter (point iii) is often kept to a
minimum, in order to ensure that learners focus on what they can discover
from a text, rather than what they may already know. Such exercises thus
differ from most genuine reading tasks. (This is not of course true of all
comprehension exercises, but of many).

A series of research studies was carried out at the University of
Botswana, by the present writer, in order to answer two questions:

12



' (1) were the problems explicable as lexical difficulties or were they
more widespread than one would expect on the basis of learners’
lexical knowledge?

- (2) were problems influenced by textual features, or were they the same
under different textual conditions? (The conditions examined were
explicitness of contrast signalling; sequence of information; choice
between repetition or synonymous variation when signalling
factivity or non-factivity).

A A brief summary of the research findings is that:

—problems in identifying this kind of contrast in written discourse
were more widespread than learners’ (few) difficulties in responding
correctly to items that tested knowledge of lexis;

—of the textual conditions examined, one (only) had a significant
effect on readers’ responses to test items. Problems were signifi-
cantly fewer when the contrasts were made explicit in the texts (9).

The problem, therefore, was indeed one that arose during response to

Jiscourse. It seems likely that previous understanding of subject matter

(including erroneous or oversimplified beliefs) heavily influenced the

slearners’ ability to perceive contrast relations. However, responses were

-affected by the presence of explicit linguistic signals of contrast.

Professor J. Mc. H. Sinclair (Birmingham University) has commented on

a tendency he had observed for Chinese students in an English-medium

context to avoid, in written work, any overt signalling to show that

juxtaposed points of view were in contrast rather than in continuity. The

creasons for this phenomenon are likely to be complex (and may include a

‘reluctance to make explicit what might be left to inference); however,

ywhen readers or writers are also dealing with new “subject” material, there

jwould appear to be a need for clear signalling of contrast relations, since
ithese will often not prove to be obvious.

: Suggested Implications for English Teaching

1.  More research is needed in order to determine which uses of English

| as medium of instruction will give rise to problems for learners. Such

! research, which includes careful observation of class work by teachers,

_ can help to establish truly relevant objectives and priorities for English

| language teaching. (Similar arguments will presumably apply to the

teaching of any language, where it serves as medium of instruction).

'2. There is room for increased liaison between English teachers and
teachers of other subjects, in order to discover more about the use of
English in other classes (including reading texts and types of written
assignment) as well as in public examinations. This can assist teachers
both in identifying problems (point 1) and possibly in the joint setting
and marking of suitable activities, with subject teacher and language
teacher each contributing relevant expertise.

3. There are many constraints in schools (including available time and
existing perceptions of roles) that can make it difficult for language

13



teachers and subject teachers to work together. Attention to these:
issues could therefore be of value during teacher education courses,
perhaps particularly on in-service courses. The language needs of "
pupils in English-medium secondary schools might also be a possible
focus for individual research projects during such courses.

Notes

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

()

(6)

(7)

(8)

(9)

For relations between communication skills courses for native
speakers and second/foreign language teaching, see Williams, Swales
and Kirkman (eds.) 1984.
Botswana (formerly known as Bechuanaland) is a country in southern |
Africa. The University of Botswana offers four-year degree pro-
grammes (five years for law). On entering the university, most
students have completed twelve years' schooling.
Any atom contains at least one proton, and has the same number of
electrons: most atoms also contain neutrons (uncharged particles).
There are other sub-atomic particles, but these are not usually
mentioned in introductory texts.
This example is likely to be typical, as Flood and West (1953) have
indicated that the lexeme CONSIST OF often gives rise to persistent
problems.
Cripwell and Geddes (loc. cit.) are already concerned with the use of
language for asking and answering questions, as opposed to a purely
formal objective such as mastery of interrogative syntactic patterns.
The current primary and secondary syllabuses for Hong Kong observes
generally that:
“of recent years, language teaching specialists have become
increasingly convinced that the ability to use the target language
successfully . . .. has to be taught” (1981:21; 1983:14).
One may note that this belief applies both to receptive and to
productive use of language.
It is clearly not the intention of prominent authorities (such as
Widdowson, Wilkins or Brumfit) to create new dogma, but to
stimulate independent professional inquiry among those concerned
with language teaching.
Contrasts between the reported views of other writers and the view-
point that prevails in a discourse have been termed “Hypothetical-
Real” contrasts by E. O. Winter (see Hoey 1983:128-129). Instances
found in first-year science texts at the University of Botswana
included alternative theories of heat (“caloric” and “energy”), and the
contrast between pre-evolutionary and evolutionary theories of
biological species. The “atomic structure” example comes from a
school textbook. ~
Explicit signals showed either that the earlier ideas were “rejected”,
“abandoned” or otherwise refuted, or simply that later theories
“contrasted with” or were “opposed to” the earlier position.
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ETHNOCENTRISM: A BARRIER TO SECOND
LANGUAGE ACQUISITION AND CROSS-CULTURAL
COMMUNICATION?

GRAHAM BOWTELL

The totality of discourse is the sum of many more parts than just the choice
of words and structures employed, no matter how appropriate they may be
to the circumstances. Lexis and syntax in themselves fall far short of rep-
resenting the body of linguistic knowledge required for effective com-
munication, despite the assumption implicit in many a text-book that a
knowledge of vocabulary and grammar is more or less sufficient to
generate appropriate discourse. Real language is not a sterile world of
lexical items and syntactic structures, and the monumental failure of much
language learning is predicated on this false assumption. We must also
recognise that what is unsaid, what is implied and what is to be /inferred
are major elements in real-world communication. “It's not what you said
but how you said it!” The impact of an utterance on a listener is clearly
more than just the surface forms might lead us to believe.

Given such over-riding factors in authentic discourse, we should now be
looking to other, perhaps more nebulous, elements of language to deter-
mine why miscommunication occurs. In a timely and apposite article
touching on some of the critical misunderstandings that can arise in interna-
tional negotiations, Verner Bickley has again drawn our attention to the
need for further investigation into the causes of communication break-
downs, and the necessity to isolate some of the factors contributing to
negative encounters between individuals. (1) He refers to “a classic
dilemma—the problem of maintaining good nation-to-nation relations
based on reciprocity and equality when different sets of national and
regional interests have to be reconciled.”

It is in the breakdown of such high-level international (and intercultural)
negotiations that we can see the extent of the difficulty, for it is at this
level that our cultural chauvinism, our ethnocentrism, is at its most
intransigent. In international agreements, the least acceptable course
appears to be to compromise the more deeply held values of the various
parties. What has this to do with language teaching and learning? The
words and structures of English, for example, have been studied in depth,
and methods for teaching and learning them have been reasonably
successful, but what of those areas where real cultural variations occur?

A missing “-s” on an English plural form would rarely cause the mis-
understandings that can arise when, for example, a falling intonation is
produced where a rising tone is expected, or where a staccato delivery
replaces the usual rhythms of standard English speech, or where politeness
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‘trategies vary from the native-speaker norms. Even the very topic, the
ontent of the message, can pose real problems for successful interethnic
lommunication. There is a wide range of linguistic skills which, while
crucial in interactions, are hardly ever taught with any degree of con-
,ciousness or sensitivity and are rarely learned in the formal language
rducation environment.

. A revealing study undertaken by Jean Brick in Australia (2) looked at
he question of topic selection in initial informal encounters between
strangers. The study contrasts Australian and Vietnamese values and
attitudes when first meeting someone new, and demonstrated that a
considerable communicative gulf exists from the outset between Australian
and Vietnamese participants in casual conversation.

“Australian cultural assumptions contrast strongly with Viethamese ones.

Rather than stressing high social distance and high power differentials,

Australian society stresses solidarity and low power .... Rather than

silence, talkativity is valued as it is only through communication that

solidarity and the mutual ratification of wants, desires and interests can
be negotiated.”

Brick found that all her Vietnamese informants felt that an initial silence
was an appropriate first response on meeting a stranger, and that con-
versation would be short and reserved. Australians, by contrast, felt that
“ignoring” a stranger was rude and silence, failure to ask questions and
restricted responses were signs of hostility or disinterest. In terms of topic
selection, Australians were strongly oriented toward affective considera-
tions. The Vietnamese were concerned with the establishment of social
and power differentials and this was reflected in the choice of topic in first
meetings. Their initial concern is to establish common links through family
or friends, thereby determining the societal membership of both partici-
pants. Given these concerns, first meetings are inherently face-threatening
as social identity must be established, while silence and reticence can serve
to preserve independence. This strategy is particularly evident among
Viethamese women who express great reluctance to initiate conversation
with a stranger.

It is not only in the interests of enhanced social contact that interethnic
communication be successful. Such deeply-held and conflicting values
between a minority group and the dominant culture of the so-called “gate-
keepers” (employers, government officials, landlords, bank managers, etc)
are highly likely to result in misunderstandings, mutual antagonism and
discrimination. If effective encounters between these parties are genuinely
sought, the role of the teacher in identifying potential difficulties and
raising the learners’ awareness of areas of conflicting values must not be
undervalued. This task requires not only cultural sensitivity but also real
data.

We all seek to some degree the comfort and familiarity to be found
among those who share our own values and our own deep understandings
of what constitutes cultural propriety, of what is the right way to behave
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and to speak in varying situations. Another language, and all that its use
entails, can be a major threat to these notions of cultural correctness. This
does not of course mean the words and grammar of another language, as it
Is these aspects of language that the student will have neither intellectual
nor emotional qualms about learning.

A Challenge to Personal Schemata

Students of English whose social or professional development is to a large
extent dependent on their ability to function effectively in this language are
generally highly motivated to learn. | would suggest, however, that a
commitment to learn another language must be made at two quite different
psychological levels if the endeavour is to be at all successful. The primary
level of commitment comes with the /ntellectual decision to master the
language—the syntax, vocabulary and phonology—insofar as it suits the
needs of the learner.

Language is a highly emotive phenomenon so closely tied to one's
cultural being that what we say and how we speak reveal a great deal
about our self-image. Through language we project our worldview, our
values, our beliefs. It could be that the intellectual decision to learn another
language for cross-cultural communication may not be matched by a
deeper emotional commitment to learning how to refate in that language
across cultural lines.

In recognition of these problems, attention is beginning to turn to a
number of other aspects of language: politeness strategies, elements of
voice quality like pitch, rhythm, stress and intonation, timing, turn-taking,
back-channeling, explicitness and implicitness of information, appropriacy
of openings and closings, repairs. The work of John Gumperz and his
associates might be cited as examples of this new direction in linguistic
research. To this list we might add what could be described as “discoursal
democracy” in casual conversation; i.e., the right to initiate new directions
in a dialogue, to claim a fair share of talking time, to both ask and answer
questions, to expect appropriate feedback, etc.

It Is In these areas that cultural mismatch is most likely to occur, and
most particularly where the ethnocentrism of the participants—the
“cultural blinkers” that we all wear to a greater or lesser extent—is pro-
found. Might it be that cultural conservatism on the part of the learner is of
itself a major barrier to progress? Indeed, might not ethnocentrism on the
part of the teacher represent a formidable obstacle to effective teaching?
Being culture-bound, on either side of the teaching-learning process, must
be a major stumbling block in cross-cultural encounters. Such “road
blocks” as he calls them form the basis for the recent proposal by R. J.
Owens (3) that a special component in Hong Kong language teacher
education courses be devoted to them.

To provide a firmer basis for these suggestions we might turn first to
some aspects of cognitive theory. What do we know about the acquisition
of knowledge that might help us to enhance the learning process? What
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lo we know about language that might provide insights into how and
vhat to teach? One attempt to explain the underlying mechanisms of
‘nowledge acquisition is a learning model known as schema theory. This
heory is based on the idea that prior knowledge directly influences both
he content and form of new knowledge. It has derived from the work of
social psychologists and linguists and has applications not only in cogni-
ive psychology but also underlies recent work in artificial intelligence. (4)

Schema theory provides a framework for explaining and even predicting
how information is organised by individual learners, how it is the meaning
rather than the surface form that is likely to be remembered, and how
context and prior knowledge effect cognition, i.e. how much and what Is
learned.

It has been clearly established (5) that new meanings are acquired by
the interaction of new knowledge with previously learned concepts or pro-
positions. Two factors are involved in this acquisition: the learner must
adopt a meaningful learning set (i.e. an intention to relate new information
to existing cognitive structures) and the new material must be potentially
meaningful (i.e. relatable to those cognitive structures). In short, the
meaningfulness of new information is dependent on how well it meshes
with a learner's prior knowledge. Errors in reconstruction indicate where
new material is contradictory in some part with existing cognitive struc-
tures. The conclusion to be drawn here is that the learner must utilise
pre-existing knowledge which will be re-organised or updated by new
information. The theory also predicts that the memory preserves real-world
rather than linguistic information; that is, the meaning rather than the form.

The importance that general world knowledge plays in understanding
language has been dramatically pointed up in attempts at computer
simulation of human understanding. Schallert (p. 20) notes that:

“Early failures in modelling language processing, such as the language-
to-language translation machines, can largely be blamed on theories of
word meanings that proved too simple. Word meanings do not derive
from a combination of a limited set of linguistic primitives as Katz and
Fodor proposed (1963). Sentence, and much less, paragraph meanings
are not the result of a simple concatenation of word meanings taken
from a mental dictionary. If a computer is to ‘understand” a linguistic
input—that is, have the ability to answer questions, make inferences, or
perhaps, produce a paraphrase in essentially indistinguishable form from
human responses—it must be programmed with detailed knowledge
about even the most mundane of fact, object or event.”

Schemata might be defined as abstract structures that represent what
one holds to be generally true about the world. They are dynamic,
changing from moment to moment in response to comprehension process
demands. The inference is that the acquisition of new knowledge therefore
reflects the level of sophistication of existing cognitive structures so that
the more an individual knows about a concept, the better that knowledge
is organised and the more further input will be processed in an orderly and
systematic manner, enhancing the learning process.
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Widdowson acknowledges the concept of schemata as fundamental to
the learning process. For him, they constitute what he calls “communica-
tive competence” and, combined with “linguistic competence” (i.e. knowl-
edge of the language systems), they represent the learner’s prior knowledge
upon which new information can be overlaid. He defines communicative
competence as “having to do not with the structure of sentences but with
the organization of utterances, as a set of expectations derived from
previous experience which are projected on to instances of actual langu-
age behaviour.” (6) To lend weight to this view of the importance of
schemata in the learning process, Widdowson cites research into other
aspects of human behaviour, particularly some accepted principles of
visual perception. The work of Neisser in this area (7) is concerned with
“anticipatory schemata” which prepare the perceiver for accepting new
iInformation and determining just what is perceived.

It is the fundamentally negotiative nature of the application of schemata
to Instances of actual language use which is involved in meaningful
communication, and incidentally in the modification of schemata.
Widdowson notes the implications of this in a cross-cultural context:

"All communication depends on the alignment and adjustment of each

Interlocutor's schemata so that they are brought into sufficient cor-

respondence for the interlocutors to feel satisfied that they have reached

an understanding. The more remote the schematic worlds of the inter-
locutors, the more procedural work will need to be done to achieve com-

municative rapport.” (8)

Two types of schemata are distinguished; ideational or propositional
schemata which are involved in conceptual organisation, and interpersonal
or illocutionary schemata which are related to the establishment and
maintenance of relationships. Communication involves both the ex-
changing of propositions and, if it is not to break down, an understanding
and respect for each interlocutor’'s values and sense of propriety. Schema
theory goes a considerable way towards explaining how we provide a
meaningful framework and organisation to the ideas being discussed. The
relevance of a contribution to a conversation is checked against ideational
schemata, and if such relevance cannot be established, the conversation
will break down. The flow of a conversation is maintained by drawing on
language from interpersonal schemata.

Schemata, comprehension and effective communication

The importance of schemata to the comprehension of language input has
been tested in a number of ways but has received particular attention in
relation to enhancing reading comprehension. The psychologist F. C.
Bartlett (9) proposed the idea of story schemata (i.e. schematic structure
or rhetorical organisation in narratives) as early as 1932 and showed how
different ways of organising narrative prose affect the way that prose is
understood and recalled by native speakers. Bartlett tested English-
speaking students on their reproduction of an Amerindian narrative which
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expressed beliefs and adhered to a schematic structure which was un-
familiar to the students. He found that adjustments were made to make the
original material correspond more closely to their own world-views; “they
interpreted the content by fitting it into their own frames of reference, their
‘own schemata.”

Several studies have been carried out which show the effects on ESL
reading comprehension of cultural differences in the rhetorical organisation
of expository texts. One of these compared Japanese and English readers,
reading in their own languages, on texts with a typical Japanese
schematic structure. It was found that not only was it generally more
difficult for the English readers, but particular aspects of the organisation
were extraordinarily problematic, especially in delayed recall. The tradi-
tional pattern known as ki-sho-ten-ketsu is difficult for English readers
who lack the appropriate formal schema against which to process the
Japanese pattern. (10)

Another study by Carrell shows the effects of four different English
rhetorical patterns on the reading recall of ESL readers of various language
backgrounds. That study showed that the more tightly organised patterns
which she labelled “comparison”, “causation”, and “problem/solution” are
generally more facilitative of recall of specific ideas from a text than is the
more loosely organised pattern she called “collection of descriptions”.
Within that finding she also noted significant and interesting differences
among the LI groups: Arabic, Spanish, and “Oriental” (predominantly
Korean and some Chinese). She goes on to suggest that we might facili-
tate reading comprehension by teaching about text structure and working
on schema availability, schema activation and metacognitive training (e.g.
inference awareness, analogy) among other things.

Turning to another aspect of language, that of conversation, John
Gumperz (11) suggests that we draw on a number of areas of knowledge
when we make inferences from what is said during a conversation.
Grammatical and lexical knowledge are supplemented by knowledge of the
physical setting, personal background knowledge, attitudes of the partici-
pants, socio-cultural assumptions about role and status relationships, and
social values associated with the message. Usual descriptions of language,
based on context-free rules, do not provide the kind of information
required for an understanding of how language is employed. Gumperz is
adamant that new types of data are needed.

“Conversational analysis over the last few years has demonstrated

beyond question that not only formally distinct speech events but all

kinds of casual talk are rule governed. It is through talking that one
establishes the conditions that make an intended interpretation possible.

Thus to end a conversation, one must prepare the ground for an ending;

otherwise, the ending is likely to be misunderstood. Or to interpret an

answer, one must be able to identify the question to which that answer
is related. To understand a pun, one must be able to retrieve, re-examine

and reinterpret sequences that occurred earlier in an interaction.” (12)
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Gumperz makes the important point that even when a speaker appears to
have near-native command of English, misunderstandings can still arise in
interethnic communications not so much due to deficiencies in the lexico-
grammatical side of language but more likely as a result of other prosodic
features. Elements such as intonation or politeness strategies can be
heavily influenced by the speaker’s own cultural milieu.
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All this leads inevitably to the conclusion that a learner with entrenched

cultural values whose experience and knowledge (schemata) are as yet
quite unmodified in terms of the culture of the target language community
carries a heavier learning burden during second language acquisition. The
teacher who doesn’t understand or appreciate this ethnocentrism for what
It Is cannot expect rapid progress from the learner, struggling in what
might not be a sympathetic environment, to modify deeply implanted
schemata, particularly of the interpersonal variety. Procedures to deal
effectively with learners must not only account for their present levels of
knowledge of vocabulary and grammar but must also begin to ascertain
and appropriately modify those other areas of language likely to alienate or
confuse native-speakers. This is not to advocate changing behaviour
patterns to mimic native speakers completely, but rather to point up where
cultural differences might serve to abort the very communication sought.

New concerns for course designers

Teaching the words and phrases that a learner might use as models during
conversational exchanges has been the major focus of most of the
teaching in this skill area. While this has been difficult enough in itself, it
represents a somewhat easier task than is entailed in a shift of emphasis (or
at least a diversification of foci) toward those other verbal and non-verbal
elements crucial in successful cross-cultural encounters. There seems to be
so much requiring attention that one hardly knows where to start.

The insights to be gained from studies such as Brick’s or the work of
Gumperz and his associates are only just beginning to address some of the
specific issues. A similar concern to that addressed by Brick, again relating
to initial encounters between Southeast Asians and Australians, might
serve to illustrate the complexity of the task that lies ahead. | would like to
look briefly at two aspects of non-verbal behaviour in Indonesian learners
which may at first seem trivial but can assume quite significant proportions
If reactions in interethnic encounters prove negative.

The behavioural idiosyncracies in question are naturally perfectly
acceptable in the subjects” “home” cultural setting. | will term these non-
verbal actions the “giggle” and the “bob” and both are frequently observed
in the way Indonesians, and particularly Javanese, behave in initial en-
counters with strangers. If these terms seem derogatory, then it is by
design as they reflect the values placed on such behaviour by the host
culture.

The subjects of my observations were students, both male and female,
who were well known to me before leaving Indonesia and who went
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to Australia to undertake post-graduate studies. All were high-status
members of their own society, being university or government employees,
and enjoyed professional recognition in having been selected for long-term
study abroad. Having observed a number of initial encounters with people
such as university supervisors, landlords, telecom employees, fellow
students and older members of the community (such as my own parents), |
was distressed to find that reactions were more often than not unfavour-
‘able towards them. This is not to imply that Australians were in any way
antagonistic but rather that they felt uncomfortable and often judged the
Indonesian students as perhaps a little immature or backward. Most sur-
prising of all was the attempt on the part of some Australians to “pidginise”
their English in the belief that this would make them more easily under-
stood. What, aside from a few errors in structure and pronunciation, were
the most significant features of the Indonesians” manner and language that
might have resulted in these reactions?”

One aspect of Australian society that causes considerable difficulty to
members of a nation which still describes itself (if only unofficially) as
“feudal” is the concept of social egalitarianism. As Brick has stated with
regard to Vietnamese society, so also is Indonesia’s social network based
on relative status, power and, to a lesser extent, sex. The ultimate mani-
festation of this are the languages of Java and Bali themselves which all
require that many common lexical items be varied on the basis of the
relative status of the speakers. Many common nouns, verbs and gramma-
tical morphemes have three quite different suface forms and a careful
speaker can vary the selection of these forms to distinguish up to nine
different status relationships with various addressees.

To give a brief example of this phenomenon from Javanese:

“I'm reading a Javanese book”

When speaking to a social inferior or informally to a peer=
“Aku lagi moco buku Jowo”

When speaking to a social superior=
“Kulo saweg maos buku Jawi”

With social relations so overtly stamped on the culture it is not surprising
that clashes of values occur in an Australian context which professes
equality and eagerly seeks to “cut down the tall poppies”. In order for
communication to proceed across such a cultural gulf, some modification
is clearly required.

In Australia, the “giggle” is generally associated with the less mature
members of that society, and particularly with schoolgirls. Such type-
casting, whether legitimate or not, is bound to have adverse effects if
associated with adults who are supposed to demonstrate more mature
behaviour. What is the outcome, then, when a Javanese continually con-
cludes each utterance in an initial encounter with a kind of nervous giggle?
To the Indonesian this represents a certain apprehension in the process of
establishing a social relationship and signifies an attempt at deference. A
great social virtue in a Javanese female is to be “demure” (malu) so that a
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confident, self-assured approach is most definitely inappropriate. For a
successful professional, to exhibit such inappropriate behaviour in:
Australia is bound to create the wrong impression.

Niels Mulder wrote in his classic analysis of the Javanese character: (13)

‘In the Javanese world view individual autonomy and social self-

expression, and an active relationship to the world of matter are

negatively valued. Javanese thinking does not attribute positive meaning
to individual autonomy, or to a direct confrontation with the world of '
things . . ..

Among the Javanese themselves, there are standard means of com-
municating personal emotions as in the extreme circumspection with
which people approach their subject, in the show of embarrassment
itself, or in the excessive demonstrations of modesty. These emotions
generally arise from the difficulty that an individual feels in approaching
another person to whom he is not intimately related, which include most
people beyond the mother and other immediate kin .... Towards
strangers and those with higher status, a person feels shame, anxiety,
fear, and insecurity that are demonstrated by language, inaction, man-
nerisms such as excessive smiling, shying away, and giggling. These are
shows of ‘stage-fright’ in dealing with other persons . . . .”

One of Mulder’s personal experiences might serve to illustrate the extent
to which this is basic to even slightly threatening confrontations:

“A person with whom | was fairly well acquainted wanted to convey an

Important message. He entered my room, giggling and smiling. | invited

him to sit, and he accepted the ritual tea that is served soon after a guest

arrives. He kept giggling and talking about the weather and other topics
that were obviously irrelevant to his message. He excused himself for
intruding upon me, and continued to talk about trivial things, yet his
excessive smiling and giggling demonstrated that he had more on his
mind, and that he was under stress—he was obviously trying to over-
come the intimidating barrier that separates man from man in Java.

Smiling and giggling, he finally came to his point—'my father has

died'—and immediately he made his excuses and wanted to leave. He

had overcome the barrier and apologised for having done so. He was
embarrassed, and so was |, because his father had died.”

A purely physical form of deference, demanded throughout Java, is the
"bob”, a dropping of the right hand and shoulder whenever passing in front
of or between people of any status. Unlike, for example, the Japanese bow,
this action may not emerge during an initial meeting but will be commonly
observed in any confined space in which there are a number of people pre-
sent. Most gatherings are likely to produce many examples of this dragging
of the right hand almost at floor level when people have no option but to
pass before someone of status. It is symbolic of a lowering of the body,
and particularly the head, before a respected personage and is an utterly
automatic gesture. One finds oneself attempting this very gesture even while
squeezing along a row of tightly packed and occupied theatre seats.
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Again, in a society such as Australia’s where equality is presumed and
appropriate behaviour demanded, such shows of deference are calculated
to destroy personal relationships. There one must learn to tread a fine line
between deference and arrogance if successful communication is to be
nurtured. The impression that “you wouldn’t say boo to a goose” or that
your own self-image is one of humility and lack of confidence will most
likely result in your abilities going unrecognised.

For such reasons, these seemingly trivial actions can represent a kind of
“fatal flaw” in the way in which competent Indonesian professionals
present themselves in initial encounters in any Western society. As teachers
of communication skills, rather than just “English”, we must attempt to
‘develop strategies in our learners such that they can represent themselves
in a fairer light, with confidence but not arrogance. There must be a real
benefit to be gained from learning an enhanced repertoire of, for example,
appropriate conversational openings and closings which stresses not only
the words and phrases but also the entire gamut of verbal and non-verbal
features of effective communication.

To establish themselves as intelligent professionals, the initial impres-
sions arising from any newcomer’s first encounters with university staff,
fellow students, landlords, government representatives and the like are
extremely important. If the aim in going abroad for further education or
other professional purposes is to be fulfilled, then on such meetings rests
to a large extent the outcome of the entire exercise.

If, among the host of other things to be learned, the suppression of
inappropriate non-verbal behaviour can add immeasurably to the success
of interaction across cultural barriers, then such behaviour should be
identified, the interpersonal schemata modified, and procedures developed
as an integral part of the establishment of communicative capacity.
Perhaps the greatest difficulty, as was suggested at the beginning of this
paper, is the degree to which an individual learner is “culture-bound”, and
the failure of the teacher to acknowledge this ethnocentrism and deal with
it in a sensitive yet positive manner.

Notes

(1) Bickley, V. (1986). p. 13.

(2) Brick, J. (1984). Unpublished essay, but see also:
Brick, J. & Louie, G. (1984).

(3) Owens, R. J. (1986). p. 103.

(4) See Schallert, D. L. (1982). p. 19, who notes:

“Recent developments in artificial intelligence are in fact so com-
patible to schema theoretic notions that it seems a misrepresentation
to classify them as antecedents. They are more properly seen as
realisations, coming from a different methodological tradition, of the
same general theory of knowledge.”

(5) See Schallert, p. 14ff for a summary of the evidence.
(6) Widdowson, H. G. (1983).
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( Cited in Widdowson, p. 65.
( Widdowson, p. 40.

( Cited in Widdowson, p. 54.
(10) Carrell, P. L. (1984). p. 11.
(11) Gumperz, J. (1982). p. 1563.
(12) Gumperz, p. 155.

(13) Mulder, N. (1983). p. 65f.
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