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                Linguistic theory
   Linguistic theory and education
   -------------------------------
   The links between education and language are fundamental and obvious:
     * 
       Language is the main medium of education.
     * 
       Literacy, a mode of language, is one of the foundations of
       education.
     * 
       Verbal intelligence is one of the most-used predictors of
       educational success.
     * 
       Foreign or second languages are traditionally an important part of
       the school curriculum.
     * 
       Education has a profound effect on language.
   Given these connections, one might expect equally close links between
   the relevant research communities – educationalists watchful for
   useful new ideas about how language grows and works, and linguists
   looking for educational uses (or validation) of their theories. But
   reality is different. Educationalists typically find theoretical
   linguistics abstruse and irrelevant, while linguists generally see no
   link between their work and education. Needless to say, I disagree
   with both these views. This article will try to explain why. It is
   based on a somewhat longer article addressed primarily to linguists
   (Hudson 2004).
   Linguistic theory
   -----------------
   Linguists generally contrast theory and description. Description
   comprises the details of vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation and so on
   of particular languages whereas theory covers more general ideas about
   how language works and about how we might study it. For instance, how
   speakers of a language pronounce the word that means ‘dog’ is a matter
   of description; but more general questions about how pronunciation is
   related to meaning belong to theory, as are questions about how to
   study pronunciations and meanings. This article is concerned with
   theory rather than description, so it says nothing about the
   contribution of works such as dictionaries and descriptive grammars in
   education. They are clearly important, but they raise different issues
   from theory and deserve a separate article.
   It is helpful to divide theory into two areas which I have previously
   called ‘ideas’ and ‘models’ (Hudson 2004); for example, we can
   contrast the idea that language is constantly changing with the
   various models of how and why it changes. Ideas can be controversial,
   but a great many of them are accepted by every linguist and provide
   the common framework of assumptions that allow rational debate at the
   frontiers of research. In the early 1980s I collected 83 ‘issues on
   which linguists can agree’ (Hudson 1981, Brookes and Hudson 1982),
   all of which are ideas in this sense. Many of these ideas that
   linguists take for granted are important precisely because they clash
   with ‘common sense’; for example, the linguists’ view of language as
   constantly changing contrasts with the popular view of language as
   fixed and unchanging. Moreover, ideas tend to be simple and easily
   understood, so the main obstacle to wide acceptance is prejudice and
   emotion rather than comprehension.
   In contrast, models exist at the frontiers of research, so, almost by
   definition, they attract controversy and they are complicated and hard
   to explain. Among linguists, it is the models rather than the ideas
   that are the live issues which deserve attention and debate, which may
   give the impression to outsiders that linguistic theory has nothing to
   offer except models. This is regrettable because the individual ideas
   are at least as important, and much safer. Outsiders have neither the
   time nor the expertise to evaluate models in relation to the available
   research evidence, so an educationalist may adopt a model of language
   without being aware of the research evidence against the model.
   Unfortunately one very general model of language (Systemic Functional
   Linguistics) has become very influential in education on this basis,
   as I explain briefly at the end of this article.
   In short, linguistic models should be treated with caution, but
   linguistic ideas are tried, tested and agreed; so ‘linguistic theory’
   will now mean ideas rather than models except where I say otherwise.
   Why education needs linguistic theory
   -------------------------------------
   Before we explore the ideas of linguistics in more detail it will be
   helpful to distinguish the needs of different areas of education,
   starting with the main participants, teachers and pupils. The least
   ambitious claim is that teachers do need to understand explicitly how
   language works, but pupils do not; but I shall make the more ambitious
   claim that this understanding is important for pupils as well. In the
   UK, teachers and education managers have adopted the very useful term
   ‘knowledge about language’, often abbreviated to KAL, as the name for
   this explicit knowledge of facts and principles informed by the ideas
   of linguistics (Carter 1990). My argument is that pupils should be
   taught KAL and that they need it for different reasons in different
   subject-areas.
   There are good reasons for starting with mother-tongue teaching. This
   is obviously where KAL should start precisely because the
   mother-tongue is what pupils know already. But why is KAL sufficiently
   important to deserve a serious place in the curriculum? There are two
   main arguments for teaching KAL.
     * 
       The most obvious answer, at least to a linguist, is that a deeper
       understanding of language deserves a place in any liberal
       curriculum because of its long-term intellectual benefits; if it
       is important for children to understand their bodies and their
       social environment, it is at least as important for them to
       understand the faculty which makes social life possible. Moreover,
       most people find language interesting. Unfortunately these
       arguments put language in competition with philosophy, economics,
       art, history and all the other undoubtedly important and
       interesting areas of life, so it is important to be able to
       demonstrate more concrete benefits of KAL.
     * 
       The strongest possible justification for KAL is the argument that
       it improves the language skills of writing, reading, speaking and
       listening. Unfortunately, this argument has not been deployed
       recently because of a perceived conflict with both linguistic
       theory and research in education which I evaluate below.
   According to Noam Chomsky, the world’s most influential linguist,
   language is an 'organ' that grows unaided, regardless of instruction,
   so that teaching is as irrelevant to the growth of the mother-tongue
   as it would be to growing taller or reaching puberty (Chomsky 1986).
   This ‘nativist’ view is highly controversial and is challenged
   directly by a large number of linguists and psycholinguists who
   believe that language is mostly learned from experience of usage
   rather than inherited genetically (Barlow and Kemmer 2000; Tomasello
   2003). Nativism is not one of the ideas that unites linguists. In any
   case, it misses the point of mother-tongue teaching: even if nature
   can be left to look after ‘natural’ language development, society has
   decided that the outcome is not good enough. Children also need not
   only the very ‘unnatural’ skills of reading and writing, but also the
   entire linguistic competence of a mature educated person – a range of
   grammar and vocabulary that goes well beyond what is needed in normal
   dealings with friends and family. In short, mother-tongue teaching
   takes over where 'nature' stops. In the days of traditional grammar it
   tried to 'improve' the natural product, but at least in the UK the
   main aim is now to enlarge it, to extend the “functional potential of
   language” (Halliday 1978:100)." KAL offers the intellectual
   underpinnings for this expansion.
   A long tradition of research in education also raises questions for
   the claim that KAL improves language skills. This research focussed on
   one particular area of KAL – knowledge about grammar – and one
   particular skill – writing – and asked whether grammar teaching had
   any positive effect on pupils’ writing. A number of reviews of this
   research literature have drawn negative conclusions (Andrews et al
   2004; Elley 1994; Wyse 2001), and this negative view has become the
   received wisdom; but the research evidence is actually much less clear
   than these surveys imply. For one thing, all the relevant research
   showed a positive effect for ‘sentence combining’, an exercise in
   which pupils combine a number of simple sentences into a single
   complex or compound sentence (Hillocks and Mavrognes 1986). For
   another, the other studies tended to separate the teaching and testing
   in both time and content; why should a lesson on classifying nouns and
   verbs every Monday afternoon affect the students’ use of relative
   clauses at the end of the term? More recent research has shown a clear
   positive effect on writing of more focussed grammar teaching; for
   example, Bryant and Nunes and their colleagues found that instruction
   about how to use possessive apostrophes had a positive effect on
   children's use of them (Bryant et al 2002) and that the study of
   morphology improved their spelling (Nunes et al 2003). The answer
   seems therefore to be that under the right circumstances explicit
   grammar teaching can have a positive effect on writing skills. There
   is also some research evidence for a similar effect on reading skills:
   teaching pupils about complex sentence structure improved their
   ability to read and understand complex sentences (Chipere 2003).
   However more research is urgently needed before we can be sure how
   best to use KAL in the development of writing and reading (not to
   mention the much less teachable skills of speaking and listening).
   One particular type of mother-tongue teaching which deserves special
   mention is the teaching of linguistic minorities, and especially of
   those which have no recognised status within mainstream education. For
   example, London boasts about 300 languages distributed among its
   schools, most of which are spoken by recently arrived immigrants. Many
   of the larger communities provide ad hoc mother-tongue teaching out of
   regular school hours, but there is no central control or evaluation
   and no machinery for ensuring that linguistic theory plays the role it
   should. KAL is just as necessary for these 'Saturday schools' as for
   other mother-tongue teaching – perhaps more so since the issues are
   more complex. For example, if children are to grow up proud of their
   community’s language they need to be aware of its linguistic
   similarities to the dominant language.
   Apart from mother-tongue teaching, the other subject which obviously
   needs linguistic theory is the teaching of foreign languages. One
   rather obvious idea of linguistics is that different languages are all
   manifestations of a single phenomenon called ‘language’, so foreign
   languages and the mother-tongue are drawn from the same stock. If
   schools took this idea seriously, foreign languages would be closely
   linked to the mother-tongue, using the same ideas and technical
   metalanguage. This ideal is very different from historical reality in
   many countries (including the UK), though we have recently seen very
   encouraging references to mother-tongue teaching in official documents
   for foreign-language teaching in England (Anon 2005). When
   foreign-language teaching follows this principle, it recycles the
   insights learned initially in mother-tongue lessons and thereby
   reinforces the insights in much the same way that physics or geography
   use and strengthen the numeracy skills first developed in mathematics.
   This idea of a unified approach to language has been brewing in the UK
   for several decades under the title 'Language awareness', a term which
   deliberately implies explicit knowledge tied to a metalanguage
   (Hawkins 1999). In this view, learners should be aware of how
   language works in general and also of at least some of the specific
   patterns that they are learning; and they should be able to discuss
   these issues. This raises the same question as with first-language
   teaching: does explicit teaching improve performance? This has been a
   major preoccupation of applied linguistics over the last few decades,
   where the research evidence seems to have swung in favour of explicit
   teaching - what is sometimes called 'focus on forms' (Hawkins and
   Towell 1996; Norris and Ortega 2000). It is still a matter of debate
   why focussing on forms should help - for example, it may help the
   learner to benefit from experience (Renou 2001), and this may be
   especially true when a learner encounters a pattern for the first time
   (Ellis 2002). Whatever the explanation, the benefits of explicit
   attention to forms are clear, and they show how important it is for
   teaching to be underpinned by good linguistic ideas.
   Ranging more widely, there are yet more parts of education which need
   linguistics. Language is fundamental to every subject, and not just to
   those subjects where it is the primary object of study. Every subject
   has its terminology and its presentation styles – for example, a
   science report is linguistically different from a history essay – and
   pupils are expected to learn each of these registers. Arguably
   explicit teaching is as helpful here as in mother-tongue teaching, and
   linguists should be able to describe the registers more efficiently
   than the non-linguist specialist teachers themselves.
   However deeper issues arise as well. It is important for teachers to
   understand how the use of language helps children to learn; for
   example, how talking about new ideas from geography helps children to
   integrate them into their existing knowledge. One influential theory,
   called Language Across the Curriculum, considers "students' language,
   especially their informal talk and writing, as the key learning
   resource in the classroom" (Corson 1994). Similarly, we can ask how
   the teacher's language use helps or hinders their learning; this
   question embraces all aspects of the teacher's language from choice of
   vocabulary and grammar to discourse features such as the use of
   questions (Stubbs 1986, chapter 3). These questions about the
   language of the classroom arise for every subject, and may require
   different answers for different subjects. It should be obvious that
   they also require a good understanding of language founded on reliable
   linguistic theory.
   Finally I should like to mention two 'new' curriculum subjects which
   have recently appeared in the UK curriculum: citizenship and thinking.
   No doubt other countries recognize the same subjects under different
   names. Citizenship in the UK secondary curriculum covers three topics:
   Social and moral responsibility, Community involvement and Political
   literacy. It is easy to find links to linguistic theory in all these
   themes. The following are some of the more obvious linguistic topics
   which could arise in citizenship classes: bias (e.g. sexism, racism)
   in language, linguistic markers of communities, bilingualism, language
   and ideology. These are all important and relevant topics and need the
   theoretical underpinnings of linguistics.
   The particular skills that are recognised in the UK as 'thinking' are:
   Information processing, Reasoning, Enquiry, Creativity and Evaluation.
   Linguists have been arguing for some time that linguistics is
   particularly well suited as a vehicle for teaching thinking skills,
   and in particular scientific thinking (Honda and O'Neil 1993; Hudson
   1999). One advantage of language as an area of inquiry is that vast
   amounts of data are easily available either by introspection or by
   observation, so children can easily formulate and test hypotheses
   about their language system. Another advantage is that language is an
   important tool for thinking, so children can explore thought processes
   such as classification and reasoning via the language that they use
   for expressing the processes. A number of small-scale projects have
   developed these ideas. For example (Honda 1994), trial groups of
   mixed-ability seventh- and eleventh-graders were tested for their
   ability to reason scientifically both before and after a period spent
   exploring the grammar of their own language (English) by inducing
   rules from examples. The results showed a significant improvement,
   which is all the more remarkable for the fact that their experience of
   linguistics lasted a mere two weeks. Even more encouragingly, the
   children enjoyed it and described it as fun.
   All these suggestions about introducing linguistic theory into schools
   raise serious questions, of course, about teacher education. In an
   ideal world, schools would teach easy linguistic ideas to pupils, who
   would then deepen and develop these ideas at university before
   returning as teachers to pass their mature understanding on to the
   next generation. Where the reality falls short of this ideal, as it
   does in the UK, change may have to be spread over a generation or so,
   with teachers gradually becoming familiar with a widening range of
   ideas. It is neither realistic nor necessary to expect teachers to
   become familiar and confident overnight with everything in the new
   world of linguistic theory. Where planners can help is in deciding
   priorities and interconnections so that ideas are introduced in a
   helpful order.
   My conclusion, therefore, is that education needs linguistics in
   several different curriculum subjects and even, arguably, in all
   curriculum subjects. I am not suggesting that linguistics should be
   added as a separate curriculum subject for all pupils; that certainly
   would be unrealistic because the UK curriculum is already over-full
   and no doubt the same is true in other countries. Rather, what I am
   suggesting is that linguistic theory can help to strengthen all the
   existing language subjects, and that one of the by-products of this
   strengthening will be a much more coherent approach to language
   throughout the school.
   Some important linguistic ideas
   -------------------------------
   Most of the relevant ideas that emerge from linguistic theory can
   conveniently be expressed as a series of conceptual distinctions. The
   following list includes the most important of these distinctions.
   Description or prescription
   Prescription tries to change language by proscribing some forms that
   are in fact used and prescribing alternatives, whereas description
   accepts all forms that are used. Linguistics is based on description
   and favours it in school teaching.
   This does not mean that linguists believe that ‘anything goes’; far
   from it, because a description of what is inside a language implies
   that everything else is outside it and (for that language) wrong – for
   example, the phrase those books is inside English, but outside French.
   The same logic applies to dialects of the same language: the form them
   books is allowed by some dialects of English, but not by Standard
   English; and conversely, the standard form those books is outside the
   limits of those dialects. Regional dialects of English are not failed
   attempts at Standard English any more than English is a bad attempt at
   Latin or French; they are simply different and equal.
   However, the descriptive principle raises moral issues because the
   reality being described is often unfair; descriptive linguists
   frequently find themselves campaigning to change the world. For
   example, if a dialect has low social status, prejudice against the
   dialect turns into unfair prejudice against its speakers; and in some
   cases the speakers themselves may share the rest of society’s low
   opinion of the way they speak. Describing these facts of social
   psychology is often a prelude to action aimed at changing the facts;
   for example, teachers can try to change students’ prejudices by
   discussion. To take a different kind of example, many linguists are
   concerned about the areas of language where a description reveals
   social bias such as racism and sexism; here too, description means
   starting with the present facts, but not necessarily accepting those
   facts as inevitable. Paradoxically, therefore, description means
   studying the linguistic facts objectively, but may in itself lead to
   attempts to change the facts.
   Variation or uniformity
   Another important (and related) idea is variation, the idea that a
   language may vary across groups (geographical and social variation)
   and across time (developmental and historical variation), and that a
   given individual will speak or write differently in different social
   contexts. It contrasts with the assumption that a language is uniform
   – a single dialect using a single style. When this assumption is
   confronted with the obvious reality of variation, it can be rescued by
   prescription which condemns any deviation from some imagined golden
   age or ideal purity. Healthy language education celebrates variation
   in all its forms as manifested in dialects, genres, styles, historical
   periods, and languages, and encourages learners to enrich their
   ‘language repertoire’. Largely thanks to the work on variation of
   Halliday and his colleagues in Australia (Halliday 1978) variation
   is now central to England’s National Curriculum for English (Anon
   1999).
   Form or function
   Every unit of language combines a form with a function; for example a
   word combines a pronunciation and spelling (form) with a meaning
   (function). These two aspects of a unit are conceptually distinct so
   they can be studied separately and it is important not to confuse
   them. For example, a word’s classification as noun, adjective or
   whatever is distinct from the function it plays in building a sentence
   as subject of the verb, modifier of a noun and so on; the function
   identifies the part it plays in the current sentence, whereas the word
   class identifies its range of potential parts. For instance, consider
   the word garden in the phrase long garden wall, where grammarians
   would agree that although garden is modifying wall in much the same
   way as long, garden and long must belong to different word classes
   because they have very different potentials (e.g. The wall is long but
   not The wall is garden). Forms and functions are distinct but
   complementary and deserve equal attention in education.
   Synchrony or diachrony
   A synchronic fact applies to a single point in time whereas a
   diachronic fact involves change through time; for example, from a
   synchronic point of view, the words solicitor and solicit have nothing
   to do with each other’s meaning, but diachronically one is derived
   from the other in a way that used to make sense. Diachrony includes
   etymology, an important topic for education, and most of the interest
   of etymology lies precisely in the fact that the words it connects are
   not related synchronically.
   Texts or systems
   The written and spoken texts in a language are conceptually distinct
   from the system of stored rules and vocabulary that make them
   possible; in linguistic terms, performance is distinct from
   competence. For example, the fact that eighteenth-century novels used
   complicated sentences (texts) does not mean that the system of
   eighteenth-century grammar was complicated. Texts provide evidence for
   the system and the system explains the texts. The system is more
   abstract, so teachers may be tempted to concentrate on texts; but this
   misses the point of language education.
   Lexemes or inflections
   In linguistics, the words dog and dogs are different inflections of
   the same lexeme, DOG. This distinction is fundamental in education
   because of dictionaries: the richer the system of inflections is, the
   harder it is to use a dictionary. How does a beginner find hablamos in
   a Spanish dictionary, or even misunderstood in an English one?
   Sounds or letters
   Written characters (letters) are much easier to talk and think about
   than sounds, so the two are often confused not only by young children
   but also by their teachers (and indeed most other adults, including
   linguistics undergraduates); for instance, people talk about ‘the
   sound th’ being pronounced differently in thin and then. This is
   particularly damaging in a language where sounds and letters match as
   poorly as they do in English. Linguists and phoneticians solve the
   problem by providing a visual notation for sounds which is
   distinguished unambiguously from the writing system by the surrounding
   brackets. For example, we use  for the written form in contrast
   with /an/ or [an] for the spoken. School teachers would benefit
   enormously from some such convention.
   Words or meanings.
   As with sounds and letters, words are often confused with their
   meanings; for example, an analysis of fox might describe it as both a
   noun (word) and a mammal (meaning). Here too it would be helpful to
   have a visible distinction such as the one used by many linguists
   which uses italics for words and quotation marks for meanings (e.g.
   fox is a noun but ‘fox’ is a mammal).
   Punctuation or grammatical structure.
   Like meanings and sounds, grammatical structure is much harder to talk
   and think about than the punctuation marks which signal it, so there
   is a great temptation to confuse the two – e.g. to define a sentence
   as a sequence of words bounded by a capital letter and a full-stop,
   rather than as a sequence held together by grammar. It is clearly a
   waste of time, or worse, to exhort children to put full-stops at the
   end of their sentences before they have some understanding of
   grammatical sentence-hood.
   A general conclusion that emerges from this list is that popular
   culture already has a kind of ‘linguistic theory’ for thinking and
   talking about language. This is heavily influenced by literacy, which
   provides visual objects (spellings and punctuation) that are much
   easier to handle conceptually than the invisible things that they
   stand for – sounds, meanings, grammatical structures and so on. For
   all its undeniable benefits, literacy promotes a number of undesirable
   tendencies:
     * 
       to give higher status to the written form and to forms that are
       written.
     * 
       to project the uniformity of spelling onto the rest of language.
     * 
       to confuse the current language with its earlier stages.
     * 
       to focus on form rather than function.
     * 
       to focus on text rather than system.
     * 
       to confuse lexemes and inflections.
     * 
       to confuse the visual object with the thing it stands for, whether
       this is sound, meaning or grammatical structure.
   In contrast, professional linguistic theory is more or less successful
   in avoiding all these tendencies (although it undoubtedly shows
   residual effects of literacy).
   Some linguistic models
   ----------------------
   As I explained earlier, linguistic theory also includes what I called
   ‘models’, which are complex packages of tightly interconnected claims.
   These models are essential for progress at the level of research, but
   they are much less relevant to education. Education does of course
   need models – models of learning and teaching, of psychological growth
   and social needs, and so on. And of course, among the models that
   education needs are models of language structure, use and change.
   Unfortunately, linguistics does not yet have any such model which
   commands the same general support of the profession as the ideas that
   I listed above. Instead, it includes a number of approaches, each of
   which has some valuable insights for education.
   I finish with a thumb-nail survey of the main approaches. These might
   be called ‘super-models’ as they comprise large bundles of assumptions
   about the aims and methods of linguistics, taking us into the higher
   realms of ideology and even politics.
     * 
       Generative linguistics produces very detailed and often dauntingly
       technical analyses of small areas of individual languages combined
       with extremely abstract generalisations about all languages. Its
       leading figure is Noam Chomsky, who many people believe to have
       turned linguistics into a science by showing that grammars are
       theories to be confirmed or disconfirmed by data – what he called
       ‘generative grammars’. His ideas lie behind the attempts mentioned
       earlier to use school-level linguistics as an introduction to the
       scientific method. Chomsky himself has tended to discourage
       applications to education by claiming that language is a unique
       ‘mental organ’ which develops under its own innate momentum (like
       puberty) rather than through learning or teaching.
     * 
       Systemic linguistics (also known as ‘systemic functional grammar’)
       is led by Michael Halliday, and is strongly oriented towards
       education – the direct opposite of generative linguistics. Its
       adherents tend to avoid the technical questions about the formal
       structure of language that dominate generative linguistics and not
       to engage with adherents of other linguistic theories, so its
       claims regarding the structure of language should be taken with
       caution. However, education has been enriched by important ideas
       such as textual coherence, genre and register variation, and
       social meaning.
     * 
       Cognitive linguistics, which is newer and has no single leader,
       brings together a number of general models which are united in
       rejecting the generative idea that language is unique and innate.
       In contrast, cognitive linguists claim that language is similar to
       other areas of cognition, and that it grows gradually through vast
       amounts of experience. This new super-model has not yet had much
       impact on education, but it has a great deal to offer in the areas
       of both learning and structure.
   It is unfortunate that one of these super-models, systemic
   linguistics, has achieved a near monopoly of influence on education.
   For one thing, fellow linguists have raised serious objections to the
   systemic theory of language which have never been answered, so this
   theory may well be wrong (Hudson 1986). For another, language is
   enormously complex so it’s likely to be many decades before we have a
   single model which brings together all its complexity; at this stage
   it would be much wiser for education to focus on single good ideas
   wherever they come from rather than signing up to a complete package
   of ideas. And finally, it would be a shame if allegiance to a single
   super-model distracted education either from good ideas such as the
   ones I listed above, or from the excellent language descriptions that
   are now available – dictionaries, grammars, phonologies,
   sociolinguistic analyses and so on.
   Richard Hudson
   [email protected]
   I am now Emeritus (i.e. retired) Professor of Linguistics at
   University College London, where I started as a research assistant
   with Michael Halliday, whose ideas about linguistic theory and its
   implications for education impressed me deeply. I spent the rest of my
   research life working through the consequences of some of these ideas,
   as can be seen from my web site:
   www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/dick/home.htm.
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