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ABSTRACT

There 1s currently much debate amongst EAL specialist teachers in the U.K. regarding the
assessment of bilingual pupils. Several studies, including inspection evidence, highlight the
consistent failure of some groups of minority ethnic and bilingual pupils within the current
summative assessment arrangements. This study is an attempt to refocus concern back to

the processes of teaching and learning and hence the formative assessment of bilingual
pupils.

More specifically, this study investigates whether analysis of pupil-pupil talk during game
playing can reveal information about Aow bilingual pupils are learning English as an
additional language 1n the context of U.K. classrooms, and whether this information can be
used by teachers to promote such learning (i.e. as a formative assessment). The fieldwork
was undertaken 1n four schools across Newcastle Upon Tyne, three of which have large
and diverse bilingual and minority ethnic pupil populations.

The 1nvestigation was achieved by video recording small groups of bilingual pupils
working and talking together whilst playing specially designed board games which focus
on aspects of English language learning in accord with the National Literacy Strategy.
Each group interaction was then transcribed and analysed using a discourse analysis
system designed to reflect the behaviour of pupils playing the games. This initial analysis
was then used to facilitate a deeper, more qualitative and interpretive analysis informed by
sociocultural theory where learning 1s viewed as a socially situated activity mediated by
language. This theoretical structure provided both a conceptual framework 1n which to
understand the role of language and collaborative interaction in learning, and an analytic
framework through which to observe and interpret such learning. As such, an holistic and
essentially qualitative approach was adopted. The resulting information about pupils’
learning was then fed back to the class and EAL specialist teachers.

The results clearly demonstrate that specially designed board games are an accessible and
empowering context for bilingual pupils’ learning of English in U.K. classrooms.
Moreover, the analysis of pupils’ interactive behaviour whilst playing such games reveals
constructive information about 2ow bilingual pupils are learning English, their motivation
and confidence in approaching this learning, as well as what they have already learnt or are
in the process of learning. This thesis exposes the exact nature of such learning. The results
also reveal that, although time consuming, the information resulting from such analyses
can help guide teaching and learning needs, and 1s especially useful for those bilingual
pupils most reticent to talk in front of adults 1n the classroom.

The results of this study broaden our understanding of the nature of L2 language learning
as a socially situated interactive activity from both a theoretical and pedagogical
perspective. In particular, by hybridising the process of sociocultural analysis with the
pedagogic process of formative assessment, this research has profitably extended the scope
of application of sociocultural theory. Furthermore, it raises some interesting policy
implications in regard to the purpose and form of the assessment of bilingual pupils in the

U.K.
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Chapter 1

Introduction — From ‘Learning to Assess’ to ‘Assessing for Learning’

“By learning you will teach; by teaching you will learn” (Latin Proverb)

1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

The story of this thesis begins in 1972 when my family and I returned from Canada to live
in the North-East of England. I was six years old and the whole of my life and learning
experiences had, up till that point, taken place in Canada. As Canadian pedagogy at the
time promoted Kindergarten play before literacy, I was ill equipped to face school in
England. I was the only pupil in school not to have a Geordie accent and this, combined
with my lack of ability to read and write English, afforded me chastisement from pupils
and teachers alike. I shall never forget one particular occasion when a teacher stood up in
front ot the whole school assembly and subjected my accent to public ridicule. These early
educational experiences have remained vivid in my memory, and have been influential in
shaping my belief in the need to adopt a welcoming intercultural and multilingual ethos at

all times, 1n all contexts and for all pupils.

The story rolls forward to 1989, and my employment as a maths teacher 1n a rural district
counclil school in Zimbabwe. I spent just over two years teaching in Zimbabwe and quickly
came to appreciate that our understanding 1s rooted in the social and cultural contexts of
our experience. I found 1t very difficult to teach the GCE Cambridge version of probability

to pupils who had never betore experienced dice or playing cards. Similarly, some pupils



found it very difficult to grasp seconds, minutes and hours as units of time given their lack
of experience with clocks or watches. I also began to understand the role ot language 1n
learning. It was very difficult to explain complicated maths concepts 1n English to pupils
for whom English was a second language, often not spoken at home, and not introduced

into the school curriculum until their first year of secondary school.

This was also my first experience of learning another language in the country in which that
language 1s spoken. Even though English 1s the ‘official’ language of Zimbabwe, and 1s
therefore widely spoken, there were times when I found not being able to access the Shona
words and sounds around me a rather unsettling and somewhat 1solating experience.
Naturally, therefore, I am empathic towards the feelings of those children who come to live

in England speaking a language other than English.

My second experience of learning and living 1in another language and culture occurred in
New Zealand. After having trained and worked as a primary school teacher in the UK., I
travelled to New Zealand to work 1n a bilingual (Te Reo Maor1/English) primary class.
Once in New Zealand, I began to appreciate how great a role 1s played by one’s contextual
situation and one’s motivation to learn another language within that context. Unlike
Zimbabwe, I was not surrounded by Maori, and there was no great urgency for me to learn
it as most New Zealanders themselves do not speak the language. Consequently, even

though I attended Maorn classes, I found my motivation to learn this new language sadly

lacking.



It was at this stage in my teaching and learning history that I made another discovery. I had
already used games extensively as a mainstream teacher, but came to realise their potential
in facilitating L2 (second or additional language) learning when I experienced their impact
first-hand in my own language development as a learner of Maori. The Maori class would
come alive when games were introduced as our inhibitions and anxieties seemed to fade
away. I began to use them in my own Maorn teaching and here too, I noticed their

empowering influence.

As a teacher in New Zealand, I was also introduced to the procedure known as miscue
analysis. For the first time I came to truly appreciate the difference between assessing the
product of learning (1.e. evaluating how much of something 1s somehow ‘owned’ by an
individual) and assessing learning as a process (1.€. discerning how an individual 1s
learning or performing a particular skill). Miscue analysis is an enlightening procedure
which can reveal the strategies pupils employ 1n order to read and understand a particular
text; invaluable information in facilitating their advancement as readers. I had always felt a
degree of dissatisfaction with reading assessments which resulted solely 1n a score or
reading age as such information failed to disclose anything useful in determining how best

to support a pupil’s reading development.

The miscue analysis assessments were carried out in class as part of the normal daily
routine using books which the children were already reading. This stood in some contrast
to my experience of reading assessment practices in the U.K. where pupils were withdrawn
from class by the Head teacher, taken to an unfamiliar room, and given a card of random

sentences to read aloud. I can recall a particularly poignant occasion when one pupil, who



had been assessed by the Head teacher as a ‘non-reader’, picked up a recipe card in the
small group in which she was working and read 1t aloud tluently. When I later discussed
this with her, she responded, “oh I can read recipe books. I do 1t all the time at home with
my mam.” Context and purpose, it would seem, play a crucial role 1n a learner’s perception

of and therefore participation in assessments.

On my return to the U.K., I took up employment as an EAL (English as an additional
language) specialist teacher in Gateshead where my primary role was to create resources to
facihitate bilingual pupils’ learning of English and access to the curriculum. The term

bilingual 1s used 1n practice in the U.K. to describe:

“pupils who live 1n two languages, who have access to, or need to use, two
or more languages at home and at school. It does not mean that they have
fluency in both languages or that they are competent and literate in both

languages” (Hall, 1996: 10).

[ would add, however, that many of these ‘bilingual’ pupils have daily expenience of more
than two languages. For example, as well as their home language, many Punjabi or Bengali
pupils also experience Hindi (in family films) and Arabic (in their Mosque). Bilingual
pupils in U.K. classrooms have either been born here as second or third generation
immigrants, or have arrived with their families to stay on a long term or permanent basis
when, for example, a family member 1s offered employment. Some bilingual pupils’
families have armived 1n the U.K. to claim asylum, and are temporarily ‘dispersed’ to
various towns and cities. Other families come on a more short-term basis when, for

example, one parent 1s studying.



My training whilst in this post was based on the maxims of ‘good practice’ developed over
several years by professionals in the field of bilingual education in the U.K. (e.g. Levine,
1990; Edwards, 1995; Gravelle, 2000; Gibbons, 1995, 2002). These maxims are predicated
on a view that the process of L2 (second or additional) language learning 1s more effective,
“in conjunction with meaningful content and purposive communication” (Genesee, 1994:
9). Such an interactional approach to language learning promotes the use of tasks that
“embed the knowledge or skill to be acquired as comprehensively as possible within a
context which 1s meaningful to the child” (Cline and Frederickson, 1996: 8). Board games
are often promoted as L2 learning tasks which facilitate a meaningful context for purposive
communication between peers (Gibbons, 1996; Mills and Mills, 1993). As a teacher who
regularly employed all types of games, I found that board games 1n particular are an
especially facilitative context for second language learning (SLL), whether their focus 1s
specifically language oriented, or 1f they explore other subject knowledge such as science
or history. I found that peers seem motivated to participate and communicate their intent to

one another during game playing.

During my time as an EAL teacher, [ was able to assimilate my previous experiences as a
learner and teacher and begin to experiment both with the design and function of board
games and with different contexts and forms of assessment. During this period I was also
introduced to the process of discourse analysis (defined 1n section 3.33) as a means of
accessing pupils’ thinking during the social act of learning. I began to suspect that board
games could be a particularly useful tool not only 1n facilitating language learning, but also
as a context for assessing that learning: a practice which could be achieved by applying a

discourse analysis to pupils’ interaction within that context.



1.2 RATIONALE

My motivation for investigating such a proposition was founded not only on personal and
professional curiosity, however, as there were also wider professional and political
considerations. The introduction of a largely monocultural and monolinguistic National
Curriculum (Levine, 1990) alongside the Standard Assessment Tests (SATSs) (originally
designed as multi-componential tasks), has seen a continued rise 1in ‘achievement’ on those
tests for pupils across the U.K., except pupils from some minority ethnic groups including
bilingual pupils with a Pakistani or Bangladeshi heritage (Gillborn and Gipps, 1996;
Gillborn and Mirza, 2000). The most recent OFSTED report into the achievement of
minority ethnic pupils which followed the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (1999), provides
some devastating and revelatory statistics. The difference between the achievement (as
measured by the current assessment practices) of sixteen-year-old white monolingual
pupils and their Pakistani and African-Caribbean peers has doubled 1n a decade. In one
large urban local education authority baseline assessments revealed that African-Caribbean
pupils start compulsory schooling 20 percentage points above the average attainment for
the authority. By the end of Key Stage two they achieve below the average scores on their
SATs and leave school with GCSE examination results 21 percentage points below the

average for the authornty (Gillborn and Mirza, 2000).

The report also stressed, however, that there 1s not anything inherently wrong with pupils
from those lower achieving minority groups as pupils from all linguistic and cultural
backgrounds are represented 1n the highest achieving cohort. This begs the serious
question, therefore, of why some minority ethnic and bilingual groups are failing within

the current educational system. I strongly believe, and will henceforth argue, that one of



the most pressing obstacles currently facing bilingual pupils 1s the form and function of the

existing ‘high stakes’ summative assessment arrangements, and the political ideology

underpinning such arrangements.

Summative assessments are used to judge overall achievement, usually for reporting or
certification purposes. They are often, as 1s the case with National Curriculum assessments
in the U.K., devised and set by outside agencies and are standardised according to norm-
referenced criteria. In searching the QCA website detailing their procedures for the trial
and development of key stage one and two SATs, I found that concern for the relevance
and accessibility of questions to the U.K.’s diverse and heterogeneous bilingual and

minority ethnic population was atforded scant consideration. As Valdes and Figueroa

(1995: 109) argue:

“In their normative framework (and by selection of subjects that make up
the norms), tests continue to assume a relative sameness of culture,
language and opportunity among those constituting the norms, and more
crucially, a sameness between those 1n the normative sample and those who
take the tests.”

In contrast, formative assessment, such as miscue analysis, 1s usually carried out 1n class
by the class teacher and is assessment ‘for learning’ 1n that “the first prionity in 1ts design
and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting pupils’ learning” (Black et al, 2002:
foreword). Teacher assessment 1s classified as ‘formative’ 1f information about what pupils
can do or know, or are experiencing difficulties with, directly influences future teaching

and learning (1.e. “when the evidence 1s actually used to adapt the teaching and learning

needs” (Ibid)).



So why, I asked myself, should a government persist with an assessment policy that was
noticeably failing groups of pupils, especially given the unequivocal evidence that
formative assessment is more successful in raising standards (Black and Wiliam, 1998).
The answer, I would suggest, lies in political ideology concerning the purposes of
assessment, perfectly articulated by the Conservative politician John Patten (cited 1n
Daugherty, 1995: 142) in advocating their ‘back to basics’ campaign when he wrote that

regular assessment:

“will enable teachers to pick out schools ... whose results suggest their
methods are worth following. It will allow parents to exert influence
through their choice of school. And 1t will give governors the evidence on
which to compare performance within their school and from one year to the
next.”

As the testing arrangements have altered little since this article was published, I would
argue that the primary political motivation underlying assessment remains the competitive
comparison between schools so that gains in achievement can be monitored and
subsequent glory can be bestowed upon schools, governors, councils and ultimately the
government 1tself. But where do our pupils fit into this model? What about “assessment to

serve the purpose of promoting pupils’ learning” (Black et al, 2002: toreword)?

[ believe that in order to affect a more fair and equitable assessment system and to address
current inequities 1in outcome, 1t 1s essential that we begin to devise formative assessment
techniques which are fair and accessible to our bilingual and minority ethnic pupils. As

Sturman and Francis (1994: 72) argue:

" If we don't provide activities with rich potential assessment opportunities
we won't be able to make full and fair assessments of the children. We
should be devising activities that show us how the children learn, as well as

what they have leamt.... We must also find ways of making the content
accessible”



In effect, therefore, my primary motivation for carrying out this study was an attempt to
refocus concern in favour of the formative and, I would argue, fairer assessment of our

bilingual pupils. It represents all of my experiences, beliefs and biases as presented in this

chapter.

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Returning to the story of this thesis, therefore, it ends with my resolve to investigate the

following research questions:

e Do specially designed board games focussing on aspects of English language

learning promote an interactive context in which L2 language learning 1s

facilitated?

e Are the processes of L2 language learning (1.e. hlow and what pupils are learning)

manifest in pupils’ interactive behaviour whilst playing such board games?

e [f so, can such information be used constructively by teachers to “directly
influence’ future teaching so that bilingual pupils’ learning 1s ‘promoted’ (i.e. act as

material for a formative assessment)?

Although my previous experience and training led me to investigate these questions, I
realised that pedagogical claims of good practice, irrespective of the number of years of
professional experience upon which they have been founded, were an insufficient basis for
research at this level. I needed to explore and reframe the pedagogic assumptions inherent

within these questions 1n light of theoretical perspectives on second language learning.



1.4 JOURNEY TOWARDS THEORY

[ was initially led towards a body of research encapsulated by the term SLA (Second
Language Acquisition) including research by Long (1985), Varonis and Gass (1985), and
Pica (1992). Briefly, SLA proposes that the interactional modifications made during the
process of meaning negotiation, such as clarification requests, confirmation and
comprehension checks, play an important role in making ‘input’ comprehensible whilst

also acting as indirect error markers, thereby facilitating language acquisition.

The more SLA research I read, however, the more uncertainties were raised in my mind.
For example, I could not align my expenence as a teacher of bilingual pupils, in which I
found pupils’ use of comprehension checks and overt requests for clarification in authentic
interaction rare, with their ascribed value as conversational adjustments 1n SLA research.
For pupils working together on tasks which encourage purposive and meaningtul
interaction, the use of a comprehension check by the speaker such as, “do you

understand?” could appear rather autocratic, implicating a subordinate role for the listener.

Furthermore, I recognised that learning does not just occur or always most profitably occur
in situations where there 1s a breakdown 1n communication or a need to negotiate meaning.
We can learn by co-operatively building on each other’s knowledge, thereby extending our
own. We don’t just learn from relative experts, such as teachers, parents or ‘native

speakers’; we can learn together 1n interaction with our peers.

10



In trying to rationalise the growing disharmony between my personal pedagogic

experience and the SLA literature, which has been criticised for its experimental stance

(Firth and Wagner, 1997; Pavlenko and Lantolf, 2000; Hall 1997), I began to realise that

my research questions demanded:

““a more holistic approach to discourse involving learners and their settings,
and which, therefore, employs qualitative methods that are more sensitive to
the ways 1n which interactions are constructed by participants as they
dynamically negotiate not just meaning but also their role relationships and
their cultural and social 1dentities” (Ellis, 1999: 17).

Upon discovering sociocultural theory, I found that a sociocultural conception of learning
seemed to more adequately describe my previous experience as both a second language
learner and teacher. Moreover, I found 1t a particularly useful paradigm 1n which to situate
this research because, as will shortly be demonstrated, the reasoning involved 1n arguing
the role of talk and social interaction within learning provides an explanation as to ~Zow and
why such learning 1s manifest in learners’ interactive behaviour. This was essential 1f I was
to maintain that interactive contexts such as game playing promote L2 language learning,
and that the processes involved 1n such learning were manifest 1in pupils’ interactive
behaviour. Finally, sociocultural theory also provided an analytic framework through
which to interpret pupils’ interactive behaviour during the process of thinking and learning,
thereby facilitating the extraction of information relevant as formative assessment material.

In short, I found that a sociocultural theory of mind was the most appropnate paradigm in

which to situate this research.

11



1.5 FORMAT OF THE STUDY

The next chapter will describe this theoretical perspective and its application to SLL. The
chapter will also develop an argument 1n favour of games as a pedagogic tool for SLL in
light of this theoretical stance. Finally, the chapter will review the relevant literature on

collaborative group work as it pertains to this study.

The third chapter explores the methods adopted in this research in order to answer the
research questions. An argument 1s presented for an interpretive case study approach,
employing non-participant observation, video-recorded evidence and subsequent analysis

of pupil-pupil interaction; the procedures for which are described in detail.

The fourth chapter, the heart of the study, presents the recorded group interactions,
revealing the voices of those bilingual pupils engaged in L2 language learning. Numerous
extracts of language learning ‘in action’ are presented from each game, in conjunction with
detailed qualitative analyses, each of which explore 1ssues from a theoretical and
pedagogical (1.e. formative assessment) perspective. The results of all of the analyses are
then summarised, reviewed and evaluated in the fifth and sixth chapters in light of the

original research questions.
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Chapter 2

Reviewing the Literature — Engaging with Theo

“He kai a te rangatira he korero” — “The food of the chief 1s talking” (A Maori proverb)

INTRODUCTION

As previously explained, I found a sociocultural theory of mind the most appropriate
paradigm 1n which to situate this research as not only did 1t more accurately represent my
own experiences as both a teacher and learner, 1t also provided a conceptual and analytic
framework 1n which to answer the research questions. In other words, by providing a
conceptual framework in which to understand the role of language and social interaction 1n
learning, a sociocultural perspective supported my investigation of the use of board games
as an 1nteractive context in which to facilitate L2 language learning. Furthermore, as 1t was
able to provide an explanation of how and why learning 1s represented within the
interactive behaviour of learners engaged 1n a learning task, sociocultural theory also
supported (theoretically and analytically) the research hypothesis that analysis of bilingual

pupils’ interactive behaviour reveals the products and processes of their learning.

This chapter presents an account of my understanding of sociocultural theory and 1ts
relevance to second language learning. It begins by exploring the contention that learning
1s a socially situated activity mediated by language. A neurological perspective (argued as
complementary to sociocultural theory) is then discussed in order to more closely examine
this description of mediated learning. The chapter continues by describing a sociocultural

perspective on how we learn language(s) and learn to use language(s) as a cognitive tool
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intramentally as inner and private speech, and intermentally during contexts of social
Interaction. Analysis of learning as a social act 1s facilitated within sociocultural theory by

the process of microgenetic analysis which 1s discussed as a key analytical tool for this

study.

The chapter then turns towards addressing which contexts of social interaction particularly
facilitate L2 language learning and consequently are the most fitting for this research. As
the core purpose of this study 1s to uncover the potential of using an analysis of bilingual
pupils’ interactive behaviour in contexts of social interaction as a formative assessment,
the final part of this chapter considers the implications of a sociocultural theory of mind

upon the creation and implementation of pedagogic assessments.

2.1 INTRODUCING SOCIOCULTURAL THEORY

Sociocultural theory, founded on the writings of the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky,
considers learning as a socially situated and mediated activity. Hence one of the most
important concepts within sociocultural theory, which will influence all aspects of this

study, 1s that of activity.

One’s activity 1s dependent upon a mosaic of interrelating and interacting contextual
factors, such as the relationship between participants (as developing in the present and as
previously developed), and the relationship of participants to, and their knowledge and
understanding of, the task and setting. In other words, a participant’s behaviour is

determined not only by their knowledge and understanding of a task, but also by their
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feelings and attitudes towards that particular task, towards the other participants, and
towards the possibility of performing that particular task with those particular participants
on that particular occasion. To put it another way, participation in any activity is subject to
an 1nterrelationship between the actions of participants driven by their immediate goals and
their underlying motives for participation in an activity, defined as “socially and
institutionally defined beliefs about a particular activity setting” (Donato, 1994: 36).
Consequently, as Roebuck (2000: 83) argues “the properties of any given activity are
determined by the sociohistorical setting and by the goals and sociocultural history of the

participants.”

One can conceptualise an activity as being constructed moment-by-moment as participants
interact with each other and with the task at hand. Activity construction remains, therefore,
beyond the direct control and manipulation of outsiders and non-participants. Equally,
however, all participants have a direct impact on the shaping of an activity. Consequently,
participation 1n an activity 1s not stable over time and setting (Roebuck, 2000). Indeed,
research into second language learning by Coughlan and Duff (1994) found differences in
the performance of one pupil who participated in the same task (picture description) on two
different occasions. Moreover, they also found the same task was performed very

differently by different groups of pupils depending on their educational settings.

Crucially 1n terms of this study, therefore, there exists a fundamental difference between a
learning (or assessment) task and a learning (or assessment) activity. Coughlan and Duff

(1994: 175) describe a task as a “behaviour blueprint’, whereas an activity:

“‘comprises the behaviour that is actually produced when an individual (or
group) performs a task. It is the process, as well as the outcome, of a task,
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examined in its sociocultural context. Unlike a task, an activity has no set of
objectives in and of itself — rather, participants have their own objectives,

and act according to these ..., all of which are negotiated (either implicitly
or explicitly) over the course of the interaction.”

This definition plays a central role in understanding the actions of pupils engaged in

Interactive activity in this study.

Alongside activity, one of the most fundamental assertions within sociocultural theory is
that culturally determined symbolic tools and signs mediate the human mind. Just as we
use culturally determined physical tools and artefacts, such as calculators, pen and paper,
computers, dictionaries and so forth to mediate our learning and thinking, we also use
culturally determined symbolic tools such as numerical systems, music and, most

significantly, language.

The precise role that language plays in mediating our thinking 1s largely dependent upon
whether we view it as a tool enhancing cognition (the ‘communicative conception’), or as a
requisite for thinking, constitutively involved as the medium of our thoughts (the
‘cognitive conception’) (Carruthers and Boucher, 1998). There appears to be some
evidence, however, indicating that we can think in something other than language; for
example babies who exhibit thinking processes prior to acquisition of their first language,
and aphasics who are said to have lost the capacity to use language but are pertectly able to
perform some thinking tasks (Varley, R., 1998). Consequently, 1f we veer towards the
communicative conception, the questions remain of what exactly our thoughts are made

and how they are represented, organised and manipulated by language.
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These questions are central to appreciating the sociocultural conception of language
mediation, and therefore to understanding the representation of thoughts (including
thoughts about language) in learners’ interactive behaviour. Hence they are also crucial to
the research questions as they relate to the possibility of directly observing the products

and processes of language learning and thinking as representations manifest in the

interactive behaviour of learners engaged in social interaction.

In order to answer these questions, I shall turn initially to neurology, and in particular, the
writings of Antonio Damasio (1994, 1999) and Earl Stevick (1996), before returning to the
central exposition of sociocultural theory. I shall present a conceptualisation of the nature
of our thoughts as they exist within our brain, and how this relates to ‘knowledge’ and
‘learning’ 1n terms of their existence as both product and process. This, 1n turn, will
support an understanding of the role of language 1n thinking and learning and 1n particular
L.2 language learning. Indeed, I shall comment throughout this section on the relevance of

such a neurological perspective to the processes of L2 language learning.

[t 1s important to note, however, that advances 1n neurology are not antithetical to
sociocultural theory as Vygotsky’s original theorising determined the human mind “as a
functional system in which the properties of the natural, or biologically specified, brain are
organised into higher... mind” (Lantolf, 2000(a): 2). As Daniels (2001: 47), who likewise
includes reference to Damasio, puts it, “ new conceptions of the place of biology in the
development of thinking ... suggests a high degree of compatibility with a sociogenetic
account of development.” It 1s also important to stress that the neurological perspective

presented herein directly impacts on the later analysis of game playing interactions within
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this study, and particularly the construction of images representing linguistic knowledge. A

neurological perspective is therefore an integral part of this study’s analytical framework

as well as the theoretical principles underpinning it.

2.2 ANEUROLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Damasio (1994) believes that the process of thinking concerns the production and
manipulation of images, both perceptual and recalled. Imagine stepping outside on a
winter’s day. Your body uses all five senses to experience this environment. Looking at the
scene stimulates neural activity in the eye. Signals from the retina are then carried by
neurons down their axons and across several electrochemical synapses, into the brain.
Visual signals are delivered into the early sensory cortices of vision. Likewise, other sense
signals are delivered to areas of the brain which form the early sensory cortices
corresponding to auditory, gustatory, olfaction, and somatic sensations (encompassing
touch, muscular, temperature and pain) (Damasio, 1999). Damasio (1994) describes each

of these early sensory cortices as a collection of areas in the brain which act as a ‘safe

harbour’ where sense signals can arrive.

Topographically organized or mapped representations (1.e. mental images) arise from the
concerted interaction between areas which constitute each of the early sensory cortices
once a signal arrives. In this sense, your brain constructs internal mental images which you
then perceive as reality. The process of how such mental “multidimensional, space-and-

time integrated” 1images are constructed from neural patterns, remains as yet, a mystery

(Damasio, 1999: 322).
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Damasio (1994) strongly contends, however, that images once formed are not then
caretully and neatly stored in your brain as some sort of photocopy or microfiche. Images
are not, 1n this sense, directly ‘recallable’ from some huge internal filing system. Rather, he
proposes that images can be ‘reconstructed’ in much the same way as the original
experience was initially constructed. The formation of such reconstructions is controlled by
patterns of neural activity occurring in high level association cortices within the brain,
which Damasio names ‘dispositional representations’; the term ‘representation’ meaning a
“pattern that 1s consistently related to something” (Damasio, 1999: 320). These
representations, or “potential patterns of neuron activity in small ensembles of neurons”
(convergence zones), once activated are then able to order the “synchronous activation of
neural firing patterns largely in the same early sensory cortices where the firing patterns

corresponding to perceptual representations once occurred” (Damasio, 1994: 101/102).

Returning to our earlier scenario, therefore, stepping outside on a winter’s day may remind
us of other occasions when we experienced a similar vista in the cold winter’s air. These
carlier ‘memortes’ are 1n fact the result of particular patterns of neural activity in the
association cortices, or dispositional representations, which, within about one hundred
milliseconds, fire back to the early sensory cortices, 1n this case of vision and somatic
sensations, and trigger the momentary reconstruction of an approximate representation of

such a scenario as previously constructed.

Of course, such processes are far from simple or linear. Transfer of information is not
unidirectional. There exists a sort of ‘two-way traffic’ (Stevick, 1996) as any firing of

dispositional representations results in firing patterns in the early sensory cortices, which
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likewise results in yet further activation of other dispositional representations. Moreover,
within each of the early sensory cortices there will be varied and patterned activations.
Furthermore, there will be activation of more than one of the early sensory cortices
occurring simultaneously. As Damasio (1994: 102) explains, an image of your ‘Aunt
Maggie’ does not exist in one single site of your brain, she is in fact “distributed all over 1t,

in the form of many dispositional representations” for her face, her voice and so on.

To complicate matters yet further, once a dispositional representation 1s activated this
almost always results 1n the activation of other dispositional representations to which they
are most closely related and which form part of the same strengthened system. Each new
experience strengthens or weakens current patterned links or relations between
dispositional representations (1.e. those synapse links made most frequently 1n the past are
stronger, and are more likely to be activated in the future). In this sense, dispositional
representations are continually being biologically modified as the fibre branches of

neurons and synapses throughout the varied convergence zones are reconfigured.

Damasio conceptualises knowledge, both innate (relating to biological regulation for
survival) and acquired, as those very dispositional representations occurring throughout the
association cortices of the brain. Factual knowledge 1s acquired (learnt) both through direct
experience with the environment and the resulting internal construction of images “of
specific objects, actions, ... of words which help translate the latter into language form”, as
well as through internal reconstruction and manipulation of such images via the activation

of dispositional representations (Damasio, 1994: 84).
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Learning a language as factual knowledge, the concern of this study, 1s a multisensory and
multidimensional experience. Stevick (1996: 6) writes of the memory trace of a word as
consisting of “idiosyncratic details associated with its meaning”. In other words, we learn
the ‘sense’ of a word as the “personal and contextualised meaning that emerges from

particular ways people deploy words” (Lantolf, 2000(a): 7).

Stevick (1996) also discusses Ahnsen’s ISM model, which proposes that language consists
of a combination of three types of information: a multisensory image (defined in much the
same way as Damasi0), a somatic response (the body’s response to an image construction,
be that skeletally, muscularly or viscerally), and a meaning. Language, then, would exist in
our ‘memory’ as a multisensory image, largely dependent on our expenences (real and
mental), incorporating verbal and non-verbal elements, together with some meaning
construction. This information would be beyond a conventional lexical meaning to include
all of our “expectations of, and involvement with, and purposes related to the image”
(Stevick, 1996: 51). Alongside imagery and meaning, language would also include somatic

information likely to relate to our emotions at the time of the original linguistic experience.

For pupils who learn a second language after having already acquired knowledge of a first

language, it is open to debate as to how this new information 1s ‘stored’. Hamers and Blanc
(2000: 189) propose a model wherein “the two verbal channels join in a common semantic
store and that there 1s a referential link between 1magery and the totality of the verbal

representation structure.” They stress their understanding that imagery 1s an important

aspect of verbal memory 1n bilinguals.
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This conceptualisation of the multidimensional nature of language as 1t exists in our
memory is vital in appreciating the form and substance of linguistic 1tems recalled from
memory. It 1s therefore of fundamental importance 1n analysing the interactive behaviour
of learners engaged in L2 language learning tasks and hence plays a significant role in the

analysis of learners’ interactions in this research.

Returning to Damasio’s work, he believes that alongside factual knowledge we also
acquire the processes and strategies involved 1n recalling and manipulating internal images,
and that this knowledge too constitutes dispositional representations. In other words,
learning not only involves the construction, reconstruction and manipulation of images and
development of the corresponding dispositional representations, but also the means by
which the processing and manipulation of such a flow of images (1.e. thinking) 1s made

possible.

This, I believe, 1s significant, as it suggests that when a child learns a “piece of knowledge’,
or more precisely when they are able to construct that knowledge for themselves, they do
more than just acquire a product. They also acquire the means of processing such
knowledge, and hence the ability to construct further knowledge. Whenever image
recollection and manipulation involves language, as I will shortly argue 1t most often does,
children not only learn words, but also ‘ways with those words’ for thinking. Similarly,
when they learn diagrammatic representations, they also learn “ways with those
representations’. So, for example, a teacher may model the various verb tense forms of a
particular verb in English 1n order to guide a bilingual learner’s choice of the most

appropriate form. She may do so by reciting, for example, “speak, speaking, spoke”, as a
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sort of verbal representation of a written visual image. Thus, not only are the various verb
forms available to the learner in the future, but also a mnemonic device, “stored as part of

the memory trace of the stimulus event”, and which can hitherto be applied to other

contexts (Stevick, 1996: 12).

I recognise the dual role of knowledge in my own learning history. My earliest experiences
with ‘flow charts’, perhaps first introduced 1n the context of a science lesson on the life
cycle of a frog, have led to their consistent use as a diagrammatic mechanism for
representing information in my own thinking and knowledge construction, irrespective of
context. I find them a particularly useful tool in puzzling over academic texts, and hence
they proliferate throughout my thesis notes. In terms of this study, one may be able to
observe appropriation of linguistic items (1.e. factual knowledge) as well as the processes
and strategies employed by other interactants in ‘working with’ or thinking about those

items, over the course of the interaction.

Finally, but significantly, Damasio argues that there 1s no one single site in the brain to
which all images amalgamate or terminate, a theoretical stance known as the Cartesian
theatre paradigm. He contends that, “our strong sense of mind integration is created from
the concerted action of large scale systems by synchronising sets of neural activity in
separate brain regions, in effect a trick of timing” (Damasio, 1994: 95). We are able to
construct an understanding by the simultaneous construction of images 1n the various early
cortices (vision, hearing, etc.) during one particular instance of time, a slice of life as it
were. Consequently, 1n order to process and manipulate images in our mind, the human

brain needs to be able to maintain focussed activity in different sites “in a broad parallel
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display” for as long as necessary for organization, categorization and meaningful
combinations to be made (Damasio, 1994: 84). In other words, the act of thinking
necessitates global attention to keep certain images more clearly ‘in focus’, and a working
memory to keep the images “held active in the mind”, whilst links between dispositional
representations are made (Damasio, 1994: 84). This implies that “the brain reiterates over
time the topographically organised representations supporting those separate images”
(Damasio, 1994: 197). Stevick (1996: 28) uses the term worktable as a metaphoric
“apparatus’ on which our working memory is processed, although he acknowledges that,
“1t almost certainly does not refer to an individual entity.” Interestingly, Stevick (1996)
reports that whatever information 1s on the worktable will be lost within about 20 seconds
1f 1t 1s not in some way deliberately repeated or reintroduced, implying that repetition may

be a particularly useful intramental tool for thinking.

[t would appear that due to its inherent features, language 1s a key tool in maintaining
attention and a working memory. Clark (1998: 175) argues that learning a set of labels or
tags, as one does when learning a language, “renders certain teatures of our world concrete
and salient” as it “compresses what were previously complex and unruly sensory patterns
into simple objects.” In other words, language allows us to condense our complex
environment as experienced through our senses, into an object, which *“fixes the 1deas at a
fairly high level of abstraction” (Ibid: 178). Furthermore 1t enables us to “express

imaginary constructions or distant abstractions with an efficient simple word” (Damasio,

1999: 111).

The special properties of language as a coding mechanism experienced in words, phrases,

sentences and utterances, theretore provides an internal ‘object’, or in Damasio’s terms,
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image, which facilitates organisation, memorisation, manipulation, and the fixing of our
attention. Furthermore, it renders the formation of links and associations with other internal
1mages in our ‘long-term memory’ (or dispositional representations) more efficient and
accessible. I am reminded of O.E. Mandelstam’s poem ‘The swallow’, quoted by Vygotsky

(cited in Daniels, 2001: 50) 1n his exploration of the relationship between speaking and

thinking:

[ forgot the word I wanted to say,

And thought unembodied,
Returns to the hall of shadows.

The embodiment of thoughts 1n language, 1t would appear, helps one to maintain focus,
thereby preventing the loss of one’s train of thought. This would suggest that repeating
words aloud in order to process 1images 1in our working memory (1.€. to (re)activate patterns
of neural firing thereby keeping our thoughts alive) i1s an especially useful mediational tool

during language learning tasks as 1n this study.

2.21 Summary

[ shall now summarise and crystallize the neurological perspective taken 1n this study, as it
relates to the sociocultural conception of language mediation and the representation of
thoughts (including thoughts about language) in learners’ interactive behaviour. This 1s
central to understanding and undertaking an analysis of language learning in contexts of
social interaction and, theretfore, to addressing the research questions in this study. As

such, it will inform all subsequent arguments within this chapter relating to a sociocultural

theory of mind.
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The contents of our thoughts are considered to be 1mages, or topographically organised
representations, which arise in the early sensory cortices of our brains and which are due to
direct sensory experience, or particular patterns of neural firing (dispositional
representations) occurring in the association cortices. These images may be linguistic or
non-linguistic. Thinking involves the activation, control and manipulation of these images,
which may be metaphorically conceptualised as occurring on a worktable. Knowledge
exists as dispositional representations and constitutes both product (a piece of imageable

knowledge) and process (the means with which to recall, process and manipulate images).

Due to the parcellated nature of imageable knowledge, however, thinking requires
focussed attention and a working memory. Language, both L1 and L2 and, as will shortly
be argued, spoken language in particular, acts as a key unlocking our potential to maintain
focus and hold images in our working memory. Furthermore, it facilitates the organisation
and purposeful manipulation of these images so that we may plan, solve problems, recall

from ‘memory’ or ‘store’ information in ‘memory’ and theretore learn.

[earning a language not only affords us linguistic items to manipulate, but also the means
with which to carry out such manipulations. ‘Thinking about language’ (metalinguistic
knowledge), when learning a second language, for example, 1s a process which necessitates
the use of language (be that L1 or L2, inner or exterior) as a mediating tool, and 1s
constitutive of both verbal and non-verbal multisensory images associated to which are
meanings of an idiosyncratic nature. The strategies language learners use in order to learn a

second (or additional) language will henceforth be defined as:

“those processes which are consciously selected by learners and which may
result in actions taken to enhance the learning or use of a foreign language,
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through the storage, retention, recall, and application of information about
the target language. Strategies include those thoughts and actions that are
clearly intended for language learning, as well as those that may well lead to
learning but which do not ostensibly include learning as the primary goal.
They are at least partially conscious, can be transferred to new language
tasks, and can be utilized by learners in unique and creative ways to
personalise the language learning process™ (Cohen, 1998: 68).

?

Throughout the following sections, references to the terms ‘memory’ and ‘storing memory
will refer to the patterns of activation of dispositional representations throughout the
association cortices and the corresponding firing patterns in the early sensory cortices

relating to the (re)construction of images.

Having discussed the nature and substance of learning and the role of language from a
neurological perspective, I shall now return to sociocultural theory in an effort to explore
the process of learning language(s) and learning to use language(s) as a mediational tool.
By exploring the ontogenesis of language learning and the experience faced by L2
language learners, this section will begin to uncover the reasons why social interaction 1s
central to learning and in particular, L2 language learning. In so doing, it will extend the
neurological perspective in presenting a case for the representation of learning as manifest
within the interactive behaviour of learners engaged 1n a learning activity. As argued, this
1s fundamental in determining that interactive contexts (such as game playing) promote L2
language learning, and that analysis of such interactions can reveal the products and
processes of this learning. Consequently, the following sections will complement and

augment the neurological arguments constructed thus far, in an effort to address the

questions posed 1n this research.
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2.3 LEARNING LANGUAGE(S) AND LEARNING TO USE
LANGUAGE(S) AS A COGNITIVE TOOL

In order to understand the role of social interaction in language learning, one must begin at
the beginning with a child’s first experience of language (the language of the home), and
their gradual appropriation of this language as a tool in their own thinking; a process

known as ontogenetic development (Lantolf, 2000(a)).

2.31 Ontogenetic .1 development

Children first encounter their home language in a social context during encounters with
parents and siblings. Together, babies and their families co-construct meaningful signs and
the gradual metamorphosis of language learning begins. According to Wells (1999(a)),
both Halliday and Vygotsky use the example of a baby’s attempts to reach and grab an
object within their field of vision to explain this process of co-construction. Although a
baby’s grabbing action i1s not 1nitially intended as an “indicatory gesture’, adults and older
siblings perceive it as such (1.e. that the baby would like to reach and hold an object). Once
a baby is given an object following such ‘reaching and grasping’ movements they
gradually become aware of and begin to develop the use of this particular action as a sign

carrying intended meaning or a “a symbolic action with communicative value” (Wells,

1999(a): 12).

In much the same way, vocal acts, often accompanied by gestural actions, are also
interpreted by adults and siblings as communicative events. A child learns to control their

tongue and jaw in a specific manner to produce a range of sounds. They learn to associate
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the production of particular sounds, through words, phrases and utterances with the

construal of meaning and intent. In effect:

“whatever the child means, the message that gets across 1s one which makes
sense and 1s translatable into the terms of the adult language. It is in this
interpretation that the child’s linguistic efforts are reinforced, and in this
way the meanings that the child starts out with gradually come to be
adapted to the meanings of the adult language” (Halliday, 1975, quoted in

Wells, 1999(a): 17).

Gradually, a child begins to notice that words and patterns of words occur in “kinds of
sequences with elements such as forms that mark tense or other grammatical categories”
(Stevick, 1996: 11). Thus, over time, a child learns the phonetic, syntactic and semantic
features of their first language as elements of L1 linguistic knowledge. As noted, such
knowledge 1s not acquired 1n a social vacuum and hence children begin to notice “which of
those semantic-distributional patterns frequently co-occur’ in particular contexts (Ibid: 11).
Consequently, a child simultaneously also acquires the sociolinguistic knowledge of “what
to say, how, where, to whom and under what circumstances’ within the shared L1
Interactive practices of his/her daily life (Hamers and Blanc, 2000: 83). As part of such
knowledge, a child learns the rhetorical scripts, or the “sequences of speech acts that help
define a particular interactive practice” (Young and He, 1998: 6). Furthermore, a child also
learns that different interactive practices entail different rules of turn taking and turn
management. As learning progresses, a child gradually becomes aware that a single
utterance can have many different meanings dependent on the communicative goals of the
speaker, and likewise many alternative interpretations. All children must learn to

understand, acknowledge and participate in the cultural pragmatics of their first language.
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Gradually, therefore, by talking with others and experimenting with their talk, a child

learns the language of the adults around them and learns the cultural, social and pragmatic

ways of using that language. As Wells (1997: 5) put it:

“in learning to talk through talking with others, the child takes over the
culture’s historically developed theory of experience, as this is encoded 1n
and through the language in which they construe their shared activity.”

Such an account of the early ontogenesis of first language, is, I would argue, completely
compatible with the neurological stance taken in this thesis. The brain has some natural
functions with which we are endowed from birth, as well as some areas of greater plasticity
which can be formed and reformed throughout our learning. As Damasio (1994: 111)

explains:

“As we develop from infancy to adulthood, the design of brain circuitries
that represent our evolving body and its interaction with the world seems to
depend on the activities in which the organism engages, and on the action of
innate bioregulatory circuitries, as the latter react to such activities.”

In other words, the environment in which we live and 1t’s social, cultural and linguistic

norms and expectations, has a direct impact on the shaping of our brains.

[t would appear, therefore, that social interaction is crucial in learning one’s first language.
We learn language as a linguistic product with meanings associated to social and cultural
contexts of use, through the reciprocal processes of talking and being listened to, and of
listening and interpreting the talk of others. The next section will address the products and

processes involved in learning a second or additional language; a task faced by the

bilingual pupils in this research.
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2.32 Learning a second language

Pupils entering schools in the U.K. who have already acquired linguistic, sociolinguistic,
pragmatic and discourse knowledge of their first language must begin to learn all such
aspects of English as a new language. By addressing this process, this section will

highlight the difficulties that bilingual pupils may face in learning English in classrooms 1n

the U.K., thereby informing the analyses of the learners in this study.

[earning a new language may require learning new physical acts in speaking in order to
articulate the sounds of English. This was the situation I faced when learning the ‘whistling
fricatives’ of Shona. These were unfamiliar sounds for a combination of consonants not
used in English; ‘zv’, for example, and for which I had no previous aural/oral knowledge.
Learning a new language may also involve learning to ‘attune’ to the new sounds 1n
gradually distinguishing phrases within utterances, words within phrases, words within
words, and phonemes within words. I found this process very difficult upon first
encountering Te Reo Maori. Every word in Maor1 ends 1n a vowel and, as most of my
initial experiences were in singing Maori songs, I found the words just seemed to blend
into each other. It was not until I saw the words in written form that I was able to begin to

identify individual words within an utterance.

Some L2 learners must also learn a new alphabetic and phonetic writing system. Moreover,
all learners have to identity the semantic-distributional patterns of the new language,
noticing perhaps how tenses are marked, or the relative positioning of subject, object and

verb within utterances.
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As well as, and at the same time as learning all of this linguistic knowledge, L2 learners
must also learn new sociolinguistic, pragmatic and discourse rules associated with the
Interactive practices of the dominant culture. As one of many examples highlighting the
differences between cultures and language norms, Goddard and Wierzbicka (1992) cite the
case of Japanese. Japanese cultural norms dictate that overt expression of one’s desires,
opinions, and emotions 1s perceived as impolite. This sense of personal restraint and
mutual sensitivity impacts on the Japanese discourse style with regard to turn taking.
Japanese conversation 1s expected to be collaborative and hence, “a Japanese speaker will
often leave sentences unfinished so that the listener can complete them” (Goddard and
Wierzbicka, 1997: 240). One can imagine the confusion and misinterpretation this could
cause 1n classrooms in the U.K. Consequently, knowledge of rhetorical scripts within the
interactive practices of the new language involves learning not only the words, but also,
“the cultural assumptions at work 1n daily interaction (Ibid: 251). This could be

particularly important 1n interpreting the meaning of pupils’ utterances involved in an
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