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Introduction

1 Common ground

This collection of papers originated in a Summer Institute held in Cam-
bridge in 1991 on the theme ‘Language and Understanding’, which was
particularly addressed to applied linguists and to those responsible for the
teaching of languages. Whereas recent developments in research in some
areas are rapidly assimilated into the language learning/teaching arena
because there are well-established lines of communication from researchers
to influential applied linguists, developments from other areas are recog-
nized only belatedly as relevant to language teaching. The wide range of
coverage in this volume still necessarily omits important current develop-
ments in some relevant fields; and there is a deliberate bias towards research
in cognitive processing, since this is an area which has made spectacular
strides during the 1980s, but which has yet to make a full impact on
research into language learning.

Two issues basic to any enquiry into the nature of human knowledge are
how language contributes to our understanding of the world, and how our
beliefs about the world inform our understanding of language. Anyone
concerned with the nature of human communication —and those concerned
with the teaching of language inevitably figure large in such a group —must
constantly return to such issues. For each one of us, the beliefs we hold
about the relationship between language and understanding will tend to be
well-entrenched, so they inevitably mesh with other systems of belief. It is
hardly surprising to find that many of us hold a range of beliefs which may
not be perfectly coherent, because they vary depending on which aspect of
language or of understanding we are currently considering.

This book brings together papers from scholars whose approaches to
language and to understanding reflect a diversity of views which derive, in
part at least, from the different disciplines which they represent. None the
less, at many points, there is a commonality in their views about language
and about understanding, a commonality which will almost certainly be
shared by most readers of this book, which could by no means have been
assumed thirty, or—for some of them—even ten, years ago.

All the contributors assume that a language consists, at least, of a set of
forms which can be described at various levels—at the level of sounds,
word-formation, sentence-formation, and discourse structure—and that
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some aspects of ‘meaning’ can be associated with each of these levels. All
of them assume that it is appropriate to study the language synchronically
rather than exclusively diachronically. All assume that it is proper to discuss
a language not just as a collection of texts, grammars, and dictionaries, but
as a vehicle of communication. Similarly, all of them take it for granted
that spoken language rather than (or as well as) written language is a proper
subject for scholarly study. All of them also assume that particular aspects
of language or of language use are properly studied in a context of use,
and that different forms will have a range of different functions.

At a fundamental level, there is a similar consensus on the nature of
understanding. This is perhaps more surprising since as recently as the early
1980s the standard view of comprehension was that the listener received
an auditory stimulus which was then decoded into a meaningful verbal
message by a combination of ‘bottom up’ and ‘top down’ strategies, after
which the listener could be said to ‘have’ the idea which the speaker had
encoded. Indeed, this is a view still quite widely held by scholars working
in a wide range of fields. The approach shared by contributors to this
volume insists that there is rarely a simple ‘correct’ interpretation of an
utrerance, that listeners have to make an effort to work out what speakers
mean by what they say. They believe that interpretation is a difficult and
risky process with no guarantee of a satisfactory outcome, even if you
have correctly identified the words and correctly worked out the syntactic
structure of the sentence.

There is, then, to a remarkable degree, a consensus among these contrib-
utors about the nature of language and of understanding, despite the range
of disciplines which they represent.

2 Individual differences: conflict or complementarity?

2.1 The forms of language—language variability

Most of the papers take for granted a neutral form of English which they
do not even have to discuss. This neutral form is Standard English, which
is always most easily identified in its written form. The only paper which
confronts the issues raised in trying to determine what the term ‘language’
might refer to, in the case of English, is Milroy’s. She shows the difficulty of
finding criteria for identifying ‘Standard English’, particularly in the spoken
form. She goes on to show how understanding between native speakers can
be imperilled by the diversity of forms encountered, even among those
who would be classified as highly educated native speakers of English. The
problems which native speakers encounter in understanding each other are
likely to be compounded if one of the interlocutors is a foreign learner.
The neutral form assumed by the other contributors is probably not
identical for all writers, since each person’s construct ‘language’ must be,
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to some extent, an individual construct. For Milroy, a language 1s not a
monolith but a complex network of variants in constant flux. What makes
a language that particular language is as much a social as a linguistic ques-
tion, strikingly so in the case of accents and dialects. Expressions may serve
to carry their users’ messages, but they also carry social values.

Two other papers focus on how the use of a particular form contributes
to a particular meaning by laying down clues which the attentive listener
or reader will pick up and use in the search for an interpretation. Both K.
Brown and Short examine particular areas of form—meaning relationships;
however Brown is concerned with examining the range of syntactic forms
available for expressing a range of semantic relationships, whereas Short is
concerned with explaining the effect of a particular stylistic choice in a
particular context, and with showing that the effect of these choices is just
as pervasive in language at large as it is in the language of literature.

Milroy’s insistence that language carries social values is certainly a view
which would be shared by Aitchison, whose paper documents how the
values associated with the culture of a speaker’s native language are carried
over into the foreign language and culture. Learners of a foreign language
bring to the new language the taxonomies of their own language, so their
judgements of prototypical categories of familiar lexical fields (animals,
vegetables, furniture, and so on) are strikingly different from judgements
made by native speakers. In a rather different form, a similar view is
expressed by Bialystok, who considers the process of learning a second
language to be quite unlike that of learning the first language. The reason
is that in learning the first language the child learns not only that particular
language, but language more generally conceived. Learning the first lan-
guage is a cognitive problem which involves the acquisition of a cognitive
system. The resulting abstract representation of the basic categories of lan-
guage, the acquired conceptual system, and the ability to analyse and cat-
egorize, are all already available in learning a second language, a process
which, Bialystok suggests, is confined to learning the linguistic details of
the new language. As Aitchison points out, the new language may be used
by the learner to communicate ideas which are typically different from
those available to native speakers of that language.

2.2 Language and understanding

Whereas the range of views expressed here on the nature of language can,
so far, all be seen as complementary, at first sight there does appear to be
a diversity in the different authors’ conceptions of the relationship between
language and understanding.

Milroy, for instance, again focuses centrally on an issue that is only dealt
with peripherally in other papers, and that is the issue of social meaning
expressed by the choice of forms of language, particularly in speech.
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Speakers define their membership of particular social groups by using forms
which are peculiar to them, and in choosing a form which includes them
as members of the group, they exclude others from it. These subtle social
meanings are quite hard even for native speakers from distant areas to pick
up, and are particularly difficult for non-native speakers.

The notion of understanding emerging as a function of the social group
in which it is embedded also surfaces in Brumfit’s paper, though in making
a rather different point. He assumes that the desired outcome of the interac-
tion which takes place between learners and teacher in the culture created
in the classroom is understanding of the language being taught and learnt.
He focuses on the types of conditions most favourable to achieving the
desired outcome. Here, sociocultural conditions are considered of para-
mount importance in directing the search for mutual understanding which
is held to be the key to foreign language learning.

In Brumfit’s paper, we encounter a view of the nature of understanding
which seems initially to be quite different from that which is assumed by
most of the other contributors (and it may actually reflect a fundamentally
different view on the nature of language). Brumfit’s account of understand-
ing is that it is a basically social process. He is concerned with the role of
understanding in language learning, where meaning is constructed in the
classroom setting and the members of the class participate in that meaning.
In a sense, understanding is seen as a social institution, like a bank owned
by a social co-operative, from which contributors can borrow and to which
they can contribute. Such a conceptualization often accompanies a view of
language itself as a social institution, where again the bank analogy can
fruitfully be drawn. This in turn often leads to an assumption that meaning
is ‘negotiated’ between participants in an interaction, as it were ‘out there’
in a social space. Such an approach may be ascribed to de Saussure who
wrote:

If we could embrace the sum of word-images stored in the minds of all
individuals, we could identify the social bond that constitutes language.
It is a storehouse filled by the members of a given community through
their active use of speaking, a grammatical system that has a potential
existence in each brain, or, more specifically, in the brains of a group of
individuals. For language is not complete in any speaker; it exists per-
fectly only within a collectivity.

(de Saussure/Wade Baskin (trans.) 1960: 13)

De Saussure appreciated that, to include all that we know of language, it
is necessary to adopt two distinct but complementary views. First, the view
of language as a social institution, and second, the view of language as
experienced by a single individual, which is necessarily limited by that
individual’s personal life-history. The first view is best represented in this
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collection by Brumfit and by Milroy, but the view of language as a social
institution is also discussed in the papers of G. Brown and Spolsky. The
complementary second view, nowadays often called the ‘cognitive’ view, is
at least implicitly adopted by most of the other contributors with respect
to language and, significantly, with respect to the processes of understand-
ing. The papers by Aitchison, G. Brown, Bialystok, Garnham, Short, and
Wilson, are all concerned, in different ways, with how individuals under-
stand and/or learn language. Although the focus of attention is quite differ-
ent, once again it can be seen that there is no conflict between the two
approaches. They should ideally be seen as complementary, concentrating
on different aspects of experience.

Although many of us may pay lip-service to the ‘complementarity’ view
of the social and cognitive approaches to the study of language, few applied
linguists maintain an objective bipartisan stance to the issue and are equally
devoted to both views. For a variety of historical and social reasons, applied
linguistics as a discipline has tended towards an emphasis on language as
a social institution. The discipline will be impoverished if it fails also to
take account of research into the cognitive aspects of language learning and
language understanding.

2.3 Diversities of understanding

As soon as we accept that communication is a risky undertaking, requiring
not simply the exchange of linguistically packaged ideas, but an effort of
imagination on the part of the reader or listener, we can see why it is that
the same message can be interpreted by listeners in different ways. The
issue of diversity in understanding is explicitly raised in most of the papers,
and dealt with at length by both Brumfit and Spolsky. Spolsky points to
the variability of interpretations of the ‘same’ text according to who is doing
the interpreting—test writers, test takers, or examiners—and according to
the number of times the text is read or heard. The question of ‘what a text
means’ is crucial to language testing, and yet, as Spolsky remarks, since so
many social and cognitive aspects are involved in comprehension, over and
above decoding the familiar linguistic categories, it is hard to be sure what
it is that a test is measuring.

It is hard enough to be sure what are the relevant processes when testing
native speakers working in their own language. It is even more difficult if
they are working in a foreign language. Bialystok argues that what is crucial
here is control of the input, to ensure that it is compatible with the learner’s
mental representation of the language at each stage of the learning process.
This requires that teachers be able to analyse the demands that different
types of task make upon the learner. G. Brown in her paper suggests that
one parameter which teachers would do well to consider in this context is
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the different level of cognitive demands made by texts in different genres.
Once again, these diverse contributors appear to entertain compatible
views on the issue of diversity of interpretation.

2.4 Language understood in context

Throughout these papers runs a common theme: that language i1s under-
stood in context. Milroy and Brumfit are concerned with different aspects
of the social, interactional context in which language is experienced.
K. Brown discusses the way in which the choice of particular verbs sets up
specific configurations of semantic roles which characterize prototypical
contexts, which then bring other aspects of such contexts in their train.
Thus, if the verb BUY is used to describe an action of John’s, it creates the
context of a ‘commercial exchange’ which makes available other roles such
as a seller, the price paid, the money used in payment, the object bought,
and so on. Garnham also appeals to immediate linguistic context to give
an account of the interpretation of anaphoric expressions in brief texts.
And in the earlier part of his paper, where he discusses the implications of
connectionism for modelling language learning, he appeals to a theory of
spreading activation which might offer some hope of modelling the effect
of context. Short also considers context, in particular the effect of deictic
expressions in focusing upon an action from different points of view. All
of these writers help themselves to as much of a notion of context as they
need, without feeling obliged to explicate in detail how they conceive of
the notion, or whether or not there is a general theory of context into which
their approach fits (and the assumption must be that there is not).

There is, of course, the notorious problem that ‘context’ is a notion
which seems to be impossible to constrain. If someone speaks to you of
Wordsworth and then goes on to speak of ‘his cottage’, is it reasonable to
suppose that HIs COTTAGE was somehow activated in your mind simply
by mentioning Wordsworth, along with HIS SISTER, HIS FINGER-
NAILS, HIS ARMCHAIR, and, literally, innumerable other features which
might reasonably be associated with him? Most people would agree that it
is not reasonable. But just what is activated immediately in your mind
when the name ‘Wordsworth’ is mentioned? And how does that mention
contribute to the creation of a context, and just what is ‘in’ that context?
The only paper to address some of these problems of context directly is
that of Wilson, who suggests that the listener activates no more context
than is necessary to understand the utterance and that, rather than taking
account of external features of context before and during the utterance, the
listener only activates the necessary amount of context after having heard
the utterance. The theory propounded in this paper has raised great interest
because of the bold nature of the claims that it makes about cognitive
processing, and it has generated animated discussion in a variety of fields



Introduction 7

(see, for instance, Brain and Behavioural Science 10: 697-749, which is
devoted to reviews of Sperber and Wilson 1986).

Of all the areas we have discussed, that of understanding language in
context is the one which may be seen as at once the most crucial to language
teaching and the most controversial. In general, the other views put forward
in this collection of papers, although diverse in their origins, can be seen
as remarkably compatible with each other, complementary rather than in
conflict.
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