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ABSTRACT

This study examines the dual practical and symbolic roles of foreign language
learning. It argues that England’s overt discourse has focused on the practical value

of linguistic knowledge, but has concealed a political preoccupation with its symbolic
value as a means of social differentiation. This has been facilitated by the

serendipitous emergence of English as the international lingua franca. The
researcher concludes that the model is failing to meet the practical needs of 21*

century England, and is symbolically detrimental to the nation.

As an inter-disciplinary study, the work draws from various fields, though with a
foundation in pedagogical theory and practice. The case is argued from a critical
theory perspective which recognises that any interpretation is partial and
hermeneutic. It assumes that change is characterised by an on-going struggle for
power, which 1t explores through the relationship between technology and foreign
language learning in England over a four-century period.

The researcher argues that a process of ‘synoptic illusion’ has led to the conflation
of foreign language learning, the institutions in which languages are taught, and the
socio-economic status of those attending the institutions. In time, foreign languages
have become a symbol of social status and have served to sustain class differences.
However, since they have appeared to have little practical value to lower socio-

economic groups, an illusion of self-exclusion has developed, concealing this
political role of linguistic knowledge.

An analytical framework is developed after Bourdieu which addresses five key
factors that together explore the practical and symbolic functions of foreign language
learning. Three case studies examine the innovative use of technology by linguists
in different centuries. Their models challenge existing discourse and the researcher
is led to conclude that political rather than pedagogical issues determine their degree
of success in effecting change.
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PART I

SETTING THE CONTEXT

CHAPTER 1

THE RESEARCH ISSUES

1 The perceived value(s) of foreign language learning

Foreign language learning in England is dead; long live foreign language learning!
Such was the contradictory message conveyed in February 2002 by the Green Paper
14-19: extending opportunities, raising standards (DfES 2002a). After four short
years, when the Nuffield Inquiry and its immediate aftermath appeared to have

secured the identity that foreign languages had long sought (Hawkins 1987), the
bubble of euphoria had burst.

In an amazing feat of /éger de main, the Green Paper could declare that ‘unless our
children learn languages earlier we will fail them’ (DfES 2002b: 1), whilst
simultaneously downgrading their status to that of mere ‘statutory entitlement’
(writer’s emphasis) in Key Stage 4'. Foreign languages would miraculously move
from being a compulsory element of the secondary curriculum, to a ‘desirable’
subject 1n the primary sector, and a requirement only in Key Stage 3.

Why, though, would the nation’s children be failed if they were not taught foreign -
languages? What value did languages represent? Without addressing these questions
directly or probing their complexity, the Green Paper simply reiterated the usual
panoply of imprecise reasons for learning languages. Hence it talked nebulously of

the contribution of languages ... to the cultural and linguistic richness of our society, to

personal fulfilment, commercial success, international trade and mutual understanding
(DIES 0186/2002:1)

focusing on patent functional value whilst having little conception of how to achieve

these aims (‘we would also welcome comments on how language teaching can be
organised...’[DfES 2002b: 6)).

Of course, languages were vital to economic competitiveness; undoubtedly, people
were travelling more so had increased opportunities for using a foreign tongue; yes,
knowledge of community languages was a means to cultural understanding, but, how
could the country’s youth be convinced of their importance in such practical contexts
when the subject was compulsory? for only three short years?

The researcher will argue that the latest government pronouncements were typical of
a history of incremental planning in regard to foreign language learning in England.’
She will propose that this is not due solely to the multiplicity of functions the subject
has been expected to fulfil, but that it is, rather, reflective of England’s elitist values.



These may not necessarily have been consciously articulated, but following a process
which has led to self-exclusion (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990) and, eventually, to

“legitimation of its restricted status, foreign language learning has become associated
with an intellectual and social elite.

It will be suggested that successive governments have been able to conceal
ideological assumptions for maintaining this elitism behind the more obvious
functional reasons for learning foreign languages, and that this process has been
facilitated by the rise of the country’s mother tongue to the position of international
lingua franca. Consequently, it will be argued, restricted access to foreign language
learning has covertly supiaorted social stratification, without exciting popular outrage,
the average Englishman” perceiving no pressing need to learn foreign languages 1n
an increasingly anglophone world. A ‘linguistic divide’ comparable to the ‘digital

divide’ will be seen to have grown, with its attendant questions of functional use
facilitating reproduction of existing relationships.

Paradoxically, the thrust for greater national competence in foreign languages came
now not from the public, but from politicians, who had recognised the functional and
symbolic importance of bi- /plurilingualism’ if England was to participate actively
in the European Community. This does not require total fluency in other languages
but recognises

partial competence — both in the level achieved in each of the competencies and in the
types of competencies involved. The partial character of plurilingual competence is thus

to be understood in a qualitative and quantitative fashion. (European Language Council
2001: 6)

It appears that now, external interests for being bi/plurilingual superseded internal
reasons for keeping the majority of the populace monolingual.

There are serious motivational and practical obstacles to realisation of this change.
After centuries of habituation to languages being a minority subject, and in an
increasingly anglophone world, how were the nation’s citizens to be persuaded of the
new need? And, even if individual learner motivation abounded, there were more
practical problems: how did the government intend to conjure up recruits to the 170
places proposed for French in the primary teacher training allocation for 2002/037?
In short, the Green Paper might express the cherished i1deals of linguists (and others)
but it was difficult to suppress a cynical sense of déja-vu if one was old enough to
recall the failed attempt to introduce primary French in the 1960s and 1970s°.

After all that had transpired since the passing of the Education Reform Act (1988)
when modern languages became a compulsory element of the secondary curriculum,
was language learning still in quest of an identity, as Hawkins (1987) had observed

some ﬁ.ﬁeen years earlier? Was the Green Paper just the latest manifestation of the
discontinuity of language discourse in England?

Those who have followed the contradictory expectations placed on foreign language
learning in England will know that there has been a history of discontinuity, of no
apparent long-term policy. Most readers will have experienced, whether as learners
or as teachers, the incessant bombardment of new initiatives that have succeeded the
Great Education Debate (Cox & Dyson 1969a and 1969b). Comprehensivisation
(DES 10/65 and 10/66) and raising of the school leaving age (1973) together brought
new pedagogical challenges, but reflected changing social and economic positions.

Political concern focused on standards, accountability and vocationalism (Ball 1994).



In this climate, and preparing the way for the Education Reform Act (1988),

Curriculum Matters 8, Modern Foreign Languages to 16 (DES1987) gave five
- reasons for learning a foreign language: it

- allows pupils to explore life style and culture of another land through its language;

- introduces learners to language awareness;

- promotes social interaction in and beyond the classroom;

- develops individual skills e.g. memory;

- provides skills for adult life e.g. for work or travel.

In other words, languages had a functional role, essentially for the individual's

personal enrichment, but entailing practical and cultural elements. By 1999, the

DfEE had refined these and brought in two new dimensions: lifelong learning and
citizenship:

Through the study of a foreign language, pupils understand and appreciate different
countries, cultures people and communities — and as they do so, begin to think of
themselves as citizens of the world as well as of the UK. Pupils also learn about the
basic structures of language. Their listening, reading and memory skills improve, and

their speaking and writing become more accurate ... (they) lay the foundations for future
study of other languages. (DfEE 1999a)

These aims may be compared with those of Higher Education (Dearing, 1997 para.
23), to:

- contribute effectively to society and achieve personal fulfilment;

- increase knowledge and understanding for their own sake and to foster their application to
the benefit of the economy and society;

- serve the needs of an adaptable, sustainable, knowledge-based economy at local, regional
and national levels:

- play a major role in shaping a democratic, civilised, inclusive society

The emphasis remained functional, but it had moved to collective rather than

individual needs. What was less obvious was the ideologtcal role languages were to
play, merely hinted at in the final bullet point.

For at the symbolic level, language contributes to a sense of communal and
individual identity (Bourdieu & Passeron 1990). It is implicitly inward looking,
providing the means for internal communication within the community, and setting
speakers apart from non-speakers. It is thus a symbolic representation of the

community’s identity, carrying ‘cultural clout’ (Edwards, 1995: 40) for those who
speak it as well as being a practical tool for communication.

The question must therefore be asked, does the changed discourse represent a new
sense of collective identity? Is England now being encouraged to embrace a symbol
(bilingualism) of its European membership? This raises profound anxieties which
strike at the heart of identity - personal and collective - and, the researcher will argue,
must be openly confronted. As preparation for this discussion, chapter 2 will return

to the symbolic role of language as it relates to individual, group and national
1dentity.



2 Change in technology and its relationship with language learning

It is the researcher’s professional experience as a teacher during the last decades of
the twentieth century that has led to the present research. Within the space of twenty
years, she had seen language leamning justified as a means of cultural enlightenment,
as a functional tool for vocational and leisure pursuits, as a process for developing
transferable skills such as memorisation — the list is endless. Working in 1nner

London over the period preceding - and arguably causing - the demise of the Inner
London Education Authority and Greater London Council perhaps highlighted the
intrinsically political nature of languages (see especially chapter 13, below), and the
struggle between agents to deploy them for meta-linguistic purposes.

Indecipherably intertwined with different apparent values went the pedagogical
application of one technological device after another, ostensibly designed to enhance
the motivation of learners and improve learning outcomes, but inevitably altering the
nature of language taught. The question arose, was technology curriculum led or

leading the curriculum? Was it instrumentalist or determinist? (Ebersole 1995,
Feenberg 1991)

Against this background, some key concerns were colliding: what was the perceived
value of foreign language learning? (Why learn languages? Were the reasons
functional or ideological or both?) Once values had been determined, how were
these translated into educational (specifically, language) discourse? (What was the
process involved in determining ‘discourse’ and ‘policy’ (see section 5, below), who
made the decision, what was the source of their authority, who had access to foreign
language learning?) Why did discourse change? What was its relationship with
‘developments’ in technology? (Was it instrumental or determinist?) What, if any,
significance did it make that English was the international lingua franca?

The questions pointed to potential conflict in values, pitting individual against

collective, and national against international needs. They cluster around three key
1ISsues:

e Values
e Change
e Technology

The research will explore the relationship between change in the perceived value of
foreign languages and that in fechnology. It therefore brings together a number of
disciplines, and encounters problems familiar to those engaged in interdisciplinary

work. These are discussed in chapter 3, together with questions of academic validity
as well as the practical management of such research.

3 The research issues

The researcher argues that the values underpinning foreign language learning in
England have been discontinuous across time and between groups at any one time,

with the result that formal language policy has appeared to be incremental and
discontinuous. But does discontinuity imply absence of ‘policy’?

Change in ‘discourse’ or ‘policy’ will be attributed to a complex relationship with
technological change, wherein technology has both contributed to social and



ideological change and provided a practical tool which has enabled the nature of

language learning to change, representing and in turn validating a new discourse. It
will be proposed that the functional value of knowing another language has
obfuscated, and been politically manipulated in order to obscure, other, symbolic and

1deological values, and that discontinuity has therefore been a political intention at
some point(s) in the subject’s history.

It will be argued that the position of English as the international lingua franca has

supported England’s exclusive foreign language discourse but that, in the context of
the twenty-first century and changing political conditions, this must move away from

its elitist, predominantly monolingual, model to embrace one wherein
bi/plurilingualism becomes the norm for all the nation’s citizens.

In order to operationalise these arguments, three propositions are made:

| FORMAL FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING IN ENGLAND HAS BEEN CHARACTERISED BY
A LACK OF COHERENT POLICY.

2 WHILST THIS LACK OF COHERENCE MAY, SUPERFICIALLY, APPEAR TO BE A QUESTION OF
COMPETING FUNCTIONAL NEEDS, IT IS REALLY A CONSEQUENCE OF POLITICAL FACTORS.

3 FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING HAS CHANGED IN THE CONTEXT OF NEW TECHNOLOGY BUT
THE FUNCTIONAL VALUE OF NEW TECHNOLOGIES AS PEDAGOGICAL TOOLS HAS BOTH

ORCHESTRATED A NEW DISCOURSE FOR FOREIGN LANGUAGES, AND PROVIDED A MASK FOR
POLITICAL MANIPULATION.

4 A critical theory perspective

These hypotheses will be explored from a critical theory perspective (e.g. Kellner
1997, Bronner 1994, Hoy and McCarthy 1994). Chapter 3 introduces the
methodological approach and the implications it has for the research methods. It
considers the validity of research which takes a hermeneutic stance and so cannot call
upon traditional criteria. This raises the question of academic capital. Viewed in
terms of Bourdieu’s (1998:270) conception of the field of power as having a
‘chiasmatic’ structure, the researcher envisages the political struggles for power
within the teaching profession as a microcosmic form of the conflicts that occur at
all levels of social relationships (national and international).

These struggles derive from different perceptions of what is valuable. Part IT probes
the nature of values and the forms of capital (power) which enable a dominant
discourse to emerge. The principles are then applied to the field of education and
onwards to that of foreign languages. Drawing largely from the work of critical
theory, and particularly from Bourdieu and Warschauer, the researcher develops an
analytical framework for examining the perceived value of foreign language learning
in England, and the processes which have led to the dominant discourse of each
period. Analytical tools are devised with which to compare periods and issues. This

Is not in quest of similarities, but rather to provide a common framework for
discussion.

Part III then applies these tools to the history of foreign language learning in
England, predominantly over the last four hundred years, but with a brief outline of

its roots. This is in order to test research issue 1 (hereafter RI1), the coherence of
‘pohcyi over time and within a single period. The role of technology (RI3) and the
competition between functional and symbolic aims (RI2) will emerge at the national,



macro-political level, but so as to probe them more closely, three case studies are

presented in Part IV. The rationale for these case studies and their related
technological developments are explained in chapter 3.

The evidence collected in Parts III and IV will enable the researcher to draw some
conclusions in respect of the three hypotheses. As a critical work, the aim is not only
to stimulate debate but also to contribute to future action. Having examined the three
issues, the researcher will propose a model for change in the nation’s foreign

language learning habits (Part V), which conceptualises the degree of change
required if the nation is to move from mono- to bi-lingualism’. It acknowledges the

political issues as well as the more tangible functional arguments for learning a
foreign language, so includes consideration of the changes in social (hence power)
relationships that are likely to result from new linguistic competence.

The model is first introduced in chapter 2. It is based upon the argument that a
positive response to the notion of bilingualism is needed in contemporary England,
despite English being the world’s lingua franca. It will be argued that failure to
make this adjustment from a position of monolinguistic complacency will be
detrimental to the country’s economy, its world status and the culture of its individual

citizens. Success hinges upon the ability to overcome fear of change, and to
appreciate bilingualism as an enriching experience.

At both functional and symbolic levels, knowledge of a second European Community
language would bring the English into line with partners, most of whom have a
working knowledge of at least one foreign language (Crystal 2001), and with the
Council of the European Union’s objectives (Lisbon 2000 and Barcelona 2002).
These are outward looking reasons to support this change. However, a conflict exists

between them and the inward-looking values that the researcher argues have
contributed towards England’s monolingualism.

The research will argue that bilingualism has not been encouraged within the political
and educational culture of the country. This can be attributed to the lack of any
coherent policy on language learning; more importantly, though, it will be suggested,
it is a reflection of the political nature of linguistic knowledge which is
fundamentally a matter of ideological, not functional, value. For with such
knowledge comes symbolic power, and here two considerations have hitherto
operated symbiotically, one at the national level, the other in terms of the country’s
international relations. These have been covert, and may or may not have been

deliberate, but together they have bred a culture of monolingualism which it would

be necessary to reverse if a language policy designed to encourage cultural tolerance
were to succeed in England.

Underlying this dilemma are questions of symbolic power and identity (cf. section
1, above): this study will suggest that unless these political issues are addressed, as
well as the practicalities of what, how, at what age, and so on, languages are taught,
no significant change in attitude will be achieved. This failure would, it will be
argued, be to the detriment of individual and country. In the words of the Nuffield
Languages team, responding to the Green Paper, this would

... have a seriously damaging effect on national competitiveness and on the overall education

levels of our children as they seek employment ... (it would be) incompatible with a vision
of a world-class education system. (Nuffield 2002)



5 RI1 FORMAL FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING IN ENGLAND HAS BEEN CHARACTERISED BY A
LACK OF COHERENT POLICY. .

Aims, values, policy and discourse

The above sections have already revealed a difficulty in dealing with this subject: the
distinction between policy and discourse. At one level is the formal policy, that 1S
the textual expression (Ball 1994) of the policy maker’s desired outcomes, based
upon his political values. His ability to determine policy will come from the nature
of legitimised or assumed power or authority that he holds. At this level, ‘policies
are the operational statements of values’ (Kogan 1975:55). The researcher will
therefore examine the nature of foreign language ‘policy’ and the processes involved
in devising and managing one, in order to probe the different forms of capital that
may contribute to its determination. Chapter 3 expands on these issues and they are
subsequently developed into an analytical framework, in Part II.

At another level, policy may not be formalised, hence the term ‘discourse’ has been

used in this introduction. In so doing, the researcher adopts the definition proposed
by Mesthrie:

‘Discourse’ in social theory is a rather more slippery concept, denoting different ways of
structuring areas of knowledge and social practice. Discourses are manifested in particular
ways of using language and other symbolic systems like visual images. They may be thought
of as a system of rules implicated in specific kinds of power relations which make it possible

for certain statements and ways of thinking to occur at particular times and places in history.
(Mesthrie 2000: 323)

This definition, what Ball (1994) describes as ‘policy as discourse’ 1n contrast to

‘nolicy as text’, is more appropriate for discussion of foreign language learning in
earlier centuries, when educational content was not formalised, but relied on
traditional practice and unquestioning acceptance of this. It presupposes different
forms of power relationships from those of ‘policy’.

Access, subject content and institutional structures

It will also be apparent in Part I1I, the historical account of foreign language learning
in England, that both overt and covert aims may exist: the discourse may differ from
the policy. The difficulty for analysts lies in how to prove intent when it is not stated.

This is a fundamental problem which the research addresses by looking for
alternative indicators of expectation.

To this end, each period studied will identify not only the explicit policy (if it exists)

but also which language is learnt, and the nature of language taught (e.g. Literature?
Grammar?), who has access to the subject, where, and within which educational
structure. The approach shares the notion that ‘aims are values practicalised’
(Garforth 1985:51), so the practical indicators are more reliable than overt policies.

In investigating the perceived value of foreign languages in the English curriculum
and how perceptions of this have changed over time, the diversity of stakeholders,
their potentially divergent values, and different forms of capital with which to barter,
must be considered. By way of introduction to this, Part II considers some models
of curriculum change and proposes a framework for analysis, inspired by the work

of Kogan (1985), AV Kelly (1999), Dale (1986) and Archer (1985). This locates the
assumed value of foreign language learning on a continuum, according to its

individual or collective focus, and in terms of functional or symbolic aims.



Clearly, attribution of perceptions is a subjective matter and cannot be empirically

proven. Once more, then, the validity of research such as this cannot be found in 1ts
ability to establish verifiable cause and effect, ‘truth’ as defined in the ‘hard’ sciences

(Senge 1999, Kragh 1987). As noted above, chapter 3 will discuss these issues and
propose an alternative which is more consistent with critical theory and embraces the
notion of dynamic complexity and the ideals of ‘catalytic validity’ (Lather 1991).

6 RI2 WHILST THIS LACK OF COHERENCE MAY, SUPERFICIALLY, APPEAR TO BE A QUESTION OF
COMPETING FUNCTIONAL NEEDS, IT IS REALLY A CONSEQUENCE OF POLITICAL FACTORS.

RI2 raises the respective value of functional and symbolic aims. The wide range of
different roles that foreign language learning has been expected to play in recent
years alone has already been noted. The researcher will analyse change in policy
according to the practical (functional) and/or symbolic outcomes desired. This will
entail investigation of language as a symbol of identity and here, conflict will be
proposed between the elitist (exclusive) values of an internal group whose priority
is to retain a symbol of their social position, and the practical (economic) and

symbolic (European integration), inclusive, needs of the nation to become competent
in the use of other languages (Weber 1978, Bourdieu 1984).

The researcher will suggest that monolingualism may once have sustained the
cultural identity of the English people in both the nation’s and the international
community’s eyes (though this is arguable, as will be discussed in Part II), but 1t has
concealed the fact that bilingualism has been the domain of an elite minonty, holding
symbolic power for those possessing such knowledge (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990).
The history of language learning in England (Kelly 1969) supports this argument:
languages were long the preserve of the grammar school and qualification 1n first
Latin, later a modern language, was a prerequisite for university entrance — a then
minority expectation, largely class-related (Floud, Halsey and Martin 1957, Ranson
1984). It is only since the Education Reform Act (1988) that they have been a
statutory requirement in secondary schools - a requirement that has subsequently
been diluted as the Green Paper 2002 proposes, though the new policy would
advocate developing bilingualism from the early years of schooling (Part 111, below).

What have been the political reasons for such legislative changes as these? The study
will argue that languages have become essential to the economic health of the nation
as well as to internal and international relations — particularly as the country has
become allied to the European Community (Council of Europe 1539/2001). They
are accorded functional and symbolic value. But for bilingual aims to be realised,
a change in attitude is necessary on the part of the average Englishman. How, after
centuries of being conditioned to the notion that foreign languages are unnecessary
accomplishments, is the populace to be persuaded now of their vital, personal,
importance? The task of persuasion is exacerbated by the wave of globalisation
which continues to see the dominance of English as the lingua franca, despite the
growth of some other major world languages (see chapter 2, below.) Paradoxically,
in contemporary England, the individual’s diminishing functional need for linguistic

competence 1s in conflict with the nation’s functional and symbolic (political) need
for him to acquire such competence.

It 1s at this point that the third proposition for the research arises, the relationship
between change in technology and that in foreign language learning.



7 RI3 FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING HAS CHANGED IN THE CONTEXT OF NEW TECHNOLOGY BUT
THE FUNCTIONAL VALUE OF NEW TECIINOLOGIES AS PEDAGOGICAL TOOLS HAS BOTH

ORCHESTRATED A NEW DISCOURSE FOR FOREIGN LANGUAGES, AND PROVIDED A MASK FOR
POLITICAL MANIPULATION,

The final proposition brings together all three key issues: foreign language values,
change and technology.

Building on the previous chapters’ exploration of values, Part II will investigate the
two-way relationship between change in technology and changing social values, the
determinist and instrumental nature of technology (Ebersole 1995, Feenberg 1991).
Drawing from the work of critical theorists (e.g. Bourdieu 1998, Kincheloe &
McLaren 1994, Althusser 1971), a conflict model will be proposed to explain

apparent incremental change in England’s foreign language learning habits over the
last four hundred years.

It will be argued that language(s) is (are) inextricably intertwined with political
power, but that this political power in turn relates to technology, and in a two-way,
circular process. Technologies may contribute towards strength of an economic or
military nature, but it is economic rather than military might that dominates today.

Crystal (2001:11) illustrates the way in which the former has arisen in the
contemporary world:

the growth of international contracts has been largely the result of two separate
developments. The physicists would not be talking so conveniently to each other at all
without the technology of modern communication. And the business contacts would be
unable to meet so easily without the technology of air transportation.

Whether such developments are advantageous or detrimental is again a matter of
perspective, as will be discussed in Part II.

The Green Paper (2002) also raised the technological context of language learning.
But as so often, technology, was couched in functionalist terms: Information and
Communications Technology (ICT) promised new tools in the form of ‘high quality
electronic learning materials’, they offered ‘the development of electronic links and
arrangement of “e pals™ (DfES 2002b: 6). The researcher, also, was interested in the
practical potential of new technologies for pedagogy, but the question went deeper
than this: how did these new technologies impact on the need for languages?
Technology has provided patent instrumental support in teaching and learning
foreign languages, so it is readily understandable how the focus has been on
instrumental use (‘what?” and *how?’) rather than on the more complex, ideological,
question (‘why?’), but this has perpetuated an evasion of the crucial 1ssue: what
expectations underpin language learning?

There is a second inadequacy in this technicist approach: preoccupation with
functional application of technology infers a linear, instrumental relationship between
the development of a new technology and its subsequent use. This fails to recognise
the potential for technology to have a deterministic role, changing the nature of social

structures and relationships, which in turn produce new dev