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-ror the 6vmpoeium on Education marking the ventiv-+ifth
anniversary of the foundin of the -City of Tele-Aviy-

.

,

. OVERCOMING LANGUAGE EIARRIERS TO EDUCATION IN A MULTILINGUAL WORLD

kiternad Spelsky
Dar-ilan University, Ramat-Gan, Israel.

.

The seventy-fifth. anniversary of a city honoured among ft

other- things for its role in the revival of the Hebrewlanguage
is an appropriate .occasion to remind ourselves of the complex
effects of language policy on education. In chooSielg to
establish Hebrew as its standard language. Israel was workinc
proclaim both present and ,Ostorical uhity.. The rapidity th'1
Which the language spread,.e441'ez comparatie4 ease with which large.
Ambers of migrants came to 6se it the skill with which it was..

.eveloped for new domains of modern life, shoul d. not however- be
perMitted to obscure one of the costs. In Israel, as °in much of
the modern world. children come to school' speaking a language or
a variety of language that is different from the ohe 'Valued by
the. school system. Failure to recognize this means that.' many.
children, whether their home laopuage is different from. the .e

standard or a stigmatized variant (s4 it, face a language barrier
i:o their education. Educational 15.nguistics. a field that i
wt.11 developed in Israel, provides a means of.studying this
or obi em and working to provide equal educetional.opportunity for
all students i. 'a multilingual society.

C\\ In celebrating the seventy-fifth anniversary of the city,of

Fel Aviv. we cannot ay6id thinking of_the.enormous.recent growth

of cities and urban populations throughout the world over the

last few decades. In 1.950, demooraphers tell us, there were

only seven urban centers with mere than 5 miellion population: now

there are thirteour, and by the year 2025, there could be over

80 ot them in emerging nations. It is appropriate therefore

to tae this opportunity to focus on one seeminoly small but in

far:.t rritical aspect of this process. the educational consequenceee

ot. tee the linguistic.patterning of large modern urban
rA

develouments.

Look at the kind ifi' changes that are occ:urri n'?.. London was
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once known as thci center -froM which standard English spread: now,
dig 4.e

Am .

it les estimat.ed that4feWer than 20% of the children coming to

school there do so with any control over standard English.
, .._

.4.Toronto and Melbourne were not so many years ago cOnsidered the

acme'of homooeneity and mOnolin4Ualism; now each is a vibrant

example of complex multilingwalism, and ME' bourne boasts of being

.the largest. Maltese. speaking city in the world, and one of the

largest for' Greekyltalian and several other languages. As Dr

I.

.
Love could explain to us, when Chicago set out to start dealing

with the problems of linguistic minorities,' developed a"

guest;lonnaire that named 98 languages, using the 99th code for

any. others (and you may be sure there' were others). But this

complexitv.should not surprise: in a sociolinguistic survey we

have been carrying out within the walls of the Old City of

Jerusalem we have so far. found speakers of over thirty different

languages!

The first generalization that we can make then is that arge

cities tend to linguistic codtplexity. .Citi.es are by their nature

places whore people from diverse backgrounds gather, bringing

with them the language and culture and behavior of the\multitUde

of places from which they come; the wider the sources of origin,

the more cQmplex the current pattern is likely to be. A second

force for (maintaining diversity is within the city itself: its

very complexity requires that Its residents lilve in separate
Of

neiohborhoods. and the fact, that so many of its inhabitants come

from different backgrounds makes it natural that in their first

settlement in the citv.atleast.thev should seek to live in a

nelohborhood with others with similar background and language.

4
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Even without .,these driving forces for diversity, the complexity.

of occupational roles, the necessity for specialization, and the
...tit

consequent development of socially and economic distinct grouprl

..each-tending to :spend its non-working life among others like it.

lead naturally to the development of socially distinct language

yarl'aties as well as socially distinct ways-of' behavior.

Finally, the differential need for education and for 'control. of

/the educationally-valued variety of language means that the

population of to city isi,dividecl in the values it attaches to the

acAtonomous style df verbalization associated with school.

O

.

These four dimensions work individually and in cOmbination-

to prqduce a potential language..barrier to education- for sections

of the population: unless this barrier can be overcome, there can

be no equality of opportunity or .equity. in education, and

exceilence is likely to restricted to an .E-aite and denied to the

maiority. Let me, first look at each of the 'kinds of linguistic
eo.

cifference that we find in cities, and note thespecial problems

it posei to those who are renonsible for education,

THE BARRIER OF DIFFERENT LANGUAGES

The first kind of difference is the simpleizt to recognize,

for it is marked by the fact that each variety is a distinct
_

iailguage. with a recognized name. Thus, it Is easy to recognize

that citieslike Brussels and Montreal will need to allow:for two

different languages°in their educational program. for each city.

is [!hown to be bi.lingual with distinct populations using,the two

izmouages. 5imilarly, a city with a large number- of immigrants

NiH re,cognize that the immigrant children have a,potential

5
BEST COPY AVAILABLE



ES, Knowing that the problem is there is not enough, but is a

Paga 4
I . ! .:...a.,

. .

B.Spolsky / ...-"._._...,.
. ,

l
0

:linguistic problem. When the growing school system of the new

Yi,a'huv decideo to uSe Hebrew as the languaoe.of instri4ction,

recognized that it was doing .thris for many chila'.6241 whose e'

I earning-of the language would star. in school; and :as Israel has

worked to assimilate its hage nuMbers p.f immigrant, the need to

teach Hebrew has. been in the fdrefront of attention:

i;

good starting point, as the sad fate of many children treated as

0
mentally retarded because they do not speak the lantuacW of the

school attests. There are various approaches, ranging from
4

the malign neglect of submersion programs through the full care_

of naintenance bilingual programs All assume as a primary goal

tht.? learning 64:. the 1.anguage (or occasionally, languages)

selected by the school system a the medium of teaching,

How should this school-selected language be characterized?

It is marked generally by certain distinctive features, which
0

c2ven it they do not actually exist, are inevitably assumed to be

present. First, it has all the properties of what sociolinguists,

characterize as a..standard languagez fundamental is a widespread.

belief that there exists a "standard" or "correct" version of,the

hopefully the version recorded in the dictionaries and

orammar bods LEed by the school, and theoreticallycreflecting

the usage of the best writers and thinkers of the present and

bast. I say hopefully and theoretically, for as anyojie whip has

studied normatiyism will know. it is rare that there will be

agreement even among the experts as to what constitutes this

standard variety. It is not uncommon that a situation develops

aq, it has with modern Hebrew. whet-0 while the general public

6
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agrees with the self-proclaimed purists that there s a Correct .

grammar. no one can shbw where or what it is; ler. there are a

large number of.idicSyncratically decreed.shibboleths.

.second critical feature of a- school language is that, .like a.

standard language, it is believed to he Andependent,-autonomous,

not a modified'Version.dependent on some other language; it is

.

not in. other words a .dialect. This reminds un.e of thd'old

definition of a language as a. dialect with an'arMyand a flai.j,

behind it-. As long as the'immigrants An South Africa thought

tnev were speaking .a dialect of Dutch. they were restrained from
. -

. teaching t. ei r own variety; once they knew they spoke Afrikaans,

they could proclaim its value as a school language. Similar

Officul;Lies face many new nations in their choice of A language

for school. Of course a school ,ystem may choose to use a

language from elsewhere, but it is reluctant to teach what it

considers a dialect: witness the resistance to the English

varieties in foreign education.

Thirdly, a school language, like a standard language, has

historicity: a sense that it is associated wi t.h. some Great

,Fradition whether national or religious or intellectual: it is

beii9ved. ina other words, to be the language of a culture of

malor importance. although the culture need not be the one that

mot. Widespread among the population from whom the school

derlvPs It pupils.

the .u.0 characterisrtic of a standard language is that ot

vitality. the existence of native sppakers, of people who grow up

spakingit and learn it from their parents. In fact..t'hisi
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not usually the case with school languages: it is indeed my

argument in this paper that such a sitatepf affairs is quite

rare, that. it is the exceptional casa for a child to fome to

school hlavin:,- learned at hom e. the specific '1a-ge regional and

:class variety, and kind of language if.-iat iooi favors.
0

THE BARRIER OF DIFFERENT .DIALECTS

When the language of homg and school Are clearly distincL

as when new immigrahtsto Israel come to school.s'that iteach n ,

0

` Hebrew. (.tie problem is potentially obvious. But it is much less

clear in the second kind of sit.iatiOn, when the language a. the.

home is considered to be a dialect of the standard language used

. .1.1r

in school . Dialect are generally reflections of geographical '.

differeJces, but they may also mark religious, ethnic or social

variety. I will consider this laA kind pf variety separately.

and concentrate for, the moment on the' first set. By its nature,

thecity gathers into, it people from various parts of a. coun.try;

when they -,,rcive they brinD with them a marked way of speaking

that Gar'l cause at least two 'kinds of protilem. The fist arises

out of .actual differences-between the varieties: real.

phonologicl differences, different l.icai items, different

semantic systems. and even more, different pragmatic rules,. cam

4A11 lead to real misunderstandings. Jut' in fact the major
V. I

r&Jundancies built into natural language mean that sucb

misuhderstandinp usually no more than,a source of momentary

contusLon and has it main function in iokes. Mor4 serious ar6

the DOtCritlti attituainal effects or dialect differences, where

ste4eotypes determine treatment of people from certain parts of

the country.

8
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'A particularly challenging situation is set.up,.where there..
4 c

is the r.ind of dialect sit'uatio r that Ferguson called diglossia:

the existente side by side.of twu related versions of a language,

one not usually spoken natively but .accepted for_public and

intellectual functions, and the other used in most daily'life

iictiyities..: The classic case of this is Arabic, mherep.Local
0

irilltties°ihoever educated and prestigious their speakers) all

take .a second place to the Classical language required td be used.

for higher functions including writing. A. good way to -appreciate

this is to look at the face of a speakOr of Arat3ic who is asked

to- write down a senteace'he has .v.serj in normal spoken Arabic.

'Typically. these diglossic situations lead to an educational
.

pattern in which only the H or classical varl.etyis taught
0

school, a:ltho-qh the teaching naturally takes place in the L. or

local dialect. .

YHE BARRIER OF'SOC/AL CLASS DIALECTS

ihe third kind of difference is similar to the second, for

social dialects function much like regional cine: they create not

.so 'much linguistic misunderstanding as social judgments. . Studies

in the Li and in, Europe have shown us th- .existence of theses
,e,

sociallvedistinctvarieties within cities. We- see that not only

do peoale tend -Eo Laik like the members if their- social class,

out, that in many situations they tend to talk like the people

with whom they deal: thus one classic study has shown that

d.0,artmtnt store staff used language that reflected the social

ci,ass thOir customers and another has documented a case of a

telvel adent. whose pronunciation varies according to the
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What is most critical in this phenomenon is the attribution

of value, to social vaeiety: An spite of the structural linguist'S

rather naive claim that all languages -are requal, it.is generally

the case that all varieties are differentially valued. Sell in a
V

recent paper. etas elegantly demonstrated that individual stylistic
4

variation is a reflex.of community social. Variation, proposing

that styListio:variation can be characterized ears audience

4
design: a speaker changes his way of speaking according to a

present for absent but significant) i'tudience, in accordance with

the values he Oaces'on converging with or diverging from.this'

audience. 'From the educator. s point of view, the critical .issue

is once again one of attitude:*the self fulfilling pOphecv of
1

o

those who will categorise students by their accents as bright or
o

o stLpd. °

THE-BARRIER OF PWERRED-STYLE OF VE.F(BALIZATION

The fourth dimension of difference is one that is less easy

.to characterize, for i does not seem to have the clear

linnuistic marks of the variety diffe'rences I have been talking

about so far-: it does not show up in phonology or grammar or-qven

pragmatics. but ratherin the highest level of. discourse.'. 1 am

referring to a culturally and socially determined preference for

what. I am most aomfotable calling, in Kay's terms, autonqmous

rt is a phenomenon 'than has been 'Most deeply and.

controversially studied by Basil Bernstein, who. I am sure would

he the first to admit, snares in difficulties of naming the

phenomenon. Let me' try to explain the issue in my own tAords.

anquane starts, as Elizabeth Bates has pointed out.

\
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.unspecialized a's to channel :_young children start aff uSing

physical gestures and `'oral sigrrals equally, but are uSually

.encourac)ed to develop their verbal. rather .than their gestural .,,

. .
. ,

.
..

..

. !,

skills for the mat r? task of commanication. iipoken langUage,

Continues however to make considerable' use of non-verbal mear.s S

whether in gesture or intoniation. Because language is A

social phenomenon, the efficiency of communication -depends on
0

what is shared ber.ween speaker and listener. One obyidUs thing

that is hared is the grammar and the lexicon. 'A second is the

pragmatic 'system, rules for 1.T.iguage use which .help explain how .

we ui-:derstand that what -looks like a statement like "The salt

at your end of the table." is- a request. A third is a pilySical
*

..

crmtext. fourth is a shared knowledge of the world. Without . .

any of these. CoMmunication is di ff iui t. 'Conversely, the. more

that is shared, the simpler communicati-on is.

The phenomenon that Bernstein has drawn to our 'attention is
Jwt%.:1

a soeiallv valued'iand as he has,argued, transmitted) tendency

to prefer' communi.catiopn with maximum or minimum extra-linguistic

suppor t. ranging along a continuum from a breakfast table grunt
4

asking a 'child to pass the butter to let us say a history book.

Considr the c.iifferr,nces on the driter'xi i have mentioned:

because the father has. just taken a piece of toast and is

pointing with hia., knife at the butter, plate (physical context

inc[uchng gesture. and Oared knowledge of the fact that one puts
0

butter on the toast) , the verbal load can be minimal.. The

u- Ion the other hand is writing, without shared physical

context. l'or, straagers whose general knowledge he will find

11 5 BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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guess, at. Thus, he deliberately cultiviates a style,,
LO C. _ .

' which nuts maximp emphasis on verbal commun.. cation.
. g ,

What' Dernsteinhas pOAlted'out to us is. the relationship of.
.

/ .4... 4 e

.'°.sotial facts to this patter.ei; he' ha further demonstrated that .:

.,

there are social structure that favor-each ind 'cj

verbalization,producing ih 'certain cases that' hehs studied'a

.."
social class associated.differentiation in verbal style.

Further, he 'ias pointed out that modern Westernized oduction

with its e-"phasis on readitig and writing is heavily bisssed
.

,.:.

4 -H
towards'automomous verbalizationl, producing thus Oartiicular -4..=.,

: A

4 .
V.%

problemsgfoc children from certain classes. .4.1.

I do not 'have time in this short paper to 'do .justice tr this

.tascinating ilea, nor to consider its hAc;ir comolexit. that it '

is oversimplified does mot detract from its.: importance? nor does '

0.

th +act that it needs to be. balanced and refined by Considering' '14

the impliciatIons of other. kinds of literacy and education than
..,

the\general Modern'Westrn tradition (I think of the very

'different model inherent in Yeshiva earning, based on the

mediated literacy of traditional Judaism), What is important

+or us AG that there will commonly exist a'major gap between the

sEvie Of verbalization encouraged by the home and that demanded

the school. adding one more to tha language barriers faced by

children coming to school.

MISDIAGNOSING LANGUAGE: PFQiElfS

There? are then these four potential language ,barriers that

c<An lace: children coming to school and that will most commonly

block the access to equal'education for children, in the growipg

Q111...?s o+ the world: first. that thetr lant;luagecis not the same
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d5 tho lanQuage Of the school; second that their. regional or

religious or atiinic dialect is not that o+ the school; third.

thavc their social dialect is _different from that favored by the

school: and fourth, that their socially or culturally determined

preferenLe for verbal style is different from that'cultivated by

the schob. Even more seriousfy, the existence of these f9ur

separate causet, each with potentially different. treatments. can

be confounded and lead to an early mislabe.11ing of p:apils as

uneducable. For it is one of the special \foeatures of modern

mass educatien that, it -encourages the belief that it has the last

word not lust on hpw to do things but on what should be done:

. that it,bplieves that only the 4,anguage it wants to teach exists;

- that it acts as though only t. style of verbalizatiop is
kr,

LC5S1 b .L e

For we must distinguish between what I would characterize as

a bealthy additive approach to language education and a damaging

replecive approach. We have ample evidence of the possibiltities

'and-value of additive approaches: .1 mention the successful

FretiGh immersicjn programs +or an Canadians, the

traditional teaching of Loshn Koydesh-to Yiddish speakers in
r.

Estern-European comolunities. the addition of High Germffl to the

linguistic repertol-e of Swiss Germans or of English to the

repertlre of Scandin&vians. But replacive language

teaching. an aoproach that assumes there is something wrong with

U- e lanouage brovught to school by the child, is a much different

mattr. Learning a second language is not easy at the best of

tor it requires not just time and - effort but a villlingness
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to be open to completely new ways of thinking about and even.
a

-perceiving things that are intimately tied up with one'!;.i

personality being forced to learn a second language that it-

intendeo to replace one's first language is a direct assault. on

icierttity.
The solution to the prbblems set up by the language barriers

to education is far from easy, for it involves dealing with some

oi the most basic issues in school and in4i;the wider society it

serves. For by its nature, language is a core factor in any

educataon. +or education depends on communication and verbal

coding o,f human knowledge, Nor can deal.ing with language issues

alone so ye social problems. But until the existence of the

language barriers 1-D education have been recognized and their

working carefully analyzed. there is no chance of successful

steps to overcome the barriers and provide equal educational

opportun.Aies for all.
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