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Abstract
1

This paper questions the distinction between 'natural' and 'instructed' language learning.  It first of all
introduces two extracts in which adolescents use Panjabi as a second language in peer group recreation,
and then shows how these contradict orthodox images of natural acquisition and classroom learning.
But rather than simply dismissing the dichotomy as empirical fantasy, its important role as an ideology
of language is recognised, and there is an attempt to recast it, drawing on Bernstein 1996.  This is
followed by a discussion of ritual as an invaluable analytic concept, and it is then proposed that it may
be more productive to distinguish between learning in situations in which language is bound up with
an active sense of potentially problematic social, cultural or ethnic otherness, and situations where the
acquisition of additional languages is treated as a relatively taken-for-granted, within-group matter-of-
course.  Towards the end, the paper addresses some of the immediate educational ramifications of this
reformulation, and it concludes with some comments on ways in which these ideas might be further
explored.

The starting point for this paper lies in some arresting parallels between on the one hand,
recreational interaction in Panjabi as a second language, and on the other, accounts of
formal instruction in Second Language Acquisition research (SLA).  One effect of this
parallel is to call into question the influential, indeed often axiomatic, distinction between
acquisition in 'natural' settings and learning in 'traditional' classrooms.  But beyond that,
the parallels also invite theoretical explanation, and the paper tries to provide this (a) by
treating the SLA dichotomy as part of a much larger language ideology, (b) by drawing on
Bernstein 1996 to distinguish pedagogies emphasising social similarity from those that
prioritise difference, and then (c) by using the notion of 'ritual' to describe and partly
explain the initially anomalous empirical resemblances that served as the point of
departure.  These explanatory efforts produce a set of fairly general concepts and
characterisations which will certainly require a lot more empirical exploration before
their analytic potential is properly established.  Nevertheless, even at this rudimentary
stage, there are still some quite heterodox implications for language pedagogy.

Over much of the paper, there is a steady expansion in the focus of attention,
beginning (a) with two fragments of interactional data and moving on (b) to teacher
education textbook representations, (c) to post-war pedagogic models, and (d) to a(n
arguably) universal concept with massive empirical scope, before (e) returning to issues of
immediate relevance to language learning and teaching.  At each stage however, this
potentially rather giddy progression is held in check by reference back to the two
examples of recreational L2 Panjabi, which play central but changing role throughout.
First, they remind us of problems with the 'natural' vs 'instructed' dichotomy; next they
serve as a testing ground for alternative formulations, both illustrating and complicating
them; and finally, I suggest that recreational language practices like these may now
actually be both more central and less welcome in the L2 classroom than the usual
dichotomy allows.  Section 1 introduces these data and places them in a slightly wider
context of local language practices.

1 Two examples of recreational second language use
2

                                                

    1  A very rudimentary version of this paper was presented at the Berkeley Language Centre in March 1998,

and I am very grateful to the participants for their feedback, particularly to Claire Kramsch, who succinctly sets
a broader context for my arguments in Kramsch 1998 .  I'd also like to thank Roxy Harris and Constant Leung
for  their comments.  The data in this paper derive from a 1987-88 ESRC-funded Language Use in the
Multiracial Adolescent Peer Group (R00232390), and the ideas are now being pursued in another
(Multilingualism and Heteroglossia In and Out of School (R000236602)).

    2  These two examples are drawn from a much larger study of comparable practices (Rampton 1995a),

involving two years of fieldwork focusing on one neighbourhood of the South Midlands, with 23 eleven to
thirteen year olds of Indian, Pakistani, African-Caribbean and Anglo descent in 1984, and approximately 64
fourteen to sixteen year olds in 1987.  Methods of data-collection included radio-microphone recording,
participant observation, interviewing and retrospective participant commentary on extracts of recorded
interaction.  The analysis was based on about 68 incidents of Panjabi crossing, about 160 exchanges involving
stylised Indian English, and more than 250 episodes where a Creole influence was clearly detectable.  Three
significantly different contexts for language crossing were identified: interaction with adults, interaction with
peers, and performance art.



The first instance involves some 15 year old girls:

Extract 1
15 year old girls: Sally, Anglo descent (wearing radio-mic); Gurmit, Panjabi descent; Lorraine anglo,
and two others (Anon P, Anon A)
Dinner time, sitting outside.  One of the girls has a cassette player and is listening to some bhangra.

1 Anon A: do you want to to bang you one | (      )
2 Gurmit:                                | no |these are boring songs
3 Sally:                                     | what's on it, can I
4 Anon P:                                     | try the other side ..
         put the other side (             )
5 Gurmit: it's the other side
6 Sally: ((high pitched)) cor who's song's this, can I listen
7   ?  : ((odd laugh))
8 Gurmit: ((laughing lightly)) Lorraine's
9 Anon P: ((?light laugh))
10 Sally: is it Lorraine's
11 Gurmit: ((laughing lightly)) yeh
12 Anon A: (             )
13 Sally: OH LORRAINE | EH LORRAINE, HAS IT GOT KENNU MINNU ON it
14   ?  :             | (          )
15   ?  :             | you want the other side
16         ((the cassette is changed over to the other side))
17 Anon A: it's got ((starts singing:)) 'holle holle'
18 Sally:  ((sings:)) o kennu minnu I love-
19Gurmit:  oh that
20 Sally:  ((speaking again:)) my favourite song that is you know
21Gurmit: ((quietly)) it's from Heera
22 Sally:  is it on here (1.0)
23 Gurmit: no not on here (1.0)
24 Sally:  ((sings very quietly:)) uer chetti he
25         ((speaking again, quietly:)) that's a good 'un as well (.)
26         Imran likes that one (.)
27         ((speaking louder:)) what's on that side (2.5)
28         ((overhearing a song:)) I LIKE THIS ONE
29Anon A:  let me listen (1.0) what is it
30 Sally:  ((quietly)): go on (2.0)
31Gurmit:  I better have a check

Notes and transcription conventions:
Kennu minnu = words from a Panjabi song meaning 'she said to me'

 Heera = a very popular bhangra group
 bold = Panjabi
 (1.0) = approximate length of pause in seconds
 (.) = pause of less than a second
  |
  |   = overlapping speech
  |
  CAPITALS = loud
  ((     )) = 'stage directions'
  (     ) = speech not clear

A great deal could be said about this extract (for fuller transcription and analysis, cf
Rampton 1995a:Ch10), but there are three points worth making at the outset:
- Sally is making quite a few claims about her knowledge of bhangra, and towards the

end, she is maybe trying to boost her credentials by talking about her boyfriend Imran
(26)

- Gurmit seems less than enthusiastic about Sally's interest: she doesn't join in with
Sally's expressions of appreciation (lines 20-21, 25, 28), she often takes her time to
reply to Sally (see the dots in lines 22, 26, 27, 30) and overall she seems to take on
the role of rather tolerant, long-suffering expert (5, 21, 23, 31)



- the cassette doesn't in fact belong to Lorraine: Gurmit is playing a trick on Sally in
line 11.

Here is another extract, this time involving some 12 and 13 year-old boys:

Extract 2
Participants: Mohan (male, 13 years, Indian descent, wearing a radio-microphone), Sukhbir (M 13 In),
Jagdish (M 13 In), David (M 12 African Caribbean), Pritam (M In), others.
Setting: Breaktime outside.  Mohan, Jagdish and David are best  friends.
1 Jagdish ((turning to David, speaking in Panjabi)):
2                      [  tu l   di  b n  m  eg ]
  ((Approx. translation:  do you want to bum Laura?))
3 Sukhbir: | ha ha ha ha ha
4  Others: | ((laughter for about three seconds))
5   David: no I don't think so
6 Jagdish: DAVID(.)no I said that- that means that
7          you're- are you going to beat Laura up
8   David: no=
9 Sukhbir: =yeh it does,it does|(it does)
10  David: ((smile voice))     |that- that means[h] are
11         you going to make her pregnant=
12Sukhbir: =NO:: | (       )
13  Mohan:       | no

     ((a few moments later))

21Jagdish: SAY IT TO HIM (.) say it to him say it to him

22         |say it to him  [meRi  mA)di]
           |((Panjabi. Trans: my  mum's  _______))
23 Others: | ((laughter))
24   Anon: go on
25  David: I | don't want to say that
26Jagdish:   | NO SAY IT TO HIM  GO ON  say it to him
27   Anon: ha | ha ha ha ha
28   Anon:    |   go on
29  David:    | (it says- your go- )

30          it means that | MY mum's got a -
31 Jagdish:               | eh?
32          no   say ((... the 'elicitations' continue))

This is an example of a common and very widely reported routine where not knowing
much Panjabi was crucial, but where the second language novice could actually win some
popularity and prestige.  In it, bilingual boys to invite monolingual friends either to say
things in Panjabi, or to respond to Panjabi questions - their aim is to get the monolinguals
to make a fool of themselves, to end up swearing at themselves - and the challenge for
the monolingual is to go so far but no further.  In fact, games like this can be found in
many playgrounds, and they show that new linguistic materials have been incorporated
into the playground language and lore that the Opies documented in the 50s and 60s
(Opie and Opie 1959).  Here we have a new kind of 'incrimination trap' (ibid Ch4).

Putting these two extracts together, several things can be instanced straightaway:
- the spread of Panjabi in the area where I was working: its prestige in local youth

culture in Extract 1, and its incorporation into schoolkids' playground culture in
Extract 2

- the different ways in which boys and girls generally engaged with Panjabi: boys leaned
more towards uses that were joking, competitive, disrespectful and games-oriented;
girls were more serious and more oriented to performance art

- the ways in which youngsters in multilingual peer groups tried to negotiate differences
in their linguistic and cultural knowledge.  David was quite famous for his knock-about
playground Panjabi, and his friends did quite a bit to cultivate it.  But he didn't really
want to learn much more of it.  In contrast, Sally did, and she had to deal with the
refusal of Panjabi peers refusal to allow people to make idle claims about Bhangra.

There is quite a bit more that could be said here, but I would like to move on to consider
the implications for theories of second language learning and teaching.  We can begin by



considering the relationship between these data on the one hand, and the model of
'natural' vs 'classroom' second language learning conveniently outlined by Lightbown &
Spada 1993.

2 Awkward data for SLA?

In an account designed for language teachers interested in finding out about SLA research,
Lightbown and Spada offer a typification of two language learning situations which they
call 'natural' and 'traditional':

"In natural acquisition settings
[1a] Learners are rarely corrected.  If their interlocutors can understand what they are saying, they do not

remark on the correctness of the learners' speech.  They would probably feel it was rude to do so.
[1b] Language is not structured step by step.  In communicative interactions, the learner will be exposed to a

wide variety of vocabulary and structures.
[1c] The learner is surrounded by the language for many hours each day.  Some of it is addressed to the

learner; much of it is simply 'overheard'.
[1d] The learner encounters a number of different people who use the target language proficiently.
[1e] The learner observers or participates in many different types of language events: brief greetings,

commercial transactions, exchanges of information, arguments, instructions at school or in the
workplace.

[1f] Learners must often use their limited second language ability to respond to questions or get
information.  In these situations, the emphasis is on getting meaning across clearly, and more
proficient speakers tend to be tolerant of errors that do not interfere with meaning."

Learners in traditional instruction differ from natural learners in that
"[2a] Errors are frequently corrected.  Accuracy tends to be given priority over meaningful interaction.
[2b] Input is structurally simplified and sequenced.  Linguistic iterms are presented and practised in

isolation, one item at a time.
[2c] There is limited time for learning (only a few hours a week).
[2d] There is a small ratio of native speakers to non-native speakers.  The teacher is often the only native or

proficient speaker the students comes in contact with.
[2e] Students experience a limited range of discourse types (often a chain of 'Teacher asks a

question/Student answers/ Teacher evaluates response'.
[2f] Students often feel great pressure to speak or write the second language and to do so correctly from

the very beginning..."
(from P Lightbown, N Spada 1993 How Languages Are Learned Oxford OUP pp71-2)

It would be unfair to expect this typification to capture the full range of language learning
situations, since it covers a range of empirical dimensions which one can very easily
imagine varying independently of one another in reality (types of metalinguistic practice
([a] & [b]), degrees and types of social network involvement and exposure to the target
language ([c] & [d]), participation in activities and discourse types ([e]), and something
like Hymes' (1972:62) 'key' or communicative 'ethos' ([f])).  Indeed, SLA researchers
freely admit a substantial element of empirical oversimplification in dichotomous models
of this kind, explicitly stating for example, that 'learners in natural settings often resort
to conscious learning and may deliberately seek out opportunities to practise specific
linguistic items they have studied' (Ellis 1994:215), that 'spontaneous language acquisition
is anything but uniform' (Klein 1986:16), and that the 'correlation between educational
settings and formal language learning depends on the pedagogic approach' (Ellis
1994:215).

Even so, for a number of reasons that I will return to later, variations on
Lightbown and Spada's 'natural' vs 'traditional' distinction remain potent in the
imagination of language learning researchers, and it is worth briefly considering the
problems for this model raised by the two instances of recreational, out-of-class second
language use illustrated in Extracts 1 and 2.

Starting with Extract 2, there are a number of ways in which the playground
interaction has more in common with the account of 'traditional instruction' than
'natural' acquisition (even though it actually inverted a number of conventional
educational values).  David's difficulties in understanding the Panjabi language were
centrally at issue in this exchange: the denotational meaning of what Jagdish said in line 2
was the focus of metalinguistic dispute in lines 6 to 13, and this (system- rather than



reference-focused) argument over sentence meaning recurred in lines 22, and 30 to 32 (cf
L&S [1a] & [2a] above).  Overall, in the terms of another, partially related SLA
distinction, the interaction was as much about 'usage' as 'use' (Widdowson 1978:3; Ellis
1994:13), and far from not wanting to be 'rude', the (misleading) translations and error
corrections provided by Jagdish, Sukhbir and Mohan in lines 6 & 7, 12, 13, 32 were
intended to set David up as an object of (good-humoured) mockery (thereby reversing the
usual links between saying it right and winning acclaim) (cp L&S [1a], [1f]).  The Panjabi
output expected of David was directly modelled for him in line 22, and both here and in
line 2, the language selected for him derived from a relatively small stock of between
about 20 to 40 items which, with minor permutations, were repeated fairly often in
interethnic interaction (cf Rampton 1995a:167; cp L&S [1b] & [2b]).  In preparation for
interactions of this kind, some non-Panjabi youngsters were reported to take a word and
'revise it for a long time' (cf [2b]), and the relationship between experts and novices was
sometimes conceptualised in terms of 'teaching' ('if they're our friends, we teach them it').
Lastly, the Panjabi bilinguals that kids of Anglo and African-Caribbean descent spent their
time with were always very fluent in vernacular English, and this meant that non-
Panjabi's experience of interactions where they needed to know the language was very
limited indeed (cf [1d], [1e], [2e]).

The discrepancy between Lightbown & Spada's characterisation of language
learning in 'natural' settings and the non-classroom data in Extract 2 is more striking than
it is in Extract 1.  In Extract 1, there is no metalinguistic discussion generated around the
use of Panjabi, and in lines 13, 17 and 21, Panjabi words and phrases operate as (code-
switched) nominal participants in predominantly English-language propositions designed
for the elicitation and provision of referential information (cf L&S [1a], [2a]).  More
broadly, whenever Sally could get Imran to play her a cassette, she had quite good
opportunities to 'overhear' Panjabi ([1c]), and the linguistic input that she received
thereby wasn't structured step-by-step ([1b],[2b]).  On the other hand, there is little
evidence that the Anglo girls' ability to use Panjabi has been generated within the
transactional/instrumental encounters stereotypically associated with immigrant,
bureaucrat, business or tourist L2 users in 'natural' settings (cf L&S [1f]; also eg Schumann
1978; Ellis 1994:216-221).  The Panjabi words and phrases they use in lines 13, 17, 18
and 24 are the words from, or the names of, bhangra songs, and as such, it is their sound
shape - indeed in three cases (lines 17, 18, 24), their very musicality - that is significant,
not their wider referential meaning potential and their semantic denotation within the
Panjabi-language system.  Equally, though Gurmit isn't openly rude, neither does she show
any signs of enthusiasm about the white girls' excursion into Panjabi [1a].  And elsewhere
(Rampton 1995a:262-264, 183-4), I have analysed Sally's very soft singing (line 24) as a
'response cry', a kind of muted fellow-travelling rather far from the emphasis on
'effective communication' and 'getting meaning across clearly' that is held to typify
natural situations (cf L&S [1f]; also Klein on 'spontaneous learning (1986:16) and
Widdowson on 'use' (1978:3)).  So even though this extract seems to contradict
Lightbown & Spada's depiction of 'natural', non-classroom second language use less
comprehensively than Extract 2, there is still quite a gap between these data and the L &
S ideal-type.

In response to the criticism implied by this analysis, one might argue that as a
text intended to make SLA relatively simple and accessible for teachers, the L & S model
is actually a rather 'soft target', and that Extracts 1 and 2 in fact do little more than add a
bit of extra data to the kinds of evidence3

 that have already led SLA researchers like Ellis
and Klein to be relatively cautious in what they say about the empirical realities captured
in the dichotomies they use (see above)

4
.  But this would be to construe the model simply

                                                

    3  For further data which is broadly in line with my own in contradicting L&S's account of other language

learning out-of-class, see eg Trosset 1986, Peck 1979, Willet 1987, Hewitt 1986.

    4  Another response would be to carry the spirit of deconstruction further, arguing that none of the

dichotomies characteristic of SLA - neither Ellis' 'natural vs classroom learning', Klein's 'spontaneous vs
guided', Widdowson's 'usage vs use', Brumfit's 'accuracy vs fluency', nor Krashen's 'learning vs acquisition' -
have been held up for intensive ethnographic inspection, that the sociolinguistics of language learning are



as some kind of summary report of empirical findings, and to overlook its significance as
the manifestation of a much wider ideology of language and education - a significance
evidenced, indeed, by its very identity as a text for teachers.  I would like to dwell a little
on the ideological terrain from which the L & S model takes its shape, and in doing so,
draw out some suggestions about the social relations underpinning the 'natural' vs
'classroom' distinction.  This may in turn allow us to reconfigure their account in a way
that squares much better with the data in Extracts 1 and 2.

3 Ideologies of language education

Regardless of the extent to which it does or doesn't correspond to empirical realities,
Lightbown and Spada's model instances a very general set of beliefs about language and
learning, and there are antecedents and/or echoes in wider educational debates about
formal vs child-centred teaching, transmission vs interpretation (cf eg Barnes 1976).
Within L2 pedagogy itself, ideas about the (putatively unhappy) differences between
'natural learning' and 'traditional instruction' have been intimately bound up with the
international development of 'Communicative Language Teaching' (CLT), a
methodology which attempts to encourage natural learning processes in the classroom:

Communicative language teaching classrooms
[3a] There is a limited amount of error correction, and meaning is emphasised over form
[3b] Input is simplified and made comprehensible by the use of contextual cues, props, and gestures, rather

than through structural grading (the presentation of one grammatical item at a time, in a sequence
of 'simple' to 'complex')

[3c] Learners usually have only limited time for learning.  Sometimes, however, subject-matter courses
taught through the second language can add time for language learning

[3d] Contact with proficient or native speakers of the language is limited.  As with traditional instruction, it
is often only the teacher who is a proficient speaker.  In communicative classroom, learners have
considerable exposure to the second language speech of other learners.  This naturally contains
errors which would not be heard in an environment where one's interlocutors are native speakers.

[3e] A variety of discourse types are introduced through stories, role playing, the use of 'real-life' materials
such as newspapers and television broadcasts,  and field trips.

[3f] There is little pressure to perform at high levels of accuracy, and there is often a greater emphasis
on comprehension than production in the early stages of learning

[3g] modified input is a defining feature of this approach to instruction.  The teacher in these classes makes
every effort to speak to students in a level of language they can understand.  In addition, other
students speak a simplified language"

(Lightbown & Spada 1993:72-73).

The assumptions in this model are influential across a range of language teaching
contexts, extending well beyond traditions that might actually call themselves
'communicative language teaching'

5
.  The ideological character of CLT itself, and the

obstacles it creates for particular groups, have been very effectively discussed by eg
Pennycook 1994, but for present purposes, Bernstein 1996 provides a particularly

                                                                                                                                           
generally far more complex, and that work taking such dichotomies for granted can't be trusted.  Given the
shortage of ethnographic studies in SLA, I have a lot of sympathy for this deconstructive impulse, but it can
generate difficulties of its own.  Although second language research may still have a long way to go till it
reaches a comparable stage, one potential problem is identified by Collins in a review of the new literacies
studies (1995).  Ethnographic studies of literacy show that the big divide between literate and non-literate
doesn't make sense, but, Collins asks, does that mean that there's nothing left for situated literacy research
except the production of localised case-studies in greater and greater quantities (1995:80)?  Can the new
literacies studies really carry on being oppositional, or should they now seek a new set of overarching concepts
and issues capable of pulling this descriptive plethora together?  Following on from this, I have another more
immediate reason for limiting this deconstructive urge, and this is that even though the L&S model proposes
relationships between metalinguistic practice, network relations, activity types, genres and communicative
ethos that are very obviously only going to hold in very specific circumstances, there may indeed be some non-
universal, non-necessary but nevertheless quite general links between social relations and metalinguistic
practice that I try to sketch out in my subsequent discussion of ritual.

    5  In the UK, for example, there are strong parallels between Lightbown & Spada's account of CLT and the

model of 'multilingual education' reported in Bourne 1989:13-14, 63-64.



valuable reference point, (a) because his work allows these LT developments to be located
in a wider historical and intellectual field (providing at the same time, a rich seam of
critical social analysis), and also (b) because beyond that, he points to some overarching
commonalities which we can later use to make sense of the resemblance between
traditional instruction and playground Panjabi.   To explain this, it is worth beginning
with a sketch of a few of the main ideas in his paper on "Pedagogising Knowledge"
(1996:Ch3).

Bernstein's chapter starts out with a characterisation of the notion of competence
across the social sciences - in linguistics, psychology, social anthropology, and sociology -
and he summarises much of this in his resume of what the concept has meant in
sociolinguistics:

"The social logic of the concept competence may reveal:
{1} an announcement of a universal democracy of acquisition.  All are inherently competent.  There is

no deficit;
{2} the individual as active and creative in the construction of a valid world of meaning and

practice....;
{3} a celebration of everyday, oral language use and a suspicion of specialised languages;
{4} official socialisers are suspect, for acquisition is a tacit, invisible act, not subject to public

regulation or, perhaps, not primarily acquired through such regulation;
{5} a critique of hierarchical relations, where domination is replaced by facilitation and imposition by

accommodation" (1996:150)

He then goes on to argue that these ideas about competence have had an enormous
impact on education.  They are closely connected with L & S's account of 'natural
learning', and across various forms of CLT, their influence is evidenced in, for example:
- the deemphasis of accuracy, and the legitimation of error as part of the creative

construction process  (compare L&S [3a] and Bernstein {1}, {2})
- the deregulation of the syllabus in CLT, and the "lack of prediction by the teacher of

exactly what language is to be used by the learners [on the grounds that] they will be
engaged in simulated 'natural' language activity - whether reading, listening,
conversing or writing" (Brumfit 1988; L&S [3b]); Bernstein {4})

- the elevation of group work and peer group interaction (L&S [3d] and perhaps
Bernstein {5})

- and again in Brumfit's words, the emphasis in CLT on "A supportive environment, to
encourage guilt-free participation; a reduction or suspension of the teacher's
judgmental role." (Bernstein {1}, {5})

In sharp contrast to these competence-oriented pedagogies, Bernstein then
describes what he (perhaps a little confusingly) calls 'performance models' of pedagogy.
In 'performance' models, the emphasis is on product rather than process, on carefully
graded inputs from the teacher, on the specific texts and skills the learner is expected to
produce and acquire, and on the extent to which the learner matches these.  In this model,
evaluation focuses on what's missing, and deviance is highly visible.  Stated baldly like
this, this characterisation may seem unremarkable, and there is an obvious connection
with Lightbown & Spada 'traditional instruction'.  But Bernstein then suggests that
'competence' and 'performance' pedagogies can be distinguished in terms of the basic
social relations that they prioritise.

In pedagogies oriented to 'competence' ('natural acquisition'), Bernstein argues
that there is a fundamental emphasis on the similarity between the participants.  There
may be differences between students and between students and teachers, but these are seen
as complementary and together they can lead to the actualisation of a common potential.
Teaching kids isn't construed in terms of 'us' and 'them'.  The professionalism of teachers
is held to lie in their ability to interpret the child's work, entering their perspective
(1996:61), and pedagogy is about essentially personal relationships where control focuses
"upon the intentions, dispositions, relations and reflexivity" of the learner, and where
capacities are nurtured and knowledge is passed on within a shared group enterprise.  In
'performance'  ('traditional') pedagogies on the other hand, the emphasis is on 'otherness',
difference and deficiency.  Social control emphasises institutional difference; there's
stratification between students; the professionalism of teachers is considered to lie in
explicit pedagogy and in grading procedures; and the task of teachers is to see how far



students can go along the graded route towards a destination of specialised skills and
knowledge that the teachers themselves have reached but that others might not.

There is quite a lot of descriptive flexibility in this formulation, since the
identities and category memberships which are drawn into relations of similarity or
difference, and which are given priority in particular ideologies, can vary.  So for
example, in a discussion of different kinds of 'competence' model, Bernstein suggests that
liberal/progressive modes emphasise the similarities between individuals; what he calls
'populist' modes prioritise the contiguity between local (ethnic, class, regional) culture and
the school; and 'radical' modes stress common political commitments and interests uniting
students and teachers (1996:64).   Given this flexibility, we can reconnect with the data in
Extracts 1 and 2.

At some length elsewhere (Rampton 1995a:Ch 7), I have analysed interactions
like Extract 2 as emphasising ethnolinguistic difference in a way that helps to promote
supra-ethnic peer group unity.  They do so as well-established local joking practices of the
kind that anthropologists analyse as "mechanism[s] for the control of inter[-ethnic]
hostility" (Mitchell 1956:35) -  "if mutual irrepressible principles or protagonists [- here,
ethnic differences in a racially stratified setting-] belong together in... a social group, they
can also constitute strong unities, the more so if both principles and protagonists in the
conflict are consciously recognised and accepted" (Turner 1969:83).  At the same time,
as I suggested in Section 2 above, this particular interaction reflects features of both
Bernstein's 'performance' and L & S's 'traditional instruction' in the emphasis it gives to
the gap between experts and novices and the focal attention it gives to the linguistic
output which symbolises this.  The episode in Extract 1 is more complicated, and suggests
that if we want to operationalise the distinction between similarity- and difference-
orientations at the level of face-to-face interaction, we need to recognise that
participants can differ in their definitions of what's going on6

.   In it, on the one hand
Sally seems to be orienting to relations of similarity: the switches to Panjabi are subsidiary
to a focal interest in particular songs, and they are framed within claims to an affiliation
with Panjabi that she displays both through her taste for bhangra and through her
relationship with Imran.  On the other, Gurmit is very slow to ratify these claims, which
can instead by interpreted as an orientation to relations of difference.  Very roughly in
line with this ambivalence, Section 2 also suggested that their interaction looked less like
'traditional instruction' than Extract 2, but that in a number of respects, it still fell short
of ideal-typical 'natural acquisition'.

The notions of social similarity and difference, then, provide quite a lot of
purchase on these data, and the implications of this become clear if we summarise the
steps in the discussion so far:
1) Inspite of being recorded out of lessons, a lot of my data on the recreational use of

Panjabi as a second language fails to fit in with SLA models of natural language
acquisition.

2) Instead, it bears a closer resemblance to the way SLA researchers describe 'traditional
instruction'.

3) If we follow Bernstein, we can say that social relations of similarity are somehow
relevant to L&S's 'natural acquisition', while social relations of difference seem linked
to their 'traditional instruction'.

4) With this reformulation, the non-classroom data that looked uncomfortably like
'traditional instruction' now makes sense as other-language activity oriented to social
relations of difference.

The next step is to suggest that
5) instead of talking about 'guided' vs 'spontaneous', 'formal' vs 'informal', or 'classroom'

vs 'natural' settings, we may make more headway trying to understand some of the
fundamental sociolinguistic dynamics of second language learning if we distinguish
between language learning situations where the ideological emphasis is on social

                                                

    6  A routine enough assumption in sociolinguistics - cf eg LePage and Tabouret-Keller's hypothesis and

riders (1985:182), or alternatively, the literature on intercultural miscommunication (eg Gumperz 1982).



differences ('other-language learning'), and language learning situations where
ideologies stress social similarities ('additional-language learning').

This seems logical, even quite elegant, within the relatively closed circle of the
relationship between Extracts 1 and 2, Lightbown & Spada, and Bernstein, and it also has
a certain intuitive appeal, with foreign language learning at school looking typical of the
difference-situation (cf eg Byram 1988) and bilingual language development at home
looking like a setting where social similarity prevails.  As it stands however, any attempt
to use this reformulation as a guide to empirical language learning situations would
encounter quite serious methodological problems.  Most obviously, the use of the terms
'similar' and 'different' looks as if it could be suspiciously dependent on whatever
dimensions of comparison it was within the whim of the analyst to emphasise7

.  If the
redefinition of learning situations in terms of similarity and difference is to provide any
empirical purchase, it needs to be framed in a way that could capture the active
orientation of the people and institutions being studied.

At this point, we can turn to the notion of 'ritual', which will move us towards a
sharper characterisation of the particular empirical features that actually led us in the first
place to think that difference-oriented educational and recreational language practices had
something in common.8

4 Ritual

Ritual isn't an easy concept to work with.  In addition to being freighted with the
evaluative connotations I mention later on in Section 5, it is used to refer to an enormous
variety of phenomena.  It can be found in animal behaviour, while among humans, ritual
action takes a vast diversity of forms (cf Grimes 1985).  Rituals range in scale from
national events like coronations to small interpersonal displays such as greetings and
apologies;  they can be serious or playful, lengthy or fleeting; and their meanings are
intricately connected to the particular symbols they employ.   Because of this plethora,
ritual recommends itself as a 'sensitising' rather than as a 'definitive' concept9

, but at least
                                                

    7  So for example, where one person may say two cars were similar because of their colour, the other might

argue that they were different because of their engine capacity.  In addition to the analytic risks, at a practical
level it is also vital not to assume apriori what constitutes either 'other-' or 'additional-language' learning (cf
Leung, Harris & Rampton 1997, Rampton 1990).

    8  In terms of trying to ensure that the reformulation has empirical purchase, it is also worth commenting on

the notion of 'ideology' which I inserted into (5).  The notion of ideology helps us to distinguish between at
least two levels of discourse in which similarity and difference can be salient issues.  In the first instance, (a)
ideologies are active ingredients in the ways in which people interact with one another, foregrounding and/or
legitimating some perspectives, identities and identity relations above others.  But at the same time, (b), it is
much more likely to be at the level of ideology than at the level of interactional practice that orientations to
difference or to similarity stand out as being distinct.  When set against the realities of everyday life,
ideologies are always simplifications, and this disparity is often consequential, for everyday actors, for
ideologies and/or for both.  In the two extracts we have looked at, essentialist ideas about relatively fixed links
between language and ethnicity played a crucial role in influencing the extent to which people felt they owned,
inherited and/or had access to Panjabi, but at the same time, orientations to both similarity and difference were
active more or less simultaneously, and there was an interplay and tension between them - in the joking routine
it looked as though peer group solidarities were being constructed out of a more hegemonic sense of
ethnolinguistic difference, while in the bhangra episode, ratification of claims to similarity seemed to be
withheld.  If either of these points is ignored, empirical analysis risks either (a) losing sight of what Bernstein
calls "the macro blot on the micro context" (1996:56), or alternatively (b), being governed by a blind macro-
structural determinism.

Admittedly, Bernstein doesn't himself use the word 'ideology' to describe similarity and difference
orientations (though it is quite easy to read the concept into the examples he gives (1996:64)), and nor is it
clear that he would accept the Volosinov sense of the term that is influential here (cf Volosinov 1973, Rampton
1995a:Ch12; compare Bernstein 1996:30-31).

    9  Definitive concepts - for example 'Noun Phrase' - refer "precisely to what is common to a class of objects

by the aid of a clear definition in terms of attributes or fixed bench marks", they "provide prescriptions of what
to see", and they "enable the user to move directly to the instance and its relevant content" (Blumer 1969:148).
Because it instead refers to an orientation to experience and some characteristic displays which can be realised
in unpredictable ways in a huge range of social practices, ritual is too vague to be used as a "definitive
concept", and rather than serving to 'parse' discourse and social interaction, its function as a sensitising



within a broadly Durkheimian tradition
10

, there are still a certain number of
characteristics by which ritual action can generally be identified.

Perhaps first and foremost, ritual action is inextricably linked to an interruption
in the orderly flow of everyday social life and relations.  And whether they are designed
to create, celebrate, elaborate, mitigate or repair such breaches in the predictable patterns
of ordinary social activity, rituals are also prototypically oriented to issues of respect and
disregard, they generate an increased feeling of collectivity among (at least some of) the
participants, they involve formulaic conduct, they are a salient focus for comment and
sanctions, and their mood is often what Turner calls 'subjunctive' rather than 'indicative',
characterised by an orientation to feeling, willing, desiring, fantasising and playfulness
rather than by an interest in applying "reason to human action and systematis[ing] the
relationship between means and ends" (Turner 1987:123; see also eg Sperber 1975)).

Specifically with regard to language, John Du Bois provides a very useful survey of
ritual speech (1986).  He identifies a number of typical features, including: (a) obscurity in
propositional meaning; (b) parallelism (eg with couplets formed according to simple but
strict syntactic rules of repetition with substitution); (c) a mode of delivery that entails "a
high degree of fluency, without hesitations, in a stylised intonation contour",
accompanied by "prescribed postures, proxemics, behaviours, attitudes and trappings"
(1986:317); (d) the use of "archaic, borrowed, tabooed or formulaic" elements that mark
the ritual 'register' off from colloquial speech; (e) local belief in the archaism and
ancestral origins of ritual speech; (f) a tendency for speakers to disclaim any credit or
influence on what is said, paying tribute instead to a traditional source; (g) the mediation
of speech through additional people, so that there is more than a simple relation of
speaker and hearer.

If one pictures a substitution drill in a foreign language class, it is very easy to see
the ways in which all seven of the features cited from Du Bois could apply11

.  In fact,
though, the occurrence of these features need by no means be a matter of all or nothing,
and if we return briefly to Extracts 2 and 1, we can get a slightly fuller impression, both
of the value of ritual as a sensitising concept, and of the contingent ways in which ritual
actions are performed.

I already suggested that Extract 2 can be seen as a joking practice of the kind that
produces a sense of collectivity among the participants over and above potentially
threatening wider social processes of differentiation by ethnicity and 'race'.  In addition to
this underlying orientation to group relations that could prove socially disruptive, there
are also a number of other elements in the interaction that are characteristic of ritual: the
language is formulaic (especially line 22); tabooed (2, 22); either actually (lines 5, 8, 10)
or putatively (lines 22, 32) opaque semantically to the potential responder; it is mediated
by third persons (21, 22, 24, 26, 32); and even though Jagdish and his confederates don't
actually achieve this in the way they'd like, parts of the event are also oriented to
parallelism and repetition (21, 22, 24, 26, 32).  This certainly isn't ritual in any church-
ceremonial sense, but the mood is broadly 'subjunctive', a number of scholars are happy to
consider play of this kind in ritual terms (eg Handelman 1977; Turner 1987; Sutton-
Smith 1971), and elsewhere I have argued that there is a family ressemblance between
events of this kind and Labov's 'ritual insults' (Rampton 1995a:Ch 7.3; Labov 1972).

As before, Extract 1 seems more complex than Extract 2.  The Panjabi that the
white girls use is formulaic (lines 13, 17, 18, 24), it is often marked by special intonation

                                                                                                                                           
concept is merely to "suggest directions along which to look", and to "give the user a general sense of reference
and guidance in approaching empirical instances" (ibid).  In spite of this, as I'll try to show in Section 5, it
application to second language issues can still be productive.

    10  Durkheim [1912], 1975, Douglas 1966, Turner 1982, 1987, Bernstein 1975, Alexander (ed) 1988 and at

a micro-level, Goffman 1967, 1981,  and Brown & Levinson 1987.

    11   'Local belief in the archaism and ancestral origins of ritual speech' (e) would find a parallel in debates

about the inauthenticity of classroom language, and for 'traditional source' (f), one could read teacher, textbook
or syllabus.



(17, 18, 24), and it is also citational/mediated.  But rather than having its origins in a
sense of problematic difference that's been activated in the here-and-now, the
ritualisation in these utterances seems to echo earlier bhangra events and experiences in
which the subjunctive mood would be much more geared to serious, affiliative aesthetic
communion than Extract 2 - although a number of these utterances (17, 18, 24), as well
as the experiences and events they echo, retain the ritual characteristic of being marked
off from everyday talk-and-business-as-usual, it is relations of consensus and similarity
that they emphasise, not difference (cf Handelman 1977:188-9; Durkheim [1912] 1975;
see Rampton 1995a:Part IV for fuller discussion).  In contrast, it was suggested earlier
that it is Gurmit who orients to difference in this episode, treating Sally's affiliation to
bhangra as an encroachment.  But rather than responding to this with eg taboo
formulations like 'fuck off', Gurmit takes a less obviously ritualised approach, witholding
second assessments when Sally talks positively about the songs she likes (Pomerantz
1984; Rampton 1995a:257-9) and gaining a degree of control and distance from Sally in
her fabrication about the ownership of the cassette (cf Goffman 1974:Ch4).

So far, then, the suggestion is not only (a) that traditional L2 instruction and L2
playground interaction resemble one another in their ideological orientation to social
difference, but also (b) that ritualisation of conduct is common to both.

It might be tempting to assume that there is some kind of mechanistic cause-and-
effect relationship, with ritual action being automatically activated by a sense of social
difference.  But this would be mistaken, since there are social differences that we take for
granted just as there are (eg intrusive) similarities that we take ritual action to eradicate.
More importantly, an explanation of that kind would also neglect the role of human
agency in general, as well as more particularly, the high levels of exegesis and conscious
elaboration that rituals are often associated with.  So, for example, the people on one side
of a social difference may instigate remedial rituals which the people on the other side
may not want to participate in (see below and eg Lukes 1975), and equally, both groups
may be able to modify their actions reflexively, strategically opting for low levels of
ritualisation to deal with any difficulties between them.  Instead of looking for a necessary
link with social difference per se, we would do better
(a) to go back to ritual's fundamental links with interruption to the orderly flow of social

life, and then beyond that,
(b) recognise the particular interpretations placed on this disjunction in the historical

settings where these other-language practices occur.
Sally, Gurmit, David, Jagdish and their peers are living through a period where racism
makes ethnic difference potentially threatening, just as Bernstein is talking about mass
education in stratified class societies where the social control of subordinate groups is a
central institutional preoccupation.  These particular political conditions suggest that we
should take our reformulation of the 'traditional' vs 'natural' distinction one step further
and redraw it along lines that have actually already been intimated in the data description.
Instead of speaking only of situations stressing difference and situations stressing
similarity, we should distinguish
5a) situations where language is bound up with an active sense of potentially problematic

social, cultural or ethnic 'otherness', as opposed to situations where the acquisition
of additional languages is treated as a relatively taken-for-granted, within-group
matter-of-course.12

This formulation provides a sharper account of the specific correspondences that
emerged in the comparison of my data with the typifications of traditional instruction

                                                

    12
  This looks rather like the model provided by Giles and Byrne in "An intergroup approach to second

language acquisition" (1982), and because some readers may wonder whether this is all that my paper adds up
to, it's worth briefly commenting on key differences in our trajectories.  Apart from the obvious methodological
contrast between their base in the social psychology of language and mine in ethnographic/interactional
sociolinguistics, Giles and Byrne take global levels of proficiency as their dependent variable, whereas I try to
link social orientations to more specific modalities in official and vernacular practice.  Also, as an improvement
on Gardner and Clement, their account is offered as a contribution to one part of the orthodox 'SLA puzzle',
whereas mine is formed within an examination of SLA assumptions that could themselves instead be seen as
actually mystifying intergroup relations.



provided by Bernstein, Lightbown and Spada.  But beyond that, it remains impossible to
predict the manner and extent of ritual activity, given the key part played by the
particularities of different historical settings.  One of Bernstein's more general points is
that 'competence' pedagogies oriented to similarity are in fact 'masked' social control,
among other things emerging from the difficulties that schools have experienced trying
to maintain traditionally ritualised methods with disaffected working class students13

, and
the changing forms taken by ruling attempts to deal with problematic social difference
are described in detail in Foucault 1977.  Foucault describes a shift from highly ritualised
ceremonies which are warranted by the king and which punish transgression
retrospectively, over to exercises and training where the legitimating authority is more
diffuse, decentralised and indefinite, and where the aim is much more to prevent deviance
from occurring in the first place.  Bernstein's analysis enters at this later point, where
control operates through training, discipline and the collective rituals of the school, and
his account of the move from 'performance' to 'competence' pedagogies represents one
further shift, in which authority passes from institutional to interpersonal relationships,
collective rituals lose their force and therapeutic modes of regulation move into
prominence.  The propensity for ritual may indeed be innate among humans (Brown &
Levinson 1987), and because of this, 'ritual' may prove to be productive as sensitising
concept in a very wide range of settings.  But plainly, if it is going to be relevant to
other-language use and education, analysis has to account for the socio-historically
situated character both of the uncertainties that occasion ritual and of the practices in
which it is constituted.

At this point, a question mark arises over the argument as a whole: if one admits
that historical contingency has a major role to play, doesn't the attempt at reformulating
the orthodox dichotomy rather lose its momentum?   Judged within the terms of an SLA
discourse where cause-and-effect prediction has traditionally held primacy14

, the
reformulation may certainly lose its appeal.  Indeed, it's obvious that even within an
interpretive epistemology, the argument hitherto has been tentative, amounting to the
question of:

whether and how it might be productive if the conventional L2 research distinction
between formal/classroom/ learning and informal/naturalistic/acquisition were
reconstrued in terms of the manner and degree to which action is ritualised in
situations where language is or isn't ideologically entangled with notions of
problematic otherness.

But even though a lot more detailed investigation in particular school settings is clearly
required for the interrogation of this question, we can still get a glimpse its potential value
by setting a reinvigorated notion of ritual next to some of the assumptions of
communicative pedagogy.

5 Some immediate implications for language learning research

One instant response to the mention of 'ritual' is to ask "So? What's new?".  The equation
of ritual with traditional instruction is in fact something of a commonplace in
contemporary language education theory, and it partly underpins the call for more
interactive, communicative pedagogies.  Edwards and Mercer (1987), for example, call
learner activities 'ritual' when they seem to be imitative, automatic, inflexible, practical,
unreflexive, and designed to please the teacher, and they contrast these unfavourably with
'principled' learning, which is described as creative, considered, flexible, theoretical, meta-
cognitive and done for one's own purposes.  But the problem is that the operative notion
of ritual is, in both senses of word, partial: it is (a) rather restricted in its
conceptualisation and (b) very freighted with evaluation.

                                                

    13  cf eg Bernstein 1975; in the context of language learning, see also below and Bourne 1988.

    14
  Further discussion of assumptions about knowledge in SLA and applied linguistics more generally can

be found in Rampton 1995b, 1997a.   



In line with a wider preoccupation with individual cognition and its interactional
supports, contemporary language learning research tends to overlook the social symbolic
aspects of ritual, and it in fact often prefers to speak of 'repetition', 'routines', 'chunks' or
'prefabricated patterns' (cf eg Weinert 1995, DiCamilla & Anton 1997).  The
consequence is that when students don't seem to be interested by formal methods of
instruction, this is put down to boredom, and the recommended cure consists of more
plentiful opportunites for the 'negotiation of meaning'.  In contrast, a fuller notion of
ritual draws attention to social symbolism, and it suggests that far from being empty of
meaning, repetitive form-focussed activities are actually be replete with symbolic
meanings, that these meanings are actively alienating for a lot of students, and that they
evoke social horizons, heritages, affiliations and futures in which they feel they have no
possible stake.
  In their disregard for relatively ritualised pedagogy, contemporary methodologists
also tend to overlook the fact that in schools and classrooms where students do
academically better, the level of general ritualisation is often higher than schools and
classrooms where students do worse.  Heller gives a graphic illustration of this in her
account of two classes in Francophone immersion school in Toronto (1995)15

.  One of
the classes, Francais avance, involved middle-class students who were university-bound,
and in it, deviations from standard French were relentlessly corrected, there was an
emphasis on decontextualised writing and oral forms of written language, interaction was
heavily mediated by the teacher who followed a canonical IRF format, and students
observed a strict habit of speaking one at a time, which was itself taken as a mark of
'respect', "intimately tied to the school's notion of what it means to be a good student"
(1995:390).  In the other class, Francais generale, there was more negotiation around
the forms of language that were used, the curriculum oriented towards contextualised
everyday discourse, the teacher tried to rearrange the seating in discussion circles, and
herself often lost the floor.  This class was designed to lead direct to the workplace, it
consisted of working class and black minority students, and the academic outcomes were,
and were known to be, lower.

The apologist for communicative methodologies might reply that in view of their
background advantages, the Francais avancé students would do well regardless of how
they were taught, and that the Francais generale group was actually getting the better
teaching.  But while there is absolutely no denying the massive impact of the cultural
expectations and capital that students bring with them, this response first of all ignores
the likelihood that in the advanced group, learning was aided by the relative ease with
which a relatively well-to-do, close-knit, homogenous group of students could accept and
even invest in the symbolic meanings conjured by pedagogic ritual.  And secondly, it
overlooks the fact that however well-attested their psycholinguistic effects may seem to
be in the experimental research literature, communicative methods still have to find ways
of overcoming student pessimism about the schooling process.  Classroom methods can't
just step past it, as Heller's description also makes quite clear:

"[Students in Francais generale] also contested curriculum content, saying that the
experience-based program was not relevant to academic success, and did not
constitute really learning French.  Mohammed spent of one week repeatedly
interrupting classes to say that he did not understand why they had to do the exercises
they were doing.  He said he thought they would be better off doing dictees, a formal,
decontextualised writing exercise that is one of the cornerstones of traditional
European French-language teaching" (1995:397-8)

Another sceptical response may be to say 'okay, it might be useful to bring a
richer notion of ritual to bear on traditional instruction, but that's now past its heyday,
and communicative methods are now orthodox across a vast swathe of educational
practice'.  Contrary to this, Bernstein's chapter on "Pedagogising Knowledge" argues that

                                                

    15  See also Kapferer's 1981 comparison of ritual in a private and a state school in Australia.



in fact 'performance' models are now reasserting themselves in a wide range of different
forms of vocational education, although at this point, I am unable to say whether and
how the proposals above might throw any light on these.  More immediately here,
however, the charge of anachronism can be contested by referring to a rather earlier
Bernstein paper.  Commenting in 1975 on the likelihood that "the social basis for the
ritualisation of the expressive order of the school will be considerably weakened" and that
"ritual may come to have the character of social routines", Bernstein notes in passing
that

"We might also expect a switch from the dominance of adult-imposed and regulated
rituals to dominance of rituals generated and regulated by youth" (1975:60)

There is an obvious correlative to this in the emphasis on group-work between peers that
one finds in communicative pedagogy, and the effect is to make the analysis of peer
group rituals in recreational settings more relevant to educational questions than it was
before.

Some researchers write fairly optimistically about the linguistic consequences of
interaction between peers (eg Peck (1978), Willett (1987), Ervin-Tripp (1986) and
Wong-Fillmore (1979)).  In studies by Peck and Willett, for example, while one-to-one
dialogue with adults helps children to develop referential and syntactic speech, peer group
interaction encourages the development of formulaic language and phonology, and both
contexts are seen as making an important contribution to all-round language
development.  On the other hand, it is easy to romanticise young people's peer group
activity (cf Harris 1997), and to overestimate the extent to which peer interaction makes
a positive contribution to the development of proficiency in the official languages of
education (cf Dornyei & Malderez 1997).  As Willett warns and illustrates in her
description of Xavier (1995:495-9), the nature and significance of what looks like a
similar interactional routine vary across sociocultural groups and settings; the evidence on
young children in English dominant contexts won't necessarily generalise across to
teenagers learning French or German as a foreign language at school; and in fact some of
the data we have looked at itself provides grounds for doubting any assumption that peer
group rituals automatically push acquisition forwards.

If we first look back at youngsters like David in Extract 2, there was no point in
their learning Panjabi properly: if they did, who'd want to play with them?  Nobody would
ever be able to catch them out.  More generally, boys like David can't really be described
as L2 'learners', not at least if the term 'learner' is taken to denote some commitment to
developing proficiency: they didn't want to go to Panjabi classes, and they were quite
happy in a state of stable, celebrated inexpertise16

.  Moving closer into second language
theory, the idea of L2 communication strategies may indeed seem very appropriate to
the kinds of second language routine that David engaged in - improvising a way round
large gaps in linguistic knowledge was the central challenge for non-Panjabi protagonists
in 'incrimination traps'.  But it isn't enough to conceive of communication strategies
simply in terms of 'achievement' and 'avoidance' (Corder 1981; Faerch & Kasper 1983).
If a bilingual tries to initiate a jocular exchange in Panjabi but gets told to 'push off' in
return, the list of macro-strategies needs to be extended to include something like
'resistance' (cf Rampton 1991, 1997b).

Sally might seem much less of a minimal language learner than David, but even
here, we can't assume that her route into a second language necessarily complements
normal classroom business, as the remarks of two peers make clear:

Adrian ((African Caribbean descent)): Iqbal does the ((bhangra)) 

                                                

    16  Nor indeed can one really say that Panjabi was a 'target language'.  Initially, this disjuncture between

positive ethnolinguistic affiliation on the one hand and a lack of linguistic proficiency or any ongoing
language learning on the other may seem strange, but it isn't actually very unusual, and it instead brings to
mind the old saying that you can identify the social class of an English gentleman by the amount of Latin he's
forgotten.



singing, and Balraj and Jins do the beats ((Adrian drums on the table
himself))

Helen ((African Caribbean descent)): yeh, say in something like
English ((lessons)) or something, they sit there, they're singing, we all join
in

Ben: so when is it that they teach you for example?
Adrian: economics
Helen: yeh, in lessons
.........
BR: and what do the teachers say for example if you're doing that
Helen: teachers just tell us to be quiet 'cos they don't understand what we're saying

(Rampton 1995a:249; cf also Heller
1995:397)

It may be that learning a minority language itself often entails social, political, cultural
and interactional dynamics that are dramatically different from the ways in which
dominant languages are learnt (cf also Hewitt 1986, Trosset 1986), but even within
English, it isn't necessarily educated standard varieties that people orient to.  While
English is now becoming the official language of global capital, there's an important
counterpoint in the international spread of Creole and Black English vernaculars, and
these involve modes of engagement that are much closer to Sally's than the ones
described in most of the second language research literature (cf Hewitt 1995).  In business
lingua franca English, for example, a lot of the emphasis is on instrumental purpose, on
referential and lexical meaning, on verbal semiotics (telephones and written texts), and
on generally trying to neutralise and get past linguistic and communicative differences.  In
contrast, instead of being the work-based practice of a transnational middle-class,
vernacular Black Englishes flourish much more in leisure institutions, where
instrumental/transactional purposes give way to play and ritual, where indexical meaning
and the poetic function dominate the lexical and referential, where linguistic invention
and mixing are celebrated rather than deemphasised, and where language operates
insecurely as only one semiotic channel among several, music and dance being
preeminent.  And obviously, the relationship between these modalities of expression
often amounts conflict and opposition.

Putting it at its most general, it is important not to leave our professional and
theoretical imaginations dominated either by totemic images of adult-child interactional
scaffolding or by exemplary models of collaborative, hugger-mugger groupwork.  There
are also likely to be circumstances where youngsters prefer ludic modalities to the dull
referentiality of school, where jocular abuse stands as the typical instance of second
language activity, where social, cultural and ethnic border fences transect the zone of
proximal development, and where people think it's a noose that 'scaffolding' supports.  In
principle, these are all contexts which could encourage the ritualisation of conduct.

6 Conclusion

A lot of this must seem obvious to people working and studying in schools, but it is
doubtful whether academic discourses of language education have contributed as much as
they might to the conceptualisation of tense social processes like these.  Instead the
dynamics of otherness tend to get obscured by dichotomies that privilege relatively
peripheral incidentals such as physical location, and by methodologies that rush anxiously
past the ritualisation through which orientations to problematic difference are frequently
expressed.

In this paper, there has been an attempt to confront limitations in some of the
ideas that have been influential in the study of language learning and teaching, and I have
tried to construct alternative formulations that give more space to these dynamics, that
avoid confusing ideals with actualities, and that strive towards being both revealing and
accountable empirically.  Admittedly, there is still some way to go before these
formulations become empirically operational, though I think that some hope of
achieving this may lie in my previous research on language crossing, from which Extracts



1 and 2 are drawn (cf Rampton 1995a, 1996).  'Language crossing' is defined as the use of
speech varieties which are not normally thought to belong to the speaker, and analysis
focuses on the relationship between the people on either side of a sociolinguistic
boundary, on the boundary's strength and character, on the wider processes maintaining or
diminishing the boundaries, on the bridge building resources, on the interests of
participants in either getting to the other side or just peering across, and finally but
crucially, on the interactional practices to which this sensitivity to boundaries is
inextricably tied.

Interactional analysis in this research comprises an eclectic mix of concepts
drawn from the ethnography of communication (Hymes 1972, Duranti 1997), from
micro-sociology (Goffman 1974, 1981), from interactional sociolinguistics (Gumperz
1982), and from conversation analysis (Heritage 1984, Goodwin 1990) - resources which
in different combinations elsewhere are already producing more comprehensive (and more
realistic) portraits of second language learning (eg Hill & Coombs 1981; Trosset 1986;
Aston 1993).  Admittedly, hitherto, my own appropriation of these tools has largely
only been put to work in the analysis of recreational discourse practices, but current
research is now extending this to classroom settings, where Goffman's theories of ritual
face-work in interpersonal encounters might in fact provide crucial leverage on
educational contexts now governed by the move from collective rituals to therapeutic
modes of regulation (cf Bernstein above).

Language crossing certainly isn't the sum total of second language learning: the
acquisition of additional languages also occurs as a relatively taken-for-granted, within-
group matter-of-course, and if we followed the development of Panjabi in Sally, who
eventually went on to marry Imran, we might be able to trace a shift from difference-
oriented language practice to practices grounded in presumptions of similarity.  But even
if at present, a proposal like this sounds speculative, at the very least it can claim some
value as an alternative - indeed dissident - heuristic to set beside the ones that currently
dominate the field.
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