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Participatory pedagogy, sociolinguistics and the total linguistic fact 
 

Ben Rampton 1 
King’s College London 

 

This paper takes a sociolinguistic look at participatory pedagogy and argues that participatory pedagogy 

offers a fuller and more creative exploration of language than many other types of language teaching.  The 

central sociolinguistic idea is that linguistic form, interactional activity and ideology are all very closely tied 

together in communication, and that if you want to a properly rounded account of language, you need to 

reckon with the inter-connectedness of these three elements in what sociolinguists call ‘the total linguistic 

fact’.  Certainly, there have been lots of attempts to treat these elements separately both in linguistics and 

language education, focusing on linguistic form on its own, or leaving out ideology when language form and 

language use are taken together.  But this kind of selective vision certainly doesn’t stop ideology being a 
huge influence in every classroom, and instead, there’s a good case for reflecting on different ideological 

possibilities, potentially exploring different formats and configurations (which is what teachers routinely do 

with linguistic form and interactional activity).  Participatory pedagogy is a good example of this kind of 

active engagement with the ineradicably ideological dimension of communication, and far from being 

wayward, it is actually grounded in a more open and honest recognition of the total linguistic fact than a lot 

of other language pedagogies. 

 

What can sociolinguistics add to discussions of participatory pedagogy?  Participatory pedagogy draws 

on the ideas of Paolo Freire, the Brazilian Marxist educator who opposed what he called a ‘banking’ 
model of education in which the teacher deposits a predetermined body of knowledge in the mind of 

the learner.  Instead, he advocated dialogic methods which draw out students’ experiences and build 

a shared critical understanding of the world.  What can linguistics add to how we think about 

participatory pedagogy, especially when it is introduced to adult ESOL classes in the ways proposed by 

teacher/researchers like Elsa Auerbach, Ira Shor, Dermot Bryers, Becky Winstanley and Mel Cooke, as 

well as Action Aid’s Reflect ESOL programme (Moon & Sutherland 2008)? 

 

Bryers, Cooke and Winstanley illustrate the basic principles of participatory pedagogy and show how 

the traditional approach to planning and pedagogy gets turned on its head.  Instead of set schemes of 

work and syllabuses, students are at the centre of their learning processes, identifying their own 

issues and preparing their own learning materials.  Vocabulary, grammar, discourse and literacy skills 

arise from the content, not vice versa, and the usual teacher-student hierarchies are 

problematised.  Teachers bring tools, techniques and knowledge to facilitate engagement, but 

students become joint initiators, and can, for example, bring topics, suggest texts, introduce issues 

to resolve collectively, and negotiate the meanings of words and phrases (Bryers et al 2014, 2013; 

Cooke et al 2018).  Can linguistics help us to understand these processes, or is it actually 

demoted in significance, along with the linguistic structures and functions that have traditionally 

been preeminent in ‘banking models’ of language teaching?  

  

I am going to say ‘yes’, linguistics is still very relevant, as long as we adopt a sociolinguistic perspective 

and focus on the ‘total linguistic fact’, concentrating not just on linguistic forms on their own, not just 

on interactional activity, and not just on ideology alone, but on the inescapable inter-connectedness 

of these three elements.   Of course, there’s no academic research that can ever really tell you what 

to teach or how to teach it – in any teaching, there are always far too many social, moral and political 

issues for research to get to grips with.  Even so, language teaching and linguistics have always 

influenced each other, and there are lots of linguistic concepts that it’s useful to think with in 
education, that can help us to step back and attend to things we might otherwise overlook or take for 

granted.  I’m going to suggest that the total linguistic fact – the ‘TLF’ for short – is one of these, and 

                                                             
1 I would like to thank Becky Winstanley and Mel Cooke for dialogue and feedback on this paper. 
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that it is especially relevant to participatory methods.  But I need to start by distinguishing different 

types of linguistics. 

 

1. Types of linguistics 

 

There are of course different types of linguistics.  So  

 

• there’s the linguistics of language systems: pronunciation, lexis, grammar and how they combine 

together, and  

• there’s a linguistics of speakers, bringing in social identities, attitudes, motivations and levels of 

linguistic competence.  

 

Both of these have been hugely influential in education, providing us with frameworks for plotting 

paths of development, differentiating individuals and measuring proficiencies.  But there’s also  
 

• a linguistics of ‘situated interaction’ which extends beyond systems and speakers to the ways in 

which embodied individuals engage with each other in their encounters at particular times and 

places.   

 

Among other things, the linguistics of situated interaction says that speaking needs listening and you 

can’t analyse one without the other.  Ray McDermott actually calls this perspective the ‘linguistics of 

participation’, and when he talks about inarticulateness, he argues that it’s not about dysfluency and 

the deficiencies of the speaker.  Instead, it’s about the relationship between the speaker and the 

listener, and we’d actually do much better if we regarded inarticulateness is ‘an invitation to listen in 

a new way’ (1988:40).  The crucial thing about this kind of linguistics is that doesn’t single out the 

learner – it brings teachers, examiners and researchers into the picture as well, and in education, it 

highlights the ways in which educational outcomes, good and bad, are at least partly co-produced in 

our activity together. 

 

Admittedly, it’s quite complicated analysing people’s embodied interactions together with all the 

institutional and historical processes that they’re situated in.  But I think that we can get a useful 

handle on all this if we attend to the total linguistic fact. 

 

2. The Total Linguistic Fact 

 

Here’s the diagram we introduced in Working Paper 261 (Rampton & Holmes 2019), drawing on the 

work of Michael Silverstein, William Hanks and other linguistic anthropologists2: 

 

 
 

                                                             
2 Although there are academic arguments about the differences between sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology, they 

aren’t significant here and we can treat them as being very similar. 

formal 

structure

ideologyactivity

https://www.academia.edu/40461774/WP261_Rampton_and_Holmes_2019_How_we_feel_and_think_about_language_Language_ideologies_and_the_total_linguistic_fact
https://www.academia.edu/40461774/WP261_Rampton_and_Holmes_2019_How_we_feel_and_think_about_language_Language_ideologies_and_the_total_linguistic_fact
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The diagram makes the point that whenever we speak, write, sign, listen etc, we’re not just selecting 
phonological and grammatical forms (‘formal structures’) for the tasks we’re engaged in (‘activity’) – 

we’re also operating with a cultural sense of what’s polite or impolite, a cultural sense of whether and 

how our words are going to fit the situation, how much weight they ought to carry, the kinds of place 

where they could resonate etc.  Linguistic anthropologists put all these hopes, assumptions and 

beliefs about the immediate situation and the world beyond into the ‘ideology’ box, and the point 

about the double-headed arrows is that our ideological models are continuously tested and adjusted 

to the feedback we get in language and interactional activity.  In fact whether we like or not, all of this 

is all going on at the same time whenever we communicate, and that’s really important if we now 
turn to education. 

 

3. The TLF in education 

 

Education is about guiding people into the future, and a curriculum is a plan about how to go about 

this, a roadmap about where to head, what to consider, what to avoid etc etc.  All of this involves 

selection, and when it comes to language teaching, it’s tempting to think that you can disaggregate 

the total linguistic fact.  So there are language teaching traditions where for example, you try to target 

the structures first.  Later on, you insert them into particular activities, and then you say you’ll keep 

the ideology till last, focusing on it in more advanced classes on literature, in projects about the target 

culture and so on.   

 

But the TLF says that’s an illusion.  Okay, in a structural syllabus, you might concentrate on grammar 

and vocabulary, gradually increasing their complexity, but all the time you’re together in class with 

other people, you’re exposing each other to particular understandings of language-in-the-world, and 

all the time you’re being pressured to see yourselves as particular kinds of teacher-and-students, to 

line up behind particular kinds of authority and so forth.  Sociologists have called this the ‘hidden 
curriculum’ but that’s quite a broad characterisation: the total linguistic fact lets us zoom in on 

particular episodes, even on particular moments, and it pushes the question: exactly what are the 

ideological influences on the activities organised in this class? What are the ideological effects?  What 

roles and identities are these language structures making available?  What backgrounds and futures 

are being spotlighted or obscured? 

 

Maybe this sounds over-exaggerated, and yes, it probably would be rather hard to find teachers and 

students who don’t try to connect forms to activities, and structures to functions.  Indeed, in ESOL-

for-employability and ESOL-for-citizenship, ideology is right up there, front and centre.  But compared 

with subjects like history or geography or literature, questions about our-positioning-in-the-world are 

often rather muted in language teaching.  Indeed, the linguistics-of-language-systems provides a 

ringing endorsement of this muting, and the linguistics-of-speakers keeps everything focused on the 

students, protectively masking the teachers and assessors from view.   In contrast, both the TLF and 

the linguistics of situated interaction tell you that:  

a) no, you’re not being gratuitously political if you think about the ideological dimension – you’re 
being rather an ostrich if you don’t. 

In addition, the TLF also tells you that 

b) teachers are in there too, with rather less control over what actually happens in class than their 

masters might desire. 

 

All right, you may say, yes it’s nice to get academic ratification for this kind of ‘ecological’ thinking 
from respectable traditions like sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology.  But even though it’s quite 
valuable, isn’t this all just philosophy?  How practical is it? 
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4. Thinking practically  

 

There’s no doubt that we’re all involved in linguistic, interactional and ideological processes that it’d 

take another life to disentangle.  Even so, by attaching as much importance to culture and ideology as 

linguistic form and interactional activity, maybe the TLF enriches our sense of the creative 

rearrangements that we try to generate in classrooms.   

 

Even in very conventional classes, language teachers encourage students to experiment with the 

different possibilities that language provides.  With grammar for example, there are substitution 

tables, sentence completion tasks, dictaglosses and so forth, and for language use in interaction, 

there’s pair work, group work, games, role-play, card clusters etc.  But what scope is there for some 

creative flexibility in our approach to the third element in the TLF – ideology?  Indeed, as the three 

dimensions of the TLF are all dynamically interconnected, what happens to the way we handle 

linguistic form and interaction once when we start to play around with our ideological models of the 

social world?   

 

This is the kind of reordering that participatory pedagogy engages in, and there’s a really vivid 
example of this kind of ideological refiguration in the last chapter of Peutrell and Cooke’s book 

Brokering Britain. “There is”, they suggest 
  

“a marked difference between, on the one hand, seeing ESOL students as non-citizen outsiders, 

who we assist to acquire the language and cultural norms of their adopted homeland, and on the 

other, as diasporic locals, with their own linguistic, cultural, social, affective and other resources; 

whose very presence reshapes the locality they live in” (2019:229) 

 

The whole of Cooke & Peutrell’s edited collection explores the pedagogic ramifications of this kind of 

social reimagining; there’s a lot of teaching material that connects to this on the 

www.ourlanguages.co.uk pages created by Bryers, Cooke and Winstanley; and it’s not difficult to think 

of other projects which take the ideological side of the TLF as their point of entry into language 

development (see e.g. http://www.beyondthepage.org.uk/; www.xenia.org.uk).   

 

I think that the most important point about the total linguistic fact is that linguistic form, interaction 

and ideology are all going on at the same time, and you can’t stop the cultural messaging.  But 

equally, even though it may not be easy, it is possible to open up all three TLF dimensions to the 

processes of appropriation and refashioning that learning involves, and this is what participatory 

pedagogy tries to do. 

 

As I said at the start, sociolinguistics can’t tell us what to teach how, and the categories ‘formal 
structure’, ‘activity’ and ‘ideology’ are much too general and too interactively interdependent to 

provide any kind of tick-box checklist.  But there is a very large volume of high-quality research 

showing what a crucial role their interaction together plays in communication, and I wonder whether 

in ongoing discussions of participatory language pedagogy, the total linguistic fact can be useful as a 

heuristic, encouraging us to move back and forward between the three dimensions, insisting that 

‘ideology’ is also an ineradicable element in learning and language use, and that whether or not we 

try to ignore it, it’s not going to go away. 

 

 

-------------------- 

 

 

  

http://www.ourlanguages.co.uk/
http://www.ourlanguages.co.uk/
http://www.beyondthepage.org.uk/
http://www.beyondthepage.org.uk/
http://www.xenia.org.uk/
http://www.xenia.org.uk/
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