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THE IDEALISED NATIVE-SPEAKER, REIFIED ETHNICITIES 
AND CLASSROOM REALITIES 

 
TESOL practice within the schooling sector in England has been mainstreamed1. 
Historically this represents a major advance in terms of pedagogical relevance and equality 
of access, but our current research (Rampton, Harris and Leung, 1997) and our recent 
experience in working with teachers have suggested that mainstreaming itself has 
generated a number of new and unresolved issues in relation to language use, ethnicity and 
social identity. This paper seeks to advance a number of propositions: 

 socially and ideologically inspired conceptualisations of the language learner and the 
associated language pedagogies in England over the past forty years or so are no 
longer adequate to cope with the range of “bilingual learners”2 typically encountered 
in classrooms, particularly in urban settings. 

 Some of the recent developments in cultural theory assist a critical analysis of the 
prevailing thinking. They also contribute to an understanding of the changing nature 
of the linguistic formation and social identity of the bilingual learner, and of the 
resulting need for the development of an expanded notion of TESOL pedagogy. 

 In the specific arena of language, little development of such an expanded pedagogy 
is possible without the displacement of conventional notions of the “native 
speaker” of English (what we label here the “idealised native speaker”). We can 
begin to do this by asking about the “language expertise”, “language inheritance” 
and “language affiliation” of all learners of English in the classroom (Rampton, 
1990), questions which can be posited with regard to any language attributed to 
them. 

 Language use and notions of ethnicity and social identity are inextricably linked. 
Because of this, specific attention must be paid to the way that many “bilingual 
learners” actively construct their own patterns of language use, ethnicity and social 
identity. These can often be in strong contradiction to the fixed patterns and the 
“reified ethnicities” attributed to them by many of those attempting to develop 
effective TESOL pedagogies. 

 
The current historical moment of profound change and flux is not a time for the 
pronouncement of grand strategies or solutions, but rather an opportunity to engage in 
open analysis and questioning as a first step towards both a better understanding of some 
of the problems encountered in classrooms and the possible development of an expanded 
and more responsive TESOL pedagogy. We would like to stress that in this paper we are 
writing specifically of the English urban context, although we hope that some of what we 
say will have a resonance for colleagues working on TESOL questions in other major 
urban centres in other world locations. 
 
 
 
 

 

                     
1 Throughout this paper, for reasons of legislation and social context, we refer to TESOL in England 
specifically. While there might be commonalities between the national TESOL practices within Britain as a 
whole, we do not claim our descriptions and arguments are directly applicable to Scotland and Wales.  
2 The term “bilingual pupil/learner” is widely used in England as a broad category to refer to pupils who are 
at various stages of learning English as a second or additional language for studying purposes and who have 
at least some knowledge and skills in another language or languages already .  
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Background and prevailing assumptions about TESOL in England 
 
An important element in understanding both the historic and current TESOL context in 
England is the nature of post-1945 inward migration of peoples and languages. Martin-
Jones (1989) characterises these migrations as principally of people entering England as 
either migrant workers or as refugees. At the same time she sees a significant divide 
between on the one hand, those entering from other parts of Europe, and on the other, 
those from former colonies and third world nations. Historically, it has been the latter who 
have had the greatest interaction with TESOL policy and practice in England - people who 
migrated to England in relatively large numbers from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, the 
Caribbean, Hong Kong, East Africa (principally Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda), West 
Africa (mainly Nigeria and Ghana), Vietnam, Ethiopia and Eritrea, Somalia and Cyprus 
(see Peach, 1996), bringing with them languages such as Panjabi, Urdu, Gujerati, Hindi, 
Bengali and Sylheti, Cantonese and Hakka Chinese, Caribbean Creoles, Yoruba, Twi, 
Cypriot Greek and Turkish, Kurdish, Tigrinya, Amharic and Somali (see Alladina and 
Edwards, 1991; ILEA, 1989).   
 Space prohibits detailed critical analysis of the historical development and 
limitations of TESOL in England (though cf Leung, Harris and Rampton ,1997; Rampton, 
Harris and Leung 1997; Leung 1993, 1996; Rampton 1985, 1988). Now, however, in the 
mid-1990’s there is an urgent need for TESOL practitioners to take account of social and 
demographic changes which pose troubling questions about the ways in which TESOL 
pedagogy classifies and conceptualises the large numbers of bilingual learners who are the 
children and grandchildren of the migrants of the 1950’s, 1960’s, 1970’s and 1980’s. A 
highly significant factor has been the historical racism and disdain for the peoples and 
languages emanating from former English colonies and third world countries. Over the 
past 40 years, this attitude has tended to lead to TESOL approaches bounded at first by 
overtly assimilationist approaches (DES, 1971), and then, after assimilationism was 
dropped as an official approach (Swann, 1985), by a tendency not to take a proper account 
of the complexities of language learning and language use in contemporary multiethnic 
urban settings. (For a fuller discussion of the tenets of the current practice see Edwards and 
Redfern, 1992.) In fact, we would summarise the current configuration of second language 
education goals and practices in England in terms of three implicit assumptions:  

 that linguistic minority pupils are, by definition, bilingual, that they have an ethnic 
minority language at home while at school they are learning and using English 

 that these pupils’ language development needs can be understood and categorised 
broadly in the same way, i.e. there is a “universal” second language learner 
phenomenon, which, since the 1960’s and despite the mainstreaming initiative, has 
been conceptualised as someone learning English as a social and linguistic outsider 

 that there is an abstracted notion of an idealised native speaker of English from 
which ethnic and linguistic minorities are automatically excluded. 

In fact we agree with Garcia’s (1996) conclusion from North American experience; for 
many teachers 
 

it has become necessary to cope with a process of change whereby the ethnolinguistic identity of 
children is itself undergoing rapid change ... The greatest failure of contemporary education has been 
precisely its inability to help teachers understand the ethnolinguistic complexity of children, classrooms, 
speech communities, and society, in such a way as to enable them to make informed decisions about 
language and culture in the classroom. (p.vii) 

 
In the next section, we try to explore approaches to this complexity which might be more 
productive. 
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Contemporary realities of TESOL 
 
To adjust to the complex realities of contemporary urban multilingualism, we would 
suggest at least three strategies. Firstly, it is worth attending closely to recent 
developments in cultural theory and research which offer ways of accommodating patterns 
of change in both language use and social identity. Secondly, we need to address the actual 
rather than the presumed language use, ethnicity and culture of the bilingual learner. And 
thirdly, we need to draw on the first two strategies to develop more specific, precise and 
differentiated English language pedagogies, spanning a range of practice from the pupil 
who is a recent arrival and early English user to the pupil who is a settled bilingual in the 
mainstream class. In the process, it will be essential to engage properly with the hitherto 
unresolved (and now virtually invisible) issues surrounding the language needs of speakers 
of Creole-influenced language and Black English. The question of similiarities and 
differences between L2 and Creole-influenced language continues as a matter of 
uncertainty in the English educational literature.3  One reason why this is important is that 
in recent years the English-born children of other settled migrant minority groups have 
also, like their Caribbean-descended peers from an earlier period, become much more 
difficult to separate into clearly bounded ethnic and linguistic categories neatly dividing 
them from from ownership of English ethnicity, standard English and local urban 
vernacular Englishes. (See Voices From The Classroom section below for some evidence 
of the salience of this observation in the contemporary multiethnic classroom.) 
 One of the key questions addressed in an innovative way in British cultural studies 
is this: at what point are the people involved in migration to be considered as a permanent 
and integral part of the ‘host’ nation and not as part of a kind of permanent “otherness”. 
For TESOL, this is important for curriculum organisation and for classroom pedagogy 
because it paves the way for a better understanding of two further challenging questions: 

 why do many bilingual learners, especially those in adolescence, actively seek to 
escape the essentialising linguistic and ethnic categories within which their English 
language teaching takes place? 

 what are TESOL teachers to do when the actual language use and language 
expertise of the young learners whom they daily observe confound the common 
sense fixed and clearly bounded notions of language and ethnicity? 

 We would suggest that TESOL practitioners who wish to make progress with these 
and allied questions have much to gain from studying the thinking emanating from cultural 
theory and research in the late 1980's and early 1990's. Bhabha (1994), for instance, in a 
detailed theoretical treatment, gives an insight into the ways in which particular ethnic 
groups come to be constructed into a permanent “otherness”: 
 

An important feature of colonial discourse is its dependence on the concept of “fixity” in the 
ideological construction of otherness. (p.66) 

      
Meanwhile, Gilroy (1987) analyses the processes in the British nation state which 
construct notions of Englishness or Britishness that permanently exclude certain minority 
groups. He identifies the role played by what he calls as ‘ethnic absolutism’, a perspective 
which 
  
      views nations as culturally homogeneous communities of sentiment ... (pp.59-61)  
 
As Hall (1988) suggests, members of minority groups are not simple inheritors of fixed 
                     
3  For discussions of this issue in the Caribbean itself, see Devonish 1986, Roberts 1988. 
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identities, ethnicities, cultures and languages, but are instead engaged in a continual 
collective and individual process of making, remaking and negotiating these elements, 
thereby constantly constructing dynamic “new ethnicities”. 
 Writing more specifically of language, Hewitt identifies the significant ways in 
which urban youth in their routine language use participate in the “destabilisation of 
ethnicity” (Hewitt, 1991). He further suggests that an important but often overlooked part 
of their language use is what he describes as a “local multi-ethnic vernacular”, a 
“community English”. This language use is “the primary medium of communication in the 
adolescent peer group in multi-ethnic areas” (p.32). There is also relevance in the 
associated notion of language crossing, which involves the use of minority languages by 
members of ethnic outgroups (for example, Creole used by white and Asian adolescents or 
Panjabi used by whites and African Caribbeans - see Rampton 1995 and 1996). Among 
other things, crossing draws attention to the existence of many cross-ethnic friendships, to 
the fact that “there can be a strong interest in minority languages by majority group peers”, 
and to the reality that “adolescents do not necessarily require all members of their peer 
group to speak all its languages with equal proficiency” (Rampton, 1995, p.328). It also 
emphasises the intractable problems associated with the term “native speaker” in relation 
to the speaking of English. 
 It is not necessary for these contributions to be accepted in their entirety in order to 
argue for their potential relevance. This is neatly and vividly illustrated in an article by a 
multilingual Indian-born teacher about himself and his British-born son (Hallan, 1994): 
 

As a British person I have lived 33 of my 40 years in England. So I should not have been surprised 
when, on a recent educational visit to the USA, I was constantly referred to as “our English guest” 
or “our English visitor”.  I was amazed at how much they admired my English accent and confused 
when, on a formal occasion, I received the compliment: “you English always dress so well”. 

      
I was puzzled because in all my 33 years in England nobody had ever referred to me in those terms. 
In England I am always referred to as Indian. Why was my “Englishness” so prominent in the USA 
and so unrecognised here? .... The real surprise came last Christmas when, having left at the age of 
seven, I returned to India for a holiday ... My eight year old son, who is not fluent in Panjabi, 
suddenly found himself in an environment which he did not fully comprehend, where customs and 
traditions were not always familiar. There was a different emphasis on food, particularly towards 
vegetarianism, and fast food was a rarity. He was constantly looking for the “safe” and familiar. The 
street games played by the children of his age were new to him and, as he spoke little Panjabi and no 
Hindi, and they spoke only Hindi and no English, it was clear from day one that to stay within the 
bounds of the safe, he would be spending most if not all of his stay, with me and my parents or with 
other English speakers. He spent his spare time watching English language broadcasts on cable TV, 
MTV and BBC Asia, and after the first few days he was missing his Big Mac, chips and bacon 
sandwiches, and he was bored. 

      
In my son I was witnessing an amplification of my “Englishness” and a reduction of my 
“Indianness”. As he was only fluent when communicating in English, it was no surprise when some 
of my relatives began to call him “Angrez” - the “Englishman”. But here lies the dilemma 
experienced by English people whose parents originate from outside Europe, particularly those who 
do not have a white skin and therefore do not “blend in” with most of the British population . In 
England he is seen as an outsider, an Indian, but in India he is seen as an outsider, the “Angrez”. So 
where does his ethnic identity lie, and what epithet correctly describes his ethnicity? (pp14-15) 

      
Cultural theorists provide theoretical frameworks which help us understand phenomena 
like this. For instance, Mercer (1994) is one of many writers to redeploy the concept of 
diaspora to show that many people in minority groups in Britain can retain both real and 
imaginary global African, Asian, Caribbean and other affiliations, combining them with 
definite British identities. His notion of “emerging cultures of hybridity, forged among the 
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overlapping African, Asian and Caribbean diasporas ... (p.3)” could also help make sense 
of what this teacher and his son have been experiencing. As Mercer further observes, “[i]n 
a world in which everyone's identity has been thrown into question, the mixing and fusion 
of disparate elements to create new, hybridized identities points to ways of surviving, and 
thriving, in conditions of crisis and transition (pp.4-5)”.4 
 
 
Voices from the classroom 
 
In contemporary English urban environments, it is commonplace to find issues like these 
exemplified in the lived linguistic and cultural experience of young bilingual and 
multilingual learners. This is illustrated in the the following written extracts, drawn from 
some 13 and 14 year old pupils in one class of a London secondary school in 1996: 5 
 

M.T. (female): I've lived in London all my life. The two main languages that I speak everyday are 
English and Gujarati ...  When I was little I went to India. My mum's family were teaching me how 
to speak standard Gujarati, but I was too young and not interested. Now I am 13 I wish I had learnt 
how to speak proper Gujarati. Now at school I learn German. I can read, write, listen and speak 
German o.k., better than my home language Gujarati where I can only understand and speak it ... I 
don't like speaking it (Gujarati) a lot mainly because I can speak English better. I have to speak 
Gujarati with my mum - sometimes when I don't know how to say a thing or object in Gujarati, I say 
the word in English, but with a Gujarati accent ... my dad is always telling me to speak proper 
English so that I don't get in the habit of speaking slang all the time.  

 
A.T. (female): When I was young I was unable to speak another language like Hindi. My mother 
spoke to me all the time in Hindi hoping that I would pick it up, but however hard I tried to speak it, 
I did it all wrong and I was only able to understand. But when I went to India I felt really awkward. 
There all the children all spoke in Hindi and I was the only one who spoke English and so with me 
being young I had to fit in. I had felt so left out. I was only there for a month. 

 
N. K. (female): My first language is English. I read, write, speak and think in English. I also speak 
Gujarati because my mum and dad are Gujarati first language speakers. At home we mostly speak 
English, but my mum speaks to me in Gujarati, and I answer back in English which is common ... 
My own language style is using a lot of slang and not enough Standard English. I have tried to speak 
Standard English ... but I can't. I can't because I am used to speaking slang ... In Gujarati I can only 
speak a few sentences and words. I only know some numbers and none of the alphabet in Gujarati ... 
People said that I should try to speak proper English not slang or cockney. My parents say that my 
English is not that good because I speak too much slang. 

 
D.C. (female): I was born in London. I speak Gujarati and English. My mother tongue is Gujarati 
but I mainly speak English. I can understand other languages such as Panjabi, Urdu and Hindi but I 
can't speak, read or write them. I can speak Gujarati and English fluently, but there are some words 
in Gujarati which I can't pronounce. I also can't read or write Gujarati. I've tried learning Gujarati 
but I can't seem to remember it. I have been learning German for nearly 3 years. I can read, write 
and speak, but there are still lots of things I don't know. I've been speaking Gujarati for all my life 
but I still can't read or write it ... when I'm with my friends I speak London English including slang. 

 
P.M. (male): My family religion is Sikh. My Mum was born in Nairobi, Kenya, and came to this 
country when she was three years old. My Dad was born in Madras, India, and came to this country 
when he was twenty years old. I myself was born in England ...  As I started out in High School, I 
had to develop a cockney accent of speaking in order too fit in with the rest of my friends. I kept on 

                     
4It must be emphasised that the recognition of notions of hybridity does not in any sense ignore the very real 
ways in which specific ethnic minority groups suffer specific and systematic societal inequalities on the basis 
of fixed and ascribed ethnic identities. 
5 These data were collected by Harris - writing was elicited after a taught unit on language and power.  



7 
 

 

speaking London English to the point where I spoke it naturally ...  When I'm with my mates you'll 
hear me say things like “easy” or “awight” instead of “hello” ... or “send it here” instead of “pass it 
here”, or “nasty” instead of “disgusting” .... or “laters” instead of “bye” or “bad” or “wicked” 
instead of “cool”, or “gwan there” instead of “well done”, and “relax” instead of “don't worry”... 
When I'm speaking to people like my uncle on my dad's side of the family and my grandparents I 
speak Punjabi ... people in my class think of me as normal, whereas my parents think that I talk like 
a “Gangsta”.   

 
S.K. (female): I know Punjabi, Urdu, Swahili, German, English and Arabic. I can speak Punjabi 
perfectly and understand it very well. I know a lot of German, and I know how to speak it, and 
understand it and write it mainly. I know Arabic very little but can write a little bit of it. I know how 
to speak, write and understand English.  

 
 
Making sense of experience 
 
The pupils quoted above were attempting to describe, indirectly and delicately, the 
difference between their experience and the linguistic and ethnic categories imposed on 
them. Hall (1992) perceives that perhaps: 
      

[e]verywhere, cultural identities are emerging which are not fixed, but poised, in transition between 
different positions; which draw on different cultural traditions at the same time; and which are the 
product of those complicated cross-overs and cultural mixes which are increasingly common in a 
globalised world. (p.310) 

      
At the same time there is the concept of “translation” which: 
  

describes those identity formations which cut across and intersect natural frontiers, and which are 
composed of people who have been dispersed forever from their homelands. Such people retain 
strong links with their places of origin and their traditions, but they are without the illusion of a 
return to the past. They are obliged to come to terms with the new cultures they inhabit, without 
simply assimilating to them and losing their identities completely. They bear upon them the traces of 
the particular cultures, traditions, languages and histories by which they were shaped. The difference 
is that they are not and will never be unified in the old sense, because they are irrevocably the 
product of several interlocking histories and cultures, belong at one and the same time to several 
“homes” (and to no one particular “home”). People belonging to such cultures of hybridity have had 
to renounce the dream or ambition of rediscovering any kind of “lost” cultural purity, or ethnic 
absolutism. They are irrevocably translated ... They are the products of the new diasporas created 
by the post-colonial migrations. They must learn to inhabit at least two identities, to speak two 
cultural languages, to translate and negotiate between them. Cultures of hybridity are one of the 
distinctly novel types of identity produced in the era of late-modernity, and there are more and more 
examples of them to be discovered. (Ibid.) 

 
The relevance of Hall’s ideas stands out if we return to these pupils’ writing:  
 M.T. has experienced family support in developing her bilingualism but has 
rejected it. On the other hand, she depicts both her schooled German and schooled English 
as languages in which she has a dramatically higher level of competence than in Gujarati, 
her supposed mother tongue.  
 A.T. demonstrates what is true for many other bilingual learners in the class, 
namely that she feels “other”, a linguistic and cultural outsider, not in relation to the 
English language and Britain, but in relation to Hindi language and India. At the same time 
she nevertheless retains a definite relationship with both Hindi and India. This is an 
example where the notion of “diasporia” is particularly useful. 
 N.K. seems to claim only a minimum attachment to her family language; even 
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when it is spoken to her she has neither the desire nor the level of competence to sustain a 
spoken response in it. This pattern was characteristic of several other of her classmates. 
Along with many other pupils, she also identified her usual language use as slang. Are she 
and her colleagues referring to Hewitt's “local multi-ethnic vernacular” or “community 
English”? 
 P.M.'s parents' different birthplaces and his own birthplace raise the question of 
what ethnic category he would be classified under. In his language use, he clearly places 
Panjabi in a relatively restricted domain, while demonstrating his identification and 
comfort with London English and a kind of Black London English with Jamaican Creole 
undertones. This maybe links into Hewitt's local multi-ethnic vernacular, as well as 
Rampton's concept of language affiliation (to which we will later return). 
 S.K. would be defined by the school as having Panjabi as her mother tongue, but 
she claims no literacy competence in it (see also D.C.). In fact, like a lot of other pupils at 
the school, she seems to feel that curriculum languages - here German - are rated more 
highly, and the fragility of describing her as a Panjabi-English bilingual is demonstrated 
elsewhere in her writing when she illustrates her discussion with examples that include 
confident German sentences alongside the full Arabic alphabet, Gujarati script, Gujarati 
sentences and Swahili expressions.  
 These pupils seem to be struggling to understand the impact on themselves and 
their families of the processes that Hall describes, and it looks as though the “discovery” of 
these processes by their teachers could be an urgent prerequisite to the development of 
more sophisticated pedagogic strategies. Certainly, when approached with sensitivity, 
these students were perfectly willing to assist the enquiring teacher to gain a better 
understanding of the effects of global social change on language use. But what kind of 
school language policy planning and pedagogy could there to be for pupils with this kind 
of capability? Of course the examples just cited contain all the weaknesses associated with 
self-report and there has been no room here for more than a brief, oversimplified 
discussion.  Even so, this class isn’t highly untypical6, and there is enough evidence from 
this one classroom to show that there are serious problems with current routine practices in 
the education of bilingual learners, where pupils are frequently attributed a kind of 
romantic bilingualism and turned into reified speakers of community languages, and in the 
process their ethnicities are also reified. 
 Such then is the mismatch between the realities of urban multilingualism on the 
one hand, and on the other, the educational classification of students’ language identities 
and backgrounds. On the other side of the coin, so to speak, we have the prevailing views 
of English. 
 The Swann Committee (1985) and National Curriculum documents (from 1988 to 
date) officially accept ethnic and linguistic diversity in society, but they nevertheless insist 
on cultivating English as the universal medium defining the nation state and as a principal 
instrument for achieving social cohesion. In doing so, the population of England is for 
practical purposes cast as a homogenous community with one language and one culture. 
According to Anderson (1991), this is typical of the way that a nation comes to be 
artificially constructed as an “imagined community”, and in education, one dimension of 
this can be seen in the way that bilinguals are taught as if only one English mattered. This 

                     
6 There are approximately 200 languages (other than English) spoken by pupils in England (SCAA, 1996). 
Most professional estimates suggest approximately 10% of the total school population is “bilingual” and the 
figure is increasing . The percentage of bilingual pupils in individual schools varies; some urban schools the 
bilingual intake may be as high as 85% (or above). Census information indicates that the number of people in 
undefined (other) and mixed ethnic categories has been increasing consistently in the last two decades 
(Owen, 1996). 
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English is seen as the province of the idealised Native-speaker, something which he or she 
already possesses and which the outsider imperfectly aspires to. A more accurate picture of 
English language realities in Britain emerges from scholars whose work is more 
empirically oriented: 
 

The British education system rests on the assumption that teachers and pupils will use the grammar 
of standard English. However, the majority of British children are speakers not of standard English 
but of a non-standard variety of English (a dialect), and this has been recognized as posing 
extremely important problems concerning language in education. (Cheshire, Edwards and Whittle, 
1993, p.54) 

      
 This is a view endorsed in a recent piece of empirical national research in England, 
which concluded that a minimum of 68% of 11 to 16 year olds did not habitually use only 
Standard English speech forms (Hudson & Holmes, 1995). The following piece of writing 
shows an attempt to write in Standard English by a white monolingual English-speaking 
seven-year-old child: 
 

We find a car wive grnsu on it ... aw no they cacht us. they wolt to the dunjoon. We hewd aw bref ... 
wen we opoed awe iys we was in the diynjoon ... we slept in the dungeon for friy nights ... we only 
had 10 pans left. We fand 10,000 Pans on the strit Pavmot ... we was wocen olog the rode ... John 
basht into the wole ... we got att ... they ran away they was nevu to bey sene a gen ... Tony foth for a 
minit ... Tony foth we can put a are money in the bank  (Harris, 1995) 

      
(Translation: We found a car with guns on it ... oh no they caught us. They walked 
to the dungeon. We held our breath ... when we opened our eyes we were in the 
dungeon ... we slept in the dungeon for three nights ... we only had 10 pounds left. 
We found 10,000 pounds on the street pavement ... we were walking along the road 
... John crashed into the wall ... we got out ... they ran away they were never to be 
seen again ... Tony thought for a minute ... James thought we can put all our money 
in the bank.) 

      
Reasons of focus and space prohibit full analysis of this, but the key point is that even so-
called native speakers do not necessarily use standard forms. In the example above, the 
child is showing that the language use that he finds most natural is in fact London English 
and not Standard English.  
 These findings, we would suggest, are true not only for those pupils of white 
British descent but also for a large proportion of the descendants of the migrant groups that 
we have been referring to. Many of the pupils defined as bilingual learners are either most 
comfortable linguistically with a local urban spoken English vernacular, or alternatively, a 
non-standard variety of this kind serves as their first spoken entry into English in the local 
community context. This reflects: 
 

the obliteration of pure language forms deriving from a single cultural source, evident in some inner 
city areas (in the U.K.) and ... the diasporic distribution of communicative forms which, whilst 
generated from and based in local communities, nevertheless reach out and extend lines of 
connection in a global way. The local penetration and mixing of language forms evident in some 
urban settings in the U.K. should, in fact, be seen perhaps as a reflex of the broader linguistic 
diasporic processes. (Hewitt, 1995, p.97) 

  
Again, it is important to ask what consideration traditional TESOL pedagogic approaches 
give to these factors. 
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Language expertise, affiliation and inheritance: An educational response to linguistic 
and ethnic diversity 
 
So far, we have suggested that the conceptual frameworks of contemporary TESOL 
provide little leaverage on the classroom realities created by the linguistic and ethnic 
composition of our pupil population. This lack of analytic clarity has led both TESOL 
practictioners and mainstream teachers into feelings of paralysis about their ability to 
respond to pupils’ language needs, and this can be seen, for example, in their constant 
struggle to develop adequate pedagogies for the large numbers of bilingual pupils who are 
no longer at an early stage of learning English, who have spent a significant proportion of 
their lives in Britain, and who use everyday colloquial English with ease (this is often 
referred to as the “plateau” effect where the pupil does not seem to be able to make any 
further progress in their English language development). 
 In this context, Rampton (1990) offers a framework which may help to suggest one 
or two ways forward. In it, 
 
     language education [is seen] as a social activity in which efforts are made to manage continuity, change 
and the relationship between social groups ... (p.100) (Also see Rampton, 1995,Ch13) 
      
and it is suggested that the terms “native speaker” and “mother tongue” should be replaced 
by the notions of language expertise, language inheritance, and language affiliation. 
Slightly reworking Rampton’s original formulation, the term language expertise refers to 
how proficient a person is in a language; language affiliation refers to the attachment or 
identification they feel for a language, whether or not they nominally belong to the social 
group customarily associated with it; and language inheritance refers to the ways in which 
individuals can be born into a language tradition which is prominent within the family 
and/or community setting, regardless of whether or not they claim expertise or affiliation 
to that language. In this scheme, language teachers need to ask of each language thought to 
exist in a particular learner's linguistic repertoire, whether the learner’s relationship with 
the languages is based on expertise, on inheritance or on affiliation or a combination?  
 We might expand on this as follows: 
 
Language expertise What do we know about our pupils’ ability in terms of what 

they can do in each of the posited languages ? (It is 
interesting to note that while we have become accustomed to 
classifying pupils according to stages or levels of putative 
competence in English (Hester, 1996), it is still not standard 
practice for such assessment to be attempted in any rigorous 
way for their competence in languages other than English.) 
This question raises several other issues. For instance, what 
are the criteria for our assessment? Are they based on any 
explicitly stated, and therefore contestable, language models 
or norms in all the languages involved? 
 

Language affiliation Do we know anything about our pupils’ sense of affiliation to 
any of the languages allegedly within their repertoire? How 
might such knowledge about their affective relationship with 
their languages be used in the classroom and the curriculum?  
 

Language inheritance Does membership of an ethnic group mean an automatic 
language inheritance? In the light of our earlier discussion it 
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would seem that this assumption may be unsafe for some of 
our pupils. What are the consequences of an inaccurate 
assumption in terms of curricular provision of community 
language teaching? Can we rely on an abstract notion of the 
benefits of bilingualism when we are working with 
ethnic/linguistic minority pupils?  

 
The potential value of these questions becomes clear if we use them to outline 
conventional TESOL assumptions and compare these with the kind of classroom intimated 
above: 
 
Language expertise: The conventional TESOL assumption is that the ethnic minority pupil 
is a beginner or relative newcomer to English (or at any rate lacks native speaker 
expertise), but that he or she possesses expertise in his/her home or community language 
(L1). Accompanying this is the related assumption that the ethnic majority pupil possesses 
“native speaker” expertise in an undifferentiated English (i.e. no distinction being made 
between Standard English and local vernacular Englishes). In contrast, in the complex 
urban realities we have sketched in the earlier sections, it is difficult to assume that ethnic 
majority pupils possess expertise in English, especially standard English for academic 
purposes, and there is the complication that many ethnic minority pupils disclaim expertise 
in their putative L1 (home/community) language (see MT, DC above). Minority pupils 
may also claim expertise in English - at least in the same kind of English possessed by 
their ethnic majority classroom peers. 
 
Language affiliation: In attempting to adopt a positive approach to bilingualism, 
conventional contemporary TESOL practice tends not only to attribute expertise in the 
putative L1 to ethnic minority pupils but also attributes a high degree of affiliation on the 
part of these ethnic minority pupils towards their home and community languages. This is 
reflected, for instance, in the standard recommendation that teachers should maximise the 
use of linguistically familiar material to promote pupil confidence and self-esteem. As one 
teacher puts it “Well the Asians are taken care of with E2L. They get a lot of support and 
of course their culture is strong. They have a number of languages which they use ...” (Mac 
an Ghaill, 1988, p.56). At the same time there is a tendency to assume white monolingual 
English speakers are automatically affiliated to standard English. The urban realitiescast 
doubt on these certainties. Firstly, a significant number of ethnic minority adolescent 
pupils demonstrate a weak sense of affiliation to their supposed home/community L1 (see 
DC, MT above). In addition, other ethnic minorities may claim affiliation to linguistic 
varieties which are supposed to be part of the natural inheritance of other ethnic groups 
(see PM above). At the same time a similar tendency is also visible amongst ethnic 
majority pupils (see e.g. Hewitt 1986, Rampton 1995). And there is evidence that some 
white pupils have a weak affiliation with standard English and use non-standard forms by 
choice (Hudson and Holmes, 1995). 
 
Language inheritance: There is an underlying TESOL assumption that ethnic groups 
inherit (are born into) language traditions which transcend questions of the actual language 
use of individuals and/or collectives; at the same time it is often assumed that language 
inheritance is strictly endogamous. This view can be seen in instances where ethnic 
minority community languages are offered as study options, but where they are only 
designed for putative first language speakers. Once again, in the realities of urban 
multilingualism, a noticeable number of adolescents from both majority and minority 
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ethnic groups do not show a strong allegiance to their supposed linguistic inheritance. 
Equally, many working class white youngsters do not show an allegiance to what is 
supposed to be their linguistic inheritance (standard English). Many of the Asian decent 
pupils may also claim a strong inheritance in relation to English (see AT above). 
 
 We do not want to suggest that the conventional assumptions are automatically 
invalid. Indeed some of these assumptions work well with some pupils. But clearly, it is 
vital to validate all such assumptions against the actualities of a linguistically and 
culturally diverse classroom. 
 
 
Future development 
 
 We have attempted to identify the complexities of some of our urban classrooms. 
A period of open analysis, critical questioning and working with new ideas in the 
classroom may lead to more responsive pedagogies. Our current knowledge does not 
warrant the pronouncement of grand strategies or solutions. Certainly, the binary ‘native 
speaker’ vs ‘other’ is increasingly redundant, and its seems likely that the development of 
more appropriate classroom approaches should be based on a sharper awareness of 
learners with different needs. But quite how to classify and organise such pedagogies is an 
issue that requires a lot more exploration and reflection. One such type of pedagogy would 
be readily recognisable to TESOL practitioners - that is a pedagogy designed for the 
learner who is new to the English language and/or English-speaking cultural contexts. 
However, beyond this, other forms of English language pedagogy might be better based on 
an assumption that most learners, albeit from different starting points, are unfamiliar with 
the deployment of standard English for academic purposes. This might be accompanied by 
the development of context-sensitive and learning-oriented assessments to establish the 
degree of expertise an individual pupil might possess in understanding, speaking, reading 
or writing any given language. Finally, it is of the utmost importance that TESOL 
pedagogy should explicitly recognise and address societal inequalities between ethnic and 
linguistic groups, inequalities that can indeed often lead pupils to respond ambiguously to 
questions about their linguistic expertise, affiliation and inheritance. Like Cummins 
(1996), we are interested in creating a pedagogy which takes genuine account of learners’ 
expertise and identities. 
 We hope that we have shown the importance of developing more effective and 
more pupil-sensitive classroom and curriculum responses to multilingual urban contexts. 
Our current research explores ways of constructing such pedagogies, and we hope that this 
will be continued in the future, both by ourselves and others.  
 

********************* 
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