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Teacher: Mary, would you try to take the part of Dr. Headache?
Mary: No

INTRODUCTION

I wish to discuss in this paper some aspects of communicative foreign language
teaching which imply or require an evaluation of different types of discourse
activity. Evaluation is implied for example in the choice of teaching items, in
the choice of teaching presentation, and in the assessment of learner per-
formance. In syntax or semantics we may use notions such as grammaticality,
acceptability or truth-value as evaluative criteria, however fuzzy-edged these
notions might be: in pragmatics I take it that the notion of ‘appropriateness’ is
the best that we can offer. It may be worthwhile to try to investigate how this
notion might be interpreted and used with respect to foreign language
classroom discourse.

In the first part of the paper the term ‘discourse’ will be interpreted for my
purpose, and some recent and ongoing tendencies in FL teaching and research
which reflect such a discourse perspective will be sketched. Secondly, in the
light of the peculiar nature of classroom discourse, the question will be posed
‘appropriate to what?’, and some possible answers to the question will be
discussed. In the third section I shall introduce some broader issues concerning
the evaluation of communicative acts in general, and then consider these issues
with respect to classroom talk conducted in the foreign language. In the fourth
and final section some non-startling conclusions will be drawn.

1. DISCOURSE ANALYSIS AND LANGUAGE TEACHING

The potential for confusion over the use of the term ‘discourse’ or ‘discourse
analysis’ is considerable. Widdowson’s phrase ‘the use of sentences in com-
bination’ (Widdowson 1973, 66 ff.) is a useful starting point in coming to grips
with the term. The phrase may be seen to imply two oppositions, firstly be-
tween sentential and suprasentential units (the sentence v. sentences in
combination), and secondly between language units viewed as pertaining to a
self-contained linguistic system (elements of which may or may not be viewed
as linking with external states of affairs via reference, truth-value,
propositional content and so on), and language units viewed as belonging to a
complex of situational and contextual factors generally subsumed under the
term pragmatic. Following these two binary oppositions, we may (with
considerable oversimplification) establish the following perspectives on the
study of language:

Applied Linguistics, Vol. I, No. 3

Copyright (¢) 2002 ProQuest Information and Learning Company
Copyright (c¢) Oxford University Press



272 FOREIGN LANGUAGE CLASSROOM DISCOURSE

Sentence grammars (-suprasentential, —use)
Text grammars (+ suprasentential, —use)
Speech act theory  (-suprasentential, +use)
Discourse analysis ( + suprasentential, + use)®

This seems neat enough—too neat perhaps—but fails to reveal a further
distinction relevant for my purposes, namely that between the spoken and the
written mode of language use. For my purposes in this paper I shall consider
discourse analysis as concerned with spoken, conversational language activity.
This restriction seems warranted because

(i) this may with some justification be seen as the basic or most essential use of
language,

(ii) the main thrust of discourse-oriented research has dealt with this type of
data—most markedly in the work of the ethnomethodologists,

(iii) the central impact of discourse analysis on language teaching seems to me to
have been its influence on the teaching of the spoken language as a means of
communication, and

(iv) the relations holding between a written ‘text’ or ‘discourse’, and spoken
discourse are little understood, such that it is difficult to consider both types of
data inside one and the same theoretical framework.?

If we accept this focus on spoken discourse, then in considering a discourse
perspective we are viewing language as a means of social interaction, and
unless this aspect of the use of language is present we are not strictly handling
language as communication. Thus it is not enough to equate a discourse
perspective with an interest in speech acts or ‘functions’ in the sense for
example of Candlin et al (1976).° The work of and following Austin and Searle
on a theory of speech acts has had and continues to have a considerable impact
on foreign language teaching, and is highly important for the concerns of
discourse analysis. However before we can talk of a discourse perspective on
language, or of communicative language teaching, we need to consider both
the illocutionary and interactional work that is simultaneously occurring when
communication is taking place. Communication does not simply consist of
isolated illocutionary acts sequenced in time. I propose that a communicative
act be seen as both having an illocutionary and an interactional, or ‘discourse’
value or function. The distinction is made in the model used by Sinclair and
Coulthard 1975, where ‘grammatical’ and ‘situational’ categories are dis-
tinguished, roughly as is done in speech act theory via the direct/indirect illo-
cutionary force distinction, and then further ‘discourse’ categories are set up,
of which the ‘situational’ categories are the exponents.

I interpret Sinclair and Coulthard’s situational categories as similar to
illocutionary acts, and their discourse categories as interactional acts, which
are structured relative to one another, this type of structure being precisely
what Goffman, Sacks, Schegloff, Jefferson and others seek to discover in the
analysis of conversation. *

This social aspect of talk is an important aspect of discourse analysis, and
finds its reflection in some recent or current trends in foreign language
teaching and research. For example
(a) with respect to the goals of language teaching, a greater concentration
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on ‘communicative competence’, communicative ‘skills’ or ‘abilities’ is
noticeable,

(b) with respect to the content of courses, and materials provided in text-
books, we may discern a greater use of ‘authentic’ spoken language materials,
and of dialogue material,

(c) with respect to the sequencing of course materials, we are familiar with the
notion of a situational progression, following on from the ‘notional’ or
functional sequencing familiar from the work of Wilkins, and also illustrated
in Un niveau-seuil, Coste et al 1976,’

(d) in foreign language classroom research, interest in the interactional
analysis of learning-teaching events has increased, and richer analytic
schemata have been developed reflecting a discourse perspective on observed
classroom behaviour,

(e) research into the classroom and school as social institutions, and the
implications for the nature of the learning and teaching that takes place in
them has flourished.

The above listing is not intended to imply a cause-effect relationship be-
tween discourse analysis and language teaching. It would be false to claim that
the suggested discernible trends are the result of research findings in discourse
analysis. To do so further implies a naive interpretation of the relations
holding between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ linguistics, which cannot be sub-
stantiated in fact.

2. ‘LANGUAGE’ v. ‘TEACHING’ IN LANGUAGE TEACHING

The type or types of discourse involving the use of the foreign language which
occur in the classroom are clearly one factor determining what is learnt there.
We tend to assume with every justification that one profitable way to learn to
communicate in English is to practise communicating in English. However the
question of appropriateness arises, as we need to ask whether the type of
discourse by means of which practice is intended to take place, is in fact the
type of discourse which it is intended be practised. Hence we need to ask
whether different teaching procedures and strategies are appropriate to the
communicative goals of foreign language teaching.
Widdowson notes for example as follows:

... the teacher in the early stages of an English course might hold up a pen,
point to it and say: This is a pen. Here we have a correct English sentence. It is an
instance of correct usage. But is it an instance of appropriate use? (Widdowson
1978:7)

Widdowson’s conclusion is that it is not, as what is meant is something like
This is called a pen in English—i.e., ‘naming’ is going on here, not ‘identi-
fication’. If, however, Widdowson goes on to argue, barometers had been
discussed in a chemistry lesson, and the teacher holds one up and says Thisisa
barometer, then the sentence ‘takes on a natural function in the situation’.

But note that the chemistry teacher might presumably hold up a barometer
of which his class has never heard, and use the same sentence, before going on
to characterise the object in question. Here too the sentence is presumably
used ‘appropriately’, but it would appear ‘naming’ is going on, not ‘identi-
fication’. In other words, This is a pen may well be ‘natural’ or ‘appropriate’
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in the situation, given that the situation is a pedagogic one. We need to be clear
as to what grounds we have for evaluating various foreign language teaching
procedures as ‘appropriate’, and other pedagogic settings do not provide a
relevant comparative norm, as classroom discourse of the type to be found in a
chemistry lesson is not necessarily the type of discourse one wishes to practise
in the foreign language lesson. Note here that the discourse structures
discerned by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) are evidenced both in foreign
language lessons and in other school subjects.’

In short, as has often been pointed out,® there is a tension in classroom
discourse between what is appropriate with respect to the teaching goals being
pursued (target discourse), and what is appropriate with respect to the teaching
setting (pedagogic discourse). In the light of this distinction I have tried to
argue elsewhere (Edmondson 1978b) that systems developed for the analysis of
classroom interaction may be self-defeating when it comes to interpreting the
results, if the categories used in the analysis have relevance only to learning-
teaching events, and that an alternative would be to analyse the target
language, and then seek to discover what is different in classroom discourse,
and where the crucial differences lie. The problem is precisely that of prac-
tising target discourse inside a pedagogic setting, where what is ‘appropriate’
may in fact be some other kind of discourse.®

There is then a tension between discourse which is appropriate to pedagogic
goals, and discourse which is appropriate to the pedagogic setting. One way
out of this dilemma is to propose that if in the classroom setting the learner can
be led to express his own communicative needs and interests, then the resultant
discourse is appropriate both with respect to target situations and with respect
to the pedagogic setting. I have elsewhere described this as the sincerity
criterion (in Edmondson and House 1979). Inside the conceptual framework
proposed here, the sincerity requirement may be interpreted as claiming that
appropriateness with respect to the intentional state of the speaker entails
appropriateness with respect to the teaching goals—i.e., if the learner is ex-
pressing what he feels and needs to say, then the resultant discourse is
necessarily ‘genuine’, and implicitly ‘appropriate’ in terms of the teaching
goals. '* This sincerity criterion seems to me to be mistaken, and I shall try and
show why.

If we go back to Searle, we find that the conditions held to be necessary
before a speech act of a particular kind—say a Promise—can be said to have
occurred involve intentional states: this is clearly the case with the sincerity
condition for example. From the perspective of discourse analysis however,
this is to put the cart before the horse. Note that with Grice for example we
assume sincerity via co-operative principles, such that the iflocutionary value
of what is said is derived in part from the assumption of sincerity. Thus it does
not make sense for C, reporting on a dialogue sequence finishing

A: Okay, I’ll do it tomorrow
B: Fine, thanks

to say that A did not really promise to do it, even if C knows that A in fact has
no intention of doing the deed in question. To say this is in fact a nonsense—A
has entered into a commitment and his or anybody else’s intentional states do
not alter the fact. The sincerity criterion with respect to classroom discourse
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also assigns intentional states a role which they are not capable of carrying in
the business of conversation, and is thus unrealistic and misplaced. Firstly,
intentional states are not open to inspection. Secondly, the needs, drives and
interests of the learner at the time of learning may not match the goals of the
course of study being pursued, are non-predictable, and are uhlikely to be a
constant for a specific group of learners. Thirdly, the classroom imposes such
restrictions as a social setting that the amount of language activity that can be
‘genuinely’ practised in this setting is severely restricted. Fourthly, the sincerity
criterion does not on its own discriminate between classroom-specific and
target discourse. Consider the following extract from an English lesson, in
which the teacher is practising the word prefer:!!

T : Do you prefer cornflakes with or without sugar?
P1: Iprefer cornflakes with sugar

P2: I prefer cornflakes without sugar

P3: Idon’tlike cornflakes

We tend to applaud the third pupil, but have in fact no means of knowing
whether he is telling the truth or not: the first or second pupil may be being just
as sincere or insincere—we cannot tell. Part of the reason the third response is
striking is in fact the assumption that the learner is deliberately flouting a
discourse pattern established by the teacher—an assumption that the learner
resents being a learner—i.e., carrying this social role. But it is evident from the
total sequence that it is pedagogic and not target discourse that is occurring
here.

Again, we may claim with every justification that, for example, the
initiation of repair work and the performance of various non-co-operative
communicative acts we may gloss as ‘contradictory’ are valuable com-
municative skills for a learner, but are under-represented in classroom
discourse relative to other settings (see e.g., Sornig 1977, von Unwerth and
Buschmann 1980). A conclusion drawn by a proponent of the sincerity
criterion would be that the conventions holding for classroom discourse be
changed, such that learners do freely initiate repair work'? and do ‘contradict’
their teachers. The conclusion does not remedy the problem however, as the
learner will perform the desired communicative act only if he disagrees, or fails
to understand. The motivation for changing the nature of the classroom as a
social setting cannot be simply derived from an analysis of the problems of
teaching a foreign language as a means of communication in this setting.

The above argumentation is not to be seen as denying the importance of
catering for learner interests and experience in the choice of the content of
teaching programmes and materials, but claims that ‘sincerity’ itself does not
suffice as regards the appropriateness of the discourse that results to com-
municative teaching goals. The only point of any discourse is to produce
outcome: in classroom discourse, the desired outcome on the part of at least
one participant involved—the teacher—is we may say learning. The discourse
that occurs in classroom settings is necessarily affected by this. '*

3. THE EVALUATION OF INDIVIDUAL COMMUNICATIVE ACTS

If we accept that spoken discourse is social activity, then in evaluating an
actual communicative act, we are evaluating both the utterance as a social act
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and the speaker as a social member.'* It follows that the teacher in deciding
which forms of discourse to teach and practise is determining in part which
forms of social action the learner will be (in theory at least) equipped to
perform. Further in evaluating learner discourse, the teacher may be implicitly
evaluating the learner as a social member. What an individual says and does in
an ongoing discourse is determined by his social competence, as much as by his
‘linguistic’ or ‘communicative’ competence.'* By which social norms is the
teacher to evaluate—indeed is the teacher justified in imposing social
evaluations on the learner?

Take the case of a specialist English course for doctors, and let us assume
that the doctor-patient interview is an important element of the desired ter-
minal behaviour. It is a non-trivial question to ask how far in producing such a
course the teacher or researcher seeks to make the learner a ‘successful’ doctor
in terms of his interpersonal relations with his patients. If the learner is to
practise in a country where a doctor’s income is proportionate to the number
of patients he can attract, we may be asking how far the teacher is involved in
teaching the learner how to make his practice a profitable one.

A more concrete case is provided by the following: imagine conducting an
oral examination to test a student’s ‘proficiency’ or ‘communicative skills’ in
spoken English. The student however responds to every question by saying ‘I
don’t know really’, ‘It depends I suppose’, or the like. How does the examiner
assess this student?!¢

These two illustrations are marked cases: [ am suggesting that the same sort
of issue is raised implicitly in for example the teaching of ‘greetings’—often
found early in communicative-oriented teaching courses. Note that what may
be established in sociolinguistic research are probabilistic rules, based on a
macro-survey, and such rules have therefore only a probabilistic predictive
value. If I greet a group of colleagues, some will return the greeting, others will
not. The returned greeting may be in the form of a ritualised expression in
some instances, in others it might be best described as a grunt, in other in-
stances it might fairly be described as idiosyncratic, maybe involving the use of
an esoteric literary reference, the use of a foreign language, and so on. It is
clear that large-scale research into native-speaker usage does not in itself
resolve any evaluative issues, as what might at best result is a probabilistic
spectrum detailing who greets whom when and how. On what criteria does the
teacher make use of such empirical data? (Unfortunately, the question as of
now ought to be posed as how would the teacher use such empirical data if he
had them). "’

When communicative activity is evaluated, the following criteria are
amongst those which might be employed:

(a) the utterance is consistent with/inconsistent with hearer expectation,

(b) the utterance is consistent with/contrary to that which the hearer desires to
hear—in the case of a responding communicative act this is equivalent to saying
that the utterance is consistent with/contrary to the perlocutionary intent of the
hearer’s preceding communicative act,

(c) the utterance is consistent with/inconsistent with the behaviour patterns
implied by socially-sanctioned norms of authority,

(d) the utterance is consistent/inconsistent with what the evaluator interprets as
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social norms of politeness (as formulated in the ‘tact-principle’ in Leech 1977,
for example),

(e) the utterance is consistent/inconsistent with the evaluator’s beliefs as to the
speaker’s beliefs, state of mind, or feelings. This is the sincerity criterion once
more, reformulated with respect to non-pedagogic discourse. Note that this
criterion tends to be invoked to counter a non-positive evaluation made
according to some other criterion (‘Well at least he speaks his mind’, ‘You know
where you are with him’ and so on).

These criteria may converge, but need not, though it would seem likely that
criteria (a) and (c) would most commonly lead to the same evaluation. Further,
these criteria are clearly subjective,'®* and may be exercised both with respect to
which communicative act is performed in a particular case, and with respect to
the linguistic (and other) means through which it is performed (its ‘modality’
in the sense of House and Kasper 1978). On the. first dimension we might
evaluate a communication as being a ‘turn-down’ of a request, as opposed to
an ‘agree’ for example, while on the second, we might evaluate the realization
of a turn-down, as a choice from a set of possible realizations including for
example no/sorry . . . /I would normally, but . . . /can’t do I'm afraid/I’d
love to I'really would but . . . /get stuffed/do it yourself and so on.

The learner as a social member brings to the classroom his own social
values. It is unlikely that these are a constant for a group of learners, and it is
unlikely that for any individual learner these values remain a constant for
other than a short period of time relative for example to the nine-year period
of English study which is commonly undergone by a learner completing his
secondary education in a German Gymnasium.' The teacher as a social
member also brings his social values to the learning-teaching situation. The
confrontation of different social values in a foreign language classroom is
further complicated by the fact that there is some evidence that even for two
language communities as closely related as are the English and the German,
there may be different social norms with regard to communicative activity
operant in the two language communities (House, 1979, House and Kasper,
1978).

The problems of evaluation are then considerable and complex. One major
issue is how far the teacher is professionally obliged or expected to uphold the
social values of the institution and of the society in which he teaches, and who
is to decide exactly what those values are. This is a political issue. Again, how
far is the learner to be expected to conform with social norms assumed to
operate for the foreign language community, assuming these can be
established? There is here a danger of the promulgation of national
stereotypes, whereby, for example, English people not only like queuing and
invariably eat porridge for breakfast (which we have known for some time),
but are also invariably polite, and preface almost every remark with the ex-
pression oA (this we have learnt more recently).

The notion that the learner in his communicative behaviour should conform
to this stereotype would seem even more dangerous. That the learner’s own
real or assumed social values be taken as the evaluative criterion has been
argued against in 2 above.
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4. CONCLUSIONS

Much of what I have said has been negative in tone: I have also raised some
issues which I have not attempted to answer, nor in some cases do I feel
competent to do so.?” Two general conclusions I would draw concerning the
discourse by means of which the foreign language is used as a means of
communication in the classroom setting are as follows:

(a) A wide spectrum of communicative activities and of ways of performing
them should be taught (not necessarily for active control) and practised in
communicative language discourse, and this will largely be done within the
restrictions imposed by the pedagogic setting via simulations of various kinds,
role-play, pupil-pupil discourse, and other techniques. Thus the practice of
target discourse will often be embedded within a pedagogic discourse. Any
teacher evaluation is then addressed to the pupil as learner, and not to the pupil
as social actant.

(b) Side by side with this, the social values implicit in spoken discourse, and
affecting issues of face, tact, social convention and social authority need to be
brought out in the practised target discourse. Alternative realizations of com-
municative acts may be put forward and compared evaluatively. This reinforces
Candlin’s (1975) point concerning a cognitive element in communicative
language teaching, and links with suggestions concerning the usefulness of the
analysis of register and the potential usefulness of translation made in Wid-
dowson 1974, House 1977.

What we require in order to follow such teaching procedures is more empirical
findings from discourse analysis concerning the social values implicit in
spoken discourse, such that these may be taught, and such that subjective,
intuitive, or dogmatic evaluations of classroom discourse be replaced by
empirically-based descriptions of what is involved in speaking a foreign
language.

NOTES

'On the text/discourse distinction made here, see Widdowson 1973, Sandulescu 1976,
Edmondson 1978a.

? But see Gray 1977, Edmondson (forthcoming), and the papers by Sinclair and Widdowson in
this volume, for some suggestions.

* A discourse perspective is of course often implicit in such work. For example Candlin in
discussing doctor-patient interviews talks of limiting the range of speech ‘functions’, and of in-
dicating ‘function patterns’, noting that in ‘oral discourse, speech functions co-occur and entail
each other in predictable ways’ (Candlin 1975:80).

* A shift from a speech act perspective to a discourse perspective is most readily achieved of
course via the notion of speech act sequences, a sequence forming some higher order unit—an
example of this approach is the work of Ehlich and Rehbein—e.g., Rehbein and Ehlich 1976,
Rehbein 1977,

*In itself a ‘notional’ syllabus does not reflect what is specific to a discourse perspective on
language use, as the notional units are dealt with in isolation one from another. Similarly, Leech
and Svartvik (1975) is not in the terms being used here a communicative grammar.

¢ To document all these alleged tendencies fully would require a plethora of references likely to
exceed this article in length. The literature cited elsewhere in this paper perhaps suffices.

" Students in fact sometimes assume that the data in Sinclair and Coulthard provide a model of
‘real’ FL teaching. The implicit reasoning would seem to be: ‘We wish to teach natural native-
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speaker discourse in the FL classroom. Here we have documented natural native-speaker discourse
in the FL classroom. Therefore we may model our teaching on this data’. The reasoning is of
course false, but the unfortunate conclusion seems to be implied in the following, taken from a
brief review of Sinclair and Coulthard 1975: ‘Fiir den deutschen Anglisten liegt ein weiterer, gar
nicht beabsichtigter Anreiz vor: das Buch enthilt ca. 50 Seiten gegliederten Textes von tat-
sdchlichem ‘‘class-room discourse’’, eine Fundgrube fiir die Sprache des Lehrers im
Englischunterricht.’ (Gotz, 1978).

* See for example Edmondson, 1978b, 1978c and the references therein.

? The question-answer technique as a teaching strategy for example does not necessarily lead the
learner to practise any skill other than that of answering such pedagogic ‘questions’. (See e.g.,
Edmondson 1979). It is difficult to accept therefore conclusions such as the following: . . . ‘um die
Schiiler auf das Fiihren von freien Gesprédchen besser vorzubereiten, miissen sie sprachlich reaktiv
und initiativ tdtig sein. Deshalb muB die Frage-Technik in situativen Ubungen einen bedeutend
gréferen Raum einnehmen’ (Kénig 1979, p. 19).

19 A certain amount of simplification is inevitable here, but the position I have sketched is
strongly reflected in the work of Piepho (e.g., Piepho 1974, 1979 centrally pp. 120-123), for
example, and in part underpins the stress on ‘emancipatory’ language teaching—see e.g., Maas
1974. This does not imply of course that to argue against the validity of the sincerity criterion is
necessarily to argue against the validity of the notion of emancipation.

I The data is taken from Walmsley 1978. Similar data are cited in Krumm 1978, Edmondson
1978b.

2 With repair-work, the main point must be how it is initiated: I would guess that learners
initiate repair-work quite frequently—the trouble is they do this most commonly by maintaining
silence, breaking eye-contact, and so on.

1 Jakobovits and Gordon 1974, p. 80: ‘. . . we shall call ‘“‘natural’’ conditions of acquisition
those situations in which the individual is exposed to social interactional settings that exclude the
learning of language as one of its recognised and legitimate functions—all other conditions of
acquisition are artificial’.

'* In Labov’s research into varieties of American English for example (e.g., Labov 1972a, pp.
201-240) it is clear that the question as to the status of a non-standard dialect or variety as a means
of communication necessarily involves the question as to the status of users of tnat dialect or
variety as social members.

131 have tried elsewhere to sketch a distinction between ‘communicative’ and ‘social’ com-
petence (Edmondson 1978b and forthcoming). The distinction is not a totally sharp one, but
communicative competence concerns the ability to encode and decode ‘central’ communicative
acts, and an awareness of their potential sequencing in discourse. Social competence concerns the
use to which these abilities are put, and may involve the use of ‘supportive’ communicative acts,
and the use of conversational strategy. Some of us are ‘better’ at this than others.

' This example is derived from an anecdote supplied by Werner Hiillen: in the actual case
encountered by Hiillen he later discovered that the examinee was in fact a native-speaker of
English.

'" There are clearly some issues concerning language use which cannot be resolved by surveys.
Klein (1977, 1979) for example has established that a majority of people when asked for directions
give false information. To describe this as a norm for German speakers to be adopted by learners
of German is clearly absurd: it is perhaps instructive however to ask why this conclusion is absurd.

'* For example, the ‘natural’ thing to say may also be the ‘wrong’ thing to say. An illustrative
anecdote occurs in Russell’s Autobiography, Vol. 11, p. 101: note that Russell provides this
account as evidence that Wittgenstein ‘was not always easy to fit into a social occasion’.

' With intensive courses, and with adult learners, the point here is less valid.

20 There are of course several issues associated with the discussion of evaluation I have not gone
into here at all—one such is the notion of ‘pragmatic error’ in the study of interlanguages. See
e.g., Kasper 1978, 1979a.
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