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Chapter 1

Introduction

A book about applied linguistics is inevitably a book about language, its users  
and uses. Because the number of language users includes all 7.4 billion of us and 
language uses encompass almost all our myriad activities, from the most banal to 
the truly momentous, the subject we’re covering in this and the following thirteen 
chapters is remarkably wide-ranging. It’s a big topic to fit in a book made of paper 
and enclosed between covers of card, so it’s inevitably going to spill over onto the 
companion website, get expanded in the recommended readings, well up and 
multiply in classroom discussion or discussion boards, and it won’t be contained.

This first chapter is designed to provide some fixed points on our map of 
applied linguistics, describing points of departure, characteristic features of the 
terrain and ways not to go. In the chapter we do three things. First, we outline a 
broad perspective on human language that knits together its social and cognitive 
strands. The account, based on ideas from our sister discipline of general 
linguistics, informs all the other chapters in the book. Second, we identify ten 
fundamentally misguided ideas in everyday thinking about language, but argue 
that applied linguists need to acknowledge and respect them, because they are 
firmly embedded in most people’s world views and determine many of their 
language-related decisions and practices. In other words, they are part of the 
territory. Our third and last goal here is to characterize the discipline of applied 
linguistics as we map it in this book. Ralph Waldo Emerson said that ‘Truth is the 
summit of being; justice is the application of it to affairs’ (Emerson, 1987, p. 274). 
We won’t try to scale any one summit, of course, because applied linguistics is  
a mountain range of many truths. We do, however, hope to give an initial flavour 
of how the discipline is united in its ‘application to affairs’ and show that we all 
share the ultimate destination of social justice.

1.1 WhY do We use diFFerent languages?

According to some estimates, people speak over 7,000 different languages on 
the planet today, belonging to more than a hundred distinct families (Lewis et al., 
2016; see Figure 1.1). One of the central problems that applied linguists seek to 
address is how to meet the challenges and promote the opportunities of this 
diversity through education, policy-making, translation and activism at local and 
global levels. The existence of so many different languages means that most of 
us can’t communicate directly in any sustained and sophisticated way with most 
of our fellow human beings. As many as one-third of us are monolingual, and 
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IntroductIon2

even though the majority of the world’s population know and use more than one 
language, no one, of course, speaks all the languages! There is, perhaps, a tiny 
number of people who are able to converse, read and write in the ten languages 
that have the largest number of native users, but even these polyglots can’t 
communicate with half the world’s population.

Here’s a question that may not have occurred to you before: why is it that  
we speak different languages, rather than having just one way to communicate 
our thoughts to all members of our species? After all, that’s more or less the way 
other animals do it, basically inheriting their ‘languages’ directly through the 
genes of their parents. Since modern homo sapiens is thought to have originated 
in sub-Saharan Africa around 200,000 years ago, why haven’t we all inherited, 
say, a primeval version of Zulu, in the same way that we inherit the heart, the 
ability to walk on two legs or the capacity to distinguish a certain range of 
frequencies of sound?

The answer is that, unlike the heart, language is both a biological and a 
social property of the species. It has evolved not just to serve the individual user, 
but also to serve the group. This means it must have a way to escape the confines 
of the human body, allowing us to connect with others around us. Since telepathy 
is impossible, language originally found its external medium principally through 
sound, giving rise to speech. Given that language is mediated by speech (and 
sign) in society, and not only through the genes in the biological system, infants 
don’t reproduce an identical copy of their parents’ system as they acquire their 
language. Thus language inevitably changes. After many generations, the system 
will be transformed into a completely different language, as Latin has developed 
into Spanish, French and the other Romance languages.

We live in a multilingual world because people move, lose contact with  
their ancestral groups and encounter new language communities. When the first 
bands of homo sapiens migrated from sub-Saharan Africa around 100,000 years 
ago, generational changes must first have resulted in different dialects and  

Figure 1.1  Geographical distribution of some of the world’s major language families with each area of shading 
representing a distinct language family (source: Wikimedia Commons)
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then different languages. This scenario has been played out over and over again 
around the planet, resulting in a vast medley of different tongues, each one 
merging with the ones surrounding it. Current figures, of course, represent only  
a tiny fraction of the languages that have existed through the millennia;  
the globalizing forces of transport, trade, exploration and conquest over the  
last thousand years have caused the abrupt disappearance of many of them: 
currently at about two a month according to commonly accepted estimates  
(e.g. Krauss, 1992). More recently, these globalizing forces have been abetted  
by mass communication through radio, television and the internet. The result is 
language decline and death at unprecedented rates.

But human language is not just characterized by its astonishing (if dwindling) 
diversity. Although it is transmitted through speech (and sign) in social and cul-
tural contexts, it is also a biological phenomenon, and many linguists believe that 
children are born with specialized brain systems that allow them to acquire lan-
guages (and maybe other cognitive abilities too). To this extent, language is like 
the heart and other physical properties: it develops in infancy, may be damaged 
through injury or inherited impairment and breaks down in old age, in ways that 
are very similar to other aspects of our biological endowment. Our common  
linguistic inheritance as members of the species homo sapiens is attested also in 
underlying similarities between the structures of all languages: universal patterns 
that defy the pressures of generational change because they are fixed by our 
brains, ultimately by the way human language has evolved in the species. For 
example, all phonological systems use at least the three vowels /i/, /a/ and /u/ 
(as in key, car and coo). And all grammars use pronouns (at least for first and 
second person).

So we have an apparent paradox: language is biological, a property of the 
species, but languages (and the dialects that constitute them) are social, associ-
ated with groups of individual users defined by culture rather than chromosomes. 
This paradox is not apparent to us in our everyday lives: most human beings are 
normally aware of only the social element of the equation, of language as a maker 
and marker of group identity and as a way of getting things done together.  
And this is surely a sensible arrangement. Language is not an end in itself,  
but rather a social tool, allowing us to influence and understand each other in 
sophisticated ways, and so enhance our survival through pooled resources and 
concerted actions. Our language mechanisms have evolved to operate in the 
background, to mimic as closely as possible the fiction of telepathy. While we get 
on with whatever it is we are doing (hanging out with friends, negotiating with  
a business partner, watching the TV news or whatever), the brain’s language  
circuits are hard at work, transforming sound into meaning and meaning into 
sound. The job description for language is a long one, involving an array of  
specialized linguistic tasks as well as teamwork with other cognitive systems 
dedicated to moving muscles, negotiating social contexts, etc. Tasks include:

n choreographing complex arrays of muscle contractions for speaking, signing, 
writing and typing;

n encoding and decoding tens of thousands of nouns, verbs, adjectives and
adverbs;

n working out grammatical relations to encode and decode information on
who’s doing what to whom, even when the actors are not physically present;
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IntroductIon4

n detecting non-literal meanings, including metaphor, sarcasm and humour;
n encoding social variables like deference, courtesy or disrespect.

Most of the time these processes are happening at lightning speed and 
without us exercising any conscious control over them. It’s as natural as walking, 
eating and breathing. We tend to become aware of language use only under 
certain circumstances: when old age, an accident or illness begins to hamper our 
ability to communicate; when a misunderstanding occurs; or when we are con-
fronted with individuals who speak differently from us (in a different dialect, a 
foreign accent or another language completely). The result of this general lack of 
awareness of language is twofold: we tend to equate language with thought itself, 
because we can’t see the join between them, and we identify languages with the 
groups who speak them, because that’s what’s mostly visible to us. It’s as though 
language has us under a spell, making its use almost invisible, like telepathy, and 
throwing to the fore its physical manifestations, the actual speech (and sign  
language) patterns that identify people as ‘one of us’ or ‘one of them’ (Hall, 2005).

This lack of awareness of the dual biological and social nature of language 
has important consequences for both ordinary language users and the applied 
linguists whose job it is to help them find solutions to language problems. Our 
inability to break the spell of language – to unwrap its social trappings at one end 
and unravel it from thought at the other – means that some language problems 
go unrecognized and others are rendered intractable. To understand why, we 
need to acknowledge a series of dead ends in the mapping of language and 
applied linguistics.

1.2 ten WaYs We’re led astraY in 
language and applied linguistiCs

A ‘folk’ theory of language, capturing ‘common sense’ beliefs, is a natural conse-
quence of the ‘Language Spell’ we mentioned in the previous section. All commu-
nities and cultures have deeply held beliefs about the nature of language and 
languages, which applied linguists ignore at their peril. But research in linguistics 
and allied fields allows us to bring new perspectives on the practical problems 
facing language users, which we must also be aware of if we are not to be led 
astray by tempting, but misleading, courses of belief and practice. Sometimes  
the straightest-looking route doesn’t lead to new territory, but ultimately sends us 
round in circles or soon dries up altogether. Here are our top ten ‘dead ends’. 
Although you might have your doubts right now (especially if you’re new to  
linguistics), we’ll try to convince you, as we map applied linguistics in the chapters 
to come, that these dead ends are not the way to go.

dead end 1: people think in language

In the previous section, we noted that people commonly identify language with 
thought itself, believing that we ‘think’ in language. If you have ever studied 
another language, you may recall your teacher telling you to try to ‘think in French’ 
or – even harder – ‘try not to think in English’ or whatever first language(s) you 
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acquired as an infant. Most cognitively oriented linguists assume that humans 
think in a non-linguistic format (Pinker (1994) calls it mentalese) which we map 
automatically and without conscious control onto the structures of particular 
languages like English or French. We then use these structures, either in our 
heads to regulate our thoughts consciously (inner speech), or in the external 
modalities of speech, writing or sign, for communication with others. You may 
have had the experience of dreaming in a language you’re learning, and perhaps 
you can even recall dreamed conversations in it. Again, although these impressions 
can seem very vivid, they are not evidence that we think in language. We can wrap 
our thought in language, and this is clearly how we co-construct many of our 
beliefs about the world with others, as psychologists such as Lev Vygotsky 
(1986) have pointed out. But this doesn’t mean that language and thought are 
the same thing.

Because we are so caught up in the ‘spell’ of language, the only way to really 
appreciate this point is to consider other mental phenomena that we use thought 
to make or manipulate, but that don’t require language. Take, for example, the 
James Bond movie theme: you can ‘think’ it in your head, but not with words or 
syntax. And ‘think’ about how you would get from where you are now to the 
closest bathroom: you don’t need words in order to plan your route. Finally, look 
at Figure 1.2. You’ll ‘see’ a white triangle above a black-edged triangle and three 
solid black circles. But none of these objects are actually there: you ‘think’ them 
into existence, and, again, the languages you know are not involved.

Mentalese is the 
abstract ‘language of 
thought’ in the mind: 
what we are 
consciously or 
unconsciously thinking, 
independent of 
whether it is 
expressible or 
expressed using the 
‘linguistic language’ of 
speech, writing and 
sign.

Inner speech is 
spoken (or signed) 
language that doesn’t 
get expressed.

Figure 1.2  The Kanizsa Triangle optical illusion (source: Wikimedia Commons)

In the course of the book we’ll encounter plenty of tangible, practical 
evidence for the limited value of equating thought with language, including from 
applied linguistics itself:
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IntroductIon6

n research in bilingualism demonstrates that bilinguals do not have two 
separate sets of thoughts for the two languages they speak;

n research in language pathology shows case after case of individuals with 
impaired language but perfectly intact thoughts and thinking processes.

Another major piece of evidence comes from children: if thought equals 
language, this seems to imply that before they acquire language children can’t 
think. If they can’t think, then how on earth do they do the learning? This leads us 
to our next dead end.

dead end 2: Children are taught their 
First language(s)

Most people don’t think much or at all about how they came to be fluent language 
users. When asked, they will often mention being taught by their parents or through 
early schooling, and/or will assume that they imitated the adults around them. 
Children, to their great amusement, often do imitate adults, and often we deserve 
it. And parents and teachers do teach us some of the words we come to know.  
But the evidence from first language acquisition studies doesn’t support the  
claim that instruction and imitation are the only or even the most important strate-
gies involved in acquiring our first language(s). Imitation is crucially important for 
certain aspects of language development, especially at the level of its physical 
manifestations (speech sounds, word forms, intonation contours, handshapes and 
movements in sign, etc.), but imitation can’t explain how those symbolic devices 
come to represent meanings and social functions in the child’s mind. And neither 
can it explain why children try out grammar they haven’t heard from adults, like 
‘That’s she’s Mom’ or ‘What do you think what’s in that box?’ (Foster-Cohen, 1999).

An unexpected research finding for most non-linguists is the sheer insigni- 
ficance of explicit correction of non-adult, non-conventional forms like these. 
Ways of correcting children and the importance of doing so vary culturally, but it’s 
quite clear that explicit attempts to get kids to say the adult form don’t work. 
Children can be berated, sometimes, to reproduce the parentally desired form, 
but they stick with their preferred phrasing until their emerging grammar fits  
adult conventions. Additionally, although child-directed speech (or sign) plays 
an important role in language development in most cultures, a great deal of the  
language input children receive comes from conversations not addressed to them 
and without any instructional intent by parents and caretakers. Children build their 
first language mentally, by making sense of (and with) the language they’re 
exposed to, which is almost never accompanied by explicit explanations of its 
structure.

There is a great deal of evidence for a critical period during which your brain 
is ‘biologically ready’ for learning your first language(s). Even though talk of a 
‘grammar gene’ is wildly inaccurate, we know that language development and use 
are biologically constrained, and indeed some elements of the neural structures 
implicated, like the protein FOXP2 (see Figure 1.3), are being studied in labora-
tories around the world. Closer to everyday experience, though, linguists have 
shown that people who don’t get exposed to sufficient amounts of contextualized 

Child-directed 
speech/sign is the 
linguist’s term for the 
distinctive patterning 
of language used by 

some care-givers with 
babies. In spoken 

languages, it typically 
features a very 

high-pitched voice, 
more extreme 

variations in pitch and 
a slower rhythm. In 
sign languages it is 

characterized by 
exaggerated 

movement and 
non-manual 

expression, with slower 
rhythm.
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input (talk situated in context) before a certain age (around puberty), don’t end up 
attaining the full spectrum of linguistic resources. This has happened, for example, 
in cases of children who are deaf but are mistakenly thought to have a develop-
mental disability, and are not exposed to sign language. It’s not surprising, then, 
that children tend to attain richer competence in a second language (L2) than 
adult L2 learners. These facts do not mean, however, that older people cannot 
learn additional languages. Researchers looking at the differences between child 
and adult learners have found unique advantages in each group. Children are 
able to hear salient differences in form better than ageing ears (an evident advan-
tage in word-learning), as well as benefiting from factors including more time in 
the second language in informal, non-school contexts. But adult learners have 
different advantages that make them good language learners, too. They have the 
advantage of a fully formed first language to draw on and make comparisons 
with, as well as more developed cognitive systems and social competencies.

In most contemporary societies, much of adults’ more advanced socialization 
comes through the educational process, of course. It is schooling, therefore,  
that develops access to print through consolidated literacy ability, as well as 
familiarizing pupils with strategies for studying, both of which can be critical for 
additional language development. It is important to be aware of how inextricably 
linked the three concepts have become in the modern imagination. Roughly, the 
string of assumptions goes as follows:

n languages as they are written constitute their most fulfilled form;
n literacy is the product of institutionalized education;
n only the educated are fully competent in the languages they use;
n uneducated parents are bad models and teachers for their children.

The social consequences of this mainstream set of beliefs are grievous for 
individuals and groups. We turn now to the dead-end belief that lies at the 
beginning of this unproductive way of thinking.

Figure 1.3  A representation of the structure of FOXP2, a protein implicated in the 
development and use of human language (source: Stroud et al., 2006)
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IntroductIon8

dead end 3: Written language is superior  
to spoken language

Written language is probably the most important human development of the  
last five or six millennia. But for the fifty or sixty millennia before that humans  
were speaking languages that were in essence just like the ones we speak today 
(though with very different words, of course!). The relatively recent appearance of 
written forms of language means that language acquisition, for virtually all of our 
history as a species, has taken place in the absence of written language. In fact, 
even the notion of the recency of writing in the species is thoroughly deceptive, 
since the vast majority of the species didn’t have access to it until less than a 
hundred and fifty years ago, when public education became generally accessible, 
and a large but unknown number of languages remain without writing systems. For 
over 97 per cent of the time writing systems have existed, they’ve been the almost 
unique property of the privileged elites from royal, aristocratic and priestly classes.

Since you are reading this book, you are obviously highly literate. It is probably 
hard for you to imagine your life without reading and writing. But although we now 
take these skills so much for granted, we are still regularly judged on the basis of 
our command of different forms of literacy. Increasingly, education and job oppor-
tunities are closely tied to evaluations of candidates’ skill as readers and writers, 
and the economic prospects for those who have not mastered desired forms are 
not ideal. And while the presence of print literacy, in physical and virtual forms, 
has greatly increased around the world, demands on written language abilities 
have also increased, and so it is still the case that almost 760 million adults are 
categorized as illiterate, according to UNESCO figures.

Despite its obvious importance in our lives, however, we need to keep in mind 
that writing is a way of making language physical, a modality of expression like 
sign and speech, rather than constituting language itself. Of course, its durability 
and wider scope of audience give it many advantages as a modality, but these very 
features also make it a powerful tool of social coercion and control. And given that 
access to the modality has been so long in the hands of those with power, this 
leads to a belief that their way of representing the language is the language. In 
fact, written texts have only very recently had an influence on how the language 
capacity is transmitted in our species, and only in some societies. As children 
develop the spoken, signed and written language practices of those around them, 
many of them do so independently of the great dictionaries, style manuals and 
usage guides of their national elites. Which leads us to the next dead end.

dead end 4: some groups oF people don’t  
use their language properlY

You can substitute several adjectives here for variations on the same myth. 
Among the most common: some ways of using your language are more beautiful, 
more complex, more pleasant, more efficient, more logical, more civilized . . . Many 
such beliefs arise naturally because of mistrust of ‘the Other’, but in large part 
language judgements follow from the notion of a ‘standard’ form of the language 
against which all other varieties can be measured – and found wanting. But in 
what sense do standard languages exist? They certainly seem to exist in forms of 
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discourse such as newspaper editorials, national language policies and school 
textbooks. Standard forms of language are appealed to, often when people  
feel that their national or regional identities or interests are being threatened. 
Despite the social power of the belief, standard languages don’t exist in individual 
minds; rather, groups of users share different degrees of awareness of a set of 
conventions about what is acceptable, prestigious and desirable. Written language 
has played perhaps the most important role in ‘fixing’ these conventions as the 
basis for how others should write and speak (see section 2.3).

An extension of this dead end is the belief that some languages are better 
than others, for example that some are harder or easier to learn, some are closer 
to god, some are more beautiful, more complex, more pleasant, more efficient, 
more logical, more civilized, etc. Descriptive linguistics and sociolinguistics are 
useful here to expose the patent nonsense of such beliefs, by comparing the 
same linguistic unit in different languages or dialects. This allows us to see how 
the same or a similar element of phonology, for example, can have different  
linguistic value in different languages, without requiring or entailing any measure-
ment of efficiency, complexity, logic or aesthetics. The /l/ and /r/ sounds of English 
and many other languages are not differentiated by Chinese speakers, for example, 
just as the tonal features of Chinese can seem indistinguishable to speakers of 
atonal languages, such as English. And the ‘illogical’ double negative of many 
English dialects (‘I ain’t got none’) is part of the ‘standard’ versions of French and 
Spanish.

One of the fundamental tenets of general linguistics is that such differences 
should not be attributed to the inherent superiority of one language or dialectal 
variety over another, but rather are rooted in issues of identity and feelings about 
other linguistic groups. As the linguist Dennis Preston puts it:

Some groups are believed to be decent, hard-working, and intelligent (and 
so is their language or variety); some groups are believed to be laid-back, 
romantic, and devil-may-care (and so is their language or variety); some 
groups are believed to be lazy, insolent, and procrastinating (and so is their 
language or variety); some groups are believed to be hard-nosed, aloof, and 
unsympathetic (and so is their language or variety), and so on. . . . Germans 
are harsh; just listen to their harsh, guttural consonants; US Southerners  
are laid-back and lazy; just listen to their lazy, drawled vowels. Lower-status 
speakers are unintelligent; they don’t even understand that two negatives 
make a positive, and so on.

(Preston, 2002, pp. 40–41)

dead end 5: some people speak their 
language Without an aCCent

Everybody has an accent. It’s just that we typically don’t notice or think about our 
own or those of our immediate language community until we have been exposed 
to new varieties. Moving across language boundaries, physically and virtually, 
people realize that not everyone sounds the same. For over a hundred years, 
voices have been projected across borders through broadcasting, and so the 
‘written standard’ developed through control of literacy education has been able 

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution.

11



IntroductIon10

to dominate the airwaves as well as the printed page. In the UK, almost all official 
broadcast speech in the first six or seven decades of the twentieth century was 
in ‘Received Pronunciation’, the audible version of the Queen’s English. If you 
didn’t sound like them, you had an accent.

Some people make us laugh with their impressions of ‘foreign accents’  
and this pleasure in recognizing language differences may be universal. Foreign 
accents, unfortunately, are also considered by some native speakers to be a sign 
of general incompetence, lack of intelligence or unwillingness to assimilate into 
the majority group. Routinely, pronunciation differences, or people’s perceptions 
of them, are associated with social identities, as Dennis Preston makes clear in 
the passage quoted above. The myth of the non-accent is also about power: 
those with power are the ones to emulate; they are the norm.

dead end 6: the WaY groups use their 
language reFleCts their intelligenCe

The IQ tests we all know about from the media, school and/or internet sites  
typically confuse general intelligence with vocabulary knowledge, competence in 
the grammar of the ‘standard’ version of the language in which the test is presented, 
and familiarity with the linguistic discourse of tests. None of these attributes  
are present in the test-taker because of her intelligence. Intelligence is often 
construed so as to fit the characteristics of the standard version of a language. 
So, when intellectuals like Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre use the 
double negative, considered part of ‘standard’ French (‘Mon roman ne valait rien’), 
their intelligence is left unquestioned. On the other hand, working-class Londoners 
and African Americans saying something similar in their own dialects (‘What  
I wrote wasn’t worth nothing’) are judged to be of flawed intelligence.

The popular conflation of intelligence with language ability is further  
confirmed by the fact that measures of language proficiency for second language 
learners, such as the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) or 
the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), are used to predict their 
academic success, a variable commonly associated with intelligence. Because 
these tests are normed on native users of the ‘standard’ version of the language, 
it is probably more accurate to say that what is really being measured here is the 
forms of knowledge valued by the users of standard English, and that language 
is thus a key variable in social constructions of intelligence. Additionally, and 
importantly, the role of literacy and culture in these tests is fundamental to a full 
understanding of what is actually being measured.

dead end 7: people With tWo languages  
are ConFused

Like their monolingual counterparts, many bilinguals may well be confused about 
lots of things. But not because they speak more than one language. This myth, 
reflected in a great deal of educational material in different periods, has at least 
two parts. On the cognitive side, there is the notion of the mind-as-finite-container, 
incapable of holding two or more languages simultaneously. There is a related 
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notion that having to process more than one language slows us down or other- 
wise impedes the development of conventional forms of speaking. Since we can 
point to many examples of bilingual and multilingual people who are respected, 
prosperous and who learned multiple languages from an early age, it’s clear that 
bilingual children’s brains have no particular difficulty in negotiating language 
acquisition or the world beyond it. Indeed, a great deal of research in experimental 
psychology suggests that, once socioeconomic variables are controlled for, early 
bilingualism brings big cognitive advantages, including early mastery of some of 
the abilities involved in reading (see Chapter 6). This relates back, of course, to 
Dead End 1, according to which language and thought are one and the same.  
If they’re not, and language is separate from thought, then those who have two 
versions of the former have got two ways of acquiring, expressing and linguistically 
regulating the latter (see Figure 1.4).

There is also a sociolinguistic reason why this belief is a dead end. Members 
of bilingual communities know (at an unconscious level) which language to use 
and which contexts to use it in. Thus, Korean American children living in the USA 
may use Korean at home and English at school, and a combination of the two 
languages in the broader community. Bilinguals who mix elements of more than 
one language are often denigrated, but upon closer inspection the speech of 
fluent code-switchers shows that switches from one to the other often follow 
highly systematic constraints that are consistent with core principles of both 
grammatical systems and do not happen because of ‘incompetence’ in one or 
both of the languages. Switching also follows socioculturally acceptable patterns 
depending on who’s talking about what with whom. Not all bilinguals do it, but for 
those who do, code-switching is far from ‘word salad’. Instead, the highly organized 
way in which it interweaves elements from two languages into a single coherent 
discourse resembles fusion cuisine in its most sophisticated form.

dead end 8: languages get Contaminated  
BY inFluenCe From other languages

It’s one thing, perhaps, to accept that individuals will mix two or more languages, 
but surely the ‘languages themselves’ should maintain their own integrity? Is it 

Code-switching  
is the ability to form 
utterances using 
elements of multiple 
languages in real-time 
discourse, and the 
practice of doing so.

Figure 1.4  Two languages (L1 and L2) allow users to acquire concepts from different 
cultural contexts (C1 and C2) and to express and internally regulate one body 
of thought in two different ways
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right and good that the English words laptop or roaming are now regularly used 
in Swahili, Turkish, Spanish and so many other languages around the globe?  
That Russian words are still prevalent in Estonian and Georgian, twenty years 
after the fall of the Soviet Union? That Japanese has a huge number of Chinese 
words and that English vocabulary was fundamentally Latinized by Norman 
French in the first centuries of the last millennium? To most linguists these are 
absurd questions, because languages are not monoliths, pure ‘Platonic’ systems 
somehow separate from their spatio-temporal users and uses.

We’ve tried to show so far in this chapter that the following ways of thinking 
will allow us to make progress in applied linguistics, both as academics and as 
practitioners:

n there’s no telepathy to directly share our thoughts, so concerted beliefs, 
concepts, actions and identities take shape largely through language;

n language is locally modulated, so we end up with different ‘languages’  
that mould different sets of concerted beliefs, concepts, actions and 
identities;

n languages are mental systems that are independent of ‘thoughts’ in individual 
minds;

n they are at the same time social systems that exist independently of the 
named ‘standard varieties’ used by elite groups and reified in educated written 
usage;

n actual users of languages use their linguistic resources for their own 
purposes in their own ways, and may well be unaware of how these resources 
compare with the ‘standard variety’ (if indeed they have been promoted for 
their language).

What emerges from this view is that ‘languages’ are not monolithic systems 
existing as ideal systems in grammar books and dictionaries, but neither are they 
the products solely of individual minds. Rather, they are sociocognitive systems, 
mediating between isolated individuals and named groups living within and across 
regional or national borders. Because of this, their own borders, in both the minds 
of individuals and communities of users, are very fluid indeed. Believing that 
governments and academies can ring-fence a language from outside influence is 
as naïve as believing that everyone outside the borders of Italy can be prevented 
from eating pizza.

And yet some language users, feeling economic and other social pressures, 
may try to legislate or otherwise mandate restrictions on the public use of forms 
of language that originate beyond their national borders. The 1994 Toubon Law 
in France, for example, legislated against other languages being used in govern-
ment, commerce, education and broadcasting. Similar actions have been taken in 
Estonia to repel lexical invaders from Russia after independence from the USSR, 
and in Iran to replace foreign words with Persian ones after the Islamic revolution 
(Spolsky, 2004). All these efforts to maintain the fiction of monolithic languages 
share an underlying political intention: to assert national identity through the idea 
of a ‘national’ language.
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dead end 9: a nation has, or should have, 
one language

It’s no coincidence that the historic language of England is called English, that  
the main language of Japan is called Japanese and that the principal language  
of Iceland is called Icelandic. The fact that a single language can have different 
names according to who’s speaking it should also come as no surprise: for example, 
Swedish, Norwegian and Danish are basically the same language, spoken in 
three separate nations called Sweden, Norway and Denmark. This state of affairs 
seems natural to the populations of countries like England, Japan, Iceland, 
Sweden, Norway and Denmark, where monolingualism has, historically, been the 
norm for many generations. Conversely, in many of the nations of Africa, Asia and 
Oceania, where the imposition of European monolingualism has been impeded 
by the much greater linguistic diversity of peoples living in these formerly  
colonized regions, this dead end is much better signposted.

But for most of the former colonial powers, there is a major confusion 
between language, nationality and place in the minds of linguists and laypeople 
alike. Thus, English people are English speakers, foreigners are speakers of 
foreign languages, and each country has its language. The myth is so strong that 
it’s perfectly natural for linguistics students to write sentences like the following 
(taken from real undergraduate essays):

1 Only around half of some European countries can actually speak another 
language, so how do they communicate with other countries?

2 Different countries have alternative rules of grammar.

Such imprecision is very easy to commit, and we the authors are often guilty of it. 
We are in good company, too. David Crystal in the UK, for example, states (2002, 
p. 2): ‘No one knows how many foreign people have learned English to a reason-
able standard of fluency – or to any standard at all, for that matter.’ (By foreign 
people, he presumably means non-native speakers, which would include UK  
citizens whose first language is British Sign Language or Bengali). And Elaine 
Chaika in the USA (2008, p. 28) writes as part of a textbook exercise: ‘Listen to 
a foreign person speak English, and write down every word for which the English 
word sounds foreign because the wrong [speech sound] was used.’ (We’re 
assuming she doesn’t have Canadians in mind.)

The myth that each nation has only one language is a rather recent one in 
the West, beginning with the rise of the nation state. Clearly tied to the political 
and economic identities of post-Renaissance Europe (see Barbour and Carmichael, 
2000), language became an important policy tool in the drive to centralization of 
power in the new nation states and to successful domination in the colonization 
and administration of Africa, Asia, the Americas and Oceania. The myth, inter-
preted as a policy whereby a prestigious language was elevated over others that 
were denigrated or banned outright, led to dire consequences for minority groups 
in the home countries and for the established populations of the new colonies. 
Despite its durability, the future of this myth is uncertain given the increased 
contact among previously unconnected groups of language users through new 
media (e.g. television, movies and music videos), digital information exchange 
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(through the internet, email, chat, social networking, etc.) and massive surges in 
migration.

dead end 10: languages exist  
independentlY oF users and uses

All of these dead ends lead to one big bridge to nowhere: the belief that English 
and all other languages have objective existence outside our imaginations. From 
the belief that English is out there it follows that:

n ‘it’ exists in the Oxford English Dictionary, in good literature, on the BBC, in 
the mouths of educated people;

n children can have different degrees of success at acquiring ‘it’ and many 
people don’t acquire ‘it’ properly;

n you think with ‘it’, so if you haven’t acquired ‘it’ properly you’ll be less 
intelligent;

n if your mind shares ‘it’ with another language you’ll be confused, and mixing 
‘it’ with another language sullies ‘it’, and possibly you;

n ‘it’ belongs to England and, by inheritance, also to Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand, the USA and other national communities of native speakers, but  
to no one else;

n ‘it’ can treated as a tangible good, a commodity, to be exported, promoted, 
marketed and sold in order to advance certain interests.

We’ll contest all these views in the chapters to come, but we’ll also continually bear 
in mind that many language users hold them to be self-evident; and, furthermore, 
that the beliefs of language users can have profound effects on language uses. 
Finally, we’ll remember that all those who work professionally with language, 
including linguists, will inevitably occasionally succumb to dead-end thinking.

1.3 applied linguistiCs

We should perhaps first clarify that general linguistics is different from applied 
linguistics. General linguistics describes and theorizes about language and lan-
guages, and is an umbrella term for a number of sub-disciplines. General linguis-
tics analyses the sound systems, grammars, vocabularies and discourse-organizing 
principles and practices of different languages, classifying various features, and 
identifying universal patterns as well as distinctive localized phenomena (this is 
the province of mainstream descriptive and theoretical linguistics). General 
linguistics also explores how these systems vary in time and space and context 
of use, and tries to describe and explain their acquisition and cognitive function-
ing. Sociolinguistic research explores linguistic variation and interaction, by 
collecting and analysing data from different groups of users (including bi- and 
multilinguals) and in different situations. Psycholinguistic experiments tap into 
mental processes of learning, memory and use of one or more languages. 
Neurolinguists study the physiological organization and functioning of these 

Descriptive 
linguistics 

documents and 
describes what people 

say, sign and  
write, and the 

grammatical, lexical 
and phonological 
systems they use  

to do so.
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processes in the brain, using measurements from typically developing language 
users, as well as those with language disorders. General linguists use a range of 
methods, including native users’ intuitions, language data collected from infor-
mants, non-linguistic data that correlates with language use (e.g. brain scans or 
translation times) and the analysis of massive computerized samples of language 
expression in writing and speech (corpus linguistics).

That, extremely briefly, is general linguistics. You might think that a definition 
of applied linguistics would follow on quite naturally as another sub-discipline of 
general linguistics, presumably like applied physics follows from pure physics, 
where, for example, the latter can be used in seismology or engineering for the 
very practical purposes of earthquake detection or bridge building. Hence, applied 
physics could be defined as ‘physics applied for practical use’. By analogy, then, 
the term ‘applied linguistics’ should refer to the application of general linguistics 
to practical use in additional language teaching, translation, speech therapy, etc. 
And indeed the findings, descriptions and theoretical models of general linguistics 
were originally so applied (almost exclusively to language learning and teaching). 
But that’s not what a good many present-day applied linguists believe their 
discipline is about, or what they themselves actually do.

For many, applied linguistics is a sister (rather than a sub-)discipline of general 
linguistics. It is ‘applied’ in the ‘applied physics’ sense in that it deals with ‘practical 
use’, but it is not limited to applying the findings of general linguistics. Henry 
Widdowson (2000) has called early conceptualizations of the field ‘linguistics 
applied’, placing the emphasis on (general) linguistics. For the moment, let’s use 
the term ‘autonomous applied linguistics’ for the contrasting conceptualization of 
applied linguistics as a sister discipline to general linguistics. We should point out, 
though, that despite the impression given by the many pages dedicated to the 
relationship in applied linguistics books and journals, not all teachers and research-
ers in the area have been preoccupied with the field’s legacy of association with 
general linguistics: indeed, many have no association with that field, don’t see a 
sharp division between them and/or don’t think it matters much. Christopher 
Brumfit (1995, p. 27) takes the focus off linguistics in his definition of the field  
as ‘the theoretical and empirical investigation of real-world problems in which  
language is a central issue’, and we think that’s a sensible move.

Autonomous applied linguistics is a discipline concerned with the role  
language and languages play in perceived problems of communication, social  
identity, education, health, economics, politics and justice, and in the development 
of ways to remediate or resolve these problems. Scholars in autonomous applied 
linguistics address an increasingly broad range of language-related issues. 
Here’s a random sample of four topics to illustrate the scope of the subject:

n the assessment of language proficiency and consequent social processes 
(e.g. identity construction) in sign language learners;

n the analysis of the social, professional and economic impact of IT resources 
for translators;

n the study of treatment and educational options for those minority language 
children who also happen to have language deficits;

n the development of literacy norms for use in dictionaries as part of actions 
to maintain endangered languages.

Theoretical 
linguistics builds 
theories about the 
nature and limits of 
grammatical, lexical 
and phonological 
systems.

Sociolinguistics 
is the study of 
language variation and 
its use in social 
contexts.

Psycholinguistics 
is the study of the 
psychological 
mechanisms and 
processes involved in 
language development, 
knowledge and use.

Neurolinguistics 
is concerned with the 
development, 
representation, 
functioning and 
impairment of 
language in the brain. 
Increasingly, a 
combined 
neuropsychological 
perspective is taken.

Corpus 
linguistics is the 
creation and analysis 
of (normally large, 
computerized) 
collections of 
language composed 
of actual texts (speech 
and writing), and their 
application to 
problems in 
descriptive and 
applied linguistics.
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Because of this broad scope, autonomous applied linguistics draws on theory, 
findings and method from many other scholarly fields aside from general linguis-
tics, including education, anthropology, sociology, public policy, health sciences, 
information technology and others. ‘Autonomous applied linguistics’ thus differs 
from ‘linguistics applied’ largely in terms of the scope of its objectives, methods 
and inputs (see Figure 1.5). Note that the autonomous view actually subsumes 
linguistics applied. Since this book is designed to map the whole territory, we’ll 
adopt the broader view, and – now we’ve got the inevitable academic tribalism out 
of the way – we’ll henceforth drop the ‘autonomous’ tag.

But if you ask ten applied linguists to write down the major component areas 
of their field, each list will most likely differ from all the others, to a greater or 
lesser extent, in both contents and ordering. Probably everyone would include 
additional language education in some guise, and for some this area would be the 
principal one, around which others (like language testing, language for specific 
purposes, bilingual education) would naturally cluster. Some would include areas 
that for others would be part of general linguistics proper, like sociolinguistics and 
psycholinguistics. Some might include (or exclude) typical applied linguistic tools 
and resources, such as corpus linguistics and discourse analysis. Some might list 
all areas that may be informed by linguistics, such as language pathology and 
forensic linguistics; others might see these areas as only peripheral, especially 
where scholars from these areas do not consider themselves to be applied  
linguists. Our choices are not the same as those of many other mappers of the 
field, given our problem- and practice-oriented conception of it. For example, we 
see theories of second language acquisition and of language impairment as part 
of the domain of general linguistics, because they are not ‘about’ solutions to 
problems and associated professional practice.

We could spend more time here describing historical and contemporary top-
down debates on the extent of the territory, where to draw borders on the map 

Figure 1.5  Contrasting views of the relationship between general linguistics and applied linguistics
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and how to label the resulting parts (see, for example, Chapelle, 2013; Hellermann 
and Mauranen, 2015). However, we are interested here in an approach to applied 
linguistics that ‘disinvents’, or at least calls into question, some of the assumptions 
of previous approaches (e.g. the centrality of either cognitive or sociocultural 
concerns to the exclusion of the other; the privileging of academic agendas over 
practitioner and user needs; the balkanization of areas within the field). Therefore, 
we now draw on our own experience and that of our colleagues, as well as 
scholarship in the field, to identify five essential ingredients of applied linguistics 
as we see it. These ingredients are evident in every chapter of the book, and in 
Chapter 14 the experiences of five practitioner colleagues provide examples of 
them in action.

Centrality of user needs First and foremost, applied linguistics is  
concerned with individuals’ and groups’ language-related needs. We have, so far, 
used the words problem, need and issue in an unprincipled fashion, but we recog-
nize that they are not synonyms. Problem clearly has the potential to stigmatize 
when associated with the people involved in the matter at hand, so we use the 
word need here. But problems are definitely addressed (and sometimes solved) 
in applied linguistics; furthermore, the term is regularly used in many subfields of 
the discipline, so we will be using it in the chapters to come. Issue is problematic. 
For some speakers of English, the word now means the same as problem, but is 
thought to be less stigmatizing. For others, an issue is an abstract question or 
matter that may be discussed but doesn’t necessarily need solving. We use it in 
this more general sense throughout the book.

Brumfit (1995) reminds us that the identification and definition of a ‘real-
world’ problem must be informed by the people who experience it: only then does 
it become a need. For an applied linguist to claim that something is a problem 
thus requires consultation with the people involved in the problem. Disagreements 
about what ‘counts’ as a problem are extremely likely, even (or especially?) between 
people involved in the problem. So the question ‘Is this is a problem?’ needs to be 
answered by those experiencing it, as much as by the academics who analyse 
their situations and the practitioners who deal with them. Furthermore, Brumfit 
reminds us that applied linguists should not make assumptions about the  
relationship between a problem and the language resources and practices that 
co-occur with it. Defining the nature of the problem, as well as deciding whether 
there actually is a problem, is a process that should be informed by the experiences 
of the people who are involved in it.

The raison d’être of applied linguistics is its promise of a real-world response 
to the problems it tackles. Applied linguistics is, above all, a problem-solving 
discipline, and while any project in applied linguistics may begin with a description 
or empirical investigation of the role of language in a real-world problem, it should 
aim to end with the planning, testing and evaluation of a potential solution.  
This, we believe, should be conducted in close collaboration with the people who 
are experiencing the problem or whose needs are to be met.

Pragmatic orientation Second, applied linguistics is pragmatically oriented, 
drawing on whatever expertise is necessary to address the problems identified. 
This means that applied linguistics is not associated with a particular set of ideals 
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or political beliefs (that is, it isn’t bound to any particular ideology); nor is it 
restricted by a particular theory of knowledge or methodological paradigm (that 
is, it isn’t bound to any particular epistemology). This doesn’t, of course, mean 
that applied linguists don’t or shouldn’t have strongly held ideological or 
epistemological commitments (we actually think they do and should). Or that we 
wish to marginalize strands of applied linguistics that are so committed (such  
as critical applied linguistics; see also Chapter 4 on critical discourse analysis, 
Chapter 5 on critical language planning, and Chapter 9 on critical pedagogy). 
Finally, it doesn’t mean that we think applied linguistic issues and practices are 
ideologically neutral or can be investigated in an epistemologically neutral fashion. 
We see it as part of the work of applied linguistics to expose and explore the 
ideological and epistemological commitments and positions inherent in all our 
language-related beliefs, states of mind and social activity.

Social and cognitive embeddedness Third, applied linguistics recognizes 
the inevitable social embeddedness of all language needs, but at the same time 
acknowledges that language exists in sociocultural as well as cognitive spaces 
simultaneously. A focus on one of these aspects can be useful for some specific 
purposes in applied linguistics, of course. Take language and speech pathology.  
If you want to diagnose and design treatment for a language comprehension 
problem in someone who has suffered a head injury, you might need to conduct 
a carefully controlled psycholinguistic test as part of the assessment procedure, 
to establish what kinds of words or structures the person can/does understand 
(rather than simply hoping to observe them in interaction with others). Conversely, 
the way the mind works might seem completely irrelevant for a language planner 
tasked with developing policy and resources for citizens and public services in 
areas with large minority language communities. But the person recovering from 
the head injury will want practical advice about coping with social situations; 
members of her family and community will need advice on how to support and 
interact with her. In other words, the pathologist must be able to appreciate the 
person in their social context and not just the language deficit. And the language 
planner should, conversely, be aware of some of the tenacious, dead-end thinking 
about multilingual minds that we explored in section 1.1.

Role-shifting and collaboration The fourth ingredient we see as special 
in contemporary applied linguistics is its role-shifting and collaborative nature.  
As we’ve already suggested, applied linguists read about theory and practice in  
a wide range of disciplines (those in Figure 1.5 and more), but, moreover, they 
actually work with a broader group of ‘stakeholders’ than their colleagues in 
general linguistics and other, less ‘applied’, academic fields. They work with:

n practitioners, that is, those whose primary activity is undertaken directly with 
users in a professional (non-academic) capacity, as speech–language patho- 
logists, language teachers, lexicographers, interpreters, etc.;

n users of language and the communities they live and work in;
n colleagues in related academic disciplines;
n students of applied linguistics and related academic disciplines, including 

practitioners in continuing professional development.

Ideologies are 
shifting and 
sometimes 

contradictory sets of 
ideas about power 

and social structures 
that shape the way we 

view the world, 
including the ways we 

use and talk about 
language.

Epistemology is 
the study of forms of 
knowledge and how 

we come to know 
them.

Critical applied 
linguistics is the 
practice of applied 

linguistics grounded in 
a concern for 

addressing and 
resolving problems of 

inequality.
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As the last point here makes explicit, we are not necessarily talking about 
separate groups of people here, but rather of roles. Many will play more than one 
of these roles and, additionally, may or may not identify themselves as general  
or applied linguists. Some may be all at once. Hence, collaboration in applied 
linguistics can be intrapersonal, embracing theory-building, theory interpretation, 
mediation and application, and professional practice, all in the same individual.

Mode of enquiry Finally, when the four essential ingredients listed above 
are combined, what happens? We suggest that the field of applied linguistics 
resulting from such a combination is much more than simply a collection of topics 
(lexicography, language pathology, translation, etc.). In fact, we would argue that 
contemporary applied linguistics is not so much a field as a way of exploring; it’s 
a process, a ‘mode of enquiry’ for working with language-related problems and 
needs. By mode of enquiry we mean that our first four ingredients – (1) starting 
and finishing with users’ needs, (2) being pragmatic, responsive and critically 
aware, (3) considering both the social and cognitive nature of language, and  
(4) collaborating on the design and evaluation of solutions – provide a way of 
thinking and acting as an applied linguist that is fundamentally richer and ultimately 
more useful than saying, for example, ‘I’m an additional language teacher’ or ‘I’m 
a translator’. As with any mode of enquiry, thinking of our practices as connected 
with those of other applied linguists is a means of expanding the resources avail-
able for teaching and learning within and without formal classroom settings 
(González et al., 2005).

1.4 Bottom-up applied linguistiCs

It’s important to stress that, in presenting this characterization of applied linguistics 
to students and practitioners, we do not mean to say prescriptively what practice 
should look like in every setting. In our experience, a great deal of the teaching 
(and at least some of the learning!) that has taken place in applied linguistics 
study involves a top-down transmission model, from professor to student; from 
academic and scholarly centres of power to institutions and individuals on the 
peripheries of academia; and from so-called native users of languages of wider 
communication to those who have learned them for purposes of education. Our 
goal is therefore to be more descriptive and, we hope, more inclusive than 
prescriptive. We mean to give a sense of what contemporary applied linguistic 
practice around the world looks like to us, but we acknowledge that our map is 
one projection among many, just as the different maps in Figures 1.1, 1.6 and 1.7 
all give very different but equally legitimate views of the Earth’s continents.

The approach we adopt in the chapters to come seeks to capitalize on this 
diversity of views and practices. We argue that an applied linguistics that fosters 
unbridgeable polarities and intellectual territoriality compromises the discipline’s 
successful dynamism and hybridity. Hence we propose that our common enter-
prise will benefit from full and open recognition of the dual social and cognitive 
realities of language, full engagement with colleagues in sister areas of applied 
linguistics and in other disciplines, and thorough exposition and exploration of all 
our ideological and epistemological commitments and positions.
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Figure 1.7  World map using the Dymaxion (or Fuller) projection (source: Wikimedia Commons)

Figure 1.6  Reversed world map (source: Wikimedia Commons)
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s 1 We’ve argued that the dead ends described in this chapter are widespread 
and persistent. But don’t take our word for it. To discover whether these 
folk understandings of language are operating in the minds of people in 
your context, conduct an informal survey by converting the dead ends into 
ten statements and asking people you interact with to register their 
agreement or disagreement with each. You could also ask your respondents 
to provide an example that supports their thinking. Compare your results 
with what your classmates or others have found. If you are working in the 
same geographic region or in similar areas of applied linguistics, do you 
find similar patterns of belief about language?
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2 As a follow-up activity to activity 1, analyse a language artefact (for 
example: a primary school language arts or literacy textbook; an English 
as an additional language textbook and any teachers’ notes accompanying 
it; a language test; a school language policy). Can you identify any 
examples of ‘dead-end thinking’? What problems might these assumptions 
produce in application with the intended users?

3 In this chapter we’ve provided a particular view of applied linguistics. How 
does this view fit with your previous understanding and perhaps formal 
study of linguistics and language? Which notions do you find most 
surprising? Which do you think will be most useful for your current or 
intended area of practice? If you are using this as a course book, you 
might want to save your answers to this question and revisit them at the 
end of the course to see how your thinking changes as a result of thinking 
with us about applied linguistics.
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1 The language classroom

Roles, relationships and
interactions

the classroom is the true centre of the educational experience, and
. . . it is here, through the teaching-and-learning process, that
education ‘happens’. 

(Wright, 2005: 1)

This chapter will:

• consider the social as well as pedagogic character of English lan -
guage teaching classrooms;

• explore how teachers assume a variety of roles in class, and investi -
gate how these roles may affect language learning and ‘classroom
life’;

• investigate how patterns of classroom interaction, including teacher
and learner talk, error and corrective feedback and teachers’
questions, may affect opportunities for language learning;

• encourage readers to reflect on their own beliefs and classroom
practices, while acknowledging possible alternatives.

Introduction: thinking about the ‘ELT classroom’

English language classrooms are complicated places. Common sense
tells us that classrooms are places where ‘people, typically one teacher
and a number of learners, come together for a pedagogical purpose’
(Allwright, 1992: 267). However, in addition to their physical (or
virtual) location and pedagogic function, classrooms are also social
environments, that is, language lessons can be understood as social
events based upon social relationships and social interaction (Erikson,
1986; Breen, 2001a; Tudor, 2001), where ‘events interweave, as partici -
pants experience them’ (Wright, 2012: 61). The beliefs and expectations
of parents, institutional managers and governmental agencies beyond
the classroom and the relationships between the participants in the
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classroom (i.e., teachers and learners) affect classroom practices and
behaviour. Thus:

The classroom is not a world unto itself. The participants . . . arrive
at the event with certain ideas as to what is a ‘proper’ lesson, and
in their actions and interaction they will strive to implement these
ideas. In addition the society at large and the institution the class -
room is part of have certain expectations and demands which exert
influence on the way the classrooms turn out.

(van Lier, 1988a: 179)

Clearly, therefore, diversity and complexity are fundamental elements
of language teaching and learning, and of language classrooms (Tudor,
2001; Williams et al., 2015). Given the number of participants who
in some way affect what happens in a language classroom, and the
varied local contexts in which English language teaching (ELT) takes
place, each classroom is unique; and it is this human and contextual
complexity (Tudor, 2001) that makes classroom language teaching
‘messy’ (Freeman, 1996). What goes on in a classroom is inevitably
much more than the logical and tidy application of theories and prin -
ciple; it is localized, situation-specific, and, therefore, diverse. Indeed,
using the metaphor of ‘coral gardens’ to convey their socially complex
and diverse nature, Breen (2001a) has suggested that individual lan -
guage classrooms develop their own specific character and culture. (As
we shall see in Chapter 3, where we shall examine the image of ‘coral
gardens’ in more detail, metaphor has proved a particularly useful way
in which teachers and applied linguists have characterized and
explained language classrooms and language teaching.) Recogniz ing
the complex and diverse nature of ELT class rooms around the world,
and the social as well as pedagogical aspects of classroom life, is the
starting point of our exploration of roles, relationships and interactions
in second language (L2) classrooms. How might teachers organize and
manage their classrooms and learners, and what practical dilemmas
do they face when doing so?

Before we proceed: teacher beliefs and classroom practice

Much has been written about the links between teachers’ beliefs (also
sometimes labelled ‘personal theories’) and their classroom behaviour
(e.g., Crookes, 2003; S. Borg, 2006). M. Borg (2001: 186) summarizes
a belief as:

A proposition which may be consciously or unconsciously held, is
evaluative in that it is accepted as true by the individual . . . [and]
serves as a guide to thought and behaviour.

Part I: Classroom interaction and management4
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Although terms such as ‘rules of thumb’ or ‘teacher lore’ (Crookes,
2003) may appear to downplay their importance, as Crookes remarks
(47), ‘it is impossible to act, as a teacher, without having theories
(including values) that inform teaching actions, at least to some degree’.

Equally notable is that teachers’ beliefs are derived from and influ -
enced by a range of sources including the perspectives of others (e.g.,
colleagues, teacher-trainers and educators, and academic research and
researchers) and their own practical experience of what is and is not
successful. This suggests that a two-way relationship exists between
beliefs and practice, with beliefs informing (but not determining)
practice and, vice versa, practice informing what an individual may
believe.

However, even establishing what teachers (indeed, anyone) actually
believe is extremely challenging, involving, as it does, issues of con -
sciousness (e.g., have I ever consciously thought about a topic before?
do I really know what I think about it?), the ways in which peoples’
ideas change over time, how articulate a person is at expressing their
beliefs, and social pressures and expectations on speakers that cause
them to modify what they may reveal. Several researchers have also
found mismatches between what teachers say they believe and what
their classroom practices actually seem to demonstrate (e.g., Phipps
and S. Borg, 2009). The potential role contextual and institutional
factors might have in affecting and constraining teachers’ behaviour
should also be acknowledged (as we shall see in later chapters).

That said, at some level, teachers’ classroom practices are informed
by their personal theories in areas as broad as ‘what is teaching?’ and
‘what role should the teacher and learners take in the classroom?’,
through to the more specific ‘how should learners be organized and
seated in classroom activities?’ and ‘how should language be elicited
. . . and corrected?’. Sometimes, this is through deliberate and explicit
thought and reflection; sometimes, however, it is through implicit,
taken-for-granted assumptions, or beliefs that were previously learned
or instilled on teacher training programmes and which are now realized
through routine (and routinized) teaching practices.

Thus, teachers should not be viewed as ‘skilled technicians who duti -
fully realize a given set of teaching procedures in accordance with the
directives of a more or less distant authority’ (Tudor, 2001: 17).
Instead:

Teachers are active participants in the creation of classroom realities,
and they act in the light of their own beliefs, attitudes, and percep -
tions of the relevant teaching situation . . . we need to be aware of
‘the unique contribution which each individual brings to the learning
situation’ (Williams and Burden, 1997: 95).

(Tudor, 2001: 17–18)

The language classroom 5
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Thinking about classrooms: exploring teacher roles

We can see, therefore, that how teachers manage classrooms, and the
roles that they and learners enact in class, will vary according to their
beliefs and their teaching context. However, although teachers (and
learners) may be more comfortable with one particular way of
organizing teaching and learning compared to another (e.g., ‘teaching
from the front’ compared to group-based discovery activities), they are
likely, of course, to take on more than one role in the classroom,
switching between them as required. Additionally, how teaching is
conceptualized – as the transmission of knowledge from teachers to
learners, or as the provision of oppor tunities for learners to discover
and construct knowledge for themselves – will also affect the role
teachers assume in the classroom. We shall discuss differing approaches
to teaching in more detail in the next chapter, examining broader

Part I: Classroom interaction and management6

Task 1.1 Thinking through ‘beliefs’

• What are your beliefs about the ideas that ‘errors in the language
classroom should be corrected as soon as they are made’ and
‘getting learners to work in pairs or groups is the most effective
way of promoting learning in the ELT classroom’?

• What other beliefs do you have about how English is taught? For
example:

• What is/are the most appropriate role(s) for the teacher and
learners in the L2 classroom?

• How much should teachers and learners talk in class?

• Should the learners’ first language (ever) be used in class? If
so, when and by whom, how and how much? If not, why not?

• What is the most effective way of arranging the desks and seats
in an L2 classroom?

• Have your ideas and beliefs about how to teach English changed
over time? How? Why?

• Can you think of an example where what you do in class seems
clearly related to what you think you believe about how to teach
English?

• Can you think of another example, this time where what you do in
class seems to contradict what you think you believe about English
language teaching? Why do you think this is?

TC
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philosophies of education in Chapter 12; now, however, we shall turn
to examine the practical implications of ‘role’ in the L2 classroom.

First thoughts: teachers and students . . . teachers and
learners

Observing that role can be defined in a variety of ways, Wright (1987: 7)
suggests that it is ‘a complex grouping of factors which combine to
produce certain types of social behaviour’, while Widdowson (1987)
emphasizes the importance of social expectations and norms in pre-
scribing (or constraining) the personas and behaviour (i.e., the role)
of teachers and learners. Widdowson characterizes the classroom as a
‘social space’, and both he and Wright recognize that teachers need to
balance both social and pedagogic purposes within their classroom
behaviour (as we have seen).

Thus, Wright highlights the job or task-related (i.e., pedagogic) ele -
ments and the interpersonal (i.e., social) elements of the teacher’s role.
Likewise, Widdowson suggests that teachers are obliged to func tion
as representatives of institutions and society, leading to clear, fixed
and hierarchical relationships in the classroom between teachers and
students; but teachers also engage in more pedagogically oriented
relationships with learners.

By using different terms for the same group of classroom partici -
pants, Widdowson highlights the dual nature of the teacher’s role and
teacher-student/learner relationships. Teacher authority is derived from
social and institutional position (‘do this because I tell you and I am
the teacher’ (1987: 86)) and from pedagogical knowledge and expertise
(‘do this because I am the teacher and I know what’s best for you’
(ibid.)), and teachers can be as authoritative when guiding a learner-
centred activity as when ‘teaching from the front’, albeit in a different
way. However, teachers may face difficulties if pedagogical practice
and development runs counter to social norms and expectations (e.g.,
the introduction of ‘learner-centred’ or ‘humanistic’ pedagogy in more
deferential and hierarchical social and institutional contexts, or vice
versa).

Teachers in the classroom: a range of roles

Harmer (2015: 116–117) lists the key classroom roles of the L2 teacher
as controller; monitor and evidence gatherer; prompter and editor;
resource and tutor; and organizer/task-setter. Similar frameworks are
outlined by other applied linguists (Wright (1987), for example, lists
instructor, organizer, evaluator, guide, resource and manager). Harmer
(2015) observes that the role teachers take depends on what they 
wish learners to achieve at a particular point in a class, or, as Richards

The language classroom 7
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and Rodgers (2014: 33) put it, ‘the type of function they are expected
to fulfill, whether that of practice director, counselor, or model, for
example’. This will also depend on the learners’ attitudes to teacher/
learner roles and relationships (see van Lier’s view quoted in the
introduction to this chapter). Richards and Rodgers (2014) also note
that teacher role affects the interactional patterns that develop between
teacher and learners (we shall examine classroom interaction more
closely later in this chapter and in Chapter 2.)

Ultimately, Harmer (2015) suggests, teachers are facilitators, help -
ing their students to achieve their goals whatever teacher role or 
roles predominate in the classroom, and the notion of ‘facilitation’
retains a key place in many ELT training courses and reference books
(Thornbury, 2006: xi, 79), as it recognizes that teachers do not cause
learning directly; instead they provide the conditions for learning to
take place. As Thornbury comments, ‘the learner should not be seen
as the object of the verb to teach, but the subject of the verb to learn’
(ibid.: 79). Thus, teachers who facilitate learning may be required to
act as a prompt for learners, take account of interpersonal relationships
within the classroom, and provide language resources when appro priate;
the ways in which teachers achieve this will depend, of course, on 
factors such as the learners’ age, L2 level and motivation, which we
shall examine in more detail in Part III. (The idea that teachers do not
‘directly cause’ learning has major impli cations for classroom language
learning and teaching, of course, summarized by two questions, both
of which acted as titles for two articles published in the 1980s – ‘Does
second language instruction make a difference?’ and ‘Why don’t
learners learn what teachers teach?’ (Long (1983a) and Allwright
(1984) respectively.) We shall return to these questions in later chapters.

Part I: Classroom interaction and management8

Task 1.2 Teacher and learner roles in the ELT classroom

Think of your own English language teaching context.

• What do learners expect of teachers? For example:

• How are teachers expected to dress?

• How do teachers refer to learners? e.g., given name, family
name . . . and as students or as learners?

• How do learners refer to their teachers? e.g., given name, sir,
Mr/Miss/Ms . . .

• Are teachers and learners socially ‘distant’ from each other?
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From teacher role to teacher talk . . .

We have already noted the diversity and complexity of ELT classrooms
around the world: cultural contexts, institutional curricula, teacher and
teaching styles and beliefs, and learner needs and expectations differ
from country to country (Mercer, 2001). Yet despite this variation,
the way language is used in the classroom remains broadly similar
because:

Wherever they are and whatever they are teaching, teachers in
schools and other educational facilities are likely to face some
similar practical tasks. They have to organize activities to occupy
classes of disparate individuals. . . . They have to control unruly
behaviour. They are expected to teach a specific curriculum. . . . 
And they have to monitor and assess the educational progress the
students make. All aspects of teachers’ responsibilities are reflected
in their use of language as the principal tool of their respons -
ibilities.

(Mercer, 2001: 243)

Thus how teachers talk and how they talk to learners are key elements
in organizing and facilitating learning. This is particularly important
in an L2 classroom where the medium of instruction is also the lesson
content, that is, language is both ‘the vehicle and object of instruction’
(Long, 1983b: 9). This contrasts with other subjects such as physics
or geography where the content (or message) is separate from the
language (or medium). And, despite the emergence and theoretical
dominance of Communicative Language Teaching, Task-based
approaches and learner-centredness within ELT (outlined in Chapter 5),
teacher talk still takes up a great deal of time in many classes (for
example, Walsh (2011) suggests that 70–80 per cent of class time is
typically given over to teacher talk).

The language classroom 9

• To what extent do learners expect teachers to be controllers and
managers or prompters and guides? Why might this be so?

• To what extent do you as a teacher share learners’ perceptions
and beliefs about what are and are not appropriate teacher and
learner roles in the ELT classroom?

• Have you ever experienced difficulties in the classroom or adjusted
your teaching ‘style’ and the roles you enact to accommodate the
beliefs of others (e.g., learners, managers, parents)?
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Teacher talk, then, is the language teachers typically use in the L2
classroom. Teacher talk can be conceptualized in two ways – specific -
ally as a modified form of language that is similar to the foreigner talk
L1 speakers use when talking to L2 learners or the caretaker talk parents
use with children – slower, louder and more deliberate, with greater
use of pauses and emphasis, and often grammatically simplified (but
not grammatically inaccurate); or as the general term for the way
teachers interact with learners in the language classroom. As Lynch
(1996) points out, attitudes to modified teacher talk vary widely – is it
a valid concept, should it be used in the L2 classroom, and, if so, when?
Although understandable and inevitable, especially with lower levels,
many applied linguists and teachers suggest that teacher talk should
not be over-simplified as learners require challenging language input
for their language to develop (see Chapter 6 for further discussion of
this issue).

The balance of teacher talk and student talk (or teacher talking time
(TTT) and student talking time (STT) is also a matter of some debate.
Typically, communicative and interaction-based approaches to ELT
have suggested that teacher talk should be minimized in the classroom
(as suggested above), thereby providing opportunities for learners to
talk, and to practise and produce language. However, learners also
require language input and opportunities for language comprehension,
both of which teachers can provide (we shall return to these points in
Part II). Clearly, the roles teachers adopt in the classroom, and their
beliefs about how L2 learners learn, will affect the amount of teacher
talk learners are exposed to. Equally, teachers need to consider not
only the quantity of teacher and learner talk but also its quality. Thus,
according to Walsh (2011: 35), successful teaching requires teacher
(and learner) talk that is ‘“fit for purpose”, that enable[s] pedagogic
goals and language use to coincide’, and that is appropriate ‘in relation
to the “context of the moment” and task in hand’.

Part I: Classroom interaction and management10

Task 1.3 Teacher talk in the L2 classroom

• ‘Language is both the message and the medium’. In what ways
might listening to teachers and the language they use help learners
learn?

• When you talk to learners in class, do you modify the way you
speak? If so, what do you do?

• What do you think are the benefits, and the potential dis -
advantages, of modifying your speech to learners?

TC
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. . . and classroom interaction

It is evident that the roles teachers (and learners) take on in the
language classroom also affect not only the amount and quality of
teacher talk, but wider patterns of classroom interaction, ‘the general
term for what goes on in between the people in the classroom,
particularly when it involves language’ (Thornbury, 2006: 26), or, as
Malamah-Thomas puts it, ‘the social encounter of the classroom’
where ‘people/things have a reciprocal effect upon each other through
their actions’ (1987: 146).

What kind of questions might teachers ask?

Questions, particularly questions asked by teachers and answered by
learners, tend to dominate L2 classroom interaction. Indeed, Chaudron
(1988) suggests that questions constitute 20–40 per cent of classroom
talk, while Tsui (1995) refers to a class in Hong Kong where almost
70 per cent of classroom interaction could be accounted for by the
teacher asking a question, a learner or learners responding, and finally
the teacher providing feedback to the response (i.e., the Initiation-
Response-Feedback exchange (Sinclair and Coulthard (1975), discussed
later in this chapter). Questions help teachers elicit information, 
check learners’ under standing and keep learners’ attention. They also
provide learners with language practice opportunities when they
answer. Teacher questions, therefore, fulfil a clear pedagogic purpose
and also enable teachers to exert control over the patterns of class -
room interaction and, therefore, over learners (an issue we shall return
to shortly).

Apart from the generic functions of questions identified above,
different types of questions generally lead to qualitatively and quan -
titatively different responses from learners, some questions thus 
leading learners to ‘work harder’ with the language. Question types
include:

• Closed and open questions, whereby questions with only one accept -
able answer, usually factual, are ‘closed’, whereas questions with a

The language classroom 11

• Chaudron (1988),Tsui (1995) and Walsh (2011) suggest that teacher
talk might account for around 60–80 per cent of L2 classroom talk.
Do you recognize this from your own experience?

• What do you think is an appropriate balance of teacher talk and
student talking time in the classroom, and why?
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range of possible answers, usually ‘reasoning questions’, are ‘open’.
Tsui (1995) suggests that closed questions are more res trictive (and
less likely to encourage continuing interaction) than open questions.

• Display and referential questions refer respectively to those ques-
tions to which teachers already know the answer as they ask them
and those to which they do not. Walsh and Li (2016) note that
referential questions are more likely to promote discussion and
debate, engage learners, and prompt learners to use more complex
language as they convey meaning in their answers. Often beginning
with a wh- question (e.g., who, what, why etc.), referential questions
thus tend to lead to ‘natural’ responses by learners, and to genuine
communication in the classroom. Display questions, meanwhile, are
also very unusual in communication outside the classroom (Nunan
and Lamb, 1996).

There are clearly good reasons to use all question types in the ELT
classroom, Walsh and Li (2016: 491) suggesting that different question
types will be more or less appropriate according to a teacher’s
immediate goal as ‘the extent to which a question produces a commu -
nicative response is less important than the extent to which a question
serves a purpose at a particular point in a lesson’. Thus, the use of
appropriate questioning strategies depends on the function of a ques -
tion in relation to what is being taught (Nunn, 1999).

We shall return to the possible linguistic and social effects of teacher
questions as a potential classroom intervention in the next chapter.

Giving explanations . . . or causing confusion?

Tsui states that ‘the role of the teacher is to make knowledge accessible
to students’ (1995: 30), that is, to provide explanations. There are of
course a number of ways this might be achieved, from teacher-led
deductive explanations, where learners might be given an explanation
of a particular language feature and examples of its form, meaning
and use (Ellis and Shintani, 2014), to guiding learners through a pro -
cess of inductive discovery, where the teacher helps learners to find
out about language and language rules for themselves (see Chapter 4
for further discussion). However, as Lynch (1996) suggests, from the
learners’ perspective, L2 classrooms can be confusing places and
‘“explanations” are only explanations if they are recognized’ (32); simi -
larly, Martin points out that explanations are only explanations if they
are understood (1970, in Tsui, 1995: 31). In terms of classroom inter -
action and teacher (and learner) talk, therefore, Tsui suggests that
effective explanations require:
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• the active engagement of learners in processing new information
and linking it to old information;

• effective and linked stages which neither over-explain nor under-
explain the issue.

A key issue for teachers, therefore, is establishing how detailed an
explanation should be, with most teacher training and develop ment
texts suggesting that ‘good’ pedagogic explanations balance ‘truth -
fulness’ with ‘usefulness’; that is, they avoid overwhelming learners
with detailed and all-encompassing descriptions of language items
(e.g. the English language article system), but provide ‘peda gogic rules’
which ‘should cover the great majority of instances learn ers are 
likely to encounter and some obvious exceptions, but avoid too much
detail’ (Ur, 1996, in Ellis and Shintani, 2014: 86). Thus, Thornbury
(1999) draws on Swan (1994) to suggest a range of criteria that might
underpin pedagogic explanations, including: truth (explana tions 
should represent real world language use); clarity (ambiguous or
difficult terminology should be avoided); simplicity (explanations
should be simple enough for learners to understand); demarcation
(make clear to learners the limits of the explanation); conceptual
parsimony (draw on concepts which are familiar to learners); and
relevance (explanations should only include those points learners need
to know).

Teachers face the challenge of accommodating these concerns in
practical ways that are appropriate for their own teaching context.

Errors in the classroom: dilemmas, possibilities 
and practices

According to van Lier, ‘apart from questioning, the activity which most
characterizes language classroom is correction of errors’ (1988b: 276
in Walsh and Li, 2016: 492). Yet the issue of error and how errors
are treated in the classroom often provokes strong opinions from
teachers and learners alike, ranging from a little or even a ‘no correc -
tion’ stance to an ideal where all errors are corrected (unlikely in the
real world!). Methodologically speaking, these positions can be asso -
ciated with, for example, the Natural Approach (Krashen and Terrell,
1983), where error correction was avoided, and the Audiolingual
approach to L2 teaching, in which correction was highly valued (see
Chapters 5 and 6 for further discussion).

At present, however, most teachers seem to be positioned somewhere
in the middle of these two extremes, for, as Edge (1989: 1) comments
in a deceptively simple analysis of the dilemma teachers face:

The language classroom 13
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Part I: Classroom interaction and management14

Most people agree that making mistakes is a part of learning. Most
people also agree that correction is part of teaching. If we agree so
far, then we have a most interesting question to answer: if making
mistakes is a part of learning and correction is a part of teaching,
how do the two of them go together?

How might these questions be resolved in practice?

What is an error?
Errors are an inevitable part of L2 learning and L2 classrooms, but as
Allwright and Bailey (1991: 83) suggest, this raises many further
questions. Why do learners make errors? Are errors a problem or are
they a natural and important part of L2 learning? How should teachers
react to errors, and does correction actually affect the learners’
progress?

Corder (1967) differentiated between errors and mistakes, a
distinction that has been subsequently maintained by many applied
linguists. If learners get something wrong because their developing
internal second language system (i.e., their interlanguage) is not yet
complete or ‘fully competent’, this is a developmental error. Errors
may also be caused by interference, that is, the influence of the learners’
L1 on their L2, which is said to affect the L2 in a range of ways,
including grammar, lexis and phonology. Grammatically, for example,
the English system of prepositions presents particular challenges for
learners whose L1 expresses similar concepts in different ways (e.g.,
speakers of German, Russian and Arabic); L1 speakers of several East
Asian languages experience difficulty with English articles as reference
is realized differently in, for example, Japanese, Korean and Mandarin.
Likewise, lexical errors may occur where similar sounding words carry
different meanings in a learner’s L1 and the target L2 – in Spanish,
for example, sensible means ‘sensitive’ rather than the English ‘to have
good sense’. Finally, unique errors are neither developmental nor
interference-based, but may be ‘induced’ (Ellis and Shintani, 2014) by
other processes, for example, due to simplifications, overgeneralizations
or misunderstandings during instruction. We shall examine how
applied linguists have conceptualized developmental errors in more
detail in Chapter 9.

Errors, therefore, are systematic representations of a learner’s L2
development and can thus help teachers (and learners) discover how
far the learner’s knowledge of the L2 has progressed. In contrast,
mistakes are the result of slips of the tongue (where learners actually
know the right language but fail to produce it). Mistakes are said to
occur when learners ‘fail to perform to their competence’ (Ellis, 1985
in Johnson, 2008: 335) and, in theory, can be self-corrected by learners.
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Corder (1967) suggests that mistakes ‘are of no significance to the
process of language learning’, but acknowledges that determining the
difference between an error and a mistake is extremely difficult. Indeed,
Bartram and Walton (1991) go as far as to categorize the error/mistake
distinction as ‘purely academic’ and not relevant for teachers, a point
also made by Mackey et al. (2016: 500), who argue that the difference
between errors and mistakes is ‘most likely imperceptible in an
authentic classroom setting’. Allwright and Bailey (1991), meanwhile,
suggest that errors are identified in comparison to native speaker
standard language norms, which fails to recognize the sociolinguistic
reality of learners’ exposure to other varieties of English, a point we
shall return to in Chapter 12.

Treating error: dilemmas and concerns
Hendrickson (1978) offers five key questions for teachers dealing with
errors:

• Should learner errors be corrected?

• If so, when?

• Which errors should be corrected?

• How?

• And by whom?

Whether an error should be treated depends, of course, on the teacher
first noticing it, and the kind of error that is made. Learners may make
errors of linguistic form, for example, lexical (i.e., incorrect word 
use), grammatical (i.e., morphosyntax or word order difficulties), or
phonological (i.e., pronunciation problems). Meanwhile, pragmatic
errors may break typical meaning conventions, even when linguistic
forms are correct (Mackey et al., 2016). Subsequently, Johnson (2008)
suggests, teachers may evaluate the seriousness or gravity of the error,
Hendrickson (1978) prioritizing those errors that affect communication
and meaning (i.e., global errors rather than local errors); those that
stigmatize learners, for example, by not attending to politeness and
appropriacy in interaction; and those that are particularly frequent.

Whether and when to treat an error also depends upon the context
in which the error is made. Regarding spoken errors, most teacher
training and development texts suggest a difference between accuracy
and fluency-focused classroom activities (see also later chapters’
discussion of a focus on form and/or meaning). Typical concerns
include, for example, whether to interrupt learner talk in fluency-focused
activities or whether to delay treatment (which is assumed to be more
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immediate in accuracy-focused activities); how to show that an error
has been made (e.g., by asking learners to repeat themselves or via a
gesture); how to guide learners to the correct language (e.g., through
learner self-correction, help from classmates, teacher explanation, or
teacher reformulation (repeating back the correct form); and how to
avoid learner embarrassment and maintain classroom rapport. The
treatment of written errors similarly depends on the purpose of the
writing and the teacher’s aims when providing feedback, for example,
to provide correct forms for learners, or to prompt the learners to self-
correct.

Providing ‘corrective feedback’: a range of possibilities
As the above discussion illustrates, error and its treatment is far from
straightforward, to the extent that, when describing possible responses
to errors and mistakes, the notion of ‘correction’ by the teacher is
perhaps too narrow, and we can use the term corrective feedback. This
refers to ‘teacher (or peer/interlocutor) responses to learner utterances
that contain errors, actual or perceived’ (Mackey et al., 2016: 500).

Oral corrective feedback provides a way of repairing classroom
interaction when something goes wrong, and, importantly, is ‘a tool
to turn errors into opportunities for L2 development’ (ibid.), as it
indicates to learners what their errors are. Thus, it provides ‘negative
evidence’ about their language use and, dependent on the feedback
provided, might provide them with the correct form (i.e., ‘positive
evidence’). Drawing on Lyster and Ranta (1997), possible ways for
teachers to provide oral corrective feedback include:

• clarification requests: asking the learner to clarify their meaning,
without indicating the error or breaking the overall flow of the
interaction;

• elicitation: prompting the learner to reformulate their speech;

• explicit correction: telling the learner they have made a mistake and
providing the correct language;

• metalinguistic feedback: commenting on or questioning the well-
formedness of a learner’s utterance without explicitly providing the
correct form;

• recasts: rephrasing the learner’s utterance, correcting the error while
retaining the meaning;

• repetition: repeating the learner’s utterance, including their error(s).

It is worth noting some key differences between these possibilities. When
engaging in explicit correction and recasts, teachers provide input and
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information to learners, while clarification requests, elicitation, meta -
linguistic feedback and repetition provide learners with the opportunity
to self-correct. Meanwhile, clarification requests, recasts and repetition
provide more implicit corrective feedback to learners than elicitation,
explicit correction and metalinguistic feedback, all of which highlight
errors and correct language forms more overtly.

Similar patterns emerge when considering possible ways of providing
learners with corrective feedback in response to their written errors.
Direct correction involves the teacher crossing out the error and writing
the correct form nearby; for indirect correction, teachers highlight 
the learner error (e.g. by underlining), but do not provide the correct
form; or teachers may use marking code, i.e., a form of metalinguistic
feed back, to indicate the type of error (e.g. tense, vocabulary, punc -
tuation). Other approaches include reformulation, whereby teachers
provide a correct model by rewriting the learner’s whole text, rather
than identifying specific errors, while attempting to preserve their
original meanings (Johnson, 2008). Meanwhile, Ellis and Shintani
(2014) suggest providing learners with detailed metalinguistic explana -
tions of a particular type of error (e.g. article use) while not correcting
these errors in their writing. They argue that all learners in a group can
receive the same explanation, therefore making this approach time-
effective for teachers and requiring learners to make the corrections
themselves. As with the provision of oral corrective feedback, therefore,
we can see differences between these approaches in terms of who
provides the correct form for learners, although all written corrective
feedback is, by its very nature, explicit (ibid.).

So, why treat error?
The theoretical debates that underpin corrective feedback and the repair
of classroom interaction are examined in more detail in Part II, where
we investigate the importance (or otherwise!) of explicitly focusing on
language forms, whether learners can and should notice the gap
between their own language and the target language, and how learners’
struggle for meaning (i.e., self-repair) might assist L2 development.
However, in the context of this chapter’s more practical focus, what is
the significance of corrective feedback? Why treat error?

Walsh (2006a: 10) suggests that corrective feedback, ‘like other
practices  which prevail in language classrooms, is a ritual, something
[teachers] “do to learners” without really questioning their actions’.
Noting that this is understandable (and therefore not a criticism), Walsh
argues that the consequences of how, when and, implicitly, which
errors are repaired are ‘crucial to learning’. This suggests that corrective
feedback is (or can be) effective, in that it does benefit learners’ 
L2 development; a range of evidence from both experimental and
classroom-based studies supports this conclusion. However, the claims
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made for corrective feedback are generally quite cautious, noting, for
example, that it can be ‘moderately beneficial’; that it needs to be
intensive (i.e., a single instance of corrective feedback is generally
ineffective); that context matters; and that no single corrective feed -
back technique has yet been found to be significantly more effective
than others – thus, teachers should implement a range of feedback
strategies with their learners (see, for example, Mitchell et al., 2013;
Ellis and Shintani, 2014; and Mackey et al., 2016 for more detailed
discussion).

Furthermore, looking at corrective feedback from a more social
perspective, although we have observed that avoiding embarrassment
and maintaining learners’ face is an important consideration for
teachers, learners generally believe that error correction is a key part
of the language teacher’s role. As Seedhouse states:

Learners appear to have grasped better than teachers and method-
ologists that, within the interactional organisation of the L2 class -
room, making linguistic errors and having them corrected directly
and overtly is not an embarrassing matter.

(1997: 571)

We have already recognized that learners and teachers bring with 
them to class a set of beliefs and expectations, and in Chapter 7 we
shall investigate the role of beliefs, and the implications of teachers
and learners holding different beliefs, in more detail. Thus, regardless
of its pedagogic role, the provision of corrective feedback also fulfils
the more ‘social’ function of meeting most learners’ expectations of
the teacher’s classroom role.

Part I: Classroom interaction and management18

Task 1.4 In your context: making sense of error and
corrective feedback

• We have noted the suggested difference between an ‘error’ and a
‘mistake’. Do you recognize this difference from your own experi -
ence (as a teacher or as a language learner), and how relevant is
this concept to your own classroom practice?

• How do you define error, and how do you identify errors in your
classroom?

• English language teachers vary in their attitude to error and correc -
tive feedback, from providing little or no correction to providing
and encouraging a great deal of systematic repair. What is your
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Classroom interaction – a final consideration: ‘control’

As we have seen, classroom interaction is shaped by teachers’ decisions.
For example, learners will reply in different ways using different
language when teachers ask open referential questions rather than
closed display questions. In general, teachers also direct turn-taking
and topic selection in the classroom. Thus, due to their ‘special status’,
teachers orchestrate and control classroom interaction and commu -
nication (Breen, 1998; Walsh, 2011; Walsh and Li, 2016). (Of course,
most teachers deal with issues of disruption and discipline which are
also issues of ‘control’; for a review of these and other issues of
classroom management, see Harmer, 2015; Wright, 2005.)

The Initiation-Response-Feedback (IRF) exchange is one of the
most typical interactions in L2 classrooms. Here, the teacher initiates
an exchange and requires a learner response. Subsequently, the teacher
provides evaluative feedback on that response (Sinclair and Coulthard,
1975). For example:

Teacher: Now, who wrote a play called Romeo and Juliet?
Learner: William Shakespeare.
Teacher: Shakespeare. Yes, that’s right. Does anyone know any

other plays that Shakespeare wrote?

The language classroom 19

opinion? Which kind of teacher are you and how do you compare
to other teachers you know and work with?

• To what extent do you consider corrective feedback to be a useful
classroom activity? How might it lead to L2 learning?

• Do you notice more errors than you highlight or correct in class,
or in learners’ writing? If so, what kind of errors do you focus on?
If ‘it depends’, what does it depend on? How do you select which
errors to focus on?

• How are errors treated in your classroom, and when you read learn -
ers’ written work? What strategies and techniques do you use/are
used?

• As a teacher, have you ever been in a situation where your beliefs
about corrective feedback did not correspond to the learners’
beliefs? If so, was the situation resolved (and how)? Consider:

• the amount of correction and the gravity of errors.

• mechanisms for repair (e.g., teacher-centred, peer-assisted,
and self-correction; clarification requests, explicit correction,
recasts, elicitation and so forth).
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Here, the teacher leads the interaction, confirming and positively evalu -
ating the learner’s response before moving on to the next stage of the
interaction.

Walsh (2011) summarizes the reasons for the prevalence of IRF in
the L2 classroom – it matches teacher and learner expectations of what
classrooms should be like; teachers often want to provide reassuring
and positive feedback to learners; asymmetrical power relations in the
classroom ensure that teachers ‘hold the floor’ more often than learners;
and it is a time-efficient way of moving classroom interaction forward,
albeit via a somewhat limited exchange.

However, in an IRF sequence, the teacher makes two ‘moves’ for
every one made by a learner, thereby contributing to the high level of
teacher talk found by Chaudron, Tsui, and Walsh that we noted
earlier. IRF sequences have also been criticized for limiting learners’
opportunities for interaction, in terms of both quantity and quality,
and can be seen as a way in which both turn-taking and topic are
nominated and/or dominated by teachers. Thus while potentially
meeting both teachers’ and learners’ social expectations of role and
classroom behaviour, IRF sequences reduce learners’ opportunities to
lead and participate in classroom interaction.

Similarly, the ways in which teachers manage questioning, explan -
ations and corrective feedback raise similar issues concerning the
relationship between patterns of interaction, language use and control
within the L2 classroom. These issues are not solely ‘pedagogic’ but
also concern the nature and distribution of power in the classroom
and education more generally, for, as Allwright and Hanks (2009: 65)
suggest:

Attractive to most people . . . control can certainly make life easier
for the controllers, but it can create problems for the controlled,
and for the health of the system as a whole.

We shall explore these issues in more detail in the next chapter, in
which we shall also revisit the IRF sequence, examining how teachers
might intervene and adapt their approach to classroom interaction.

Task 1.5 Interaction, control and class size

English language classes vary considerably in size, from one-to-one
teaching and small group classes to classes that contain fifty (and
more) learners.

TC

Part I: Classroom interaction and management20
Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution.

41



Summary . . . and moving on

At the end of this, the first chapter, it is necessary to both draw together
its key themes and to map their place in the wider debates of English
language teaching (and the other themes and parts of this book).

The chapter has both investigated some of the key practices and
dilemmas teachers experience in the L2 classroom and touched on a
wide range of issues that will require further exploration. First, the
discussion highlighted the diverse, complex and essentially pedagogic
and social nature of ELT classrooms. Fundamentally:

A popular notion is that education is something carried out by one
person, a teacher, standing in front of a class and transmitting infor -
mation to a group of learners who are all willing and able to absorb
it. This view, however, simplifies what is a highly complex process
involving an intricate interplay between the learning process itself,
the teacher’s intentions and actions, the individual personalities of
the learners, their culture and background, the learning environment
and a host of other variables.

(Williams and Burden, 1997: 5)

The chapter then explored teacher roles and classroom interaction, and
it is worth emphasizing that the focus was explicitly on how teacher
behaviour may affect classroom discourse, control and, in due course,
L2 learning. In later chapters, we will attend to the management of
the social dimensions of learning such as motivation and group
dynamics.

But, as we have seen, teacher decision-making and behaviour is con -
strained by personal philosophy, space, time and available resour ces,
interpersonal and institutional factors, community considerations,
syllabus and assessment, and classroom routine (Lynch, 1996). Thus
finding potential ‘interventions’ to the classroom dilemmas outlined
here is not straightforward, and it is to possible ways ahead that we
now turn.

The language classroom 21

• In what ways might teacher and learner roles, classroom interaction
and issues of control vary and differ according to class size?

• Although class size is often linked to other contextual factors such
as availability of resources and local educational traditions (see
Chapter 2 for further discussion), do you think there are any aspects
of role, interaction and control which might not alter according to
the size of class?
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Introduction

Quantifi cation is the use of numbers to represent facts about the world. It is used to 
inform the decision- making process in countless situations. For example, a doctor 
might prescribe some form of treatment if a patient’s blood pressure is too high. 
Similarly, a university may accept the application of a student who has attained the 
minimum required grades. In both these cases, numbers are used to inform deci-
sions. In L2 research, quantifi cation is also used. For example,

• researchers in SLA might investigate the effect of feedback on students’ writ-
ing by comparing the writing scores of a group of students that received 
feedback with the scores of a group that did not. They may then draw con-
clusions regarding the effect of that feedback;

• researchers in cross- cultural pragmatics might code requests made by people 
from different cultures as direct or indirect and then use the codings to com-
pare those cultures; and

• researchers may be interested in the effect of a study- abroad program on stu-
dents’ language proficiency level. In this case, they may administer a language 
proficiency test prior to the program, and another following the program. 
Analysis of the test scores can then be carried out to determine whether it is 
worthwhile for students to attend such programs.

This chapter introduces fundamental concepts related to quantitative research, 
such as the nature of variables, measurement scales, and research topics in L2 
research that can be addressed through quantitative methods.

1
QUANTIFICATION
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2 Quantifi cation

Quantitative Research

Quantitative researchers aim to draw conclusions from their research that can be 
generalized beyond the sample participants used in their research. To do this, they 
must generate theories that describe and explain their research results. When a 
theory is in the process of being tested, several aspects of the theory are referred to 
as hypotheses. This testing process involves analyzing data collected from, for exam-
ple, research participants or databases. In language assessment research, researchers 
may be interested in the interrelationships among test performances across various 
language skills (e.g., reading, listening, speaking, and writing). Researchers may 
hypothesize that there are positive relationships among these skills because there 
are common linguistic aspects underlying each skill (e.g., vocabulary and syntac-
tic knowledge). To test this hypothesis, researchers may ask participants to take a 
test for each of the skills. They may then perform statistical analysis to investigate 
whether their hypothesis is supported by the collected data.

Variables, Constructs, and Data

In quantitative research, the term variable is used to describe a feature that can 
vary in degree, value, or quantity. Values of a variable may be obtained directly 
from research participants with a high degree of certainty (e.g., their ages or fi rst 
language), or may have to be inferred from data collected using observation or 
measurements of behavior. In quantitative research, the term construct is used to 
refer to a feature of interest that is not apparent to the naked eye. Often constructs 
are internal to individuals, for example, L2 constructs include language profi -
ciency, motivation, anxiety, and beliefs. Researchers may use a research instrument 
(e.g., a language profi ciency test or questionnaire) to collect data regarding these 
constructs. For example, if researchers are interested in the vocabulary knowledge 
of a group of students, then vocabulary knowledge is the construct of interest. 
Researchers can ask students to demonstrate their knowledge by taking a vocab-
ulary test. Here, students’ performance on the test is treated as a variable that 
represents their vocabulary knowledge. The test scores are the data, which will 
enable researchers to infer the students’ vocabulary knowledge. The term data is 
used to refer to the values that a variable may take on. The term data is, therefore, 
used as a plural noun (e.g., ‘data are’ and ‘data were analyzed’).

Issues in Quantifi cation

For the results of a piece of quantitative research to be believable, a minimum number 
of research participants is required, which will depend on the research question under 
analysis, and, in particular, the expected effect size (to be discussed in Chapter 6).
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Quantifi cation 3

In most cases, researchers need to use some type of instrument (e.g., a lan-
guage test, a rating scale, or a Likert- type scale questionnaire) to help them 
quantify a construct that cannot be directly seen or observed (e.g., writing abil-
ity, reading skills, motivation, and anxiety). When researchers try to quantify 
how well a student can write, it is not a matter of simply counting. Rather, it 
involves the conversion of observations into numbers, for example, by applying a 
scoring rubric that contains criteria which allow researchers to assign an overall 
score to a piece of writing. That score then becomes the data used for further 
analyses.

Measurement Scales

Different types of data contain different levels of information. These differences 
are refl ected in the concept of measurement scales. What is measured and how it is 
measured determines the kind of data that results. Raw data may be interpreted 
differently on different measurement scales. For example, suppose Heather and 
Tom took the same language test. The results of the test may be interpreted in 
different ways according to the measurement scale adopted. It may be said that 
Heather got three more items correct than Tom, or that Heather performed better 
than Tom. Alternatively, it may simply be said that their performances were not 
identical. The amount of information in these statements about the relative abili-
ties of Heather and Tom is quite different and affects what kinds of conclusion can 
be drawn about their abilities. The three statements about Heather and Tom relate 
directly to the three types of quantitative data that are introduced in this chapter: 
interval, ordinal, and nomina/categorical data.

Interval and Ratio Data

Interval data allows the difference between data values to be calculated. Test scores 
are a typical kind of interval data. For example, if Heather scored 19 points on 
a test, and Tom scored 16 points, it is clear that Heather got three points more 
than Tom. A ratio scale is an interval scale with the additional property that it 
has a well- defi ned true zero, which an interval scale does not. Examples of ratio 
data include age, period of time, height, and weight. In practice, interval data and 
ratio data are treated exactly the same way, so the difference between them has no 
statistical consequences, and researchers generally just refer to “interval data” or 
sometimes “interval/ratio data”.

It is the precision and information richness of interval data that makes it the 
preferred type of data for statistical analyses. For example, consider the test that 
Heather and Tom (and some other students) took. Suppose that the test was com-
posed of 20 questions. The full results of the test appear in Table 1.1.
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4 Quantifi cation

According to Table 1.1, it can be said that:

• Heather got more questions right than Tom, and also that she got three more 
right than Tom did;

• Tom got twice as many questions right as the lowest scorer, Mary; and,
• the difference between Heather and Jack’s scores was the same as the differ-

ence between Tom and Mary’s scores, namely eight points in each case.

Interval data contain a large amount of detailed information and they tell us exactly 
how large the interval is between individual learners’ scores. They therefore lend them-
selves to conversion to percentages. Table 1.2 shows the learners’ scores in percentages.

Percentages allow researchers to compare results from tests with different maxi-
mum scores (via a transformation to a common scale). For example, if the next 
test consists of only 15 items, and Tom gets 11 of them right, his percentage score 
will have declined (as 11 out of 15 is 73%), even though in both cases he got 
four questions wrong. In addition to allowing conversion to percentages, interval 
data can also be used for a wide range of statistical computations (e.g., calculating 
means) and analyses.

Typical real- world examples of interval data include age, annual income, weekly 
expenditure, and the time it takes to run a marathon. In L2 research, interval data 
include age, number of years learning the target language, and raw scores on lan-
guage tests. Scaled test scores on a language profi ciency test, such as the Test of 
English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), International English Language Testing 
System (IELTS), and Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) 
are also normally considered interval data.

TABLE 1.1 Examples of learners and their scores

Learner Score (out of 20)

Heather 19
Tom 16
Phil 16
Jack 11
Mary  8

TABLE 1.2 An example of learners’ scores converted into percentages

Learner Score (out of 20) Percentage correct

Heather 19 95%
Tom 16 80%
Phil 16 80%
Jack 11 55%
Mary  8 40%
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Quantifi cation 5

Ordinal Data

For statistical purposes, ratio and interval data are normally considered desirable 
because they are rich in information. Nonetheless, not all data can be classifi ed as 
interval data, and some data contain less precise information. Ordinal data contains 
information about relative ranking but not about the precise size of a difference. 
If the data in Tables 1.1 and 1.2 regarding students’ test scores were expressed as 
ordinal data (i.e., they were on an ordinal scale of measurement), they would tell 
the researchers that Heather performed better than Tom, but they would not indi-
cate by how much Heather outperformed Tom. Ordinal data are obtained when 
participants are rated or ranked according to their test performances or levels of 
some trait. For example, when language testers score learners’ written production 
holistically using a scoring rubric that describes characteristics of performance, 
they are assigning ratings to texts such as ‘excellent’, ‘good’, ‘adequate’, ‘support 
needed’, or ‘major support needed’. Table 1.3 is an example of how the learners 
discussed earlier are rated and ranked.

According to Table 1.3, it can be said that

• Heather scored better than all of the other students;
• Phil and Tom scored the same, and each scored more highly than Jack and 

Mary; and
• Mary scored the lowest of all the students.

While ordinal data contain useful information about the relative standings of 
test takers, they do not show precisely how large the differences between test tak-
ers are. Phil and Tom performed better than Mary did, but it is unknown how 
much better than her they performed. Consequently, with the data in Table 1.3, 
it is impossible to see that Phil and Tom scored twice as high as Mary. Although 
it could be said that Phil and Tom are two score levels above Mary, that is rather 
vague.

Ordinal data can be used to put learners in order of ability, but they do little 
beyond establishing that order. In other words, they do not give researchers as 
much information about the extent of the differences between individual learn-
ers as interval data do. Ratings of students’ writing or speaking performance are 

TABLE 1.3 How learners are rated and ranked

Learner Rating Rank

Heather Excellent 1
Tom Good 2
Phil Good 2
Jack Adequate 3
Mary Support Needed 4
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6 Quantifi cation

often expressed numerically; however, that does not mean that they are interval 
data. For example, numerical values can be assigned to descriptors as follows: 
Excellent (5), Good (4), Adequate (3), Support Needed (2); Major Support 
Needed (1). Table 1.4 presents how the learners are rated on the basis of perfor-
mance descriptors.

The numerical scores in Table 1.4 may look like interval data, but they are not. 
They are only numbers that represent the descriptor, so it would not make sense 
to say that Tom scored twice as high as Mary did. It makes sense to say only that 
his score is two levels higher than Mary’s. This becomes even clearer if the rating 
scales are changed as follows: excellent (8), good (6), adequate (4), support needed 
(2), and Major support (0). That would give the information in Table 1.5.

As can been seen in Tables 1.4 and 1.5, the descriptors do not change, but 
the numerical scores do. Tom and Phil’s scores are still two levels higher than 
Mary’s, but now their numerical scores are three times as high as Mary’s score. 
This illustration makes it clear that numerical representations of descriptors are 
only symbols that say nothing about the size of the intervals between adjacent 
levels. They indicate that Heather is a better writer than Tom, but since they are 
not based on counts, they cannot indicate precisely how much of a better writer 
Heather is than Tom.

In L2 research, rating scale data are an example of ordinal data. These are 
commonly collected in relation to productive tasks (e.g., writing and speaking). 
Whenever there are band levels, such as A1, A2, and B1, as in the Common Euro-
pean Reference Framework for Languages (see Council of Europe, 2001), or bands 

TABLE 1.4 How learners are scored on the basis of performance descriptors

Learner Descriptor Numerical score

Heather Excellent 5
Tom Good 4
Phil Good 4
Jack Adequate 3
Mary Support Needed 2

TABLE 1.5 How learners are scored on a different set of performance descriptors

Learner Descriptor Numerical score

Heather Excellent 8
Tom Good 6
Phil Good 6
Jack Adequate 4
Mary Support Needed 2
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Quantifi cation 7

1–9, as in the IELTS, researchers are dealing with ordinal data, rather than interval 
data. Data collected by putting learners into ordered categories, such as ‘beginner’, 
‘intermediate’, or ‘advanced’ are another case of ordinal data. Finally, ordinal data 
occur when researchers rank learners relative to each other. For example, researchers 
may say that in reference to a particular feature, Heather is the best, Tom and Phil 
share second place, Jack is behind them, and Mary is the weakest. This ranking indi-
cates only that the fi rst learner is better (e.g., stronger, faster, more capable) than the 
second learner, but not by how much. Ordinal data can only provide information 
about the relative strengths of the test takers in regard to the feature in question. The 
fi nal data type often used in L2 research (i.e., nominal or categorical data) does not 
contain information about the strengths of learners, but rather about their attributes.

Nominal or Categorical Data

Nominal data (i.e., named data, also called categorical data) are concerned only 
with sameness or difference, rather than size or strength. Gender, native language, 
country of origin, experimental treatment group, and test version taken are typical 
examples of nominal data (i.e., data on a nominal scale of measurement). In the 
example of Heather, Tom, Phil, Jack, and Mary, the nominal variable of gender has 
two levels (male and female), and there are two males and three females. In research, 
nominal variables are often used as independent variables; in other words, variables 
that are expected to affect an outcome. Independent variables, such as teaching 
methods and types of corrective feedback on performance, can be hypothesized to 
affect learning outcomes or behaviors, which are then treated as dependent variables, 
as they depend on the independent variables. It should be noted that dependent 
and independent variables are related to research design. The nominal variable 
‘study- abroad experience’, with the levels ‘has studied abroad’ (Yes = coded 1) or 
‘has not studied abroad’ (No = coded 0), can be used to split a sample of learn-
ers into two groups in order to compare the scores of learners with study- abroad 
experience with the scores of learners without study- abroad experience.

Nominal data are often coded numerically to facilitate the use of spreadsheets. 
Table 1.6 presents an example of how nominal data can be coded numerically. 
As can be seen in Table 1.6, it does not matter which numbers are assigned to the 
nominal data because the idea that one number is better than another is meaningless 
in this case. Also, the numerical codes do not have a mathematical value in the way 
that ratio, interval and ordinal data do. For example, it cannot be said that females 
are better than males merely because the code assigned to females is 2 and the code 
for males is 1. However, frequency counts of nominal variables can be made, which 
do have mathematical values. For instance, for the variable ‘gender’, there are three 
males and two females (i.e., 40% of the participants are female and 60% are male in 
the data set).

Nominal data are sometimes called categorical data because objects of inter-
est can be sorted into categories (e.g., men versus women; Form A versus Form 
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8 Quantifi cation

B versus Form C). When a variable can only have two possible values (pass/
fail; international student/domestic student, correct/incorrect), this type of data 
is sometimes called dichotomous data. For example, students may be asked to com-
plete a free writing task in which they are limited to three types of essays: personal 
experience (coded 1), argumentative essay (coded 2), and description of a process 
(coded 3). Table 1.7 shows which student chose which type.

The data in the Type column do not provide any information about one learner 
being more capable than another. It only shows which learners chose which essay 
type, from which frequency counts can be made. That is, the process description 
and personal experience types were chosen two times each, and the argumenta-
tive essay was chosen once. How nominal data are used in statistical analysis for 
research purposes will be addressed in the next few chapters.

Transforming Data in a Real- Life Context

In a real- life situation, raw data need to be transformed for a variety of reasons. 
Take the common situation in which new students entering a language program 

TABLE 1.6 Nominal data and their numerical codes

Nominal variables Numerical codes

Gender Male (coded 1), female (coded 2)
Native or nonnative speaker Native (coded 1), nonnative (coded 2)
Pass or fail Pass (coded 1), fail (coded 0)
Test form Form A (coded 1), Form B (coded 2), Form C (coded 3)
Nationality American (coded 1), Canadian (coded 2), 

British (coded 3), Singaporean (coded 4), Australian 
(coded 5), and New Zealander (coded 6)

First language English (coded 1), Mandarin (coded 2), 
Spanish (coded 3), French (coded 4), Japanese (coded 5)

Experimental groups Treatment A group (coded 1), Treatment B group 
(coded 2), Control group (coded 3)

Profi ciency level groups Beginner (coded 1), Intermediate (coded 2), 
High Intermediate (coded 3), Advanced (coded 4)

TABLE 1.7 Essay types chosen by students

Learner Type Coded

Tom Personal experience 1
Mary Argumentative essay 2
Heather Personal experience 1
Jack Process description 3
Phil Process description 3
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Quantifi cation 9

take a placement test consisting of, say, 60 multiple- choice questions assessing their 
listening, reading, and grammar skills. Based on the test scores, the students are 
placed in one of three levels: beginner, intermediate, or advanced. In addition, the 
three levels are taught at three different locations, as presented in Table 1.8.

Table 1.9 presents the scores and placements of the fi ve students introduced earlier.
The test scores are measured on an interval measurement scale that is based on 

the count of correct answers in the placement test and provides detailed informa-
tion. It can be said that:

• Heather’s score is in the advanced range since her score is 11 points above the 
cut- off, and her score is much higher than Tom’s, whose score was 23 points 
lower than hers;

• Tom’s score is in the intermediate range, but it is close to the cut- off for the 
advanced range, missing it by just three points;

• Tom’s score is far higher than Phil’s, with a difference of 17 points, yet both 
scores are in the intermediate range;

• Phil’s score is just one point above the cut- off for the intermediate level, and 
is only four points higher than Jack’s score. Despite the small difference in 
their scores, Jack was placed in the beginner level and Phil was placed in the 
intermediate level; and,

• Mary’s score is in the middle of the beginner level.

Because the information is detailed, the placement test can be evaluated criti-
cally. For example, Phil and Tom’s scores are 17 points apart whereas Phil and 
Jack’s are only four points apart. Phil’s profi ciency level is arguably closer to Jack’s 
than to Tom’s. Yet, Phil and Tom are both classifi ed as intermediate, but Jack is 
classifi ed in the beginner level. This is known as the contiguity problem, and it is 

TABLE 1.8 The three placement levels taught at three different locations

Test score Placement level Location

0–20 Beginner City Campus
21–40 Intermediate Eastern Campus
41–60 Advanced Ocean Campus

TABLE 1.9 The students’ test scores, placement levels, and campuses

Student Test score Placement level Campus

Heather 51 Advanced Ocean
Tom 38 Intermediate Eastern
Phil 21 Intermediate Eastern
Jack 17 Beginner City
Mary 11 Beginner City

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution.

51



10 Quantifi cation

common whenever cut- off points are set arbitrarily: students close to each other 
but on different sides of the cut- off point can be more similar to each other than 
to people further away from each other but on the same side of the cut- off point.

Now imagine that there are no interval- level test- score data, but instead just the 
ordinal- level placement levels data and the campus data, as in Table 1.10.

As can be seen in Table 1.10, the differences between Tom and Phil and the 
problematic nature of the classifi cation that were so apparent before are no longer 
visible. The information about the size of the differences between learners has 
been lost and all that can be deduced now is that some students are more profi -
cient than others. Tom and Phil have the same level of profi ciency and Jack is 
clearly different from both of them. This demonstrates why ordinal data are not as 
precise as interval data. Information is lost, and the differences between the learn-
ers seen earlier are no longer as clear.

Highly informative interval data are often transformed into less informative 
ordinal data to reduce the number of categories the data must be split into. No 
language program can run with classes at 60 different profi ciency levels; moreover, 
some small differences are not meaningful, so it does not make sense to group 
learners into such a large number of levels. However, setting the cut- off points is 
often a problematic issue in practice.

While the ordinal profi ciency level data are less informative than the interval 
test- score data, they can be scaled down even further, namely to the nominal cam-
pus data (see Table 1.11).

If this is all that can be seen, it is impossible to know how campus assignment 
is related to profi ciency level. However, it can be said that:

• Tom and Phil are on the same campus;
• Mary and Jack are on the same campus; and
• Heather is the only one at the Ocean campus.

This information does not indicate who is more profi cient since nominal data 
do not contain information about the size or direction of differences. They indi-
cate only whether differences exist or not.

Transformation of types of data can happen downwards only, rather than 
upwards, in the sense that interval data can be transformed into ordinal data and 

TABLE 1.10 The students’ placement levels and campuses

Student Placement level Campus

Heather Advanced Ocean
Tom Intermediate Eastern
Phil Intermediate Eastern
Jack Beginner City
Mary Beginner City
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Quantifi cation 11

ordinal data can be transformed into nominal data (e.g., by using test scores to 
place learners in classes based on profi ciency levels and then by assigning classes to 
campus locations). Table 1.12 illustrates the downward transformation of scales.

Transformation does not work the other way around. That is, if it is known 
which campus a learner studies at, it is impossible to predict that learner’s profi -
ciency level. Similarly, if a learner’s profi ciency level is known, it is impossible to 
predict that learner’s exact test score.

Topics in L2 Research

It is useful to introduce some of the key topics in L2 research that can be examined 
using a quantitative research methodology. Here, areas of research interests in SLA, 
and language testing and assessment (LTA) research are presented.

SLA Research

There is a wide range of topics in SLA research that can be investigated using 
quantitative methods, although the nature of SLA itself is qualitative. SLA research 
aims to examine the nature of language learning and interlanguage processes (e.g., 
sequences of language acquisition; the order of morpheme acquisition; charac-
teristics of language errors and their sources; language use avoidance; cognitive 
processes; and language accuracy, fl uency, and complexity). SLA research also 
aims to understand the factors that affect language learning and success. Such 
factors may be internal or individual factors (e.g., age, fi rst language or cross- 
linguistic infl uences, language aptitude, motivation, anxiety, and self- regulation), or 
external or social factors (e.g., language exposure and interactions, language and 

TABLE 1.11 The students’ campuses

Student Campus

Tom Eastern
Mary City
Heather Ocean
Jack City
Phil Eastern

TABLE 1.12 Downward transformation of scales

Student Test score ⇒ Placement level ⇒ Campus

Heather 51 ⇒ Advanced ⇒ Ocean
Jack 17 ⇒ Beginner ⇒ City
Mary 11 ⇒ Beginner ⇒ City
Phil 21 ⇒ Intermediate ⇒ Eastern
Tom 38 ⇒ Intermediate ⇒ Eastern
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12 Quantifi cation

socialization, language community attitude, feedback, and scaffolding). There are 
several texts that provide further details of the scope of SLA research (e.g., Ellis, 
2015; Gass with Behney & Plonsky, 2013; Lightbown & Spada, 2013; Macaro, 
2010; Ortega, 2009; Pawlak & Aronin, 2014).

Topics in LTA Research

LTA research primarily focuses on the quality and usefulness of language tests and 
assessments, and issues surrounding test development and use (e.g., test validity, 
impact, use and fairness; see Purpura, 2016, or Read, 2015, for an overview). Like 
SLA research, LTA research focuses on the measurement of language skills and 
communicative abilities in a variety of contexts (e.g., academic language purposes 
such as achievement tests, profi ciency tests, and screening tests, and occupational 
purposes such as tests for medical professions, aviation, or tourist guides). The 
term assessment is used to cover more than the use of tests to elicit language perfor-
mance. For example, assessment may be informally carried out by teachers in the 
classroom. There are several books on LTA that consider the key issues: Bachman 
and Palmer, 2010; Carr, 2011; Coombe, Davidson, O’Sullivan and Stoynoff, 2012; 
Douglas, 2010; Fulcher, 2010; Green, 2014; Kunnan, 2014; Weir, 2003. While 
there has been an increase in qualitative and mixed methods approaches in LTA, 
quantitative methods remain predominant in LTA research. This is mainly because 
tests and assessments involve the measurement and evaluation of language ability. 
Like SLA researchers, LTA researchers are interested in understanding the internal 
factors (e.g., language knowledge, cognitive processes, and affective factors), and 
external factors (e.g., characteristics of test tasks such as text characteristics, test 
techniques, and the task demands and roles of raters) that affect test performance 
variation. SLA and LTA research are related to each other in that SLA research 
focuses on developing an understanding of the processes of language learning, 
whereas LTA research measures the products of language learning processes.

A Sample Study

Khang (2014) will be used to further illustrate how L2 researchers apply the prin-
ciples of scales of measurement in their research. Khang (2014) investigated the 
fl uency of spoken English of 31 Korean English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
learners compared to that of 15 native English (L1) speakers. The research partici-
pants included high and low profi ciency learners. Khang conducted a stimulated 
recall study with a subset of this population (eight high profi ciency learners and 
nine low profi ciency learners). This study exemplifi es all three measurement scales. 
The status of a learner as native or nonnative speaker of English was used as a 
nominal variable. ‘Native’ was not in any way better or worse than ‘nonnative’; it 
was just different. The only statistic applied to this variable was a frequency count 
(15 native speakers and 31 nonnative speakers). Khang used this variable to estab-
lish groups for comparison. Profi ciency level was used as an ordinal variable in 
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Quantifi cation 13

this study. High profi ciency learners were assumed to have greater target language 
competence than low profi ciency learners had, but the degree of the difference 
was not relevant. The researcher was interested only in comparing the issues that 
high and low profi ciency learners struggled with. Khang’s other measures were 
interval variables (e.g., averaged syllable duration, number of corrections per min-
ute, and number of silent pauses per minute, which can all be precisely quantifi ed).

Summary

It is essential that quantitative researchers consider the types of data and levels of 
measurement that they use (i.e., the nature of the numbers used to measure the 
variables). In this chapter, issues of quantifi cation and measurement in L2 research, 
particularly the types of data and scales associated with them, have been discussed. 
The next chapter will turn to a practical concern: how to manage quantitative data 
with the help of a statistical analysis program, namely the IBM Statistical Package 
for Social Sciences (SPSS). The concept of measurement scales will be revisited 
through SPSS in the next chapter.

Review Exercises

To download review questions and SPSS exercises for this chapter, visit the Com-
panion Website: www.routledge.com/cw/roever.
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1 The discourses of capitalism

Capitalism and its discontents

In the past 30 years, there have been at least 15 major economic crises world-
wide including the 1987 US stock market crash, the 1997 Asian monetary crisis,
and the 2007–2008 global financial meltdown. The ensuing economic crisis that
began in 2008 impacted millions of lives in North and South America, Europe,
Africa, and Asia, wiping out vast amounts of savings and accumulated wealth,
and substantially increasing both government and consumer debt for many
countries including China, Spain, Greece, Mexico, and the United States.
Unemployment rates in countries such as Greece and Spain now surpass one
fourth of the population and threaten to destabilize not only the European Union,
but also the global economy. In the United States, 51% of working Americans
now make less than $30,000 a year (Office of the Chief Actuary, Social Security
Administration, 2014), which puts them near the poverty threshold annual
income of $24,230 for a family of four (Institute for Research on Poverty, 2014).
In the face of all this, economists, policymakers, politicians, and pundits present
their various and sometimes-conflicting arguments on how to solve these eco-
nomic collapses and offer palliative measures to prevent future downturns (e.g.,
Akerlof & Shiller, 2009; Baker, 2010; Blinder, 2013; Farmer, 2010; Geisst, 2009;
Gorton, 2012; Kaletsky, 2010; Krugman, 2012; Lybeck, 2011; Quiggin, 2010;
Rajan, 2010; Sinn, 2010; Stiglitz, 2010; Taylor, 2009).

There has been one unanticipated positive outcome amidst this landscape of
economic decline and collapse: the 2008 crisis led many people who had been
adversely affected to ask why and how this happened to them. Their own
responses to the crisis, including some questioning the economic system itself,
have generated countless discussions across the global platform of social media
networks and online sites of the mainstream media (e.g., Couldry, 2012). The
general public debating about the economy was indeed unprecedented inasmuch
as “prior to the crisis, economics was something that the average person had
gone out of their way to avoid” (Mirowski, 2010, p. 30). Now though, as Philip
Mirowski (2010) observed, “suddenly it seemed like everyone with a web
browser harbored a quick opinion about what had gone wrong with economics,
and was not at all shy about broadcasting it to the world” (p. 30).

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution.

93



Why then have seemingly more people now become so passionately opinionated
and vocal about the economic system known as ‘capitalism’? Perhaps the heated
public discussions and debates stem from everyday people’s increasing anxieties
over the continuity and/or security of their jobs, uncertain employment pro-
spects in an unpredictable era, stagnating and declining wages, rising income
disparities occurring worldwide, mounting consumer and student debt, and
growing poverty among the formerly middle-class in countries such as the US
and UK. As the economist Richard Wolff (2016) notes, the mainstream repression
of arguments over capitalism versus alternative economic systems during the
Cold War and the ensuing years after the 1989 collapse of the Soviet Union
lasted until “the 2008 crash of global capitalism reopened the space for those
debates to resume” (p. x).

Given that economic issues indeed occupy a prominent and fundamental
place in many of our lives, whether it is having enough money to pay the bills
on time, accruing more debt, and/or desperately seeking a job in the current era
of global competition and outsourcing, it would seem that understanding how
people mediate the dominant economic system called capitalism is of the utmost
importance. What does capitalism actually mean to people, both through its
discourses and materialized lived experiences? How do people make sense of it,
and describe its impact on their lives? This book seeks a deeper understanding
of how we engage with the discourses of capitalism with its manifold, dominant,
and dialogical meanings. But it aims for more than just a better understanding
of the ways in which people take up capitalism’s discourses. It also attempts to
find ways to build upon and further develop the necessary critical counter-
hegemonic discourses that can challenge and ultimately derail the hegemonic
representations of capitalism (e.g., ‘the free market’ or ‘capitalism is democ-
racy’) that have been so widely disseminated and taken up in public discourse
for decades now. My purpose here is an unapologetic political project that
grounds this exploration in ultimately seeking how we can move to a democratic
governance and participation in the production and distribution of the surplus
wealth the majority of us create through our labor. Understanding what capitalism
is, how it operates, and the ways in which we view its role(s) in our lives, and our
own roles in this economic system is a crucial element of this project. And by
doing so, I also invite readers to examine their own assumptions, meaning-
makings, and discourses of capitalism they have taken up in making sense of
their own working and everyday lives.

There is much at stake in how we engage with these discourses of capitalism
because how we view our economy and its roles and functions in society in which
we live, work, love, and die, and behave accordingly have been shaped in large
part by its hegemonic representations through its material manifestations in policies
and practices, academic literature, media discussions, and popular portrayals. In
critically engaging with how everyday people mediate discourses of capitalism,
we can build upon our imagining, considering, and developing the possibilities
in our own agencies in effecting much-needed changes to an economic system
that impacts all of us in ways beyond our immediate lived experiences.

2 The discourses of capitalism
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My lived experiences under capitalism

My maternal great-grandparents and grandparents left what was then called the
Canton province of southern China for New York City in the 1920s, where they
settled in the Lower East Side neighborhood of Chinatown. My paternal
grandfather and father arrived in the City a few years later, living uptown in
East Harlem. I was born and raised in a predominantly White working-class
neighborhood in the borough of Queens, New York City, less than a mile from
the house where the fictional character Archie Bunker from the 1970s American
television hit show, All in the Family, lived. Although Archie Bunker was
popularly described as a bigot, as portrayed by the actor Carroll O’Connor, the
character was somewhat more nuanced than this. He would poignantly express
the views, anxieties, and laments I heard from the people I grew up with in my
neighborhood. Part of their prevailing ethos was ‘get a job!’ and then once you
had actually landed a job, you were expected to ‘just do your job!’ People in this
neighborhood, including my parents, had experienced the Great Depression during
the 1930s, and many felt they had pulled themselves up by their proverbial
bootstraps in the subsequent decades. Because they were justifiably proud of their
ensuing life trajectories up to that time during the 1960s and 70s when the
so-called ‘middle class’ in the US was more prosperous than it had ever been,
they also felt justified they could give little countenance to those who they perceived
as failing to do likewise.

The Archie Bunker character, who worked as a unionized foreman on a
Brooklyn loading dock, often expressed this view of relative upward mobility,
along with his politically right-wing opinions. In fact, mirroring the political
shift of many White working-class people who had previously aligned themselves
with the 1930s New Deal administration of President Franklin Roosevelt and
his Democratic Party, Archie Bunker was a staunch supporter of President
Richard Nixon, a Republican, and who would be viewed today as a Democrat
in terms of his economic policies. Archie Bunker then enthusiastically supported
the much more conservative Ronald Reagan, who first ran for the US pre-
sidency in 1976. This narrative arc of Archie Bunker’s shifting evermore right-
ward in his politics in fact foreshadowed and in this sense even prophesied
Reagan’s eventual victory in 1980 and the ensuing rise of what became known
as “Reaganomics” – the espousal of the so-called “trickle-down economics.”

Somehow, many working- and middle-class voters – but certainly not all –
either accepted or ignored the basic premises and assumptions of the trickle-down
theory of Reaganomics. This was basically the promise made and popularized
by Reagan that by giving significant tax breaks to the rich (aka the ‘1%’, as
popularized by the Occupy Movement), their resulting increased wealth would
‘trickle down’ to the rest of society in the form of more spending and investment
presumably leading to job growth and thus, a stronger economy. However, one
question would be, stronger for whom? It is no coincidence that both President
Reagan and his counterpart across the Atlantic, British Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher, were able to draw upon this demographic of White

The discourses of capitalism 3
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working class (although in the US, they viewed themselves as being members of
the ‘middle class’), in many ways typified by the television character of Archie
Bunker. Reagan and Thatcher were able to do this by appealing to this segment
of the working class in legitimizing and giving voice to their growing resentment
toward what they saw as the entitlement of those supposedly benefiting from
the social welfare state; this of course with racist overtones. Never mind the
fact that many of their supporters had done exactly this, that is, receiving
healthcare from the National Health Service in the UK, and for those 65 and
over in the US, Medicare, as well as countless numbers of Americans who had
been saved from certain destitution due to Social Security. Instead, they chose
to enthusiastically support and vote for these two politicians who aimed (and
subsequently succeeded to varying degrees) to dismantle the very social welfare
settlement and labor-capital accord that had served many in the working class
so well the preceding 45 years in enabling them to attain a middle-class lifestyle.
And it was no accident either that both my parents, who had supported and
voted for Richard Nixon in 1968 and 1972, later became avid supporters of
Reagan just like Archie Bunker (although they later switched to the Democratic
Party in the 1990s).

My family eventually left New York City and moved to the nearby suburbs
of Long Island to a neighborhood that would be regarded in the US as much
more middle-class – single-family homes with at least one, if not two cars in
every driveway. In both these communities of the City and Long Island, my
neighbors, school friends, and I had much more in common than we thought,
despite our common practices of identifying and being identified as being ‘Irish’,
‘Italian’, ‘Jewish’, ‘Catholic’, and in my case, ‘Chinese’. Even though I never
learned the language or knew much about the cultural practices associated with
being Chinese other than having Chinese food during Chinese New Year, I was
seen by some as being ‘Chinese’ despite my formative years growing up in those
communities. The first growing realization of my social class commonality with
my classmates was when I was a high school senior applying to various Ivy
League universities. One university was Harvard, which notified me that I
would have an admissions interview with an alumna. She lived on the North
Shore of Long Island, the so-called “Gold Coast”, a historically affluent area
with the likes of such storied families as the Vanderbilts, Roosevelts, Morgans,
and Whitneys.

When I drove up to the alumna’s home in my father’s ten year-old car, it was
the biggest house I had ever seen. It had at least three levels with a long winding
driveway. She and her family were classic old-money WASPs – White Anglo
Saxon Protestants. Needless to say, I did not get into Harvard because they
deemed me not having the ‘right stuff’ – although not because of my academic
achievements or even my ethnic background but because the alumna knew I had
been socialized in a working-class background. If you closed your eyes and
heard me speak back then, you would have sworn you were talking to Archie
Bunker himself, minus his bigotry. My rapidly growing awareness of stark
social class differences was further heightened by my attending a small private

4 The discourses of capitalism
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liberal arts four-year college in Pennsylvania. It was there I met people who had
gone to private schools throughout their entire schooling, and who had either lived
abroad or at least traveled overseas. I also met for the first time several people
outside my extended family that might have looked similar to me in terms of
socially-constructed ethnic physiognomic categories in the eyes of some casual
bystanders: two fellow classmates who were from Hong Kong but had attended
exclusive private preparatory schools in the US. During spring break vacations,
they would fly off to Switzerland to ski while I would take the 5-hour train ride
back home to Long Island. It was then I started to feel the disparities in social class
and its attendant lived experiences in important ways because although others
might have viewed those two classmates and me as being of the same ‘race’ or
‘culture’ based on our superficially perceived physical similarities, I had nothing
in common with them in terms of their wealth, socioeconomic status, lived
experiences, and accompanying outlook on their own prospects in life.

I began to realize that my high school classmates and I had engaged in the
prevailing dominant discourse in the US at the time that we were all normatively
middle-class, we all had essentially the same access to various forms of resources
and capital, and that the only way to go was up – that is, if we worked hard
enough and ‘did our job’, and with a bit of luck, we too someday could be one
of those who would be able to fly off to Europe during a week-long vacation to
ski. Adopting another dominant discourse, the only discernible differences we
co-constructed among ourselves drew from racialized categories – I was ‘Chinese’,
and so-and-so was ‘Irish’ or ‘Italian’ even though all of us had been born in the
US and were fluent only in English. Thus, we had been socialized into focusing
on the micro-differences in our physical appearances regarding hair and eye
color, our ancestral family names (although some of these including mine had
even been altered upon arrival in the US), and the occasional observation of cus-
toms mainly centered around holiday food choices. However, my family would
often have pasta during Christmas holidays – did this make us ‘Italian’, or did it
make my Jewish friends who ate at my father’s Chinese food restaurant ‘Chi-
nese’? We were too fixated on these details to notice that collectively as the
‘middle class’ in America, we were all in the same boat that had just begun
slowly springing leaks in the 1970s, and continuing to the present day with
declining or stagnant wages, job loss, and decimation of unions.

With this as a background, as a teenager I was fairly conservative in my own
politics. While I was an undergraduate student, I voted for Ronald Reagan in the
1980 US presidential election. I remember his campaign commercial was aired on
the radio while I was driving. In his inimitable speaking style honed by years of
film acting and then pitching for various corporate sponsors including General
Electric (GE), Reagan posed the following question to the American public in
the wake of the Iran hostage crisis enveloping the Carter Administration at the
time: “It’s nice to be liked. But isn’t it better to be respected?” In many ways, this
was a brilliant appeal that tapped into the growing anxieties of many Americans
in the late 1970s. These anxieties stemmed from the post-World War Two
labor–capital accord in the US coming to an end due to the systemic stresses
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brought on by multiple factors including falling rates of corporate profit, the
OPEC oil crisis, recessionary stagflation, and the rise of the competing German
and Japanese economies. Reagan was able to shift the focus away from US
corporations responsible for cutting wages, raising prices, laying off workers and
outsourcing good-paying manufacturing jobs, and in doing so, brought into the
mainstream the now prevalent neoliberal discourse of blaming undue government
‘interference’ for keeping the market from working as it should. This discourse,
coupled with the perceived notion that US military hegemony was on the wane in
the wake of the Vietnam War defeat, enabled Reagan to mobilize support through
portraying both foreign powers and Americans’ own government as standing in
the way of America becoming ‘great’ again. This playbook has since been adopted
by ensuing Republican candidates in their bids for the US Presidency.

However, after Reagan was elected, my own politics soon changed dramati-
cally. I had started taking several undergraduate economics courses that eventually
led to my getting a B.A. degree in Economics. The departmental faculty had a
number of young assistant professors who had come of age during the late
1960s and had been part of the New Left. Two of my professors in particular,
Antonio Callari and Jack Amariglio, would go on to become founding editorial
members of the journal, Rethinking Marxism. It was their courses, along with
several of their other colleagues, which began to re-shape profoundly my ways
of viewing society that has continued to this day. Their teaching approaches
comparing and contrasting neoclassical, Keynesian, and Marxian economic
theories were eye-opening and ultimately inspiring. Already feeling alienated from
my college environment because so many of my classmates were from privileged
backgrounds and were quite assured in their assuming high-paying professional
careers, I found a theoretical and philosophical-historical framework that
helped me make sense of who I was and what I was seeing and feeling. It was a
stunning revelation as an undergraduate student to be introduced to the Marxian
legacy and thinkers by my professors, especially Jack Amariglio, who first sug-
gested I read Louis Althusser while I was still an undergraduate. In addition to
reading Althusser as well as the work of Marx and Engels, I continued with
Antonio Gramsci, Stuart Hall, Henri Lefebvre, Ellen Meiksins Woods, Étienne
Balibar, Chantal Mouffe, Slavoj Žižek, and many others in the ensuing years.

Some years later after finishing my undergraduate studies, in the late 1980s, I
became a political activist, working for what was then called SANE/Freeze –

the original Ban the Bomb movement that began in the US during the 1950s.
This was during the Reagan and Bush (the elder) administrations, when they
were extensively involved in various military interventions in Central America,
including attempting to destabilize and (not-so) covertly overthrow the Sandinista
government in Nicaragua. As part of my job, I canvassed numerous neighbor-
hoods across the greater Los Angeles area, knocking on doors and meeting
people from all socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds, discussing with them if
they knew how their tax dollars were being spent on the ever-increasing build-up
of nuclear weapons, funding the contras in Nicaragua, as well as supporting the
oppressive military government in El Salvador.

6 The discourses of capitalism
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It was an eye-opening experience in many ways having met and talked with
at least 10,000 people during those two and a half years. It was through this
activist work that I directly encountered on a large scale the ways in which
people construct what Antonio Gramsci called their common-sense beliefs. I had
read a bit of Gramsci as an undergraduate but I felt compelled to return to his
work, specifically his Prison Notebooks, during my time working as an activist in
the attempt to understand how people I was talking with on a nightly basis could
hold contradictory and conflicting views of society, their country, and the world.
My decidedly heterodox (at least in the American cultural and political context)
political, ideological, and own common-sense beliefs that had been transformed
while studying economics, critical theory, and philosophy as an undergraduate
were significantly informed and further shaped through this daily activist
engagement with the various communities of Los Angeles, all of which has
resonated to this day. But I have often thought back to when I was an initial
supporter of Ronald Reagan, and yet changed my beliefs dramatically within a
fairly short time frame, never to return to my former politics. If I was able to
do it, and similarly like-minded people have done so as well, why not others?

I returned to political activism when the Occupy Movement began in the
autumn of 2011. Joining the movement in their Los Angeles location, I partici-
pated in marching, protesting, talking with fellow protesters, and eventually
running a workshop on language and power entitled Critical Language in
Action, which was uploaded to YouTube and has since garnered over 3,800 views.
I once again encountered those incoherent and contradictory elements of common-
sense beliefs from both fellow Occupiers and interested passersby in numerous
conversations. Many were outraged by the growing economic inequalities they
were directly experiencing and observing. In explaining the causes of the global
economic crisis, some expressed the view that it was all due to one institutional
agent, the Federal Reserve. Their solution was to eliminate this, and capitalism
would be able to function freely. Others attributed the crisis to ‘corporate
capitalism’, seeing capitalism running amok as it were and in need of greater
restraint. In this, a prevalent discourse was adopted and repeated – that capitalism
could be reformed and tamed.

What is capitalism?

For many (but certainly far from all) in my parents’ generation who came of
age in the immediate years after World War Two, they received a small slice of
the pie known as ‘the American dream’: a house in the suburbs, a new car every
few years, and the expectation that they would always be financially better off the
following year. These middle-class Americans were fortunate enough to reap
the benefits of the long struggle of organized labor against capital from the
1930s to 1950s, and the resulting New Deal of the Franklin Roosevelt adminis-
tration and the accompanying postwar settlement lasting until the early 1970s.
For these people during this era, they rightly felt capitalism was the best bet in
town. If you worked hard enough and you did your job, then you would be
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paid ‘a fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work’. However, capitalism does not
operate on this principle.

If capitalism in fact does not run on fair-minded principles, what then are the
distinguishing features that characterize it as a unique economic system of
production, appropriation, distribution, and consumption? As the economist
Richard Wolff points out, capitalism has repeatedly been defined by politicians,
journalists, pundits, and many academics as “markets plus private (‘free’)
enterprises” (Wolff, 2015). However, Wolff argues that capitalism was certainly
not the first nor the only economic system that has relied on a market mechanism
of product and resource distribution. Both feudal and slave-based economic
systems relied on markets to distribute their resources, whether it was the
human slaves themselves or the various products slaves and serfs under feudalism
produced. Thus, a market system “does not distinguish capitalism from a slave
system … (or) from feudalism” (Wolff, 2015). In the same manner, the notion
and practice of so-called “free enterprises,” as Wolff contends, is not confined
to capitalism exclusively either. Feudal manors and slave plantations were also
able to freely set their own prices and production outputs without state-mandated
restrictions. Wolff notes that capitalism in the US functioned without interrup-
tion without a ‘free market’ during World War Two as the federal government
mandated the use of government ration cards, which effectively replaced the
prevailing market system as a means of distributing goods and services. In
addition, capitalism functioned without having the freedom to set prices and
wages during the early 1970s as President Nixon imposed wage and price con-
trols in the US in an effort to combat inflation. Although initially intended for
just 90 days, it lasted at various levels for nearly three years.

So why is this distinction between free enterprise/markets and capitalism
important? It matters because in often conflating the two, both the media and
the public, whether intentionally or inadvertently but ideologically nonetheless,
serve to reinforce the idea in both everyday and academic discourses that
capitalism in effect equals freedom, democracy, and choice. In addition, these
repeated linkages of capitalism with notions of freedom as supposedly exemplified
in free enterprise and free markets have another ideological purpose – to effectively
dismiss any thought or suggestion, much less discussion or exploration, of any
other alternative economic systemic arrangements. In a world in which capitalist
discourses have always called for finding ways to improve everything including
commodity products and oneself (as its own commodity in the form of selling
one’s labor power) in the name of ‘progress’, it is ironic that capitalism
sees itself from being immune to any improvement, even with its so-called
‘imperfections’ and all.

If free enterprise and free markets do not constitute capitalism, what then are
its defining features? “Like all important topics, capitalism has been defined and
understood quite differently by different people and groups throughout its
history,” and therefore “no one should proceed as if any one definition is the
only one or is a definition on which everyone agrees” (Wolff, 2012, p. 19).
Indeed, the term ‘capitalism’ illustrates Vološinov’s (1973) claim that “the word
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has the capacity to register all the transitory, delicate, momentary phases of
social change” (p. 19). Because of its social and ideological multiaccentualities,
capitalism means different things to different people due to their “using the same
signs from different perspectives” (Ives, 2004a, p. 81). These differential accent-
ualities stem in part from the term’s ideological framing collocations with the
‘free market’ and ‘free enterprise’ that are oriented toward particular addressees.

With this in mind, the definition of capitalism I use in this book to engage
with the participants’ varying meanings is from Marx’s (1976) Capital: it is in
the class structure of the workers’ production of surplus value which is then
appropriated and distributed by capitalists. Marx differentiated between two
parts of the working day: “necessary labour-time” and “surplus labour time”
(p. 325). The necessary labour-time refers to that working day portion during
which the labor expended by workers serves to reproduce their own value of
the means of subsistence for themselves; i.e., their “own preservation or continued
reproduction” (p. 324) of oneself in the workplace. However, for the rest of the
working day, the workers do not create any value for themselves but instead
create the surplus value, “which, for the capitalist, has all the charms of something
created out of nothing” (p. 325). This form in which surplus value is extracted
from the worker, which Marx argued is “merely a congealed quantity of surplus
labour-time, as nothing but objectified surplus labour,” serves to distinguish the
“various economic formations of society” throughout history including slave-
labour and wage-labour (p. 325). For example, if a working day is 8 hours long,
the first 4 hours might be the necessary labour-time for workers to reproduce
their own value (i.e., wages paid to them for the entire 8 hours they worked).
But the last 4 hours of that working day would be the surplus value (beyond the
paid wages) produced by the worker, which is then appropriated by the capitalist.
If the working week is 6 days, this then is “the same as if (the worker) worked
3 days in the week for himself [sic] and 3 days in the week gratis for the capitalist”
(p. 346). Thus, the longer the workers work beyond the necessary labour-time
in any given working-day duration, the more they produce their labor value
solely for the capitalist, whose sole purpose is to create and “absorb the greatest
possible amount of surplus labour” (p. 342). In this manner, “the rate of surplus-
value is therefore an exact expression for the degree of exploitation of labour-
power by capital, or of the worker by the capitalist” (p 326). As Marx famously
observed, “capital is dead labour which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking
living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks” (p, 342).

However, Marx (1976) noted that “capital did not invent surplus labour”
(p. 344). For example, in slavery, “the excess of the slaves’ total output over
what they get to consume (plus what replaces inputs used up in production) is
the surplus” (Wolff, 2015). In a feudal economic system, personal relationships
shape the surplus appropriation and distribution in that serfs working their
assigned plots of land would keep whatever they produced from certain working
days while providing their product of their labor on their lord’s retained land
on other days. Under feudalism, the workers’ unpaid labor for a specified
working day (called the ‘corvée’), was “accurately marked off from the
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necessary labour” (Marx, 1976, p. 346). However, under capitalism, surplus
labour and necessary labour “are mingled together” in “the drive for an
unlimited extension of the working day” in ways that are “not directly visible”
(p. 346). Indeed in capitalism, its surplus organization is different:

The surplus producers in capitalism are neither property (slavery), nor
bound by personal relationships (feudal mutual obligations). Instead, the
producers in capitalism enter ‘voluntarily’ into contracts with the possessors
of material means of production (land and capital). The contracts, usually
in money terms, specify 1) how much will be paid by the possessors to buy/
employ the producer’s labor power, and 2) the conditions of the producers’
actual labor processes. The contract’s goal is for the producers’ labor to add
more value during production than the value paid to the producer. That
excess of value added by worker over value paid to worker is the capitalist
form of the surplus, or surplus value. While the capitalist, feudal and slave
organizations of the surplus differ as described above, they also share one
crucial feature. In each system, the individuals who produce surpluses are not
identical to the individuals who appropriate and then distribute those sur-
pluses. Each system shares a basic alienation – of producers from their
products – located at the core of production. That alienation provokes
parallel class struggles: slaves versus masters, serfs versus lords, and
workers versus capitalists. Marx used the word ‘exploitation’ to focus
analytical attention on what capitalism shared with feudalism and slavery,
something that capitalist revolutions against slavery and feudalism never
overcame.

(Wolff, 2015)

Thus, capitalism as an economic system is not necessarily tied to ‘free’ markets
or ‘free’ private enterprises. These two constructs should therefore not be used
to define what makes capitalism unique or different from previous economic
systems such as feudalism and slavery forms of production. As Wolff (2015) notes,
it is the workers who are exploited because their wages are not commensurate
with what they have produced, and are positioned within a social relation of
production that they have supposedly entered ‘willingly’ or ‘voluntarily’ of their
own accord, unlike the forms of indenture under which feudal laborers worked.
And this notion of a worker being able to voluntarily walk into and out of any
job has given rise to the framing of capitalism as being a ‘free’ enterprise system
whereby workers are free to choose which job, where, and when it suits them.
But just as importantly, workers, who include not just what we might think of
when using the term ‘worker’ as in a factory worker but all people in the
workforce laboring for organizations (including universities) that appropriate
their surplus labor value, do not have the power and say in capitalist-based
organizations to decide how their surplus can be distributed back to them and
to others. In corporations for example, the important decision how the surplus
value produced by their employees will be appropriated and distributed is made
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by a board of directors on behalf of their major shareholders, and not the
workers who produced the very surplus value themselves. Thus, in this view of
capitalism, “Marx’s special insight was to show how the property distribution
enabled the capitalists to increase the value of the means of production they
owned” (Resnick & Wolff, 2003, p. 15).

Seen in this manner, a capitalist form of economic production, appropriation
and distribution is fundamentally anti-democratic in that the majority of the
workers who are affected by decisions made at work do not have an important
say, if any, in these decisions. When I was on the faculty in the English
Department at City University of Hong Kong from 2013 to 2015, I once asked
my graduate students, many of them from mainland China, what their definition
of capitalism was. Their replies also drew upon dominant mainstream media
and academic discourses of capitalism: “the free market”, “a free economy”, “the
freedom to choose and buy” were some of their responses. When I provided them
the aforementioned defining characteristic features that mark capitalism, one
student commented, “that sounds like a dictatorship to me.”

However, both Phil Graham (2006a, 2006b) and Allan Luke (Graham & Luke,
2005, 2011) make the argument that we should no longer define our current
political economic system as “capitalism” inasmuch as the structuring internal
and external dynamics have changed significantly enough since the 19th century
to warrant the term “corporatism” instead. The ongoing economic crisis, they
argue, “continues to defy available explanatory paradigms of economics, political
economy, and geopolitics, most of which are premised on obsolete concepts of
capitalism” (Graham & Luke, 2011, p. 104). They identify four features they
believe distinguish the current economic system as being “corporatist” from a
capitalist one instead. These are “the separation of ownership from control; the
separation of business from industry (Veblen, 1923); the separation of account-
ability from responsibility; and the subjugation of ‘going concerns’ (Veblen,
1923) by overriding concerns” (Graham & Luke, 2011, p. 107). I will address
here only their first feature – the separation of ownership from control – which
is the most salient in how we define capitalism. Naming this separation between
ownership and control is based on their argument that “the largest public corpora-
tions are controlled by people who do not own them on behalf of the many
millions who have no idea what they actually own” (p. 108), referring to the
many members in the public who have invested in corporations through share-
holding, pension funds, and retirement plans. Thus, Graham and Luke contend
that “in economically ‘advanced’ countries, the irony is that (a form of) social
ownership of the means of production has been achieved without the appear-
ance of any of the benefits hoped for by communist and socialist movements”
(p. 107). This argument is based on their claim that the primary Marxist defi-
nition of capitalism is private ownership of the means of production, and with
the accompanying aim of achieving social ownership instead. Indeed, they
maintain that capitalism in its “simplest and most common definition” is “an
economic system in which private individuals own and invest in the means of
production and use these to increase their wealth through a combination of
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price system, profit motive, competition, and the use of specialized wage labor”
(Graham & Luke, 2011, p. 107).

Contrary to this prevailing notion that Graham and Luke have adopted in
their case for abandoning the term ‘capitalism’, Richard Wolff (2012, 2015)
argues that this is actually not the defining characteristic of capitalism – the
private ownership of the means of production. Wolff notes that this confusion
of defining capitalism in this manner also led the Soviets to assume that by
replacing private ownership with social ownership of the means of production –

as noted by Graham and Luke referring to the many middle-class workers having
invested in companies – socialism was proclaimed to be achieved. Instead, the
Soviet Union essentially transitioned from private to state capitalism in that
although the ownership of the means of production was now officially in the
hands of all the people (as represented by the Soviet state), the organization of
the surplus produced by the workers was still decided by a select few – the
Soviet government bureaucrats who appropriated and distributed the surplus
but did not help to produce it. That is, the “surplus producers and appro-
priators in state enterprises were not made identical” (Wolff, 2015, emphasis in
original). So although the majority of corporate stock are “now nominally
owned by ‘the workers of the world’ through their pension funds, direct
shareholdings, and other investment strategies” (Graham & Luke, 2011, p. 108),
these workers still have no say in deciding how the surplus they produced is to
be organized and distributed in terms of profits, wages, and investment. Thus,
Wolff’s defining characteristic of capitalism runs counter to Graham and Luke’s
argument that capitalism has “morphed into corporatism” because of “the
formal separation of ownership from control, especially as it pertains to the means
of production … marking the end of a central premise of capitalism” (p. 115).
Indeed, if anything, this formal separation of ownership from control, especially
control of deciding how any surplus value produced by workers is organized,
appropriated, and distributed is the primary defining characteristic of capitalism,
be it ‘early’, ‘industrial’, or ‘late’.

US economists and capitalism

Most economists in the US failed to forecast the 2007–2008 global financial
crisis and indeed a good many seemed to be nonplussed in its immediate wake
(Krugman, 2009). In mainstream culture and its pop cultural representations,
“the figure of the economist has more often than not served as a butt for jokes
or the template for an unsympathetic protagonist in the larger culture; econo-
mists make for lousy celebrities” (Mirowski, 2010, p. 28). This representation,
or rather the public’s perceptions of economists’ views and opinions on the
economy, and more importantly, their failure to predict the crisis is not wholly
unwarranted:

Leading active members of today’s economics profession … have formed
themselves into a kind of Politburo for correct economic thinking. As a
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general rule – as one might generally expect from a gentleman’s club – this
has placed them on the wrong side of every important policy issue, and not
just recently but for decades. They predict disaster where none occurs.
They deny the possibility of events that then happen … They oppose the
most basic, decent and sensible reforms, while offering placebos instead.
They are always surprised when something untoward (like a recession)
actually occurs. And when finally they sense that some position cannot be
sustained, they do not reexamine their ideas. They do not consider
the possibility of a flaw in logic or theory. Rather, they simply change the
subject. No one loses face, in this club, for having been wrong.

(Galbraith, 2009, cited in Mirowski, 2010, p. 29)

And for those who might regard Galbraith’s choice of comparing the current
economics profession to a Soviet-era style Politburo to be a bit hyperbolic,
Mirowski (2010) observes that in fact beginning in the late 1970s in the US,
there was a systematic academic purge of economic scholars specializing in the
philosophy and history of the field. As the postwar – and in due time, the prevalent
Cold War mentality and concerns of the American economic orthodoxy took
hold, this eventually led to “high-ranking journals, such as the American Economic
Review, theQuarterly Journal of Economics, and the Journal of Political Economy,
declared they would cease publication of any articles whatsoever in these areas,
after a long history of acceptance” (Mirowski, 2010, p. 30). Of course, the lack
of publications in these particular journals by scholars working in economic
history and philosophy impacted these scholars’ careers inasmuch as lower
journal rankings were then used as the basis to deny tenure promotion and to
bar the hiring of those with such methodological inclinations and preferences.
Those in power in the economics discipline consequently “expelled both philosophy
and history from the graduate economics curriculum, and then they chased it
out of the undergraduate curriculum as well” (p. 31). Not surprisingly, the
implementation of such policies meant that by the 1990s, there were very few
courses in economic history or philosophy offered in US universities simply
because there were few economic scholars with this training and research back-
ground left to teach these courses. This has led to an overwhelming orthodoxy
in the economics profession in the US, whereby from the 1990s onwards those
who have majored in economics and gone on to pursue terminal degrees have
not been exposed to anything outside the narrow range of the now almost
standardized curriculum of economic courses. And so, with the outset of the
global economic crisis, economists used the crisis as a way to settle their scores
“within the narrow confines of the orthodox neoclassical profession: MIT v.
Chicago … mindless econometrics v. mindless axiomatics, New Keynesians v.
New Classicals … efficient markets v. informationally challenged markets”
(Mirowski, 2010, pp. 31–33). As Mirowski notes, “this was all so boring one
can’t help thinking it was being done on purpose, to lull the rabble back to
sleep” (p. 33). Yet, this so-called “rabble” might not have been completely
asleep, and even if they had been, many were certainly awakened by the impact
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of the crisis, whether it was the ensuing loss of jobs, the collapse of property
prices, loan defaults, mortgage foreclosures, or investment losses. But in terms
of how the crisis was framed, discussed, and the solutions proposed in the
media, an important effect was indeed that the public was not exposed, at least
in the mainstream media, to forms of economic thinking and analyses from a
wider range of scholars holding significantly different views outside those
narrow confines of economic orthodoxy.

This trajectory of the economics discipline in the US over the past 40 years
has contributed to why the economic system itself is never criticized, much less
questioned in the public forums of the mainstream media that still have significant
impact on helping to shape public opinions and perceptions of capitalism.
When economists are interviewed on television or radio, or are writing for the
general public in newspaper opinion columns, the spectrum of views is aligned
with the economic orthodoxy that Mirowski (2010) named. In short, this
narrow spectrum essentially ranges from a Keynesian approach that is viewed
as ‘liberal’ to a monetarist or Friedman one that has been regarded as the
‘conservative’ stance in the US political context.

The Keynesian approach advocates government intervention in the economy,
whether through funneling tax payer-funded money back to the public in the
form of various assistances such as higher unemployment benefits, helping to
create jobs by implementing public infrastructure works, or preventing banking
institutions and corporations from going bankrupt during financial crises. This
approach was named after the British economist John Maynard Keynes, whose
influential book, General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money, was
published in 1936 during the height of the Great Depression. Keynes, in analyzing
the boom and bust cycles that are characteristic of capitalism, never intended to
propose another form of economic system, despite this very charge by those on
the Right. Instead, he “sought to theorize a way to tame and manage those
cycles” (Wolff and Resnick, 2012, p. 35). He did this by offering “a radically
new way to conceive of the economy and likewise a radically new policy for the
state” (p. 17). This radically new state policy in the intervention of the economy’s
recurring crises led to the social welfare state in the aftermath of World War
Two, which effectively ended the Great Depression for the victorious Western
European countries. However, this is not to discount the enormous and important
contributions and demands by organized labor both in the US and the UK in
the 1920s and 1930s that helped lead to the creation of the social welfare state,
particularly the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in the US that
focused on organizing unskilled and thus underrepresented workers. It was these
efforts along with a receptive Roosevelt Administration that adopted pro-union
policies and followed the Keynesian approach that led to 30 years of a broad
accord between capital and labor following the end of World War Two (although
there were many who were left out due to several ongoing issues such as hiring
discrimination practices based on gender and race). This accord in the US was
effectively managed by successive Presidential Administrations adopting varia-
tions of the Keynesian approach of government intervention in the economic
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impacts upon the public, of which the last prominent example was the introduc-
tion in 1965 by the Johnson Administration of Medicare that provided universal
health care coverage to all Americans 65 years of age and older.

However, by the late 1970s, the US economy was going through a severe
slump known as stagflation – a combination of rising consumer prices or what
is known as inflation, and stagnant economic growth. The causes for this were
vigorously debated by economists and politicians at the time, and this helped
pave the way for the return of the neoclassical economic approach championed
by the economist Milton Friedman. Friedman was based at the University of
Chicago and his fervent acolytes championing the so-called ‘free market’ later
became known as “the Chicago school of economics.” In effect, Friedman and
his former students along with like-minded colleagues advocated that the govern-
ment intervene, or as they would say, ‘interfere’, in the economy as little as
possible. The market, if left alone without undue government intervention as a
Keynesian approach would have it, would correct itself over time, whether this
involved inflation, economic downturns, stagnant wages, unemployment, or any
combination thereof. In the context of US political culture, Friedman’s insis-
tence on a market ‘free’ of any outside institutional interferences would be later
taken up and popularized by President Reagan, along with the ‘trickle-down’
theory of economic improvement.

Everyday economists and their discourses

Understanding how people think about, construct, and narrate discourses of the
economy and its effects on their lives, as well as their responses to economic
discourses by others is a crucial component to our conceptions of how public
knowledge and discourses are constructed, and how these discourses are enacted,
received, and valued. These economic discourses and their representations – the
way the global, national, and local economies are perceived, conceived, and
depicted (Ruccio, 2008a) – raise a central issue of whose discourses and voices
count, and whose are heard. Are the representations, narrations, discourses,
and knowledge of the economy as constructed by people legitimate and thus
worth being heard by policymakers and institutional stakeholders? Or are their
myriad economic representations, discourses, and theories of the economy only
examples of what has been called “ersatz economics” (McCloskey, 1985b, cited
in Amariglio & Ruccio, 1999, p. 20), and therefore can be dismissed out of
hand? Indeed, “academic economists often consider such formulations to be … a
mostly random set of irrational elocutions lacking both structure and con-
sistency” (Ruccio, 2008b, p. 2). However, as Ruccio (2008b) argued, “the alter-
native is to recognize ‘everyday’ economic theories and statements as having
their own discursive structure” (p. 2).

These discursive structures need to be explored for the ways in which they
reflect not only locally co-constructed forms of economic knowledge based on
lived experiences, but also how dominant economic discourses are mediated and
taken up. In their engagements with economic discourses and representations,
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people assume, create, and enact an identity that, following Klamer and
Meehan (1999), I refer to here as “everyday economists” (Klamer & Meehan,
1999). In Klamer and Meehan’s (1999) framing, these everyday economists are
people who are dealing with issues related to the economy in their daily lives.
As such, they are “most likely to personalize the economy; they think in terms
of people doing things, of right and wrong, of victories and defeats, of special
interests, and of identities … these people, and we are all among them, think in
dramatic terms, of winners, losers, and of power” (Klamer & Meehan, 1999,
p. 69). In fact, this should surprise no one for “everyone engages in economic
theorizing” (Wolff & Resnick, 2012, p. 6).

These everyday economists’ discourses and representations can be found in
“a wide variety of sites, including many of the genres of so-called popular culture”
(Ruccio, 2008b, p. 3). These genres include movies, TV shows, novels, and
music (Ruccio & Amariglio, 2003). However, people’s economic views expressed
in these genres and other meaning-making venues “are often attacked by academic
economists, who bemoan the low level of economic knowledge among the
general citizenry” (Ruccio, 2008b, p. 3). Thus, from time to time, from grade
school on, economic literacy campaigns are “designed to replace ‘ersatz’ economic
knowledge with the methods and conclusions of economic ‘science’” (p. 3).

However, it should be noted that the many professional economists who
claim their field of economics as a science in its own right failed to predict the
2008 global crisis, and indeed, have also failed to predict past crises. This raises
the issue of whether the knowledge generated from the academy should be
valued more highly than the knowledge generated from everyday people’s dis-
cursive engagements with the economy. Of course, these differently generated
forms of knowledge are neither separated nor epistemologically ‘distinct’ – and
in particular for everyday economists’ discourses, they may “represent the
modern-day equivalent of a Bakhtinian carnival,” including “on the one hand,
stylized parodies of (and even attacks on) all sorts of official academic lan-
guages and pronouncements and, on the other hand, conceptual strategies and
ways of seeing that pave the way for alternative economic practices” (Ruccio,
2008b, pp. 5–6).

Rather than viewing the economy as a uniform, monolithic, and abstract
force distinctly separate from us, it is defined here as being “both determined
by, and a determinant of, the social (including political and cultural) and natural
elements that make up the rest of the world, such that there is no clear line that
can be drawn between economy and non-economy” (Ruccio, 2008b, p. 10).
Ruccio (2008b) argued that because of the lack of any clear distinctions between
the economy and non-economic spheres (if such exist), it is imperative that we
explore both the role “diverse economic representations play in how … sub-
jectivities and identities are constituted” (p. 15), and how these representations
are “produced, how they circulate, and the manner in which they are contested
in sites and practices throughout society” (p. 15). And lastly, research has
shown that public opinion does have substantial influence on economic policy
decisions (e.g., tax hikes or cuts and corresponding government spending)
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inasmuch as people’s perceptions of the economy’s health have been seen as a
major factor in determining election outcomes in democratic societies (Blendon
et al., 1999). This demonstrates the importance and need to explore the ways in
which public knowledge and views of the economy are co-constructed and
articulated.

Previous research on economic discourses

In the past 25 years or so, several researchers in the field of economics have
employed interdisciplinary approaches to the conceptualization and develop-
ment of theoretical economic frameworks. These approaches mainly feature
poststructuralist discourse analytic methods in reading and deconstructing
dominant economic narratives, representations, and discourses (e.g., Amariglio,
1990; Amariglio & Ruccio, 1999; Ruccio, 2008a; Ruccio & Amariglio, 2003;
Ruccio, Cullenberg, & Amariglio, 2001; Stäheli, 2008; Starr, 2008; Watkins, 1998,
2008). The discourse analytic tools used by these economic researchers were
borrowed and adapted primarily from the work done by Foucault, Derrida, and
Kristeva. Poststructuralist analytic approaches had already been employed by
other disciplinary scholars who made major contributions to literature and
cultural studies in the 1970s and 1980s.

Amariglio (1990) was one of the first to problematize economic discourses
and representations as constructed by many mainstream economists. These pro-
ductions of economic knowledge and discourse are seen by Amariglio to be rooted
in the modernist claims of stability, truth, and scientific facts. In contrast, he
argued for a poststructuralist view of economic discourse in which economic
knowledge is viewed as being discursive in nature. It is the discursive meaning-
makings of economists, journalists, politicians, and how these are taken up by
the general public that help shape our sense of economic realities. Stäheli (2008)
adopted a similar approach to examining visual strategies involved in constructing
representations of the economy and the market. Ruccio (2008a) also advocated
the use of poststructuralist approaches to investigate economic representations
and discourses.

Although the construct of economic discourses and representations generated
and produced outside of the academy in everyday life has been theorized by the
aforementioned researchers, their analytical investigations for the most part have
been limited to the domain of films, music, poetry, novels, cartoons, advertising,
and art (e.g., Ruccio, 2008a; Ruccio & Amariglio, 2003). In fact, there has been
scant research, if any, on specifically the ways in which the general public has
produced knowledge of the economy through intellectual engagement and
debate in the media with economists, journalists, and pundits on pressing political
and economic issues.

There have been somewhat parallel and theoretically adjacent approaches
used in examining local, national, and global economies in other scholarly fields
such as sociology, anthropology, geography, and urban studies. However, in
contrast to the extensive research done on the economy and accompanying
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discourses in these fields, economic discourses have only begun to be directly
addressed in the field of applied linguistics. So while the aforementioned econ-
omists utilized discourse analytic methods – highly innovative in the field of
economics at the time – that shared many theoretical and methodological features
with several of the discourse analytic approaches developed and used in applied
linguistics for some time, few applied linguists themselves have turned their
own analytic and theoretical lens on economic discourses. These economic dis-
courses and their associated meaning-makings must be explored because they help
to materialize and instantiate economic, social, and political power and domina-
tion by the few over the many. Furthermore, the reciprocal rise of critical (and
sometimes radical) responses and challenges from the many to these discourses
and their materialized practices also need to be examined for not only how
discursive regimes may be contested and perhaps displaced, but also for how we
may use these analyses for social justice educational goals.

There have been some notable exceptions, however (e.g., Block, 2014, 2015;
Block, Gray, & Holborow, 2012; Chun, 2009, 2012, 2013, 2015, 2016; Clarke &
Morgan, 2011; Fairclough, 2000, 2006; Gounari, 2006; Graham & Luke, 2005;
Holborow, 2006, 2007, 2012a, 2012b, 2013, 2015; Luke, 2007). In my own previous
work (Chun, 2009, 2012, 2013, 2015), I have addressed how economic and globa-
lized neoliberal discourses were taken up in English for Academic Purposes (EAP)
textbooks, curriculum materials, and the classroom. The aim was to explore the
ways in which students and teachers make meanings of the world around them,
and these ensuing pathways of meaning making that perpetuated or contested
dominant discourses in circulation. With this book, the purpose is the same – to
examine how people make meanings of the economy and its place in their lives.

However, my interest has not been merely scholarly for its own sake (as
important as this may be) in exploring how everyday people including teachers
and students take up the discourses and the representations of the economy, i.e.,
how they see the economy’s role in their lives in the ways it mediates their
everydayness, and their views of the accompanying social relations of which
they are an inescapable part. Instead, my research interest has been grounded in
my own embodied praxis. This praxis has been situated and enacted through a
myriad of critical practices that include interacting with people from all strata
of society in Los Angeles, as part of my activism work going back to the late
1980s; intellectually engaging with critical, feminist, radical, post-structural,
and Marxist theories since my undergraduate days; and my teaching and
working with thousands of English language learners since 1991. As I wrote in
my 2015 book, Power and Meaning Making in an EAP Classroom, my critical
pedagogy practices stemmed not from my intention to impose any critical
‘dogma’ on my students but emerged instead from outside-the-classroom
events, most notably and dramatically the uprisings in Los Angeles during the
spring of 1992 that impacted so many of my students’ lives. With this book, I
build upon my previous research by using a Gramscian theoretical framework
(explained in Chapter 2) in examining how the general public takes up discourses
of capitalism.
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Aims of the book

The aims of this book are thus rooted squarely in both my research inquiries and
in my lived experiences in my efforts to continue exploring and understanding
people’s economic discourses in making meaning not only of their lives but
the world around them. I attempt to engage critically and dialogically with the
responses from people to a mobile street artwork created by the artist Steve
Lambert, entitled Capitalism Works for Me! Measuring 9 feet high (2.74 m), and
20 feet across (6.1m), the artwork boldly features the word ‘capitalism’ in bright
neon-lit letters, with a tally board right below it showing the vote count totals
for ‘true’ and ‘false’ in response to “works for me!” Connected to the sign, and
placed within easy access to passersby, there is a standing module on which the
words “In my life this is” are imprinted along with a green button labeled
“True” and a red button labeled “False” for people to press to indicate whether
or not capitalism has worked for them in their lives (see Figures 1.1 and 1.2).

Some of those passersby who voted were willing to be interviewed by Steve
Lambert and his staff. These street interviews gave these participants an opportu-
nity to publicly air their views on the ways in which they saw capitalism impacting
their life trajectories and experiences as well as how they perceived capitalism
affecting others. The interviews that took place in New York City, Boston, and
Cedar Rapids, Iowa in 2012 and 2013 were video-recorded and uploaded to the
website Vimeo and the links posted to Steve Lambert’s webpage. In addition to
giving me permission to use these online videos for my data collection, the artist
graciously and generously provided me with another 67 videos taken in London
during the recent exhibit in early 2015, which are not available online. He also
shared with me more video interviews taken in Times Square, New York that

Figure 1.1 Steve Lambert’s Capitalism Works for Me! in Times Square, New York.
Courtesy of Steve Lambert (Creative Commons BY-NC-SA).
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were not included in the Vimeo uploads. These additional videos from Times
Square feature another 152 interview participants. These videos offer a glimpse
into how those who were walking by this street artwork – everyday people living
and traveling in the US and UK, with many from around the world – define
what capitalism is, what it has meant to them throughout their lives, how they
view its role and effects in society, and what it might mean to others. This public
artwork piece created an important dialogic space in the aforementioned cities,
providing an invaluable chance for people to express their opinions about the
economy and the particular system that creates and sustains it. This is indeed no
small feat inasmuch as there are very few examples in public spaces where
people have a chance to talk and argue about the economic system explicitly
named as ‘capitalism’ – the Occupy Movement being a notable one.

Steve Lambert’s idea for Capitalism Works for Me! stemmed from his belief
posted on his website page that art is about having a conversation about topics
that many people find difficult or almost frightening, such as capitalism. In
asking people about capitalism, he draws a parallel analogy with religion:

Starting a conversation about Capitalism is like walking up to a stranger
and asking, “Can I talk to you about Jesus?” … We have every right as a
society to ask of that system, is it working? Is it working for us? … We’ve
been afraid to ask that question.

(Lambert, 2011)

Lambert’s artwork Capitalism Works for Me! was not intended as a protest
sign but rather a provocative one whose intentions was to initiate and stimulate
conversations about the dominant economic system in the world. However, the

Figure 1.2 Voting console for Steve Lambert’s Capitalism Works for Me! in New York
City. Courtesy of Steve Lambert (Creative Commons BY-NC-SA).
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fact that it invited passersby to examine if capitalism is working for them can
be seen as, if not exactly a protest sign, then a related one in that it calls into
question something that has been normalized and thus regarded by some as
natural and permanent. The very writing of this statement, complete with an
exclamation mark that calls attention to its intention, can be viewed in light of
Coulmas’ (2009) observation that “writing embodies the dialectics of power and
resistance. A potent tool to secure institutional authority, it can also be turned
against the powers that be and challenge authority” (p. 14).

In my exploration of how people take up and mediate Steve Lambert’s public
artwork sign Capitalism Works for Me!, I not only situate it within the analytic
framework of public discourse in urban spaces, but also in what has been called
“public pedagogy” – the various educational and learning activities and prac-
tices in public domains beyond traditional educational institutions (e.g., Biesta,
2012, 2014; Burdick & Sandlin, 2010; Burdick, Sandlin, & O’Malley, 2014;
Sandlin, Schultz, & Burdick, 2010). There has been very little work done on
investigating the public’s discourses on the economy – a form of public pedagogy
in action. The aim of this book is to understand how hegemonic discourses of
capitalism are taken up, mediated, and dialogically co-constructed by people in
their role as everyday economists, and the ways in which these discourses are
reproduced and accepted as “common sense” (Gramsci, 1971), or challenged
and contested in counter-hegemonic views of capitalism. My analyses of these
discourses of capitalism have been done with the intention of contributing
toward understanding more how a public pedagogy rooted in critical, radical
traditions and approaches (e.g., Freire, 1970, 1994; Freire & Macedo, 1987;
Fontana, 2015; Gramsci, 1971; Marx & Engels, 1978; Ruccio, 2008a; Wolff,
2012) can help to widen the cultural and political discursive spaces of not only
questioning and contesting capitalism, but also exploring and developing truly
democratic alternatives to organizing our workplaces, economy, and society.
In a world increasingly besieged by climate change, political and social
upheavals, rapidly increasing wealth disparities, and overwhelming poverty,
all of which are caused by our economic system, the stakes have never
been higher.

The analysis explores how people in these interviews draw on their lived
experiences of work, unemployment, debt, and inequality in co-constructing
what can be called ‘economic common-sense making’. In analyzing over 300
interviews with passersby viewing and voting ‘true’ or ‘false’ in response to
Capitalism Works for Me!, my purpose is to engage with their common-sense
beliefs about capitalism, and explore if there are any possible alternatives to
this system that they can imagine and articulate. Thus in this manner, I have
attempted to write throughout this book in an accessible style employing a
variety of voices in the Bakhtinian sense (Bakhtin, 1981, 1984a, 1986): academic,
journalistic, activist, and conversational. These public pedagogy registers are
needed to reach the broadest possible audience with the aim of prompting further
discussions on what kind of economic systems we should have to benefit the
majority of us. And given the fact I have lived most of my life in the United
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States, and thus my views and lived experiences have been shaped accordingly, I
will also be primarily writing from an American point of view.

At this point, one may ask, why should we care about people’s economic
common-sense making if some of these everyday commenters adopt dominant
discourses disseminated from the media, politicians, and pundits? Hall and
O’Shea (2013) argued, “the analysis of ‘common sense’ isn’t about representa-
tiveness; it is about how the field of discourse is constituted at any particular
moment in time” (p. 17). But it is not only about seeing how any field of dis-
course is constituted at a particular historical or current time period, as
important and necessary as this is, of course. Critical analyses are needed of
how we make sense and meaning of capitalism because it occupies such an
integral part of our lives, and in fact these analyses are also instrumental in the
endeavor of any critical project working toward economic and social justice
goals. Following in the critical and revolutionary praxis tradition of Antonio
Gramsci, Paulo Freire, bell hooks, and many other political and educational
activists who have worked for social and economic change, it is by addressing
and working within the various fields of practices with which people adopt,
employ, and modify in their everyday and lived experiences of society and the
world, that we engage with the field of common sense, as Hall and O’Shea
(2013) remind us.

This book also addresses the gap that exists in the rather limited applied
linguistics research on discourses of capitalism, particularly that of everyday
people’s engagements, receptions, perceptions, co-constructions, productions,
narrations, and mediations of its many and often contradictory discourses. The
various discourses the participants draw upon in their interviews will be analyzed
with the following questions in mind: How do people view and make sense of
capitalism? How do they relate their lived experiences, roles and identities
within capitalism? What are the discursive moves and resources that they
employ in co-constructing hegemonic and/or counter-hegemonic discourses of
capitalism? How are these discourses used by the general lay public in articulating
their common-sense understandings of the economy, the economic system, and
its effects on their everyday lives and others? In spite of recurring economic
crises and the ensuing devastating impact on many people’s lives, some people
still defend capitalism as the only viable socioeconomic system available to us.
What are their meaning-making resources and processes they employ in doing
so? I attempt to answer these questions by advancing our understanding of how
discursive dialogicalities and their materialities work to both maintain existing
hegemonic institutions and their practices, and simultaneously provide avenues
of thought, articulations, and actions to imagine and create economic alter-
natives. In examining how public discourse operates in the co-constructions of
capitalist imaginaries and realities, I address the ways in which critical public
pedagogy can help mobilize a critically grounded good sense of people in their
questioning, challenging, and eventually overthrowing the capitalist hegemony
through alternative imaginaries, discourses, and practices. Indeed, another
world is possible.
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