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Language is both the ‘medium’ and the ‘manner’ of education. It enables
the process of teaching and learning to take place; and one of the prin-
cipal goals of education is the development of students’ ability to use
language. Learning in all subjects involves comprehensibility of the use of
language adapted to develop particular areas of knowledge and expertise.
The focus is mainly concerned with spoken language. It is examined inter-
action between teachers and learners and interaction amongst learners.

But before focusing on talk in educational settings, it is imperative on our
part to consider the use and functions of language, and its relationship to
a student’s thinking, in a more general way.
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Introduction

A socio-cultural perspective on language and learning
reflects a particular view of how language and social
interaction are involved in the processes of development
and learning. With this viewpoint of perspective, edu-
cation and cognitive development are seen as cultural
processes, whereby knowledge is not only possessed
individually but shared amongst members of commu-
nities; and understandings are built by people jointly,
through their involvement in events which are shaped by
cultural and historical factors. Language acquisition and
use is seen as having a profound effect on the develop-
ment of thinking. The development of the thought pro-
cess to some extent depends on the language acquired.
But some view that we cannot understand the nature
of thinking, learning, and development without taking
account of the intrinsically social and communicative
nature of humans.

Meaning 0f ‘discourse’?

Hicks (1995) points to the importance of the notion of dis-
course in recent socio-cultural context. Discourse is a key

factor in contemporary work in the social sciences and its
meaning varies according to the particular theorists that
researchers draw on. For example, in applied linguistics
research, discourse is often used to refer to a stretch of
language — spoken or written — in context (Crystal, 1997).
In contrast, for many social theorists, notably post-struc-
turalist social philosophers such as Foucault (1980), dis-
course refers to socially and historically situated domains
of knowledge or ways of construing the world. In the
first reading, Hicks emphasises the work of researchers
on language who aim to combine the more concrete use
of discourse as actual stretches of language with some
elements of the more abstract notion of discourse from
social theory.

1. Discourse as ‘language in its social context, as it is
used to carry out the social and intellectual life of a
community’ (Mercer, 1995, p. 79). This meaning of
discourse emphasizes the importance of looking at
language in context and usually involves an analysis
of actual stretches of spoken and written language,
often referred to as ‘texts’.

2. Discourse as ‘different ways of structuring areas of
knowledge and social practice’ (Fairclough, 1992, p.
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3). This is a more abstract meaning of the term than
(1) as it is not used to refer to particular texts, but
rather to explain how certain ideas and values are
embodied in the communications of a community or
society. Discourse in this sense cannot be observed
or recorded but is rather a theory of social reality.

While we can differentiate these two kinds of mean-
ing of the term ‘discourse’, it is important to under-
stand that it is often used in ambiguous ways. The
focus primarily is on actual instances of language in
context: interaction in the classroom. But the sec-
ond meaning is also briefly referred to; for example
by linking actual instances of talk in classrooms with
college as a particular kind of institution with its own
particular language values and beliefs. The impor-
tance of the notion of discourse in what are known
as social constructionist perspectives on language,
including a socio-cultural perspective, is that lan-
guage not only reflects but constructs social reality.
As Hicks points out in her reading, classroom life is
constituted through the specific discourse practices
in which students and teachers engage.

Interaction in educational Institutes

Schools and Colleges are special kinds of places, social
Institutions with particular purposes, cultures and tradi-
tions. So, although teaching and learning takes place in
many other places outside the formal education system,
the language pattern differs as well as the language use.
The patterns of language use are generated, though this
may not be well recognized by teachers because they
are focused on driving out the apprehensions of the lan-
guage, and because they take these features for granted.
Even students whose mother tongue is the language they
use in school have much to learn about how that lan-
guage is used as an educational medium.

The most obvious kind of spoken language used in edu-
cation is between teachers and learners. There is a lot of
interaction that takes place between teachers and stu-
dents. If we analyze the teacher’s perspectives of making
the language comprehensible, it has important effects
on how their students use the language. One of the most
obvious functions of spoken language in a classroom for
teachers is to tell students what they are to do, how they
are to do it, when to start and when to stop. The essen-
tial paraphernalia to teach the students while using the
language is the impact that they create while speaking.
Interactive classroom is the means by which teachers can
provide students with information, a lot of which would
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be very hard to communicate in any other way. Language
in most educational contexts is also the main tool for a
teacher’s control of events in the classroom apart from
being a help to students to bridge the gap between lan-
guage acquisition and its application.

Language and identity

Language has long been seen as closely connected with
identity in a number of distinctive ways. Traditionally,
the language people speak has been connected with
their national identity: English, Spanish, Japanese, and
so on. Within any one language there are different lan-
guage varieties which are also connected with partic-
ular identities. In India we have a plurality of languages
which undoubtedly shows unity in diversity but at the
same time it becomes difficult to communicate with the
wider world. Hence the pedagogical approach to lan-
guage application is intervened. Teachers as well as stu-
dents make an effort to learn a language which has global
acceptance and which creates self-identity.

Socio-linguists have studied differences of accent and
communicative style in the language of people of differ-
ent age groups and generations, in order to find out how
languages shift and change over the course of time, and in
men and women'’s use of language, which has been seen
as reflecting gender specific practices and relationships.

Hence, in order to bring in a global identity where all can
interact in one common language the medium of instruc-
tion is English.

It is also recognized that children and adults from dif-
ferent social groups bring different kinds of language
resources into the classroom and that these influence
their identity as a student. Particular uses of language
and literacy are highly valued in the classroom and seen
as important for learning, and there has been consider-
able argument about how far the language of children
and adults from various ethnic and class communi-
ties is different or deficient in relation to competencies
required in educational settings (Labov, 1972; Michaels,
1981; Heath, 1983; Tizard and Hughes, 1984).

These amalgamations of language use and group identity
(class, gender, generation, ethnicity) remain significant,
but a number of important paradigm shifts in the ways
in which social scientists recognize the role of language
in relation to other aspects of social life have had some
profound implications for issues of language and identity.
The theoretical shift in ways of looking at identity is part
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of a more general acknowledgement within the social
sciences of the importance of the dynamic processes
of social life and the role of language within these. For
instance, there has been an increasing interest in the way
in which people use language collaboratively to accom-
plish intellectual as well as practical tasks. As we stressed
in section 1, language is both the medium and the mes-
sage of education. This more social constructionist
approach sees knowledge not so much as a body of facts
and information but rather as the outcome of particu-
lar kinds of social interactions and processes. It has also
been applied to understanding other aspects of social
life. So, for instance, social categories like class, gender
or ethnicity are increasingly seen not as intrinsic labels of
identity residing within the individual, but as experienced
by people as a more or less salient aspect of who they
are through their experience in different interactions and
dialogues, across different contexts.

According to Mercer (1995) context can be defined in
terms of the resources invoked by speakers to make
sense of a particular communicative exchange. These
resources may include:

The surroundings

The past shared experience and relationship of the
speakers

The speakers’ shared tasks and goals

The speakers’ experience of similar kinds of conversation.

Language variety, style and identity

The idea that individual and group identity is constantly
being negotiated and renegotiated through changes of
everyday social interactions has been explored by many.
There were differences, too, in the language styles (pitch,
pronunciation, and grammar) used. The major challenge
among students is the different ‘communication styles,
each involving students who have come together to share
ways of doing things and ways of talking, beliefs and val-
ues, as a function of their shared engagement in the activ-
ity. Individual identity is constructed in collaboration with
others in and around this communication of practice.

English as a second language and identity

Learners of English as a second language (ESL), especially
the ones who do not use it often , have found that the
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identity positions offered them within the English speak-
ing community can be crucial for their development of
fluency in the language. In a study of the experience of
the students who come from various communities with
their own acquired language find difficulties in master-
ing English cannot be adequately explained by traditional
second language acquisition theory. This would explain
their progress as the result of their individual motiva-
tion, self-confidence and communication anxiety and the
degree to which they were prepared to assimilate the
lifestyle and values of society and thus maximize their
contact with their peer groups and the possibilities for
natural language use.

When we look at the students who tend to be interested
in learning the second language, they are not free from
communicative apprehensions and feel learning English
is much more problematic than this suggests. It happens
that the students develop a disinterest as they lack flu-
ency in English and because of their current lack of flu-
ency their negativity towards the language is developed.
They get into their own cocoons and rarely open up. This
self marginalization limits their opportunities to practice
English and also reduced their confidence and height-
ened their anxiety so that they felt reluctant to initiate
conversations with other workers.

Norton (2000) argues that confidence and anxiety are
not individual attributes, but are socially constructed
encounters between the second language learners and
the majority community, and that these encounters are
structured by relations of inequality. Similarly, class and
ethnicity do not reside in the individual, but are con-
structed and realized through social relations.

These kinds of communication apprehensions make the
students devoid of participation. Hence there are certain
pedagogical approaches to language learning which are
adopted although Pennycook (1998) suggests inequalities
between communities and second language learners are
also deeply encoded within the discourse of ESL teaching
and within the textbooks used with learners. He traces
the teaching of English as a second language back to its
historical roots in nineteenth century British colonialism
and assumptions about the inherent superiority of the
English language and, by association, of native English
speakers.

Research focus

As discussed in this section, there are different ways of
conceptualizing the relationship between language use
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and adapting the language to create an identity, and
these are evident in different approaches.

The pedagogical approach to language learning has
been more student centric and efforts are being taken
to take the interests of the learning the language. With
the advent of the mobile phones students are keener to
work with mobiles. So mobile assisted learning can be an
approach to teach them a language which they are appre-
hensive about.

VaiRamanathan (1999) focuses on the powerful sta-
tus of English. She draws on the work of Kachru (1985),
who argues that there is a deep-seated unequal power
relationship on a global level between an inner circle of
English speakers (comprised of Britain and its former old
colonies the United States, Canada, and Australia) and an
outer circle comprised of formerly colonial English speak-
ing countries in Asia and Africa. Practice at this level is
not ‘observable’ in any straightforward way. It may be
possible to ‘implement various teaching strategies so that
the students come out of their communication appre-
hensions and are more convinced to learn and apply the
language.

Summary and Conclusion

The beginning of this section suggested that the shift
toward paradigm shifts and ideas within the field of lan-
guage studies, as well as more generally within the social
sciences, has opened up new opportunities for examin-
ing and understanding some of the complex relationships
between identity, or, subjectivity, and the importance of
teaching and learning. This shift has involved the develop-
ment of a new conceptual apparatus for analyzing social
processes and the role of language within these. The ways
in which students take on other people’s voices in their
talk and writing is seen as significant both for their learn-
ing and for their developing awareness of themselves as
particular kinds of people. In addition to re-emphasizing
specific language applications, students tend to apply
the vocabulary and discursive structures of a particular
language, aligning themselves with particular ideolog-
ical positions as well as producing written assignments.
In pedagogic terms, it becomes essential on the part of
teachers to educate the students to apply Language; eth-
nic and other social differences can still, however, create
powerful barriers for individual students, and relation-
ships of inequality and exclusion are deeply embedded
in situational practices and social values. Research shows
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how people’s experience of language and identity has
been affected by wide-ranging and substantive global
changes.

We concluded this section by focusing on ways of
researching and analyzing the relationship between lan-
guage use, and identity. In particular, it is to be focused
on the way in which the notion of practice can be
researched upon the shifts in teaching learning process.
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